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DEVIL IN
COMMAND
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Stacey jumped to her sister's defense

Stacey Armitage's sister, Trisha, was a handfuldoobt about that! For
years Stacey had acted as both mother and fatliee teeadstrong girl, but
most of her efforts to curb Trisha's willful wayachcome to nothing.

Trisha's involvement with the older, arrogant Paehndros was the last
straw. Stacey blamed Paul, and she decided tarsedtfaight on the matter.

Sparks flew at their first meeting. It was a contadion of two strongly
determined personalities--and it was only the b&go...



CHAPTER ONE

STACEY skirted one of several yawning puddles as shesetbthe busy city
intersection, and on reaching the pavement shédyhsstight cover beneath
a sheltering shop verandah.

It was one of the coldest, wettest days to befalddurne this winter, she
decided ruefully as she surveyed her windswepectfin in an adjacent
shop window. The glance was a cursory one, forhgttefew pretensions
about her own beauty, conscious only of a slimlgred figure,
well-defined features and wavy chestnut shouldegtle hair.

The task ahead of her wasnt a pleasant one, andeaching the
multi-storied office block she entered the downstéoyer and paused in
contemplative silence as she checked the direplague.

The Leandros Corporation had their offices on tfiednth floor, and she
summoned the elevator, jabbing the button with cassary force. She was
more than ready to do battle—it showed in the prigiaf her chin, the
fiery sparkle in her green-flecked hazel eyes.

Stepping across the plush carpet to the receptsk 8tacey met the faintly
enquiring glance directed her, and countered itlgo®aul Leandros—I'd
like to see him, please.'

The receptionist's face became an efficient mddk. Leandros is in
conference. What time is your appointment?'

'l don't have one,’ Stacey stated baldly. 'Howetrarsure he'll see me.' She
forced a confident smile, adding with slight empbadliss Armitage.'

Momentary hesitation clouded the receptionist&agdres. 'I'll ring through
to Mr Leandros' secretary and confirm when the earfce is expected to
conclude.’

Minutes later Stacey was escorted along a wideagasgy whose walls
were adorned at regularly spaced intervals withseorative prints, and
ensconced in a luxuriously appointed room commandisuperb view over



the South Yarra River, she sought to calm her fiatgemper by leafing
through the variety of magazines placed at herodigh

Time ticked relentlessly by as fifteen minute”/pexged to thirty, and it
was almost an hour before she was summoned totheeeialted head of
the diverse financial organisation.

Nothing, not even Trisha's rapt and frequent eemgprepared Stacey for
the leashed power the man emanated. Of Greek dekeehad the height,
the broad-chiselled almost saturnine featuresofhtestors, eyes as black
as ebony in a face that was startlingly ruggedrwdytformidable male
animal, and a dangerous one, 'she perceived. Ithveas in his bearing—a
ruthlessness clearly evident, forbidding and fgintlel.

'Miss Armitage?' His voice was deep, its inflectifaintly arrogant, yet
chillingly polite, and she suppressed a slight shof apprehension.

'Stacey Armitage—Trisha's sister,” she informed hwith deliberate
significance.

One eyebrow arched in silent query. "There is sbimgtl can do for you?'

'l haven't come here to exchange polite convensality Leandros,' Stacey
sallied resentfully.

'Precisely why have you come, Miss Armitage'?' irestjoned with marked
cynicism, his-gaze disconcertingly direct.

"You don't deny that you know Trisha?' she demantled eyes brilliant
with barely suppressed animosity.

'l am acquainted with your sister—yes," he respdrelenly, and Stacey
gave a derisory laugh.

'Oh, really, Mr Leandros-acquaintancas too mild a word, surely?’

'‘Association, perhaps?"



‘Affair would be more apt,' she condemned wrathfully.

His gaze didn't falter as he withdrew a slim ci¢i@recase and lighter,
extracting a thin cheroot and placing it betwees lips, then lighting it
before choosing to speak.

‘That's almost an allegation,' he stated slowlii@gxhaled a thin spiral of
smoke. 'l trust you are certain of your facts?'

Stacey drew a deep breath, then released it sldvily.eandros,’ she began,
tight-lipped, 'how old do you imagine my sister is?

He gave a slight shrug, the action both indolemt amcaring. 'Is it of any
significance?"

'‘Damn you—yes' she snapped furiously.
'‘Aren't you taking this a little too seriously?' uPd_eandros queried
sardonically. 'Your parents—surely it's they whoowd evince any

concern?

'My parents are dead," Stacey stated repressiVehyall Trisha has by way
of family.'

'‘Ah—I see. You seek to play the role of protectoe,concluded with thinly
veiled cynicism.

Oh, he waamusedshe determined wrathfully. In a minute she'd badgal
into slapping his hateful face! Summoning every aaurof calm, she
demanded, 'Precisely how old do you imagine mesist Mr Leandros?’
‘Nineteen—twenty," he hazarded indolently. 'Oldwagig | think?'

The stinging slap sounded loud in the silence efriom—a silence that
lengthened until it became almost a tangible entity

Stacey met his penetrating gaze unflinchingly, umtéed by the shaft of
gleaming anger in the dark eyes several incheseabevown.



'Do that again,” Paul Leandros cautioned grimiyd'd can promise
retaliatory action.'

'You dare to threaten me?"

His ebony gaze left her face and swept slowly doavher elegantly shod
feet, then back again. 'Do you doubt it?'

A shiver feathered its way down her spine, andrsteto enforce control

against it becoming visible. 'Aren't there suffidievomen available from

which to choose a suitable—companion, Mr Leandrsek&' queried with

deliberate emphasis. 'Or have they palled to tiengxhat you must pursue
a sixteen-year-old girl who hasn't the sense ndate a man old enough to
be her father!"

Anger flared briefly, then became masked as hislids/elowered
fractionally. 'Be very careful of the accusatiormiyfling in my direction,
Miss Armitage,’ he drawled icily, 'or | may congidéave just cause to sue
for defamation.’

Fury sparked in her eyes, bringing them vibranllyeaas she glared up at
him. 'Perhaps should sueyou for attempting to tamper with an innocent
child"

'‘By the living heaven,' Paul Leandros breathed amlyt 'you tempt me to
the very brink of reasonable patience!" A fist senagjainst the palm of his
hand in a single explosive action that caused $taxastart involuntarily.
‘Consider it prudent to leave— now.' He crosseithéodoor and opened it.

'Will you refrain from seeing Trisha?' she persist@nd was chilled by his
grim implacability.

'‘Goodbye, Miss Armitage,’ he concluded bluntly, ahd could have hit him
from sheer angry frustration.

Lifting her chin fractionally, Stacey swept pasthimoving quickly down
the passageway and out through reception to thatele



Paul Leandros was certainly a force to be reckomid, she grimaced
wryly some five minutes later as she slipped belingdwheel of her small
car and set it in motion, heading it north towatdsendon. They had struck
sparks off each other from the onset, and instéaaiaing his support she
had only succeeded in antagonising him.

Looking after Trisha was a responsibility Stacey allingly shouldered
for the past six years. Almost eight years sepdrdtem in age, but there
were times when Stacey felt a veritable Methuselathe face of Trisha's
frequent outbursts. Childish misdemeanours hadldpgd into scrapes that
had at times been serious enough to warrant dimimgs of possible
expulsion from the school's headmistress. An aptidry scholar, Trisha
had emerged on to the employment scene last yedrmach to Stacey's
relief, it seemed the acquisition of a pay packé¢h@ end of each week was
sufficient enticement for Trisha to remain onelad tvorking force.

Trisha's liaison with an older man was merely thedt in a series of
harassing incidents Stacey had had to contend anthduring the past few
weeks she had cajoled, pleaded and alternatelylragean effort to make
her sister see reason, becoming embroiled in allfequent scenes that
were both nerve-racking and soul-destroying. Amghi remotely
approaching conversation between them had ceasedtah week ago, and
since then they had resorted to brief messagesss#néal importance
hastily penned and magnetically anchored to thegexhtor door.

That one man should be the cause of so much agasypeyond Stacey's
comprehension and endurance, and this morningathedcided the matter
had gone far enough.

Now she had to concede that her attempt to alletn situation had been a
dismal failure. The only consolation she had wad #aul Leandros was
now aware of Trisha's correct age, and it was ptes#hat on reflection he
might have second thoughts about continuing thaioglship. It was a dim
hope, but one she clung to as she parked her Mithe space allotted
employees inside the hospital gates.

Working as a physiotherapist was a challenging patan which Stacey
found totally absorbing. For the past two yearslsdabeen assigned to the



Royal Children's Hospital, and working with childrgave her a rare insight
to their tenacity to overcome insurmountable odds.

Entering the side entrance, she made her way topthsiotherapy
department, checked with the office which wardshs to go to, then took
the elevator to Surgical.

There were three new faces, drowsy and pale frereffiects of anaesthetic,
and she moved to the first of her patients, grektedby name, then began
coaxing him gently to exert his limbs and effeadihing exercises.

It was after six when Stacey inserted the key theofront door of the flat
she shared with Trisha. Comfortably furnished, d@swn a block of three
situated in a pleasant tree-lined street withisoeable access to the city.

There was no visible sign that Trisha had been hame Stacey drew in a
deep breath, her brow creasing slightly as a famiéeling of anxiety rose
to the fore. Wearily she set about preparing a medbr two, just in case

Trisha put in an appearance—then she sat downtanalane, willing the

phone to ring as , the evening progressed.

It was after eleven when she switched on the pbgtih and prepared for
bed, and she was about to slip between the covees the insistent peal
from the phone in the hallway sent her flying tewaar it.

'Stacey! Thank God!" Trisha's voice declared witup disregard. '‘Can you
come and pick me up?'

Stacey fought ,down the feeling of resigned frugira 'Where are you?' she
managed calmly.

*The hospital. Don't panic,’ Trisha added quicklyn okay. There was an
accident—not bad, but the ambulance attendanttéasis be medically
examined before coming home."' She quickly gavenime of the hospital,
then hung up before Stacey had the chance to galyiraq.



Twenty minutes later she presented herself at ¢hEl@nt and emergency
ward, and was greeted by a subdued Trisha lookimgrkably healthy and
bearing no outward sign of any injury.

'I'm okay—really," Trisha assured her, then deddrastily, 'Let's get out of
here. This place gives me the shivers!'

It didn't occur to Stacey to question her sistexjsgressed urgency to leave
the hospital or its grounds, and it wasn't untieéhdays later that the real
reason unfolded itself by way of a terse legallygsied letter.

The contents horrified her, as did the strongly kxdned signature at the
lower edge of the page, and she sank into a nedudiy, too stunned to do
anything, until returning sanity and an unreasominger brought her to her
feet.

Crossing to the telephone, she hurriedly lookedhepnumber she wanted,
then dialled the necessary digits, her lips tigimgras she heard Trisha's
voice, bright and carefree, at the other end ofpthene. Without preamble
she queried starkly:

‘The car you were in the other night—were you dhgvit?"

'Stacey?' Trisha's voice rose querulously. 'Whha&smatter? Is something
wrong?'

Catching a tight rein on her temper, she clutchedeceiver, the blood cold
in her veins. 'Cut out the word-play’, Trisha," sltvised curtly. "This is
serious. Were you driving the car?'

'Oh, Stacey, you know | haven't got a licence. Hmwmld | possibly be
driving?'

‘Nothing you do would surprise me,' Stacey saidvigaBut this—if it's
true, is the most reprehensible of any of your padas. Now, were you
driving that car?'



There was a long silence at the other end, thesh@radmitted reluctantly,
'Well, yes. But only for a few minutes--'

‘That's long enough," Stacey returned darkly. H&jisiow could you be so
stupid! You know darned well that without a learner's pégau shouldn't
have been drivingnycar.'

'It seemed like a fun idea at the time," Trishalated sulkily. 'l can't
understand why you're making so much fuss—no oase.hurt.’

Stacey almost exploded. 'Dear God, you're pricelessppose you think

that exonerates you from any blame. Did you comglteedamage to the car
you were illegally driving? Or the car you hit?'H@ice rose a full octave.

'What about that, Trisha?"

'Oh, for heaven's sake! Insurance will cover itnivda?"

'Whose?' Stacey responded succinctly. 'You doeh éave any idea of the
consequences, do you?'

"What consequences? What are you talking about?’
'l have a letter from Paul Leandros citing damagese car you hit for an
unspecified amount, and commanding my presencesinffice tomorrow

morning to discuss it.'

A breathless silence greeted this information, thesha said faintly, 'From
Paul?'

‘Yes—Paul,' Stacey echoed with emphasis. 'There isn't anytkeisg |
should be aware of before | see him, | suppose?’

"You make it sound like a crime," Trisha complaipetulantly, and Stacey
momentarily closed her eyes in a silent prayep#irence.

It is a crime—make no mistake about it. I've padilfou out of many a
scrape, but I'm not sure | can manage to do ittittms."



'Stacey, | have to go. | am at work, you know,'shia said with a
long-drawn-out sigh. 'I'll see you later.’

"You do intend coming home tonight, then?'
'I'm not sure. Pam wants me to stay over. You duoimtl do you?'

Would it matter if | did? Stacey questioned silgnknowing that to argue
would prove fruitless. 'Make sure you're here taimerwhen | get home,’
she added hardily.

'‘Okay. Good luck," Trisha said hastily, and repihtiee receiver before
Stacey had a chance to say anything else.

Luck wouldn't help much, it was more like a miraslee needed, Stacey
decided as she entered the portals of the exaktaddros Corporation the
following morning. Within minutes she was shownoithe waiting room
adjoining Paul Leandros' executive suite.

Nerves twisted her stomach into a painful knotres@ntemplated her last
encounter with the hateful businessman, and it &didker resolve to present
a calm exterior as she entered his office.

"You wanted to see me, Mr Leandros?' she quereabdy, coming to a
standstill a few feet from his desk.

Paul Leandros turned from his appraisal of theestoelow the expanse of
plate-glass and slowly raked her from head to ieelooked dynamic and
infinitely masculine, his sober business suit badgtracting from a raw
virility that was frightening.

"You are responsible for your sister, are you nm?emanded silkily, and
Stacey uttered a brief affirmative in responstust you have spoken with
her since receiving my letter?'

'Yes.' The monosyllabic admission was tautly detde



He moved slightly, thrusting one hand into his s@upocket, his gaze
unwavering. 'l would be interested to hear whatlsdokto say.’

Stacey braced her shoulders, her expression begofaintly defensive.
‘Trisha admits she was driving the car.’

'‘Nothing else?' he parried with deceptive calm.

'She doesn't have a licence,’ she informed hirtedlyl, and saw his faint
grimace.

'Not only does your sister not have a licence, Misritage,' he said softly,
'she doesn't even possess a learner's permit. owfacourse, aware of
that?'

'Of course | am," Stacey expostulated. 'Supposetgpufencing around, and
come straight to the point.'

‘There's more," Paul Leandros stated with studireblence, his eyes
glittering like polished onyx. 'My nephew borrowéte car without my
permission—the reason being, | gather, to impress gister.' He paused
slightly, then continued, 'By means | won't elalbergour sister managed to
persuade him to part with the keys, althoughpieshaps to his credit that he
immediately had second thoughts and attempted tteeve them.' His
glance speared her ruthlessly. 'Unfortunately, he wnable to do so. Your
sister foolishly ignored any injunction, and prodee to drive off at high
speed.’

'l see,' Stacey managed in slightly strangled tones

'Do you, Miss Armitage?' he queried with intendaccasm. 'The owner of
the Lotus Elan intends to sue for negligence,’ tweticued dryly. 'That
amount, coupled with damages to his car, totalexrbitant sum." He
named a figure that was staggering and Stacey dasme expressive
features whitening with shock.

'You can't be serious?'



His smile was grim. 'There is also the matter o$appropriation of my
Ferrari. Theft is a serious charge.’

"You would charge your own nephew?' she questiontdincredulity.
"Your sister, Miss Armitage.’

'Dear God," she whispered, her eyes wide with nogan you imagine what
that will do to her?' The thought was inconceivablesperately clutching at
straws, she beseech eel, 'if it takes everythingvk, I'll come up with the

amount required. Surely some agreement can be edaa$ to punitive

damages?' Her brain raced with rapidly assembipads. 'l have a savings
account—there's my car--'

"You haven't considered your loyalty may be misptit

'However much Trisha needs to be made aware ofviergdoing, | can't
stand aside and see her taken to court. Evemigans realising every asset
| have!

'‘And if your total assets prove to be insufficiént?
'I'll plead for time.'

'What makes you think | would be agreeable?' Paahdros queried with
uncompromising bleakness. 'Less than a week agowgre insultingly
rude, as well as resorting to physical assault.'

Stacey fought for control, her eyes flashing grieen 'l was provoked,’ she
alleged tightly, and saw his jaw muscles tightermsoeably.

'Do you imagine | was not?'

'Oh for heaven's sake!' she exploded. 'How did g®pect me to react?
You've been squiring my sister around town for mitr& a month—a
sixteen-year- old girl not six months out of schasbd knows, Trisha "is
difficult enough to handle. When | couldn't get aimere with her, | had
little option other than to contact you.'



He regarded her silently for what seemed an inteaibie length of time, and
she could gather little from his harsh expresditia.eyes never left hers for
a second, and she began to feel mesmerised—akte farey awaiting the
strike from a deadly snake!

'l have been escorting your sister?' Paul Leandrosegueith dangerous
softness. "You have proof of such an allegatiorssMirmitage?’

"Trisha told me--'

'‘Ah, yes—Trisha.' His eyes hardened. 'That youdy &ppears to have a lot
to answer for.'

The first frightening seeds of doubt and their lesu implication were
reflected momentarily, and a slight frown creasedlirow as she tried to
assimilate exactly what he meant. 'She's dined wath, been to your
home...'

'‘Correction," he said silkily. 'Your sister has etn twice in my
company—once as part of a family group at my hcene, once by chance
in a city restaurant. On both occasions she wawtestby my nephew.'

Angry incredulous words tumbled from her lips. 'Areu telling me the
truth?'

"You would accuse me of lying?' he countered dangdly, and Stacey's
gaze wavered.

'l don't understand,” she faltered, badly shakd&nisha never once
mentioned your nephew's name.’

‘A question of deliberate delusion, | imagine.'tdened slightly, moving to
the wide glass window, and stood seemingly engcbgséh movement on
the street below.

After a long silence Stacey offered quietly, 'l oyeel an apology.'



'‘Mere words won't suffice, Miss Armitage.' His towas chillingly direct,
and Stacey felt her heart plummet as she glimpsedumourless smile.

'‘Business and sentiment don't mix—or are you unawhathat analogy?'

She swallowed painfully, meeting his raking gazenaimixture of hopeless
anger. 'l take it from that, you aren't preparetdedenient?’

'l am of Greek descent,' Paul Leandros elaboratét deliberate emphasis.
'Revenge for an aggrievance is considered arbitrary

'Revenge? What are you talking about?' she crigabhle to believe him.

"Your total assets,' he countered relentlesslycdA—a savings account.
What else?’

Her head lifted fractionally, pride uppermost. 8wfshares.’

'‘But not, | suspect, enough to cover total damadeesdeduced hardily.
'What other form of recompense would you suggest?’

'l have no other assets,' she reiterated, and sagybs narrow as he toyed
idly with a paperweight on top of his desk.

"You do not consider yourself as an asset?"

Anger almost tantamount to sheer blinding rage tedipinside her.
'Precisely what do you mean?’

His smile was wholly cynical. '‘Come, Miss Armitaggu can't be that
naive.'

Her face suffused with delicate colour, then pasdhe significance of his
words took effect. "You think I'd trade sex as pawif?' she choked, her eyes
brilliant with fury. 'Never in a million years!

One, eyebrow lifted slightly. 'So adamant,’ he eHidsoftly, the
velvet-smooth tones sending a frisson of fear dbemnspine, making her



shiver involuntarily. He considered her thoughtfullTaming all that latent
emotion could prove an intriguing exercise.’

'Forget it—you'll never have the opportunity!

His laugh was a silent one, his eyes dark with@aodhumour. 'Oh, but |

shall." He moved round to lean against the eddesoflesk, his expression
assuming brooding implacability. '‘As my wife you wld become an asset,
he elaborated. 'Legally bound, affording a tangrbésasure of payment.'

'You've got to be mad! | wouldn't marry you if yaere the last man on
earth!"

Paul Leandros' eyes became ebony-hard as they tebeatessly across the
space between them. 'Think yourself fortunate eérofifiarriage.’

'Why?' Stacey flung with asperity. '"Am | supposedswoon with relief?’
She let her eyes run the length of his imposinm&al'm not for sale,” she
declared succinctly.

Slowly he withdrew a packet of cheroots, extracted and placed it
between his lips, then lit it with indolent delibéon, exhaling the smoke
with evident satisfaction before regarding heririkicarefully,' he warned
with silky detachment. 'Once you step outside tbam your decision will

be irreversible.'

Stacey experienced a clutch of fear and her bregaib spiralling with the
implications his threat aroused. Slowly she queriddw sure are you that
the other complainant will drop charges?’

'Money-—sulfficient of it," he added cynically, ‘hasvay of soothing even
the most indignant of men.’

She struggled against a rapidly rising temper. "Mally know how to lay it
on the line, don't you?' Her voice rose as shessmtuCoercion is a crime,
Mr Leandros.’

'Oh, come, | much prefer persuasion,’ he drawled sae retaliated blindly,



'It could almost be termed extortion! Dear God, 's@wetestable. | hate
you!'

'Hate as much as you like," he drawled with impgieaalm.
'My sister's freedom in exchange for mine,' shd keaavily, then tilted her
head to one side. 'Even a condemned prisoner ismadgd with the term of

his sentence. How long, Mr Leandros?'

'‘Considering the amount involved," he deliberateaking her stormy
features, 'two years should be sufficient.'

'I'll make sure they're as hellish as | can makenthshe vowed tightly.
'Revenge, Stacey?' Paul Leandros mocked.

'If I had a knife, | think I could kill you!" sheetorted, and was enraged when
he laughed.

'l consider myself forewarned.’

At such blatant mockery she threw the nearest thingand—her leather
shoulder-bag—and watched him field it neatly aratelit down on top of
his desk.

'‘Come and get it,' he insisted with dangerous sefinreaching out and
catching hold of her hand. With seemingly littléoef he exerted sufficient
pressure to pull her out of the chair towards Hnmging her close despite
the struggles she made.

'‘Leave me alone!' she snapped furiously.

'Like a child you hit out, then cry when the actisabout to be reciprocated.
You'd prefer me to act the gentleman, perhaps?’

"You're a fiend!" Stacey flung, becoming breathkesshe tried to escape his
steel-like grasp.



"You have no knowledge what manner of man | amygathurl insults as if
they were merely words of no importance. Guard yoague, Stacey, or
you may very well have reason for such accusations.

'l loathe and detest you.—think of that when ygutdr-'
'‘Bed you? Be assured that | shall—frequently.’

'Of course,’ Stacey threw incautiously, 'I| musteerber to keep a count. Be
warned | don't come cheap!

His eyes hardened until they resembled polished,otinen he drew her

inexorably forward until her breasts pressed agdins buttons of his

waistcoat. In slow motion one hand slid to fastdroll at her nape as the
other moved down the length of her spine, mouldiag close so that she
was shockingly aware of his physical hardnesspthssure of his powerful

thighs.

"You want me to exact the first payment novirere?"

The query was quiet and deadly, and Stacey sensddrhper was held in
check by a tenuous thread. Yet still she refusezhpitulate completely. ‘I,
don't imagine you would be so—animalistic," shepgds then cried out as
his hands tightened painfully. "You're hurting me!

With an angry oath he flung her away from him. 'Get of my sight," he
directed harshly, lifting an arm and raking a h#m@ugh his hair, then he
thrust it into a trouser pocket and turned backatos his desk. 'I'll contact
you as soon as suitable arrangements have been' made

Stacey stood still, breathing hard, fear and dishisting her attractive
features, then without a word she turned and waidélde door, not pausing
to spare him so much as a backward glance.



CHAPTERTWO

THE wedding ceremony was brief and impersonal, theheggproviding a
cold bleak mantle that served only to accentuadihzare necessity of her
union with the formidable Greek.

Attired in a superbly-tailored grey suit, Paul Ldeys towered head and
shoulders above her, his expression relaxed araflytoh antithesis of
Stacey's solemnity.

It seemed impossible so many arrangements hadnhaee within the space
of two days, yet they had, and it rankled terribhat she had not been
consulted over one of them. Even her resignatiahehospital had been
handled by Paul, and she could sense that systaiatie was assuming
command of her life.

She had been tempted not to buy a new dress factasion, but at the last
moment she had given in and rushed into the atgcting at random a light
woollen cream suit, new shoes and a handbag.

Trisha, with typical teenage disregard, had disgdiainitial surprise, then
complete unconcern at the news, and the fact tiaae$s marriage to Paul
Leandros had come about solely for her benefit d¢gnblittle more than a
dismissive shrug.

The reception was a surprisingly formal affair heldhe large dining-room
of Paul's luxurious home in the prestigious sulmirkiew.

It was a family affair, the guests numbered alnheshty, and Stacey's brain
reeled as she endeavoured to recall all their naBies blamed shock at
discovering Paul had a son from a previous marriagehe numbness
which seemed to. freeze her usually mobile featumtesa permanent smile.
Nicos was a boy the image of his father, lookingiewhat older than his
fifteen years, resplendent in an expensively- ciit and immaculate shirt
linen. Whether it was the combination of privath@aing or strict parental
control, there-was polite charm and sincerity enide desire to be on
friendly terms with his new stepmother that wasudigng. Nicos bore none



of the signs of teenage awkwardness, and Stacay tiuhis friendship as a
drowning man to a solitary life raft.

On the surface, convention was observed with reatdekdedication, the
meal comprising no less than five courses with vapkenty and a bridal
toast with imported vintage champagne. There wasnewan in-

intricately-iced wedding cake which was cut in thaitional manner and
handed among the guests together with sugared dsnon

All too soon coffee was served, and then one bytbagamily members
began to disperse. Stacey was scarcely aware stidlsi departure, or that
Nicos had left with his grandmother. With alarmuigrity she realised she
was alone with the tall, magnificently arrestingmstanding less than three
feet distant.

Nervously she twisted the wide diamond-studdedmliat wedding ring on
her finger, and for a brief few seconds she comsdlenaking an escape,
then was forced to discard it in the certain knalgke that Paul Leandros
would search until he found her, and the conseqgen€ such an action
proved a suitable deterrent.

'More champagne?'

Stacey turned slightly and met Paul's dark sardgare. 'Yes—why not?'
She watched idly as he filled a glass and theri@bleit from him to sip the
contents with concerted dedication.

"You seem to share an affinity with my son," Paaided, placing the bottle
back on to the table.

'Nicos appears to be a charming boy," she respoenviady.
'Unlike his father, hm?"
‘Totally.'

"You were very quiet this evening,' he observedhwhinly veiled mockery,
and she retaliated swiftly:



'l do possess a modicum of good manners.'
'‘But now that we are alone, they can be discardegithat it?"

Stacey met his gaze stoically. 'I'd rather be amyertelse than here with
you. Would you prefer me to pretend to be enraptwigh delight?'

'It would help if you were amenable.’

'‘Well, I'm not,' she declared heatedly. 'Havingpéar you touch me will be
sheer torture.’

'l have yet to kiss you,' he revealed cynicallyouYmay find you enjoy the
experience.'

'Like hell," she said inelegantly, and he laughed.
'‘Perhaps we should find out.’

'l fail to see what satisfaction you'll derive estaid desperately, grasping at
any straw available. 'lt's not even acceptableybatshould.’

For several seconds he observed her through sligatrowed lids, then he
gave an eloquent shrug. 'lIf what you imply is true-

'Do you doubt me?' she countered angrily.
'l am acquainted with a woman's biological funcsioRaul inclined dryly.

‘Then perhaps you'll be good enough to show me yoraom," Stacey
suggested coolly.

'Of course, if that is what you want.'

Relief washed over her, and she drained her ghdasing it down on to a
nearby table before following him from the room.



A staircase curved upwards from the foyer to tberflabove, and Stacey
walked silently at his side, pausing to precede dsrhe held open a door at
the end of the hallway.

Her eyes flicked to the large double bed with itabessed brocade
counterpane, then moved in a slow encompassingwaicthe mahogany
furniture, the brocade drapes covering an entirtt ek to the solitary
illumination from the bedside lamp.

‘The bathroom is through that door,” Paul informeelr, moving an
explanatory arm to his left. "You'll find everytliryou need. Sophie will
have unpacked your clothes, and | imagine it woa'difficult for you to
discover their whereabouts.'

‘Thank you.' Stacey moved towards the wardrobe agpahed one of the

doors, then ignoring his presence she crossedeadtessing-table and

pulled open a succession of drawers, selecting sthatneeded, then she
made for the bathroom, closing the door firmly inehiner.

Within minutes she had discarded her clothes, tapped beneath the warm
spray of water, a sigh of relief on her lips that huse had succeeded. At
least she had gained a few nights' grace from hsbdnd's dreaded
attentions.

Reaching for the soap, she began washing hergeifrisiting in the feel of
the water on her body, the delicately scented &g that assailed her
nostrils as she lathered.

The almost silent click of the door was barely detble above the
cascading water, and it was a sense of movemdmtrréftan noise that
alerted Stacey's attention, causing her to glamg®rid the folding glass
screen of the shower stall.

The sight of Paul, divested of his clothes and dagecept for a towel
hitched strategically about his hips, brought fathasp of pure outrage.

'What are you doing? Get out!



‘This is my home—or have you forgotten?' Paul dstichockingly, letting
his dark gaze wander over her slim curves with lietoease.

Stacey hugged her arms across her breasts as colifused her face, and
her eyes Hashed with indignation. 'Have you no we¢® she cried,
mortified. 'Am | to be permitted no privacy? Deaod; what manner of
savage brute are you!' she ended with a scandadigegch as he folded
back the door and stepped in beside her.

‘A man who has bought two years of your life,’ tades] austerely, and shock
slithered down her spine at the pitiless deliberatin the dark eyes
regarding her. 'l could almost be gulled into behig male nudity is a new
experience for you. Why the act of modesty? As gsptherapist and
masseuse, you must admit the naked flesh holdanmpoises, hm?"

'l worked in a children's hospital,’ Stacey defehder eyes averted from
the riveting muscular frame so close in proximiWill you please let me
out?' Her voice rose a fraction. 'This may be yidea of fun, but it's not
mine!'

'Really? You'd have me believe you've never shargidower with a man?'
he taunted. 'At twenty-four, in today's permissoeiety?'

'‘Believe what you like!" she threw angrily, anceatpted to move past him.
'Will you let me out?’

His eyes held mocking cynicism. 'In so much of eynto go to bed?"

'l hate you!" she vowed furiously, tears of helplésistration welling to the
surface. 'God, | must have been mad to have mayoel

'You had no choice, remember?"

'You gave me no choice,’ she corrected bitterlygeknoverrode her
embarrassment.loathe and detest you!

A sardonic gleam of amusement slanted downwardsmi@ch hatred,' he
drawled. 'Do you imagine I'll leave you alone tdrtigor any other night?'



Bleak dejection settled like a shroud over her &lers. 'No."' Her eyes met
his unflinchingly. "You bought my body—to use, grdbably abuse. | hope
it sticks like bitter gall in your throat that natly you can do will make me
enjoy it." She slipped past him only to be broughtain abrupt halt. Fear
aroused a deep curling sensation in the pit ofteenach, and she lashed out
at him, striking his chest with flailing fists, mak little impression on that
rock-hard sinewy wall.

Her wrists were caught and held together with &fes ease, his expression
wholly cynical as he regarded her. 'So great a fuss create—like an
outraged virgin about to be raped.’

‘That's what you intend, so why bother denyingStacey flung, her breath
ragged in her throat.

'You're not above inventing any plausible excusavimd physical contact,’
Paul retorted mercilessly. 'Do you take me for@?o

No, he was far too astute, too worldly-wise to twefl by such a trick, and
she struggled desperately in vain to free her hahdardly know you,' she
cried. 'Won't you allow me time to get to know \metter?'

"What would that achieve?' he countered, his egéseding fractionally as
they rested on her firm superbly shaped breasts. you perceive it will be
any easier tomorrow or the day after, than now?'

Stacey glared at him, dislike evident in her exgiresfeatures. 'You're a
brute," she accused hatefully. '‘An uncaring, inseedevil!'

With his free hand Paul leaned out and turned laéfwater. 'l can be all
those, and more," he evinced brusquely. 'Contiaubwart me, and it will
be to your disadvantage.' He collected two towals t@ssed one towards
her, his expression grim and forbidding. 'l haveéhee the inclination nor
the intention to play games.'

Quickly enveloping her body with the large flufigvtel, she surreptitiously
dried herself, then wound the towel sarong-wisexdolier slim curves.



'Have you finished?"

At the faintly mocking query she lifted her chindaglared defiantly as she
swung round to face him. Anger lent her eyes g Bparkle, and she curbed
her wayward tongue with difficulty as she precedts through to the
bedroom.

Crossing to the dressing-table, Stacey searched lioush to restore order
"to her damp tousled hair. In the mirror she sdgrecognised the stormy
features as her own, and she dragged the brusigtintbe length of her hair
with painful disregard for her scalp.

When she turned she saw that the counterpane haxd discarded and
placed on an ottoman at the foot of the bed, amcehes widened at the
manner in which the blankets had been tossed aside.

'‘Come here."' It was a command she had no inteafibeeding, and she met
his eyes-defiantly. With a towel wrapped roundHis he looked vaguely
satanical, and in that moment she was made shdgkagare of his
intention to possess her—with or without her cohsen

'I'm not afraid of you.' Fool, she cursed silenylgu're scared stiff!

"You should be," Paul declared harshly. 'l haveeuilidh temper when
roused, and my patience is almost exhausted.’

'‘And like a docile little lamb | should lie down @maccept the inevitable?
Sorry, Mr Leandros—if you want me, you're goindhave to come and get
me!’

The expression in his eyes brought a silent sctedrer throat, and without
conscious thought she turned and ran—uncaring wélegeescaped to as
long as it was away from the brutish man she huaiti¢al a violence that
rocked her very being.

She hadn't taken more that three steps beforehzandis caught hold of her
shoulders, halting her flight. Then she was clawihgn, hitting,
scratching—on any part of his anatomy she couldhrebike a demented



animal she fought against him, gasping with rageeasaught first one hand,
then the other, behind her back.

Not content, she lashed out with her foot and gavanguished cry as he
yanked her hard against him.

'Stop it, you little wildcat!" He hardly seemed fieel the exertion her
struggles had caused, yet she was breathing s tiad just run a mile.

'Oh, go tohell!”

With an angry oath he pulled the towel from arotied body and tossed it
aside, then he lowered his head to crush herdipsaring that he ground the
delicate inner tissue against her teeth, yetsi#l refused to part her mouth
and allow him entrance.

A stinging slap on her derriere brought an invadumtgasp, and then his
mouth was on hers, firm and probing, his lips safigthard as his mouth
plundered hers in a kiss that destroyed everyllaston.

Not content, his hands roved over her slim bodsiteg taut curves, probing
intimately until she groaned out loud, then his lgggan a slow exploratory
descent, seducing with provocative expertise @agdinst her will she felt
the flame of awakening desire heat her limbs, emassing her entire body
so that she ached for fulfilment.

Hardly aware that her feet no longer touched therflshe dung to the only
solid entity in that emotional whirlpool until theilken warmth of the

electrically-heated bed against her back broughomentary return to
sanity, and she began to struggle against Pawearéal weight, striving to

shift from beneath him.

‘Let me go!" The cry left her throat as a despepbta, but she was no match
against his strength, and her agonised scream etheg a silent moan
against his mouth. Then he was still, and the tifzd had wreaked such
havoc with her soft mouth gentled and took on aisied quality.



As the pain subsided he began to move, quietingnedfectual struggles

much as one would gentle a frightened child, wi@ was lulled into a sense
of false security and she began to relax. Theregdgab— a slow tide that
swelled into an explosion of sensual pleasure,imgaiier gasping as the
aftermath of ecstasy shook her body, and her meeted that a man she
hated so much could be capable of arousing sutindgee

She must have drifted into sleep, for she wokééosbund of drapes being
drawn, and she blinked against the light, unawareffew heart-stopping
seconds of her whereabouts. Then it all came flagpdack with frightening
clarity, and it was all she could do not to bury head in the pillow. As it
was she slid upright into a sitting position witlechand clutching the sheet
so that it covered her nakedness.

'‘Good morning. | hope you slept well?'

Stacey met the faint smile of the slim matron whHeaal had introduced the
previous evening as his housekeeper, and took riakiast tray rather
gingerly, letting it rest on her lap. "Thanks, Sephyes,’ she managed
politely, eyeing the tray with interest. She wasidny, and in need of the
steaming hot coffee that teased her nostrils vgtlarioma.

'Mr Leandros regrets he will be unable to take luith you, and requests
you to be ready at seven, as he has accepted aatiov to dine with
friends.’

Has he indeed? Stacey pondered dubiously. Alowashuiesced, adding
her thanks for the breakfast tray, then watchedadlSophie retreated from
the room.

Memories from the previous night were startlinglyid, and she attacked
the light fluffy omelette with more than necessdoyce. Damn Paul
Leandros! He was a brute, a formidable beast fariig her to accept his
lovemaking. She was stiff and sore, and had undaolljpsuffered several
bruises beneath his hurtful hands. It certainly &k it, she. grimaced
ruefully.



After helping herself to a second cup of coffee, slipped out from between
the sheets and slid her arms into a wrap, themsheinto the bathroom and
turned on the taps, adding a liberal quantity dhlessence.

Soaking unrepentantly in the hot scented wateiGestauminated on how
she would spend the day. Exploring the double-ationmansion and

surrounding grounds would take care of the mornamgl in the afternoon
she would visit the flat. Trisha probably wouldp& home, but there she
could think clearly without being constantly remaéad of her hateful

husband. If only she could defy him and refusecmenpany him tonight!

He was far too arrogant, commanding her presentigouti so much as
asking if she would like to go.

A slight smile curved her wide mouth. If she wake'tte, Paul would have to
go alone, and the resultant gossip that would evivtbim her absence would
undoubtedly cause him embarrassment. And that easdie aim—to hurt

and humiliate him. Nothing would give her more glae.

Having completed her toilette, Stacey dressedbargundy woollen skirt
and a cream jumper, then slipped her feet into keegth suede boots. Her
make-up was kept to a minimum, and she desceneestdirs to the lower
floor with the -intention of acquainting herselfttwviher new home.

The house was a large one, elegantly furnishedexitellent taste in muted
shades of cream and sage green, the plain wallhediavith expensive
prints which provided necessary splashes of cdirigasolour. Persian rugs
covered the sage-green carpet at regularly spatewals in the lounge and
dining-room, and towards the rear of the houseetheais a large family
room, designed, she suspected, for Nicos' beh&fiit, contained expensive
electronic equipment, a billiards table, booksheltr&t ran floor-to-ceiling
and filled with a variety of first editions. Slidjnglass doors opened out on
to a paved patio, beyond which was a large swimmog. As well as the
large formal dining-room there was a smaller diriagm obviously
intended for family use, and on the same flooreghsas a study which
Stacey merely glanced into before closing the dddre upper floor
comprised no fewer than six bedrooms and threerdatis, and in the
grounds adjoining the double garage was a complerevSophie and her



husband Alex resided. Altogether it bespoke a Wwgattan's indulgence to
his own comfort.

After a light lunch of tasty vegetable soup andslfrerusty rolls, Stacey
donned a warm suede coat, collected her shouldgrtban summoned a
taxi, issuing a smiling but deliberately vague nagesto Sophie as to her
intended whereabouts and proposed return.

The flat in Essendon was more or less as she Hadt e previous
morning, and with a sigh she set about restorigig@mnputting the washing
machine in motion, then tidying the dishes stackdte sink. Trisha was no
help when it came to housework, and it remainedetseen if she would
display an interest now that Stacey was no lornygnet

The afternoon fled, and it was after four when fi@ed the ironing board
and put away all the clothes. A much needed cupfiée, then she would
prepare a meal, utilising the oven for a cassewblieh Trisha could reheat.
For herself she settled with steak and a saladslaatiad just sat down at the
table with her plate when the phone rang.

Stacey flew to answer it, then stood with her hpoided over the receiver.
It couldn't be Trisha—she would hardly ring an eyrfst, and if it was one
of her friends, it wouldn't matter as Trisha wakefte. A quick glance at her
watch revealed it to be six- thirty, and Staceyeaed, letting the insistent
peal remain unanswered. There was a slim chanaiglitt be Paul checking
her whereabouts, and the last thing she wantedfevalsim to discover
where-she was. That would spoil everything. Hisesrgle could face at a
later hour.

She was in the kitchen tidying the dishes afteiinmiinished her solitary
meal when the doorbell rang. A faint frown crealsedforehead as she dried
her hands on a nearby tea-towel and hastened weaits

Quite who she expected to find on the doorstepvatsa't sure, but certainly
not the tall powerful figure of her husband.

'Paull" His name shot from her lips involuntaréyd it took only seconds to
register that he was furiously angry.



'l presume this to be one of your devious schenmes@awled grimly, and a
blush slowly tinged her cheeks a delicate pink.

'Why?' she demanded baldly. 'Did you imadlddeft you?'

'‘No. You may hate me," he drawled silkily, 'but ylone your sister too
much to negate our—arrangement."'

"Two years!'Stacey flung wildly. ‘I must have been out of myd¥

A muscle tautened palpably along the edge of isgad his eyes hardened
until they resembled jet flints. 'l warned yauncenot to trifle with my
temper,' he uttered harshly. 'Don't try me too $acey. You won't like the
consequences.'

'Oh, dear," she mocked, gazing up at him guileje$sin | to be punished,
Paul?' She ignored the steely glint in those elsyag. 'Will you curtail my
allowance—or have you something more diabolicahind?'

For a terrible moment she thought he was goingttbér, then he stepped
inside and slammed the door. "You have ten minatedich to change and
make yourself presentable. We're already late.’

'I'm not going with you.'
'Oh yes, you are," Paul insisted brusquely. 'Gogetcchanged—quickly.'

' won't!" she refused with thinly veiled fury. 'fway," she added with some
satisfaction, 1 haven't got any clothes here sigtabwear.’

He thrust an overnight bag down on to a nearbyrctien fixed her with a
look of such inflexible implacability that had shet been so angry she
would have subsided into a quivering jelly. Attireda dark evening suit
over which he had added an elegant impeccablyaaitt be exuded leashed
power and a sophistication she had not previousoentered. It was
madness to goad him, but some inner imp led handrshe was powerless
to desist.



‘There's a dress in there, and shoes,' he tolddwirchanged while | make a
phone call.' His searing glance made a mockergptigfiance, yet still she
refused to obey him.

'I've no intention of coming with you.'

If it were possible his expression became even rfowbédding, and she felt
the beginnings of. fear as he thrust her before imim one of the two
bedrooms the flat possessed. 'You have a-choieesnlarled savagely.
'‘Change your clothes on your own accord—or I'litdor you.'

‘Like hell you will!"

'How do you propose to stop me?' With barely cdigdoviolence he
yanked her towards him, then caught hold of hempgimand swept it over
her head.

'What do you think you're doing?' Stacey gaspeduskands sought the zip
fastening of her skirt.

'You just ran out of time, Stacey,' he averred lagsly, resisting her
attempts to prevent him removing her outer clothiijth humiliating
strength he held her immobile while he slippeddhess over her head and
fastened the zip, then he pushed her towards threniyour hair—brush
it,'” he commanded, and she turned on him with @slpsparkling eyes.

"You're unspeakable, do you know that? Oh, | ceutth--'

'Lost for words, my dear wife?' he taunted, anchawut thinking her hand
flew to his face. .

The ensuing silence almost made her scream, tharcmael deliberation he
kissed her—a single hard kiss that brought tealetaeyes, and she tasted
blood where he had heartlessly ground the inngudisgainst her teeth.

'l warned you never to do that again,’ Paul told Wleakly, and his eyes
raked mercilessly over her features. 'Do somethimgyour face,” he



instructed bluntly. 'I'll phone our hostess and laxp that we've been
unavoidably detained.’

Stacey watched his retreating back until it was oltight down the

hallway, then she took a deep steadying breath heleds shook—in fact,
she felt as if she was shaking all over. Dear Gadh anger! Never before
had any man had the power to drive her emotions soich a state of
turmoil. How could she dine in his company amonfgeotguests and
contrive to act as if everything was normal betwdeam—, even effect a'
fondness for him? As it was she had brought retiobuupon her head.
Dared she risk angering him further?

Shakily she took up a brush and attempted to restmme order to her hair,
then made use of Trisha's make-up. Although notluiagld hide the
suspicious brightness of her eyes, or the faiht¢iging at the edges of her
mouth. By the time Paul entered the room againghe ready, albeit
reluctantly.

The swift encompassing glance he spared her digltit bolster her morale,
and without a word she preceded him from the ronthraade her way out
to the car. He had gained a victory—and she expegtkthe bitter feeling
that it was only the first of many.

Somehow she managed to get through the evenindfepng polite
conversation liberally dispersed with several ssjind it was to her credit
that she accorded Paul a measure of seeming affeittat was almost a
match for his. It was doubtful there was one gpessent who didn't think
they presented a loving couple, and maintainingfélsade sapped all her
reserves of strength. Even so, she was unableisi eelittle subtle sarcasm
on occasion, and her deliberate adoration brougirterthan one chilling
glance upon her unrepentant head.

When it came time to leave she could only view rtligparture with a
mixture of relief mingled with fearful fascinatidior the retribution she
knew must inevitably follow.

In the car she remained silent, having nothing edet to say, and she
entered the house wearily, feeling utterly enexlate



'‘Goodnight." Stacey murmured the words with polgetrality and made to
cross the foyer to the curved staircase.

‘Not yet, | think," Paul drawled with hateful sasoa and she turned wearily
to face him.

‘All right, Paul, let's get it over and done with.’

'So brave!" he derided softly, his eyes hard amklgléorbidding. 'Never has
any women moved me to such a degree of angera#t much as | can do to
keep my hands off you!

Her face paled slightly. "You wouldn't dare!

'No?' His mouth twisted with cynical humour, ance stpluttered into
indignant speech.

'If you so much as lay a hand on me, |—I'll neyagak to you again!
One eyebrow arched sardonically. 'l quake at ting tr®ught.’
'Oh, go to hell!" she thrust belligerently, and mdvo pass him.

A hand on her arm brought her to an abrupt hadt.c8reful you don't join
me there," Paul warned formidably, and she lifteddhnin defiantly.

'What makes you think | haven't already arrived?’

The instant before he moved she knew she had goniat, but by then it
was too late, and her startled cry held starkdsd?aul hefted her across one
shoulder and made for the stairs.

'Put me down, you fiend!" She beat angry fists ragjahis powerful back,
struggling as much as her undignified posture wailllalv, but it was to no
avail, and as he entered their bedroom there wesereal tears clouding her
vision.



The door snapped shut, aided by a backward kiak fnes foot, then he
strode into the centre of the room, uncaring oftiteevs raining down his
back.

You're unspeakable, do you know that?' Staceyd anetemper. 'Put me
down at once, or I'll scream!

Without a word he slipped off each of her shoeiin, then threw them to

the floor. Next, he slid her down to stand in frohthim and proceeded to
take off her coat, evading with effortless ease attgmpt she made to stop
him. Then came the dress, quickly followed by Higx. s

'What are you doing?' Stacey gasped, her breatiaipigl from so much
fruitless exertion.

'l would imagine it is quite evident what | intetd do," Paul returned
implacably, and with a quick thrust he twisted &denoss one powerful thigh.

The slaps he administered were mercilessly harcsamd) long after he set
her upright.

‘A few more bruises," he drawled hatefully. 'Yoermseo have a penchant for
collecting them."

'l hate you!" Stacey choked. 'I've never hated aayar anything as much in
my entire life!"

His eyes hardened considerably as he raked hengtiwatures, then he
reached out and hauled her into his arms. 'In ¢hag, | have nothing to
lose.'

She had to clench her teeth in a effort to stitithembling lips, and the look
she cast him held mutinous antipathy. 'l loatheifgayou touch me," she
maintained shakily. 'The only consolation | havethat each occasion
lessens the debt | owe.’



'l could strangle you with my bare hands,’ Pautdkened inimicably. 'Yet
entwined with that is the desire to make love ta ymtil you scream for
mercy.'

'‘Love?' Stacey deridetlLove?Last night wasell!

His steady contemplation was unnerving. 'The cistamces weren't
exactly conducive to gentle possession,' he infdrhe dryly. 'Had | know
you were— untouched, | would have ensured thatybiered less. Tonight
will be different.’

'l doubt it!"

"You disbelieve me?' he taunted, and her eyedtlit bitter enmity.

'l intend fighting you every inch of the way,' siewved.

'‘Can't you perceive there may come a time whemyay not want to?"

"You have an outsize ego,' she accused trenchantliyhis faint smile held a
tinge of mocking amusement.

'No—just an all-encompassing knowledge of women.’
'l don't doubt your experience,’ Stacey denied avitigly.
"Yet from your limited knowledge you presume toged

She was suddenly weary, inexplicably tired of dobwh physical and
verbal battle. As determined as she was not to ddd heneath Paul
Leandros' tyrannical thumb, asserting her indepecelevas proving to be
no easy task. Two years yawned ahead like a lorgtdanel from which

she could see no visible light, and the mere thbaftemaining with such a
man was fraught with emotions so volatile thatingtg her, sanity was
going to demand every ounce of strength she pasdess

'I'm tired," she said at last, conscious that laisds on her arms no longer
bruised her flesh. 'I'd like to go to bed.’



Hard fingers trailed over her shoulders to the faskening of her bra and
deftly unclasped it.

'Don't! I'm quite capable of doing that," she fluagd glimpsed the way his
mouth twisted with cynical humour.

'l was merely giving assistance.’

'‘Oh—why not?' she capitulated hatefully. "You'veeatly removed most of
my clothing—you may as well finish the task!

'Why make it so difficult for yourself?' Paul dendaad softly, his voice
lowered to little more than a husky murmur.

It is difficult—you must know that!" Stacey choked rei$elhy as his head
lowered, and there was little she could do to esthpse frankly sensuous
lips as they covered hers.

'Relax, child," he bade. 'Open your mouth.’

She gave a slight negative shake of her head gégred involuntarily as his
teeth teased back her lower lip, partially drawihgnto his mouth and
providing just sufficient pressure so that she dapull back.

Then he drew her body close so that her breasthéouthe roughened
texture of his jacket, and the sensitive nipplesl@aed and began to pulsate
with the delicate friction. Her eyes searched tmigonsciously begging him
to desist, but a flame leapt in answer, and ther® o doubting his physical
arousal.

Slowly he began to discard his clothes until themere no restricting
garments between them, and her face flooded withifiying colour as his
hands began a leisurely intimate exploration, thisnmouth was on hers,
hard and insistently demanding, forcing entry sstveet moistness her lips
protected, and she gave an inaudible groan of de¥w still he chose not
to afford any release from the aching emotion loesed, and she began to
moan softly as it became almost unbearable.



'Please, Paulplease,'she begged, straining away from him in an effort t
escape the erotic ecstasy his mouth evoked aslédrat will over her body.

Not content, he sought her breasts and each vilieengpple, teasing first
one and then the other into a pulsating culminadoexquisite pain so that
she cried out with it and dragged his head away.

'Please—no more. Oh God! she sobbed quietly, anevhole body shook
as his mouth fastened on hers with unerring possess

What happened afterwards took on a dreamlike gqualitd she had scant
recollection of the vibrantly alive being she beeabeneath Paul's sensual
mastery, and was unable to reconcile the sensatiersroused as being
anything related to the hatred she professed tdde&aim.



CHAPTER THREE

SUNDAY brought a slight improvement in the weather, after & leisurely
breakfast Paul relayed the information that theyeww® lunch with his
mother prior to taking Nicos to participate in agmg fixture during the
afternoon, after which they would dine togetherobefreturning Nicos to
boarding school.

'l trust you can be relied upon not to resort tg-achildish displays of
temper?'

Stacey returned her empty cup down on to its saandrregarded him
carefully. Looking at him brought back memories sheuld prefer to
forget, and the knowledge that he could entice fh@ma physical response
brought a faint tinge of pink to her cheeks. Shdawt help but wonder how
he could sit there so calmly, when only hours kefor

"You want to maintain a pretence for the benefyair family?' she parried
coolly.

'My son never .knew his mother," Paul revealedrirtably. 'Already, after
one brief meeting, it has been evident you bothresbhanatural empathy.
Whatever reason | have chosen to make you my Wigjst Nicos remains
unaware of it.’

'l am to appear to be a loving wife—and mother?'

‘Nicos is my son," he told her quietly. I'll doyéiming in my power to protect
him:'

'What of the succession of women in your life? Hgoee been able to
protect him from them?'His eyes glinted dangerausllyy private affairs
remained precisely that—private.’'

'Remarkably easy, with Nicos safely ensconced iardiag school," she
condemned.



'By the living Christ, you have a vicious tongue' swore emotively, and
she retaliated swiftly:

"You continually bring out the worst in me! | wob¢ subservient, in fear
and trembling of your irascible temper. | acceptnage to you as the price
| have to pay—but don't expect a willing, sacrdidamb!’

His eyes bored relentlessly into hers for an unemtingth of time, then he
drawled with dangerous softness, 'If it's a battle want, then that is what
you will get—with no holds barred.’

. Stacey stood to her feet, momentarily feelingrehdvantage as she looked
down at him. 'l never expected it to be otherwise.’

Paul rose from the table, and his height was iulating. 'We leave at
eleven. Until then, I'll be in the study.'

Without a word Stacey turned and left the roomssing the hallway to the
foyer, then mounting the stairs to the bedroomr@ineas a phone beside the
bed, and she had a desperate need to hear a faroitia.

With faintly shaking fingers she dialled the numesdigits, then waited
with scant patience for Trisha to answer.

After a seemingly interminable length of time tleeeiver was lifted, and a
cross sleep-heavy voice barked an ill-manned grgeti

‘Trisha, were you still in bed?' Stacey queriedagetically.
'Where else would you expect me to be at this ulydoalir?’
'It's almost nine o'clock,’ Stacey reasoned, argh@rgave an impatient sigh.

'What's so urgent you have to ring me this earthémorning—or are you
just checking that I'm home?'



She swallowed the lump in her throat with diffigultNo," she denied
slowly, hating the dissension that always seemebet@vident between
them these days. 'l just wanted to find out if yoere okay.'

'‘Well, I'm fine,’ came the swift reply. 'Now, cagad back to sleep?’

"You're managing all right in the flat on your owS®?acey queried quickly.
‘There're no problems?’

'‘Not a one, sister dear. If there was, I'd conyact, never fear!" Her voice
rose a fraction. 'Now, for God's sake, is that Bfi?freezing cold standing
here in the hallway!

'Yes,' Stacey responded, 'that's all. I'll ring ygain in a few days, and we'll
meet for lunch.’

‘Sure. Now, goodbye.'

At the sound of the receiver clunking down in har & single disconsolate
tear spilled over and ran slowly down her cheekl stme brushed it away
with an angry movement. Feeling sorry for hersetilgn't do the slightest
bit of good; she had to do something constructive.

Despite having had an early morning shower, shetezleto have another
and wash her hair, then by the time she had bloeddirshe could dress and
apply her make-up. Should there be any time in hthredle was an enviable
collection of cassettes in the downstairs familpmoamong which she
would surely find something that would soothe mactured nerves.

At exactly five to eleven Paul entered the rooms,éxpression enigmatic at
the sight of Stacey leaning against the slidingg@oor seemingly intent on
the wind gusting leaves on the lawn outside.

'If you're ready, we'll get away. Dress warmly," ddvised. 'The park is
bound to be cold.’

Stacey turned slowly to face him. 'Park?' she gdeglearly puzzled.



‘Nicos is playing soccer this afternoon, rememb&e' reminded her
sardonically, and she lowered her head againdiiting cynicism.

'Yes, of course.' She drew level with him, comingah abrupt halt as he
grasped her arm.

'l have your word that you'll behave yourself tafernoon?"

Stacey lifted her chin and directed a particulatathing glance at his
tautly-chiselled broad-boned features. 'I'll adaptexemplary manner," she
acceded stiffly, adding, 'For Nicos' sake.'

Paul accepted it silently, dropping his hand ahalxahg her to pass.

'I'll get my coat.'

A sleek BMW saloon was parked outside the mairegictr, and Stacey slid
into the passenger seat to have Paul close herb@gdare moving round to

slip in behind the wheel.

'Where does your mother live?' The query was vometke out of curiosity
than a desire to make conversation.

'Frankston, overlooking the bay.' He swung the paweehicle on to the
main road and headed it towards the motorway south.

'Will anyone else be there?'

'No.'

Stacey sat silently surveying the passing scermrhé time it took to reach
the attractive seaside suburb, and she gave adiblawsigh of relief when
the car slowed and turned into a long curving dvae.

The house was an imposing split-level, combiningleasing mixture of

roughed brick and cream-painted timber, the windowsti-paned with
dark brown shutters.



Almost as soon as the car drew to a halt, the ftoot opened and a casually
attired Nicos came down the steps to greet them.

'‘Dad—Stacey! How are you?' He opened the car dwoBtacey to alight,
and her smile was genuinely warm as she thanked him

'Let's get inside, shall we?' Paul suggested, mypa hand on his son's
shoulder, and Nicos made a laughing referenceetanttiement weather as
he walked beside Stacey and his father to the fioat.

Mrs Leandros—senior—Stacey amended with a meniatage, was a
well-proportioned woman in her late sixties, vagudbrbidding in
appearance and possessing a natural dignity thaetsal on hauteur.
Stacey was inclined to add—typically Greek. Buttth@uld have been
presumptuous, as the only other Greek she knewherausband, and her
association with him hardly made her an authority.

Lunch was surprisingly formal, and Stacey had toceadle that if it wasn't
for Nicos' presence she would have become submérgeehth an almost
anachronistic protocol totally alien to her.

'"You are several years younger than my son, arengtii

Oh dear, she thought wryly, here it comes—the thiebree! 'I'm
twenty-three, Mrs Leandros,’ she revealed quietly.

"You look younger." With the air of a matriarch,uP& mother conferred
what was obviously intended as a great honourl 'dls me Mama—so
must you.'

‘Thank you," Stacey acknowledged with equal podissn

"You were employed in a hospital, | believe?’

'Yes—as a physiotherapist.’

"Your friendship with my son has been a longstagdine? Until Thursday
of last week, we, his family, had heard no mentibgou.’



With deliberate intent Paul reached out and entsvinis fingers in hers,
then cast Stacey a look of such infinite warmth Bhd to blink rather
rapidly. 'It is enough that Stacey is my wife, awsdsuch | must insist you
refrain from subjecting her to this examination,’

'Is it not acceptable for me to want to know mdrewt my daughter-in-law?*
'l suggest you direct your questions to me," Paatéd firmly.

'l am merely concerned for your happiness, andahidtcos,' Mrs Leandros
said stiffly, and Paul laughed, his eyes gleamiitp W-concealed humour.

'Mama, you are curious. Admit it!"

'So0? Am | not entitled to be?' The query was imqpesiy delivered. 'You
have escorted several women to various functiorasntained a fleeting
relationship with many—yet always in the backgroimag been Christina
Goulandris. It is she | thought you would ultimgtedarry.’

'‘Grandma, you are embarrassing Stacey.' The repdroame surprisingly
from Nicos, and Stacey longed to assure him shdavdsom embarrassed!

‘Nicos, you would challenge me?' Mrs Leandros' esgon was
incredulous and more than a little scandalous @$wshed to her son. 'Paul?"

'Stacey has already established an affection witlod\l Paul drawled. 'He
considers it his privilege to defend hear.’

'Really? And his rudeness to me is of little conssge?'

Sensing a storm brewing, Stacey quickly soughtatat. "This moussaka
is excellent," she complimented. 'l haven't tastegthing like it before. It is
your own recipe?'

The frankly sardonic gleam in Paul's eyes as hecgld in her direction
brought a defiant tightening of her lips, and sékeained from uttering-so
much as a word for the remainder of the meal.



It was two o'clock when they slid into the car amibve north from
Frankston, heading back towards the city. Convienrsaivas confined
mainly between father and son except when Nicoglgdo include Stacey,
and there was grim warning in the look Paul shatthe instant Nicos
collected his sports holdall and disappeared tosvtre changing room.

'You are scarcely an avid conversationalist,’ hmroented brusquely, his
brooding gaze following his son's rapidly disapp@afigure.

'l talked to Nicos,' she retorted swiftly, and astie leapt along his jaw.

'Exactly. But not at all to me,' he declared blyntifting one expressive
eyebrow. 'Surely that would seem a little—strandem such a
newly-married woman?'

'l see," Stacey expelled with heavy sarcasm.d'appear head-over-heels in
love with you—besotted, in fact.' She moved forwamb deliberately
slipped her arm through his. 'If | cling on to yand gaze adoringly into your
eyes, will that please you?'

‘Careful!” Paul warned dangerously, and she laugipeat him, pouting her
lips with studied provocative- ness.

'Why, darling, what can you possibly do in frontsof many people?'
Without a word he took hold of her shoulder andhéar her towards him,
enfolding her close as he bent his head. His maaih punishingly brutal,
bruising the soft tissue until she thought the skimst split, then with an
inaudible growl of disgust he lifted his head t@galown at her through
narrowed lids.

'When will you learn not to provoke me?'

'l hate you," Stacey managed through painful lBat most of all, | hate
being used.’

‘Then continue to hate me," he said hardily. 'Astat's an honest emotion.'



‘The only emotion you'll ever arouse in me,’ she assuredh witiet
vehemence.

'‘Nicos is on the field," Paul directed. 'We wilastl on the sideline and
watch.'

Stacey moved forward with him, prompted by the around her waist and
the steel-like grasp on her arm. More than' angtlsime wanted to wrench
away and hurl bitter invective to release soméefuilt- up fury that raged
inside her, but Nicos' presence as well as thatlérs near by forestalled
her.

For fifteen minutes Stacey watched the game prsgretotal silence, then
the pain from Paul's excruciating grip forced mto ispeech.

‘You're hurting me!" she gasped through tight ligasgd with an impatient
oath he relinquished her arm.

After half-time Stacey ignored the powerful manideder and entered into
the spirit of the game by cheering Nicos and hasnté¢o victory, and even
went so far as to give him a congratulatory hupeagoined them after the
game refreshed by a shower and change of clothes.

Enthusiastic at the outcome, Nicos suggested tis#tyavnearby bistro with
other members of the team to celebrate, and tleg dd, joining in the
revelry that evolved over the ensuing hour.

Stacey began to dread dinner with just Paul andsNior company.

Maintaining an amicable front in Nicos' presence \gaing to be no mean
acting feat, and suddenly she wanted the evenieg avd done with. At

least alone with Paul she could resort to theialistate of animosity.

Shortly after six o'clock they left for a charmipghtimate restaurant where
the cuisine was wholly Greek, and Stacey defernedchoice entirely to
Paul, adding with seeming sweetness:

'Darling, | may have married a Greek, but | knovthiog whatever about
your traditional dishes. | have no dislikes witlgaed to food,' she paused



deliberately and offered him a singularly sweet IsmiYou choose
something you think will please me."

The look Paul directed her promised retaliation siné let her eyes widen
guilelessly as he gave their order.

For the entire meal Stacey gave Nicos her undivattshtion, engaging him
in conversation with the genuine attempt to devéhapfriendship that was
already growing between them. He was an uncomplicgdung man, direct
and thoroughly likeable—in total antithesis of father.

At precisely seven-thirty Paul escorted them todéwe and drove the short
distance to Nicos' boarding school, depositing laiside his chosen
dormitory before sweeping down the long drive artd the main stream of
traffic.

It was now that Stacey felt vulnerable, tired armhtcarily at odds
emotionally. More than anything she would havedike entreat Paul to
take her home so that she could take a leisurelydrad then slip into bed.
But to go back to that two-storied edifice wouldyoserve to hasten a
confrontation with her indomitable husband, and whs reluctant to face
him and endure his lovemaking. On the spur of tlement she found
herself saying:

'‘Could we call round to the flat—Trisha's flat2ftla few things there that
I'd like to collect,’ she invented wildly, conscgof the lightning glance
Paul cast her.

"You don't want to return home vyet, is that it?'dueeried with drawling
cynicism. 'What are you afraid of?'

'‘Nothing," she returned with biting sarcasm. 'lIill sesponsible for my
sister, and I'd like to see her. Do you mind?'

'l imagine Trisha is managing very well without yo®aul averred
brusquely, swinging the wheel as the opulent aak tocurve, then easing it
to a halt before a set of traffic lights.



'You won't take me?'

His shrug was slight and almost undetectable i#rkness. 'If that is what
you want.'

A line of cars of various description lined thewdyj and music reverberated
with muted sound as they mounted the steps tad¢ime door.

‘A party?' Paul slanted sardonically, and Stacegqal her lips in silent
antipathy.

The door was opened after several minutes by alggrattired female who
promptly pulled them inside with a wide grin, theaved a long cigarette-
holder in the general direction of the lounge.

‘Through there, darlings. You have been invitgatesume?’

'I'm Trisha's sister," Stacey said clearly, heceaising to be heard above
the music.

'Oh well, that's all right, then,' the other laugh'&rab a drink—there's beer,
gin and wine. If you want anything else, you shoulave brought it
yourself.'

The usually immaculate lounge was almost unrecapptesrom the number
of bodies draped everywhere. Couples were onfibeiidancing, moving in

time to the music, while others alternatively satay stretched out on the
floor. The air was thick with tobacco smoke and sheell of liquor, and it

was evident the party had been going for severashespite the fact that it
was little more than eight o'clock.

Stacey searched through the gloom and discernatid’m the arms of a
young man, and her cheeks grew hot at the mannetioh they were

behaving. She wanted to switch on the light, eemtryone, and set the
room to order—then demand an explanation. But stiendne of these

things; instead, she turned to Paul and saidla ttd@sperately:

'I'll just have a few words with Trisha, then wegd.’



Paul's eyes were hooded, his expression unfathemablhe gave the
briefest of nods, and Stacey left his side and begzaving her way to the
corner of the room.

Trisha's surprise wasn't feigned, and Stacey pezfd¢o forget the manner in
which her sister greeted her. Rather than creatsenae she simply turned
and moved back to where Paul stood, and she sgapeeised before
making her way to the front door.

It had all been too much—the constant battles ihinimicable husband,
the equally inimicable woman who was his motherd aow this. She

wanted to curl up into a ball and die.

The drive back to Kew was conducted in total sieand as soon as they
gained the front entrance into the foyer Staceyerfad the stairs.

A hand on her arm forestalled her, and she look&drace of the inscrutable
man less than a foot away.

‘A drink, Stacey," Paul indicated quietly, but ghdled away, her eyes
sparking furiously alive as he didn't lessen hasgr '‘Come—I insist.'

She gave an angry wrench. 'You can insist all yau | don't want one.’
'‘Not even something almost totally innocuous?’

'‘No! Now, will you leave me alone!" She was almsisbuting, and stupid
angry tears hurt the back of her eyes.

'Go to bed," Paul directed bluntly. 'You are incdheéa good night's rest.'

Bitterness rose like gall in her throat. 'Thered$ much chance of that, is
there?'

His eyelids lowered slightly. 'l am not totally erssitive.'

"You could have fooled me! In the space of fortighé hours I've been
raped, beaten, subjected to all kinds of licentibekaviour, berated for



marrying you. God!" she uttered piously. 'If onlguy mother knew how
much | loathed you, she might rest easy. Christihatever-her-name-is is
welcome to you—Dbelieve me, two years can't passkguenough!

Without a word Paul swept her into his arms, hgftier wildly struggling
form over one shoulder as he strode to the stawsnting them and making
his way to the bedroom with effortless ease.

Once inside he moved to the bed and dropped hen domto the brocade
counterpane. 'You have three minutes to undres®utimy help. | wouldn't
advise you to waste any of it.'

Stacey regarded him mutinously. 'l won't get chdnijeyou're going to
stand there and watch me.’

His laugh held cynical amusement. 'I'm familiarhw@very curve, or have
you forgotten?’

'l loathe you,' she declared with calculating sless) "You're nothing less
than a devil, and | hate every second I'm forcesptnd in your company!

'It's a long time before your release,” Paul statgolacably, and leaning
forward he pulled her to her feet. 'Hate may chdnge

'‘Never!" She twisted in vain to escape his hold, when his hand went to
the buttons on her blouse she lost the tenuous dwéd her temper and
lashed out at him, beating her fists against hestlarms and shoulders like
a demented cornered animal.

'Stop it!' The summons was curtly delivered asénwegbt hold of her flailing
hands, easily stilling her attack, and she letaootoan that mingled anger
with despair.

With a strangely gentle gesture Paul lifted a hand pushed her tumbled
hair back from her face, then let his fingers tdalwn to lift her chin.
Touching her lips with an idle finger, he probed tbwer lip downwards so
that the soft tissue was exposed, and his eyeswedr fractionally at the
grazing evident.



"You fight like a little wildcat,' he offered rumatively. 'lt's only to be

expected my temper be roused— the consequencedsai vaven't proved
pleasant, have they?'

'l don't cower with fright at the mere thought a$mleasing you," Stacey
owned shakily, and the inkling of a smile flickeradross his strongly
etched features.

'‘No," he drawled. 'You have spirit, | grant you—hagps a shade too much
for your own good.'

'I'm honest in my association with others,' she¢estatoically. 'If | hate, |
hate to the fullest measure.’

'So it would appear,’ Paul acceded dryly. 'Whdbwé, Stacey? Could any
one man be certain of your unending devotion?'

'If he could prove he deserved it.'

'What would that involve?'

Stacey looked at him carefully. 'Love—fidelity.'

'Hm," he pondered thoughtfully. 'It might be woittht that.’

"You—faithful to one woman?' She gave a disbeligVaugh. 'Oh, come on!
The way your mother tells it, you've know so marwould be impossible to

settle with one. Poor Christina has been waiting/éars!'

'If 1 had wanted to marry Christina, | would havend so,' Paul told her
coolly.

'Instead, you married me,' she said slowly. 'Whangould have insisted on
something less binding, you chose marriage. WhylPa

'It suited me," he responded enigmatically, andsstaned away from him.



'‘But I'm involved, too," she cried emotively. 'Ivieafeelings—I'm not a
puppet you can manipulate at will"'

"Your affection for Trisha was the reason you ategpny proposal—the
alternative was untenable, isn't that true?'

She lifted stormy eyes to his, hating him. 'And nlomust make another
payment against my outstanding debt,' she snappechiantly.

'Poor little girl," Paul drawled hatefully, drawirger close. 'You possess a
delightfully responsive body. Careful you don't ivetp enjoy it—to do so
would be disastrous, wouldn't it?" he mocked, gaadown at her with
darkening eyes.

Stacey felt a strange tremor shake her slim forhsaaunting words, and as
his lips descended to brush her cheek she expedeacshaft of acute
physical pleasure that exploded in seemingly slastion until her stomach

and lower limbs were encompassed by it.

She gave an inaudible groan as his hands looseamndidduse and discarded
it, and her breasts grew heavy with an indescréalche as he began to
caress them.

Slowly, with suitably adept movements and withae#raing to do so, Paul
removed every last vestige of clothing, and Staysexe a startled cry when
she felt his nakedness against her own.

His mouth, warm and persuasive, dispelled any éurgitotest, and after a
while she ceased to think clearly as he exertedulnigd sensual mastery in
bringing alive emotions she never dreamed existéwn she was lost,

swept upwards in a storm of sensual feeling sosthatcried out with it, and

she had little recollection of the way she clunghtm, responding in a

manner which brought forth an exultant growl deepaul's throat.

Afterwards she fell asleep in his arms, curled thiacurve of his body, and
the restless state in which she spent the nigistat to the silent conflict of
her unconscious mind.



CHAPTER FOUR

'I'M going into the city today," Stacey announced lyasil she sat down
opposite Paul at the breakfast table on TuesdapinmrEvery attempt she
had made to contact Trisha the previous day haeeprruitless.

Paul regarded her thoughtfully over the top ofrf@&/spaper. '‘Any particular
reason for doing so?"

'Why?' she bristled defensively. 'Have you any ciiopa?'
'What would you do if | said yes?' he counteredcaically.
'Go just the same.' Determination lent her eyeasramy sparkle.

One eyebrow rose slightly as he mocked, 'Even kngwhat to thwart me
will bring retribution?'

She lifted her chin fractionally. 'What can youtdane, Paul?' Her gaze was
startling direct. '‘About the only thing left is kmck me indoors, and | don't
believe you're that feudal.'

'Stacey,' he warned softly, 'l have no desire dddrinsults so early in the
day. Go into the city by all means. Alex will driyeu.'

'He won't,’ she denied emphatically. 'l have my @an remember?’

Paul shrugged negligibly. 'As you wish. We are minout this evening,' he
informed her, sparing her a searching glance.seleasure you are ready at
Six.'

'Where?'

His eyes hardened. 'Is it of any consequence? @oulgimply intend doing
battle?"

'Clothes, Paul,’ she enlightened him. 'I'm suréd/ptefer me to be correctly
attired.’



'My mother is giving a formal dinner party,' heddier with a measure of
cynicism, and her stomach did a rapid somersault.

'Helll" she muttered inelegantly, her mind begimnito boggle at the
prospect—worse, what she would wear.

'Not entirely,’ Paul assured her mockingly. 'l viod there.’
Stacey gave a barely derisive snort. "Your suppidirbe most gratifying!
"You are my wife," he reminded her coldly. 'As syol are assured respect.’

‘That cheers me no end." Her agile imagination fiénead, picturing what
the evening would be like— the elegantly gowned wonself-assured and
totally sophisticated in a manner that only weatthld provide. She would
be the cynosure of all eyes, her every gesturgaily watched. Nothing
could be more ghastly.

'You have nothing suitable to wear, is that it?' pieked up his cup and
drained the contents. 'Call into my office when ymi into the city; | will
have arranged for you to utilise my credit faci

'l have my own money," she said stoically.

'On second thoughts, | will re-shuffle my afternoappointments,” Paul
determined as he stood to his feet. 'Meet me atriwioe office.’

"You'll come shopping with me?' Her voice rose isbdlief. 'Why? Don't
you trust my judgment?’

'l doubt your bank account will run to original hawouture gowns," he
informed her cynically. 'l have some experiencesuch matters, and my
presence will ensure suitable attention.’

'Is there anything you're not experienced in, Pall@ parried sweetly. 'Or
perhaps you'd better not answer that, on the gotivad an admission might
incriminate you.'



'l shall have my revenge for that remark later tHreatened silkily, and she
gave a careless shrug.

'‘Go to work, Paul." She was suddenly tired of bamgiwords with him, and
she endeavoured not to look startled as he crassed to her side. 'What
do you want?"

‘This.' He bent down, holding her head fast asraeded her mouth with his
own in a kiss that was hatefully brutal.

"You devil!" Stacey accorded bitterly several selsofater, and his eyes
glittered ominously.

'Eventually you must learn it is folly to provokeerh

'l hope you burn in hell 1' she delivered waspishiyining shaking fingers
over her bruised lips. 'I'm not going anywhere wijtu this evening. The
thought sickens me!'

Strong fingers bit painfully into the delicate bera her shoulder. "You will
come. Be certain all hell will break loose if yoort.'

The threat wasn't an idle one, and she shiverespite of herself. Paul
Leandros was a force to be reckoned with, and stseanool to tangle with
him. Each battle, either verbal or physical, sanv bieadily emerging as the
victor. It would prove far less painful if she caded defeat and accepted
his superiority.

She raised rebellious eyes to his, hating himeovidry depths of her being.
'I'll be there—if only not to give your mother teatisfaction of having me
abstain.'

The look he gave her was hard and unfathomableatiadhe had left the
room Stacey slumped in her chair, totally enervated

At precisely ten-thirty she parked her small cacked it, then set out
briskly for Elizabeth Street. It was bitterly cotle wind fierce, and rain was
imminent. For a moment she hesitated between ajppito a nearby coffee



lounge for a reviving hot drink, then elected tteeiMyers department store
instead.

The throng of shoppers and the warmth of the hestteeé was welcoming,
and for the next hour she browsed contentedly,raddifew purchases to
her bag, then conscious of the time she slippedmtd the street and rode a
tram up Bourke Street to the towering office bledkere Trisha worked.

Taking an elevator to the fifth floor, she waitedtihe corridor for the few
remaining minutes until her sister was due to ldavéunch, and as soon as
the door swung open she scanned the mingling Headsisha. *

At last she sighted her, and the smile she summu@adfaintly anxious.
'Hi," she greeted warmly. 'l was in town and thdugh might have lunch
together.’

'Why not with Paul?' Trisha queried with a slighavin after offering a
perfunctory greeting.

'I'm meeting him later," Stacey dismissed. "Whélsve go?'
'‘Somewhere expensive,' Trisha insisted firmly. "¢an afford it.'

It was on the tip of Stacey's tongue to demur,istead she gave a slight
shrug. 'Okay. There's a good Chinese restaurarianfstbm here.’

When they were seated Stacey waited until theierovdas taken before
leaning forward. 'l've been trying to contact yance yesterday,' she said
lightly, and Trisha made a slight moue.

'I've been busy. You know how it is.'

'Why don't you get one of your friends to come ataly at the flat for a
while?' Stacey suggested. 'l hate the thought ofbgng there alone.’

Trisha gave an expressive sigh. 'l know—I'm toongptio take care of
myself," she mimicked sarcastically. "The troubléhwyou is that you're
trying too hard to be mother, father and sisteraled into one. If you left



me alone and didn't breathe down my neck at evepprunity we might
get on a lot better." She tossed back a waywakddblong brown hair, then
gazed at Stacey defiantly. 'lI've got a good jadar support myself. Okay,
maybe now and then | get a little wild. Everyoneslmmadcap things from
time to time. Ohyoudidn't, | know. You were only sixteen when Mum and
Dad died, yet you managed. Well, | can too. Justtdiky to be so protective.
Half the time | do what | do just to spite you.'

Stacey took a deep breath. 'So—"don't call mecdll you", is that it?
Dammit, Trisha, we're sisters! You're the onlyniyirelative | have in the
world, bar a cousin or two twice removed, whose @srh can't even
remember! We should be close, but we're poles .apart

‘That's just it—waeare different. Maybe I'm more like Dad than you, ocevi

versa—I don't know; | can't remember either panregrty clearly. But,

Stacey, you've got your life and I've got mine.Siying to live it for me,

and let me get on with living it mysefflease All of a sudden I'm free, and
believe me, I love it!"

'Well, just don't let it go to your head," Stacelyiaed with a shaky smile.

‘There you go again, in the role of admonishingeparTry and see me as a
fellow human for whom you have no responsibilityatdoever. Maybe we
might even be friends.’

There was no time like the present. 'Wéliend,' she began with slight
emphasis, 'you can advise me what to wear tonighil and | are dining at
his mother's home, together with several guestst Bow formal is
"formal"?’

'‘Buy the most exclusive, expensive dress you cad,'fiTrisha declared
swiftly. ‘Leave your hair loose, take time and cart your make-up, wear
one piece of expensive jewellery, and wear the nststning pair of
imported French shoes you can buy." Her smile wakealy gamin. 'l

forgot perfume—Guerlain's Chamade is exactly yoet €&dme.' Her nose
wrinkled expressively. 'Mrs Leandros is forbiddimp't she?"

‘Terrifying," Stacey amended, adding silently—Ilikether, like son.



'Meet me for lunch on Friday and you can tell meadlout it," Trisha
suggested, pulling the cuff back — from her wristl @hecking her watch.
'Look, I'll have to skip coffee. I'm due back imdiminutes. See you Friday.'
With a cheery wave she slipped out from the tahbwithin seconds she
was out of the restaurant, leaving a somewhat beth8tacey to finish her
meal.

It was a few minutes past two when Stacey entdreddception area of

Paul's suite of offices, and almost immediatelysaisretary was summoned
to escort her to his private waiting room. Suchedaftial treatment brought
a faint smile to her lips as she remembered thensram which she had

entered these portals only a week ago.

She took a seat near the large plate-glass windolwsalected a magazine,
leafing through it with seeming interest.

The sound of the door opening caught her attergiod she looked up to see
Paul in the aperture, his tall well-proportioneanfre exuding tautly-leashed
power, and she blinked quickly against the sheegnatism he projected.
Even just looking at him she could almost feel ttwéch of his mouth on
hers, the memory all too vivid, and she shook leadrslightly to erase the
vision.

'You've had lunch?' The query was concise, anthgtided in acquiescence.
'Have you?'

His smile was entirely cynical. 'l had my secretagnd in coffee and
sandwiches over an hour ago. Shall we go?'

Stacey was conscious of his hand at her elboweswialked through the
foyer, and in the elevator she made no move togwidly. Once out on the
street she raised no objection when he suggestegk@nsive boutique
several blocks distant.

With the air of a connoisseur Paul exercised untimlibharm to persuade
the designer to reveal some of her finest gownd,&tacey was consulted



only after a choice of several had been made. Evemshe had the distinct
feeling her opinions were heard merely as a belatiedthought.

The final selection was narrowed down to two, oh&lich she felt was
ideal. Of silk in a dark shade of burgundy, it laesbftly-draped bodice, full
sleeves, an elegantly-styled skirt, and .the cotamplimented her golden
skin and lent her chestnut hair a burnished gldver& was no price tag, and
she sensed it was ruinously expensive.

'We will take both," Paul declared, ignoring Staseydible gasp, and when
they were out of the boutique he led her the lefttmne block to another.
'Shoes," he said firmly.

From there they entered a nearby jeweller's, whaueh to her horror a
magnificent solitaire diamond ring was slid on & finger.

'l don't want it," she protested vehemently benbattbreath the instant the
salesman was out of earshot.

It is expected of you to possess one,” Paul ddhvslemewhat dryly.
‘Consider it pa. | of the window- dressing.’

'Rings on my fingers, bells on my toes," Staceypatsd with a wry grimace.
'What next?"

'‘A gold necklace—a slim chain, | think. Francoiseggested it as a
complement to the gown."

'I'll return it to you in one year, eleven montmsldhree weeks' time,' she
determined, and he gave a sardonic nod by waykofoadedgment.

It was almost five-thirty when the sleek BMW slald halt in the driveway,
and Alex hurried out from the front door to assith the numerous
packages.

'We leave in an hour,' Paul indicated as they edténe downstairs foyer.
‘Sophie will unpack everything while you showere Hibbed a rueful hand
over his chin. 'l must shave.’



Stacey was ready with several minutes to spargitédsaving to re-apply

her eye make-up twice in an effort to achieve tbktreffect. She felt like a

million dollars, and her mirrored image revealeslender form she hardly
recognised as her own. Her hair swung loose abausltioulders, and she
toyed with it idly, drawing it away from her napedsbunching it together on
top of her head.

‘Leave it loose,' Paul directed from the doorway] ahe swung round to
face him.

'| feel more sophisticated with it up,’ she exclashdoubtfully.

'‘Loose.' He came close and pulled her hands dofau fook too severe
with it drawn back from your face.’

'You like giving orders,' she accorded with a reiog trace of fierceness.
'l prefer—advice.'

She would never win any battles with him, and tbhighe didn't even want
to try. 'How many guests will be there?'

'‘About twenty, | believe.'

'l don't suppose | could have a drink before wed@a

'‘Dutch courage?' Paul queried with a twisted sraihel she grimaced.
'l feel as if I'm about to be fed to the lions.'

'My mother may appear a trifle severe--'

'My God!" Stacey swore with incredulity. 'That'® tanderstatement of the
year!'

'Shall we go?' he slanted mockingly.



During the drive to Frankston Paul revealed thabNiwould be home at the
weekend for the August school holidays, and theigho that she would
have company throughout the day almost made Sgddy with pleasure.
Having someone young to talk to would prove a weleaiversion. The
house was spotlessly maintained by a very capaipéi§&, and the meals ,
prepared by that good woman were a gastronomidejhdeThere was a
daily help, too, who unobtrusively cleaned and gi@id beneath Sophie's
eagle eye, and as Alex tended the grounds, theseeva little for Stacey to
do. Even selecting the evening menu was bestdeBadphie's discretion.
Consequently Stacey filled her time listening te sttereo, or idly browsing
through the many books lining the entire wall ia townstairs family room.

At the number of cars lining the drive outside fhankston residence
Stacey drew an inaudible breath, aware that this meaordinary dinner

party.

With idle curiosity she wondered if Christina would among the guests,
instinctively certain that she would. Mrs Leandvesuld ensure it.

'Paul, my dear, how well you look! Stacey.' Thaswadded very much as an
afterthought, and Stacey offered Paul's motheillaaht smile.

'It looks as if everyone has preceded us," Pawdrebd with bland urbanity,
and Mrs Leandros gave a tinkling laugh.

'‘But of course. The guests of honour must alwageealast. Come into the
lounge and have a drink.’

Somehow a glass was put into Stacey's hand, ansigted the light amber
liquid slowly. To cope with the evening she neededear head, not one
muddled with alcohol. Glancing surreptitiously anduthe room she saw
that it was even worse than she had suspectedeiitire affair was an
elaborate facade designed specifically to bringnaéitbtn to Paul Leandros'
wife. God help her, she wésand she didn't much like his mother's devious
scheming mind.

Aware of Paul at her side Stacey murmured in at@sele, 'l feel as if I'm
on display—and as out of place as a catfish inldfigh bowl!! Could it be



that your mother is trying to point out somethirgf# queried cynically, and
caught his slight smile.

'Had you been of Greek descent and from a socditg family, your
acceptance would have been assured.'

She arched him a deliberately provocative smitessessing all the qualities
of a carefully brought up, well-protectedginal daughter, in other words."

His slanting glance held sardonic amusement. 'But were, my darling
wife. Much to my surprise—and delight.’

She felt her stomach somersault in remembered al#on behaved like a
savage barbarian,’ she snapped tersely, and wassed by his light
mocking laughter.

"You were not exactly docile, or willing. What dydu expect?’

Stacey declined to answer, and felt her facial megstighten as a gorgeous
apparition in flowing red silk glided towards them.

'Paull" Perfectly matched lacquered nails—talongac&/ amended
silently—reached out and rested against the finest®d material of his
jacket, and the smile offered was totally seductive

'Christina," he accorded with polite civility, heyes deliberately enigmatic
despite the warm smile curving his sensual mouth.

She was beautiful—a fine-textured skin, porcelatepwide lustrous eyes
as dark as coals, perfect features and a slendited figure that would
have looked elegant attired in sackcloth.

'My wife, Stacey," Paul introduced with bland wanmand Stacey was
dazzled by the brilliance of Christina's smile.

'We had quite given up hope you would ever marrgngtatulations,
Stacey, on having captured one of the world's rlostive bachelors.'



'Really?’ Stacey's surprise was deliberately falgraand she ignored the
warning pressure as Paul's fingers tightened inepgikdy around her wrist.
'It was no battle at all,’ she informed Christimgestly.

Paul lifted her hand to his lips, separating thgérs as he kissed each one in
turn, his eyes blazing down with an emotion thatlddave been mistaken
for passion, but which Stacey knew to be anger.

'How are the mighty fallen,’" he gibed softly, anithva fixed smile Christina
murmured something inarticulate and moved away.

‘You're a cruel swine," Stacey determined, hating The woman is in love
with you—or can't you see that?' she added fiercely

‘Christina is in love with my money," Paul drawledartlessly. 'Marriage
was merely an expedient means of acquiring it.’

"You have no illusions, do you?'
His look was totally cynical. 'None whatsoever.'

Stacey lifted her glass and drained the contentsanlong swallow, and
ignoring his directive to remain she began weawheg way towards the
door leading into the hallway. If her absence waticed—and she decided
it would be—then she would plead a necessity ti the bathroom.

Fortunately she knew where it was, and she madedneupstairs, the need
to escape paramount.

Elegantly appointed, the room was large enough—sitteeof the lounge in
their flat, Stacey perceived wryly. A tasteful mis of wall mirrors,

synthetic marble and mosaic tiles in muted shatigseen, it resembled the
epitome of luxury, with heated towel rails, coneehllighting, and a
generous array of crystal bottles containing varicmeams and bath
essences- even perfume.

Stacey sank down on to a stool and leaned her sltamainst the cool
marble, regarding her features with clinical detaeht. Her mirrored image



gazed back unblinkingly, and after a few secondsagiggled "her nose and
gave a rueful grimace. No one would suspect thosklazel eyes masked
dislike and utter antipathy for the man whose side had left only minutes
before.

She looked exactly the same, she decided broodimgbre were no visible
signs of the tempestuous physical assaults shéoéaa subjected to, the
emotional tumult Paul had caused within her prestimawakened soul. She
hated him to the point of violence, yet no mattewtshe tried to remain
unaffected, he was able to wring an unwilling resmothat mortified long
afterwards. How was it possible to attain such lsign sensual pleasure
with someone she hated to the very depths of hegbédt didn't make sense.

'What in hell's name are you doing here?'

Stacey's eyes flew upwards and encountered Patikess gaze in the
mirror, and she held it steadfastly.

'The usual reason one visits the bathroom," stponeled calmly, adding,
'It's polite to knock.'

'‘Be warned against deliberately arousing my terhpersaid implacably. ‘If
my mother or any of her guests suspect a disagmremevill be you to
whom the blame is attributed.’

Rage kindled inside her, flaring into emotive sgeé¢ou, of course, are the
ideal husband! My God, you're detestable!

You have little knowledge what manner of man [ ‘ahis voice was
hatefully sardonic, and it was all she could doetmain seated.

"You care little for the feelings of others, andmiog whatever for mine,' she
lashed out witheringly, and was incensed when hghad.

'No?' His mouth twisted into a cynical smile. 'luti assuage my physical
needs in far less time than our mutual—lovemakimduees.’



A slow tide of warm colour tinged her cheeks. dtle it when you touch
me," she vouchsafed, her voice shaky with rage.

He moved forward with indolently graceful movemenitstii he stood
directly behind her, meeting her stormy gaze inrheor with mocking
cynicism.

Slowly he lowered his head until his lips brushegdiast her nape, then he
trailed a seductive path to the edge of her neck.nibuth opened as he
teased the hollows gently, probing the sensitivegabeat before moving up
to nuzzle an earlobe. Not content, he sought thge eflher gown, easing it
off her shoulder until the soft swell of her breasis accessible.

Stacey closed her eyes as the blood coursed wahnnolygh her veins, and
she gave a despairing groan as his hands graspstidwdders, pulling her
to her feet and turning her into his arms.

As his mouth closed over hers she stiffened inrigksistance, then gave an
inaudible gasp as a steel-like arm bound her @gsinst the hard length of
him, making her aware of his needs with shatteciagty.

His lips hardened, bruising as he demanded hepnssp then gentling as
she became pliant in his arms, teasing provocatietlil she clung to him
unashamedly.

Stacey was barely conscious of the passage of @ she experienced
regret when Paul lifted his head. Her eyes heldnguorous sparkle, her
skin aglow from the effects of his kisses, andrheuth parted involuntarily.

'l like the way you hate me," Paul mocked softiyd der eyes focussed
sharply, dispelling the mist within which she hagb immersed.

'‘We'd better go downstairs,' she declared a tufisteadily. 'Our absence
will have been noticed.’

He gave a negligent shrug. 'So? It will be dedubetl| am unable to keep
my hands off you."'



The look Stacey threw him held a tinge of bitteméghat's true enough.
You're a lusty animal,’ she accorded hardily, and enraged at the sardonic
humour she saw in his eyes.

His fingers caught hold of her chin, holding ittfdBe glad it is you | desire.’

Her tongue slid over her lips, moistening them im @nconsciously
provocative gesture. 'Take a mistress, Paul,' djueaa defiantly. 'l couldn't
care less!" Her lashes lowered. 'Why not Christifrasure, she'd jump at
the chance!’

'‘Undoubtedly. However, why bother when | have aewibr that very
purpose?’

'I must pay my dues in full, is that it?'
"You would be wise to accept the inevitable.'
'I'll never be able to do that," she said quietipving away from him.

In the lounge Stacey helped herself to anotherkdrmonscious of the
circumspect, some frankly curious, glances theppearance caused. The
evening dragged interminably, and it was a relidiew dinner was
announced.

The large formal dining-room was a credit to Mrawhdros and her staff, for
the table was exquisitely set with white damasleagiing silver and

shimmering crystal. Seating arrangements were ptahted, and Stacey
noted without surprise that Christina Goulandrid baen placed opposite
Paul.

'What does Nicos think of his new stepmother?’

At the slightly barbed query Stacey turned her hdgghtly and met the
openly cynical smile of the man sitting on her.left

‘That's something you should ask Nicos, don't ynk®' she parried, aware
that Paul's attention was taken with something<@ina was discussing.



'You're too young to be his mother,' the other ndwed adding quietly, 'He
may develop an impossible teenage crush—fifteen-gkebrboys are
particularly susceptible to beautiful women.'

'‘Nicos seems to be a very sensible boy,' she regposteadily, and her
companion laughed.

'Paul's whirlwind courtship has evolved much inser@ell me, precisely
how long have you known him?'

'‘Long enough, it would seem.’

'Strange,’ he drawled cynically. 'Paul never doegthéng on impulse.
Quick-thinking, startlingly astute, the man isrmaincial genius, in fact—but
impulsive? No.'

'l think everyone is capable of an impulsive acabgome time in their life.’

His silent regard held faint mockery. 'On the othand,’ he revealed
musingly, 'Paul rarely makes an error in judgm®aubtless I, too, would
rush you into matrimony before someone more astuiél snap you up.'

Her eyes were clear and twinkled with a touch afiegtPerhaps it was | who
snapped up Paul.’

'Oh no, my dear,’ he derided gently. 'He is farw@oy to be unwillingly
ensnared.’'

Stacey digested this information slowly, then ssstdly diverted the
conversation on to a less personal level, consamtisalarming clarity of
Paul's powerful presence close by. He exuded aalatiiarm, his geniality
and smiling warmth in total antithesis of the leslsavagery she knew to
lurk beneath the surface on occasion. Did he dysplach unmatched
passion with Christina? The thought sickened hedt,shhe pushed her plate
to one side, unable to take another mouthful.



It was after ten when they rose from the table enadie their way to the
lounge. Stacey was aware of Paul's arm restinglyigihound her waist, the
gesture proportional and derived solely for thedfi¢iof the guests.

'I'm not a child!" she declared in a furious undee, longing to wrench
herself away from his side, and the glance he ethibwn at her held
mocking amusement.

You often behave like one," he drawled, and stred impotently:
"You'd compare me with Nicos?'

'In some ways he is more adult,’ Paul accordechd@pnately, causing her
to snap:

‘Thank you very much!

His head moved to one side in silent mocking asp@rce, and Stacey
ignored him completely, moving towards an armclzaid taking a seat
without sparing him so much as a glance. He, daumm) imerely perched his
length on the arm, sitting far too close for comyff@nd she could have
screamed with frustration when she felt him thrbedfingers through the
length of her hair.

As much as she longed for the evening to be ovédane with, there was
no urgency to leave, for then she would be alorib thie forceful devilish

man who was her husband, and she had no desire sollijected to his
lovemaking. There was a danger in allowing her énstrule her head, for
it was a luxury she couldn't afford.

Deep in reflective thought, Stacey didn't regisiet she was being spoken
to until Paul's voice close to her ear broughtldsek to the present, and she
raised startled eyes to meet his, meeting the wadfettion evident with
faint surprise.

'Darling, what were you dreaming of?' he teasedlgelifting a hand and
trailing his fingers idly down her cheek, and shwleavoured to smile,
conscious that several of the guests were watchigg.



'I'm sorry,' she apologised, swinging her attentmg&hristina—ithadto be
Christina, she thought wryly.

The other girl's smile was a mere facsimile and mer& near reached her
eyes. 'A group of friends are organising an evetoggther towards the end
of the week. There's a new restaurant that's jpehed in Toorak that
everyone is raving about. | wondered if both yod Baul might like to join
us.'

'Tll leave that to Paul,” Stacey responded evesnhy it took immeasurable
effort to retain a polite mask as Paul's fingeid Iséneath the swathe of her
hair and began a subtle evocative massage at per fe was doing it
deliberately, and she hated him for such a blatemiay.

'As long as it is not Friday," he told her, hisegeemingly indolent. 'It's the
start of Nicos' holidays, and | always ensure wendpthe first evening
together.’

‘Thursday?' Christina queried, sweeping her laghagprovocative gesture.
'I'll ring and confirm the arrangements, shall 1?"

Paul inclined his head, then stood to his feetinigthis hand slide down to
capture Stacey's wrist. 'Come, we will bid my motheodnight. Christina,’
he bade formally, and when Stacey remained seasefinigers curled to
exert painful pressure, forcing her to accept imsotion.

In the car she sat in stony silence, staring stgbtly ahead as the powerful
car sped swiftly back towards the city. Paul eledie refrain from any
verbal recriminations, and she could only conclidg he was saving them
until they were home.

Dear God, she was tired. Emotionally weary andliotnervated. If only
she could go to sleep, and when she woke the tvewsyef her life
committed to Paul Leandros were over. But what ?Hémvas doubtful she
could emerge from the experience unscathed. Pasiffavatoo dynamic a
personality for her not to be affected by him. Ahicos. She felt
instinctively that Paul's son was capable of captuan affectionate niche
that she would find difficult to discard. From Ngber thoughts trailed to



curiosity about his mother—who she was, and whatwas like to have
won Paul's heart. A shaft of emotion tore her stmabringing
pain—something she refused to accept as anythimptety resembling
jealousy.

'‘Overall,” Paul's voice accorded with barely cofexamockery, 'you
behaved very well.'

Stacey came back to the present with a jolt, reisoym her surroundings
and realising in that instant the car was statpmarfront of the garage
doors. A slight whirring sound caught her attenteomd she watched in
fascination as the doors opened by a remote caswritth inside the car.

'You were insufferable,’ she said stiffly as the sla forward, and as soon
as it drew to a halt she unlatched the passengeraim emerged to begin
walking towards the internal entry to the house.

'‘Because | accorded you the attention and respatiMas expected of me?'

'It was ludicrous and totally unnecessary.'

'‘And if in future | choose to ignore you, will yowt complain?' he drawled,
attending to the task of making both the car aedytrage secure.

'If only you would,' she shot wryly. 'Leave me atin

'‘Continue to behave like a shrew, and | may tirgoaf.’

At the dangerous edge in his voice she turned aiddssveetly, 'In that case,
Paul, | shall endeavour to be as shrewish as dessitou may own a
temporary lease on my body, but that doesn't entdl to my mind."

His oath was husky, denoting controlled savageng, &tacey wondered

why she was impelled to goad him. It was pointlédss,she never won
whatever battle she instigated.



"You seem hell-bent on unleashing my temper,’ neced hardily, and his
grip on her arm made her wince. 'Have you not gatrled that such an
exercise is sheer folly?'

She stood still, and he paused to look down attheheight intimidating in
the confines of the passageway.

'l won't accept our—relationship,’ she stated dpiélt can't. You possess
every trait | dislike in a man. | don't care thatyye wealthy,' she continued
stoically, meeting his narrowed gaze with steadflestr eyes. 'The qualities
| consider important can't be bought. I'll live lvitou for the required length
of time— I'll even endeavour not to embarrass yotront of your family
and friends. | bear your name, Paul, but I'll ndwertruly yours. You can
never earn that right,' she finished steadily.

His silence stretched endlessly, and Stacey expexie a feeling of
unreality, as if they were suspended in time. Wdidast he spoke, his voice
was enigmatic, his expression impossible to discern

'‘Go to bed, Stacey. I'll be up later.’

Without a word she turned and walked on aheadriagt¢he foyer and
mounting the stairs to their room, and once thbeeewndressed with care,
putting her clothes away with seeming dedicaticiofgecleansing her face
of make-up and brushing her hair.

She was on the edge of sleep when she heard tlostalsiient click of the
bedroom door, and she lay tense, becoming incrgigsatert to the sound of
clothes being discarded.

As he slid into bed beside her she deliberatelyledgd her breathing,
willing him to accept that she was asleep.

In the darkness he reached for her, ignoring hrastting struggles, and with
a husky growl he stilled her verbal protest effesiy with his mouth, her
strength puny beneath that of his own.



Would it always end this way? she groaned sildotig after the heat of his
body had subsided. Paul could command her respanséll, and she
loathed him for that. More, she hated herself aadthaitorous body for
giving in so easily to his erotic demands.

Lovemaking should be precisely that—not a mere esgon of physical

sex. She didn't want to enjoy such a hateful egereiin fact, it would be

remarkably easy if it were that simple. But Pauthvevery ounce of sensual
expertise at his command, urged each throbbingepul awareness,
playing on her awakened emotions with the consurarskll of a master

fiddler. Loving him would be agony, and she hadmention of sinking into

that intolerable hell. It was far better to haten hi



CHAPTER FIVE

'STACEY, what are you doing tonight?' Trisha's voice detednfrom the
other end of the telephone, and Stacey gave aléghgh in disbelief.

‘Nothing—absolutely nothing,’ she revealed. 'Why?'
'What about Paul?'

It was on the tip of her tongue to discount herblamsl, but instead she
offered slowly, 'I'm sure Paul can get along withime for a few hours. In
any case, he has a business meeting to attenavilhgrobably involve
dinner with his colleagues.’

'Perfect! I've got tickets to a play—I won thenmaimaffle at work. We'll have
dinner in town first, okay?'

'Why not?' Stacey's heart lightened at the prospleah evening out in her
sister's company. 'Where shall | meet you?'

'‘Outside Myers, around six—is that all right?’

'Fine. I'm looking forward to it." She replaced trexeiver, then made
towards the kitchen to instruct Sophie not to pregbnner.

If Sophie registered disapproval, Stacey chosgriore it, and deciding to
combine her excursion into the city with a shopspeee she left the house
mid- afternoon.

With tomorrow evening in mind, she elected to pasgha new dress, and
she visited several boutiques before she found wihatwanted. In black
silk, it was daringly cut over her bosom, showiagrore cleavage than she
had previously worn, with a halter neck and alnbzstkless. A cobwebby
fine stole in black completed the outfit, and shitegl the exclusive portals
determined not to blanch over the exorbitant pracg



There was time for a quick coffee before depositingr purchases in the car
prior to meeting Trisha, and as she approached $sfer caught sight of her
sister sheltering beneath a verandah.

'Hi—am | late?' she greeted, and Trisha grinned.
'‘No, I'm early for a change.'

'Isn't the weather wretched?' Stacey groaned wgtimaace as she struggled
to unfurl her umbrella. 'Shall we go for dinnend kll for getting indoors
where it's warm and dry.’

They chose a charming French restaurant not tadistant, and after a glass
of wine and an appetiser Stacey felt the warmtthefcentral heating seep
into her bones.

'How are you getting on with Paul?'

The question came out of the blue, and Stacey &mderal steadying
seconds before she chose to reply.

'Why do you ask?' she parried lightly, her eyesavaing as she met Trisha's
frankly curious gaze.

'‘Well, he's rather formidable, isn't he? Intensd &ather ruthless—even
cruel. Damon regards him as a kind of diabolicehangel—combining the
power of a Celestial with the qualities of Lucifemself.'

'Is that why you led me to think you were datingnkibecause of his
purported reputation?' Stacey queried dryly, ansh@rhad the grace to look
shamefaced.

'l hadmet him once or twice,' she excused herself. 'Aaywou snared him
without any effort.'

No effort at all, Stacey added wryly, loath to ravexactly why her
marriage had taken place. If Trisha chose to thimkas a love match, then
she wasn't willing to disillusion her,



'Is he ravishing in bed? Gossip has it he's utfaryastic.’

Stacey met Trisha's wicked gleam and fought thehokhe knew to be
colouring her cheeks. 'That's a very personal cuedghat | have no
intention of answering.’

'‘Shame!' that young woman accorded quizzicallyu'oa stepmother,' she
continued with interest. 'l wonder what Paul'stfissfe was like? Was she
Greek, or Australian? What was her name?"

'l really have no idea," Stacey said coolly, thahkfe waiter was almost to
their table with the main course. Trisha's questiarre too direct, making
her aware that she knew very little about the nienh&d married.

The play was entertaining, but too bizarre for 8y& taste, and they
emerged from the theatre to discover the heavashgpeaned in the form of
a torrential downpour.

Fighting their way to the car proved no mean feat] despite coats and
umbrellas they arrived thoroughly wet and bedraggle

'I'm sick of winter—it's so cold and windy, anet,' Trisha grumbled as she
dried her face and began easing her coat of thesexuoisture.

'I'll drop you home,' Stacey determined, sparimgigk glance at her watch
beneath the interior light. It was after eleverd ag the time she delivered
Trisha to Essendon and then drove to Kew it woeldlbse to midnight. For
the first time she gave thought to Paul's possixetion, and pulled a wry
face as she set the car in motion. He would bedstiwithout doubt.

Well, he could be as angry as he liked—she reatlg'dcare a jot.
Driving was hazardous, and Stacey eased the camghrthe city streets
with extreme caution. Consequently it was latentélae' expected when she

brought the car to a halt outside the flat.

'Do you want to come in and phone Paul?' askedhdris



'‘No. He may not even be home yet. I'll ring you toraw," said Stacey.
'Perhaps you'd like to come for dinner early nesék?’

'Sure, I'd love to. 'Bye. Drive carefully!

Trisha slid out and shut the door, and Stacey waiteg enough to see she
was safely indoors before putting the car into gestt reversing down the
driveway.

The rain didn't ease, and alone the journey sedmégke twice as long.
Traffic was minimal, which perhaps was just as watld Stacey breathed a
sigh of relief as she turned down the street leatinPaul's home. A few
more minutes and she would be safely there, angritepect of a hot bath
and bed seemed idyllic.

It happened so suddenly Stacey had difficulty belig it, and she stared in
open-mouthed disbelief as the engine faltered aoppsd. Quickly she
checked the petrol gauge, then the ignition, befiergting the key.

Nothing seemed to work, and after five minutes eafeiving no reaction
whatsoever, she locked the doors and slid out,ipguisng enough to lock
the last remaining door before setting out on foot.

It wasn't far, less than half a mile, and afteeva minutes she began to run.
Not through fear, she tried to assure herself, imdrem a desire to get
indoors out of the inclement weather.

She gave a sigh of relief as she reached the daiyeand her breathing was
fast and ragged as she mounted the few steps tpaalithe front door.
Uncaring, she pushed her hand against the doa@melkept it there, willing
Sophie, Alex, or even Paul to answer.

'‘Oh—come ofi she muttered beneath her breath, then gavetkedtary as
the door flew open to reveal Paul against the backgl of the lighted
foyer.

His angry stream of epithets was colourful andtéted her ears as he
hauled her inside, then the door crashed shut déten



'‘By the living heaven!" he swore emotively, hisegark chips of pure jet as
he glared down at her. 'l trust you have a goodaegion!'

Stacey inched her chin a fraction higher, conscaifitte water running in
rivulets down her face and neck. 'l have, and ggssoon as I've got rid of
these wet clothes I'll give it to you.'

His husky oath was vicious. 'Where the hell have lyeen? | didn't hear the
car.'

‘That's because | walked,' she enlightened hinmg®éth some satisfaction
that he was momentarily lost for words. She bemirdand slipped off her
boots, then eased her arms out from her soddecoiin

'For God's sake, leave them there!" he snappealilyi.
‘They'll ruin the carpet.’
‘To hell with the carpet! Get upstairs. I'll havep&ie run you a bath.’

"You can't call Sophie at this hour of the nigéite protested, moving round
him towards the stairs. 'I'm quite capable of ragmy own bath.'

'You are aware of the time?"

Stacey halted in her tracks at the heavy sarcadmsinoice, and she spun
round to face him, anger evident. 'Don't play teavy husband, Paul," she
warned stormily. "It just won't work!" She turnetaran up the stairs to their
suite, passing through the bedroom without pautiestbathroom where she
pushed in the plug and turned on the taps ovedatige marble bath.

Within seconds the room was clouded with steam stiedvasted little time

in discarding her saturated clothes. Adding a &bgquantity of bath essence
she stepped in and sank down into the rapidlygisiater, and when it was
nearly filled she reached forward and turned odf téps.



The heat slowly seeped through her chilled bodyl ashe soaked,
luxuriating in the delicious scented warmth befoe&rieving a bottle of
shampoo with which to wash her hair.

Afterwards she lay back and closed her eyes, amgayie relaxing effect of
the water, until a slight sound sent her lashesewigpen, and her
consternation at seeing Paul enter the room wasreat.

'What are you doing here?'

'l seem to recall having had this conversation fegfohe drawled
enigmatically, moving towards the bath with easyglstrides. Calmly he
reached out and took hold of a large fluffy tow8it up, and I'll dry your
hair.'

'Like hell you will" she snapped indignantly, amd eyes kindled with bleak
implacability.

'‘Accept my help in the manner in which it's givdre'advised grimly, and

reaching forward he pulled the plug so that wigant seconds most of the
water had drained away. 'If you are to avoid alcthie sooner you are in

bed, the better.’

"You always command, don't you?' Stacey beratedusly as she
scrambled to her feet, and she snatched a neasgy émd wound it round
her body. 'You never suggest, or ask—you merelyeisgders and expect
them to be obeyed without question!" Her eyes #ddlplden-green fire. 'l
won't be dominated by a domineering brute—as yae)' ahe threw
waspishly, then gave a painful yelp as he begatowel her hair dry,
uncaring of her tender scalp. 'For heaven's sakgod have to be so rough?

'Rough? My God, | could take your slender neck eetwmy two hands and
break it—do you know that?' he muttered with suppee violence.

'Why?' Stacey demanded. 'What's so wrong in myinge@tisha for dinner
and going to the theatre? It's all right for yowtoe out and return all hours
of the night. Why not me?"'



"You should have telephoned me at the office."

She gave a derisive laugh. 'And you would have mgeeable to me
going?'

'What would you have done if | had said no?’

'‘Gone just the same,' she retorted swiftly.

'Even with the knowledge that you must face my awogeyour return?'
'Yes, damn you! | won't bow down and be subservidnwon't!'

With an angry gesture Paul flung the towel to therf and Stacey lifted her
head, smoothing the length of her hair back from faee with shaky

fingers.

'I'll get you some brandy,' Paul said heavily, nmgviowards the door, and
she threw him a hateful glare.

'l don't want any—I hate the stuff.'

"You'll drink it, even if | have to hold the glassyour mouth,' he declared
with grim implacability, then he turned and lefettoom.

By the time he returned Stacey had completed hietteoand was sitting
before the dressing-table mirror attempting to ulbrush through her
tangled hair. In the mirror his image towered ftegtingly above her own,
and a feather of fear spiralled slowly down henspi

"Your brandy,' he grated, holding out the glass.

'"You're incredible,’ Stacey ground out betweendatied teeth. 'Words fail to
adequately describe how | feel about you!

His silent regard was unnerving. 'You married ag&neho upholds many of
the traditional customs. Feministic behaviour inite is intolerable.’



'You were born in Australia,' she cried, sorelgdti'What you expect of a
woman might be acceptable in Greece, but her@skmg too much of you
wanted an agreeable non-argumentative wife, yowldhbave married

someone other than me!

'Fate has chosen to tie us together,’ he deridddharsh cynicism. 'Have
you not heard it said that to win a battle, you tfiust fight? Is that not what
we are doing?'

'l doubt we could spend five minutes in each othedmpany without it
leading to a full-scale war!" Stacey wrenched thasb through her hair,
angry that his careless towelling had amassed dlesnarray of knots.
'‘Look what you've done," she cried accusinglywilt take ages to get all
these knots out!

'‘Give me the brush," Paul directed harshly. 'Brgt,fiyou will drink this
brandy. I insist,' he added with formidable implaitty.

Stacey was tempted to take the glass and flingahéents in his face, but
one look into those dark eyes was sufficient tonmat his retribution
would be cruelly swift.

In silence she held out her hand, then sippediémg fquid, shuddering
slightly as it burned the back of her throat. Witbhoking cough she placed
the half-empty glass down on the dressing-table.

‘All of it, Stacey.’

The curt summons put a defiant sparkle in her éifdshave any more, I'll
be ill," she insisted stubbornly.

"You'll drink it all," Paul grated ominously, leagi forward and picking up
the glass from where she had placed it he hebchit lips while holding fast
her chin.

You barbarian!" Stacey spluttered furiously. 'Goldateyou!"



'You are beginning to sound like a record stuck igroove,' Paul drawled
pitilessly, and in an instant she was on her feiter angry tears on the
verge of spilling down her cheeks.

'l wish | could hit you!" she muttered in a voideo&ed with impotent anger,
and his soft answering laugh provided the impeiutjust that, for without
conscious thought she lashed out in utter furydgdalmost beyond reason
as she rained her fists against his chest, the sind being her groan of
anguish as her wrists were caught and held in ailess grip.

'Stop it this minute,' Paul demanded ruthlessly,gyies intently alert as he
raked her stormy features, and he gave her a ghtiab had no pretence of
gentleness. 'Stacey, for the love of heaven, haayen' yet learnt that to
thwart me is a useless exercise?'

'l hate you!" she thrust emotively, refusing todaeinted.

'In the dark, it isn't hate that sends you clingmgie with such abandon,’ he
mocked cynically, lifting her chin so that she haxloption but to meet his
dark sardonic gaze. 'ls that not so?’

She tried to swallow, but had difficulty becausetbé& lump that had
suddenly risen in her throat. 'l admit nothing af Kind,' she said huskily.

'‘And |, of course, couldn't evince concern as tarywhereabouts for any
reason other than anger, hm?'

Stacey stared up at him unblinkingly. ‘'Try—protegtiyour investment.'

His eyes narrowed fractionally and became bleatu 'Mave the body and
emotions of a woman, yet you think like a child.'

'How else would you expect me to think when youticarally treat me like
one?' she cried, sorely tried.

'You are my wife.'



'‘But hardly loved and adored," she threw wearihg a slight smile twisted
his lips.

'No? Such a thing would be impossible, wouldn't it?

For a long time she just looked at him, unableisocatn anything but faint
mockery evident in his powerful features, then ghee a deep sigh and
attempted to move out of his grasp.

It's late,' she said at last as an unutterableiness settled in her bones. 'l
must dry my hair. Please let me go, Paul.’

'‘Give me the brush,' he directed quietly, and whlee made no move to
retrieve it he reached out and caught it up, thith a/gentleness she found
difficult to credit him with, he began to restomeler to the tangled length of
her hair.

‘Now, dry it," he instructed when the task was cletegl, and without a word
Stacey collected her blow-drier and plugged it anat nearby switch,
conscious that he was watching as she strokeddlchine through her hair.

When she finished he took it from her, then pickpda handful of her hair
and let it run through his fingers.

'It resembles rich brown silk shot with liquid g@lde murmured, lifting it to
his lips. 'So fresh and clean —a man could be Yergifor wanting to bury
his face in it." Idly he moved it aside to expdse ¢reamy nape, and Stacey
gave an involuntary shiver as she felt his lipd &&laming caress to the
hollow beneath her earlobe.

'Stop it," she whispered unconvincingly as his lsamdved down over her
shoulders to rest at her waist, then slide up pohar breasts.

'Make me,' he husked teasingly as he edged thdimedk her nightgown
down over her shoulders, and in a desperate bitaliohis disruptively
sensual exploration she twisted out of his grasp.

'‘Another payment, Paul?' she asked bitterly.



'Damn you—yes!' Anger blazed in his eyes, to be replaced withcosds
by pitiless resolve. Calmly he reached out and lelgld of her nightgown
where it rested over the generous swell of her dvseand with cold
deliberation he tore it right down to the hem ire dong wrench.

Shock swept the colour from her face and widenedeyes into huge
luminous pools of incredulity. The ruthless glittehoved ill, and there was
brutal savagery in the mouth that covered hers.

It was a long time before he lifted his head, atat&y found herself taking
in air in deep shuddering gasps, her mouth numbirapdssibly bruised.
With hands that shook she covered her trembling, ltpo emotionally
drained to hurl any retaliatory recrimination.

'If you insist on reducing our relationship to teeel of mercenary payment,
then expect to be treated like an ill-respected lafdthe night," he said
ruthlessly. With slow deliberation he removed histltes, carelessly
throwing them over a nearby chair, then he sweptifte his arms and
carried her to the bed.

His hands and mouth were cruel as he taunted,deasel deliberately
roused the flame of her desire until she was a essdmass of pulsating
nerve-ends shrieking for the ease of fulfilmenkelLa virtuoso he played
each sensitive pulse, drawing the maximum pleaghe culminated a
crashing explosive crescendo that left her shakinghe aftermath of
emaotion.

It seemed inconceivable that one man could wreak savoc, and in that
moment Stacey truly wished to die. In a daze shedeed where she would
find the strength ever to be free, for such freeadaoald only bring loss—a

loss she doubted she could live with. The fighe,ahger—it deflected from
herself as she struggled to prevent her waywardtiensw becoming

involved. But it was too late—far too late, andiragte tear rolled slowly

down her cheek at the revelation.

With an angry curse Paul pulled the blankets itdog then reached out and
switched off the lamp. She longed for some measticomfort, but could
not have sought it at that moment had her life ddpd on it, and in the



darkness the tears slowly slid on to her pillowlghteer exhaustion brought
merciful oblivion in the form of sleep.

*

Stacey dressed with care, affording more than usualover her make-up,
and her reflected image revealed that the effattdesen worth it. The vivid
green silk of her dress highlighted her chestnut bad the cunningly-cut
lines revealed her slender curves to their bestradge. Stiletto-heeled
shoes showed her slim legs and gave her added theigll the
gossamer-fine wool stole she draped round her demilent an ethereal air.

'‘Ready?’

At the sound of that deep drawl she turned and gaaequiescent nod, then
collecting up an evening purse she stepped towheslegantly-attired
man standing several feet distant.

As she drew close Paul reached a hand insidedkstjpocket and withdrew
a slim jeweller's case.

'l have something for you.' The slight snap wasofeéd by a slithering

sound as he threw the empty case down on to thetemane, then his
hands touched her neck, sweeping aside the heathaswf her hair as he
fastened the clasp.

Stacey looked down and saw the single teardrop @hdmestling in the
valley between the soft swell of her breasts, aisked solemn eyes to his.
‘Thank you,' she said quietly. 'lt's beautiful.’

His dark gaze sharpened as he regarded her thalightiien he trailed an
idle finger over the length of the slender goldintthat held the diamond.
'Such docility,' he mocked softly. 'Are you feelingwell?"

She was silent for several seconds, then she séierlg, 'You teach a
painful lesson, Paul.'



‘There are times when you drive me to the verykooifireason,' he revealed
dryly. 'Shall we go?'

Stacey preceded him from the room, and as she hegscend the curving
staircase his hand reached out and caught holdreflbhow and held it until
she was safely seated in the car.

'‘Are we meeting Christina at the restaurant?' sikedas the powerful car
slid into the main stream of traffic.

'Polite conversation—or curiosity?' Paul drawled.
'Does it matter?'

'The restaurant,’ he told her, sparing her a qulmkce. The fare is Greek, as
is the music. You may find it will be an entertaigievening.'

Entertaining? With Christina one of their party®huld be all of that, she
thought wryly. Perhaps the other woman had choden lbcation
deliberately in an attempt to convince Paul herhade a disastrous mistake
in not choosing one of his own countrywomen forieewHis second wife,
she amended silently, unable to prevent her thasuigbin pondering over
details regarding his first marriage. She longe@sgk, but couldn't bring
herself to for fear it would reveal unnecessargriest.

Parking was achieved with the minimum of effortdaeyond the bland
facade the interior provided a startling contréstt twas visually pleasing
and had the effect of transporting the clientele the very essence of Greek
locale.

On guitar and bouzouki, four men drew out liltinghrec music,
accompanied by a female singer. Waiters and waggesvere attired in
national costume, and only a few tables remainditiach

'‘Christina and her friends are already here,' Radicated, and Stacey
schooled her features into a polite smile as thikewareceded them to a
table on the far side of the room.



'Paul' We've been expecting you!" a light feminuwéce greeted. 'Stacey,
you look charming.’

Stacey reserved her judgment on that particulaarknechoosing to accept it
in the manner it appeared to be given, not doubtonga moment that
Christina's swift encompassing appraisal had caledl and assessed the
cost of every visible item she was wearing.

Introductions complete, they were seated, Paulpdicgewithout a qualm
the chair next to Christina, and Stacey sat taigkg, accepting the glass of
ouzoplaced before her.

From the onset Christina deliberately sought toeratacey feel ill at ease,
although she chose a subtle method that went wsibby everyone else.
The various Greek dishes were a mystery that requiareful perusal of the
menu before she felt content to make her selecéiod, when it came to
dessert she allowed Paul to order for her.

The conversation frequently lapsed into Greek,nhexte often than not by
Christina, and although Stacey tried not to letitkle, nonetheless it did,
and she subsided into silence, feeling more ane filag a fish out of water
as the evening progressed.

'Would you like to dance?'

Stacey looked carefully at her husband, then \ghiar eyes she responded
with cool politeness, 'I'm unfamiliar with Greekmtang.'

'It is possible that later there will be some ttiadial dancing,' Paul drawled,
his eyes hooded as he regarded her. 'But thahducted by the men.’

'Why not ask Christina? I'm sure she will be moppraciative of your
favours.' Oh, what was the matter with her? Shgddrto be in his arms, so
why refuse?

'l prefer to ask you.'



'Why?' she demanded baldly, and coloured beneatiddnkly quizzical
gaze.

'Do you really want me to tell you?' he drawledhwieasing cynicism,
letting his eyes rove intimately over her expresgeatures, so that she felt
as if his lips actually touched her mouth and thimerable pulse that was
already beating crazily at the base of her throat.

It was a blatant display of ownership, and shenteskbeing made the
scapegoat. She longed to refuse, but to do so wirald attention, and she
was damned if she would give Christina the satigfa®f sensing discord.

'Very well," she capitulated, conscious that Paul &lready risen to his feet,

and when she slipped into his arms seconds latez thas a deep ache in the
pit of her stomach. The temptation to rest her reggainst the broadness of
his chest was difficult to ignore, and her hand atbkestlessly as she strove
to make her body stiff and unresponsive.

"You are not enjoying yourself?"

The query was quietly spoken close to her ear,ifaihthadn’t been for the
slight taunting quality in his voice she would haweallowed her pride and
given an assurance to the contrary. 'I'm not aoocustl to being ignored by
my escort,’ she said stiffly.

"You want me to show you more attention, is tHaithtis breath fanned her
forehead, then he demanded softly, 'Look at me.’

Stacey kept her head bent, and was unprepareaedrm fingers that lifted
her chin and held it fast. His eyes were incredidyk, their expression
enigmatic. Gently his mouth touched hers as hetrére outline of her lips
with his tongue.

'Don't!" she found herself pleading, her eyes sivadoand strangely hurt.

'‘One minute you accuse me of neglecting you, yeh#xt | am being asked
to desist," he mocked. 'What a contrary child yal'a



'I'm not a child," she said wretchedly. 'And stdaymg with me! | feel
enough of a fool, without you adding to it.’

'Why should you feel the fool?' His eyes narrowAdswer me.’

How could she accuse Christina with no evidence@rdiwas even a
possibility she was being supersensitive aboutrthele thing, anyway. 'l
have a Greek husband whom I've known a total ofdaiys," she relayed
carefully. 'The restaurant is Greek, you speak l#mguage | have no
knowledge of, and everyone at our table is a felbmuntryman. Is it any
wonder | feel out of place?' she finished reasgnabl

Paul regarded her silently for several seconds,slmedhad the strangest
feeling he could read into her mind. 'Is that anaabout way of declaring

you want to learn something of our customs? Ot imerely pique that

Christina contrives to show you to be the antithesiherself?’

"You noticed," she said with resignation. How cosleé have thought he
wouldn't? Little or nothing escaped him.

'Christina is a family friend of many years' stargli Paul elaborated wryly.
'I'm not blind to the fact that she fancied hergethe role of my wife. It's to
be expected that she resents you.'

'If only she realised how welcome she is to you#ic8y sallied, and he
slanted a cynical smile.

'Poor Stacey," he mocked lightly. 'Confined to a-twear sentence with a
man you hate.’

'Yes,' she acknowledged emphatically. But wastihdder emotions were
involved to a point where they swirled into a headstex—she had only to
look at him for that strange curling sensationégih.

When they returned to the table Christina was nogv/hresight, and Stacey
breathed a sigh of relief that was short livedresdther girl reappeared in
company with her partner to demand within minuked Paul should dance
the next number.



If it was meant to cause jealousy, it succeeded;hnta Stacey's chagrin!
The sight of Christina in Paul's arms was akinxpegiencing a stab in the
heart, and she cursed herself several times fargban utter fool. Why
should she care if Paul danced with another womary-waman, for that
matter? He was a brute, a hateful merciless devilvhom she could never
feel any affection. As far as she was concernedstma could have him!

When one of the men in their group asked Staceyatece she accepted
without thought, only to have Paul intervene smiyoth

"You will not object, my friend, if | refuse permsien?' His smile didn't quite
reach his eyes. 'If my wife wishes to dance, it & with me alone. You
understand?'

The man's answering smile was tinged with a cesaiymess. 'Of course,
Paul." His light laugh was expressive, and his esyespt towards Stacey
with sudden comprehension before returning to yimécally-set features of
her husband. 'If she were my wife, | wouldn't let but of my sight."

Paul inclined his head in mocking acquiescencam'relieved you are in
agreement,’ he accorded dryly, then reaching oaabght hold of Stacey's
wrist and carried it to his lips, his eyes glittgridangerously as he dared her
to defy him. '‘Come, darling, let us dance.'

Stacey longed to hit him, and for a moment shearoptated doing just that,
then returning sanity squashed the impulse. Thie &b® shot him would
have quelled a lesser man, even tempered withrthle she gave for the
benefit of the interested onlookers, but once @nflbor she held herself
rigidly away from him, her eyes glittery with bayeduppressed fury.

'Did you have to be so-- Oh!" she hissed wrathftiMpu're incredible!

'Is that all?' Paul mocked. 'Are you temporarilpdbss for words to hurl in
abuse of me?’

"You danced with Christina!' she threw vehemerithy shouldn't | dance
with someone else?’



"You are my wife," he stated indisputably.

'My God, | don't believe any of this!" she argueitly. 'How typical of a
man to impose the double standard!

'If you object to me dancing with another womany yoly have to say so.'

'l don't care,’' she tossed angrily. 'l never wilbu leave mecold! Doesn't
that bother you?'

His smile was humourless, and tinged with sardogigcism. ‘Not when |
retain such a vivid memory of how you react in mys.'

Stacey felt the colour leave her face, and her egkened until they
resembled huge deep pools. 'You devil,' she whesbkitterly.

'Yet it is true," he said softly. 'Why deny thatbied we are in accord, hm?"
His eyes lightened with devilish laughter. 'Fousdutored an innocent, you
learn very quickly. The initial reticence—it is gans it not?'

A wave of sickness swept over her as the truthWords sank in. 'l want
to go home," she declared shakily, determined indsolve. 'I'll get a taxi.'

'We will leave together."

'‘Now?'

His shrug was negligible. 'Why not?'
'‘But your friends—Christina--'

‘They will assume | cannot wait to get you into b&aul said wryly, and
Stacey uttered a bitter laugh.

‘They would be right. You're very physical, argot?"

'‘Are you complaining?'



"Yes—damn you! It would be something of a changgado sleep without
first having to suffer your advances!

'‘Be glad of it," he told her hatefully. 'To be aman and undesired is an
unenviable fate.’

"You really are the limit, do you know that?' Stacboked. 'Oh, let's get out
of here," she cried wretchedly, almost at the drieeoendurance. The entire
evening had been fraught with impossible undercisreand she was
scarcely aware of Paul's murmured excuses, thailspiee glances when

they returned to their table.

It was a relief to slip into the car, and she leanell back in the seat, her
eyes fixed on some indefinable point directly ahaade deftly urged the
luxurious vehicle through the stream of traffic.



CHAPTER SIX

'I'M going to bed,” Stacey murmured the instant she gradeded Paul
through the front door.

"You don't wish to share a nightcap with me?' herigd sardonically as he
moved towards the lounge, and she shook her héay. well, little rabbit,’
he directed, 'run upstairs. I'll be there shortly.’

'l shall probably be asleep,' she flung trencharghd heard his mocking
laughter.

'In that case, it will be my pleasure to wake you.'

The look she cast him was full of venom. 'When wall learn that | loathe
you to touch me?"

Paul's mouth twisted into a cynical smile. "Whel wou cease being a
child?' he parried smoothly, his eyes agleam watidenic amusement, and
without a word she turned and ran towards thesstaird didn't pause until
she reached their bedroom.

Undressing with unnecessary haste, Stacey doneddrg silk nightgown
that reposed beneath her pillow, then hurried thinoto the bathroom to
remove her make-up and brush her teeth.

Five minutes later she lay between the sheetsbékdéamp switched off,
willing her tense muscles to relax. With an angigstshe changed position,
then plumped her pillow in an attempt to cull corifo

Her ears were attuned to the slightest sound, wotmmsly waiting for the
almost silent click of the bedroom door. If Paul¢bed her, she would fight
like a cornered vixen, she resolved with bitter gpnHe was so obviously
in command, self-assured and possessive—so siner ghe longed to hit
out, to fight and scratch and generally vent hey against him. Never in
her life could she ever remember being so angnysaanoved to anger by
anyone. Paul Leandros struck sparks so volatilethvas an instantaneous



explosion whenever they were in each other's copnfaarmore than a few
scant minutes.

Stacey's breath caught in her throat as she heallceRter the room, and she
forced herself to breath evenly. Maybe if he thdugje was asleep he
would leave her alone.

Whatever hopes she had died an instant death seedtedt the mattress
depressed with his weight, and his throaty chuaieher ineffectual

struggles incensed her, so that she lashed otd,fi#ling, and when that
failed to register she took immense satisfactiomfsinking sharp teeth into
strong sinew and muscle.

'Hellcat!" Paul accused grimly, wrenching her faaey from his shoulder.

'What did you expect?' Stacey breathed furiou3lyat | should lie back,
accept your unwelcome attentions, and fuse my hvdamthoughts of home
and country? Ouch!" The scream tore from her thaiegtain seared through
one soft creamy breast. 'You barbarian—you bit me!"

'l merely returned your—salutation, in kind," Péwisked, thwarting any
attempts she made to retaliate by catching holdeofwrists and twisting
them behind her back.

'At least let me fight!" she panted, strugglinggeet free, and discovering
much to her chagrin that she was half sitting, hyatig on top of him.

'My darling wife, | have no desire to fight youg drawled significantly.

'l know what you desire,' she threw bitterly as shiggled fruitlessly to
evade the trailing fingers that outlined the pratoe curves of her heaving
breasts. 'Oh!" she cried, enraged, as he begaade each nipple until they
burgeoned and swelled beneath his touch. 'You tieveexual appetite of
an animal!'

'How would you define your response?' he tauntdtlysplacing a hand
beneath the heavy swathe of hair at her nape dhdgolier down towards
him.



His mouth teased an evocative trail, exacting sansleasure mixed with
pain where seconds before his fingers had beenslaadjave a moan that
was half- ecstasy, part anguish as he slid thpsttawn over her shoulders.

'Why the hell did you put this thing on?' he muredithickly.

'I'd wear a straitjacket if | thought it would—oBGod!" she choked as the
garment tore with a slithering whisper. 'Don't yrave any regard for how
much that cost?’

'‘No," he drawled, unrepentant, and curving her boldge to his hard
muscular frame he rolled their combined weightsd she lay beneath him.

"You fiend,' she accused in a low voice choked watéathing. 'Oh, for
heaven's sake, get it over and done with!"

For an instant he was still, every muscle tenseith @wnger, and Stacey
caught her breath in fear of what form his retamaimight take.

'l am tempted to do just that,' he ground out. ‘8rén in anger, | refuse to
treat you like a street woman hired for that speg@érpose. Instead, it shall
be you who cries for the merciful release my baaly give, and believe me,
| shall see that yobeg,'he threatened ominously.

It was a long time before Stacey lay alone and estea, the humiliating
sound of her cries echoing in her ears like thdimgabf the damned. Her
entire body had come tinglingly alive beneath RBadEliberately erotic
touch as his mouth and hands wreaked havoc witlhryesensitive
nerve-end, every pulse beat, and ableed,body and soul, her emotions in
shreds, tears of self-degradation and pity spilling running to soak the
pillow beneath her cheek. A master of sensual ¢igeeihe had coaxed and
honed her response until she moaned and beggeg/daes uttered with
guttural frenzy as she behaved like the animahsitleso rashly accused him
of being.

As she fell into an exhausted sleep her dreams eterged with pursuit and
tortured capture by a shadowy figure that defietgaition, and she woke
next morning to find an empty space in the beddseker, unsure whether



the protective embrace she had sought and receivdee early hours of
morning had been real or a figment of her tormebtadh.

Nicos' arrival during the late afternoon was welednlike a breath of fresh
air, and Stacey managed to present a friendly gpeity throughout dinner
that brought an answering response from Paul, agether, she was sure,
they gave the impression of domestic bliss.

It wasn't until after Nicos retired to his room th&tacey's carefully
contrived defence began to crumble, and she qusklight escape from
Paul's inscrutable company on the pretext of beiad.

In the room they shared she carefully bathed, tien,she applied touches
of the alluring French perfume she had purchasemgla brief sojourn to

the city that afternoon. Next, she donned a dayiegt lacy black bra and
matching bikini pants, then she slid on an exokaclk garter, letting it rest

mid-thigh, red rose facing outwards. She sat dogfore the dressing- table
and began brushing her hair, stroking it again again until it shone like

burnished fire. Make-up came next, subtle excepttlie exotic red she
applied to her lips.

Rising to her feet, she moved to switch off themiight, then crossed to the
bedlamp, preferring its muted illumination to thelllance of the many-
faceted ceiling bracket.

The scheme she had devised in the cold light oftdaly a great deal of
daring to carry out, and after ten minutes of waitner resolve had ebbed to
the verge of non-existence. It would have takeewadcant seconds to don a
nightgown and slip between the silken sheets, leihad left it too late, for
even as she turned to cross towards the bed dreopeoed and Paul was in
the room.

Stacey stood rooted to the spot, unsure of higicgadhen sheer bravado
took over and she effected a deliberately evocatnse. -



'If you'll acquaint me with your preference, | dhadlo my best to
accommodate you.' She met his narrowed gaze arifibqah a beguiling
smile. 'Am | not to your fancy, sir?'

His eyes darkened fractionally, then slid the langt her scantily clad
figure and back again. 'For my amusement, | pre8uheedrawled, and she
afforded a slow pirouette.

'‘But of course. | figured that as I've been boughta specific purpose, |
might as well dress the part.'

"You correlate the position of my wife with that @ftart?' His voice was
dangerously quiet, and Stacey shivered, her géteeifg before his.

‘Last night you treated me--'

'As you deserved to be treated,’ Paul respondetijhdl am master in my
own home—remember that.'

'What about me, Paul? Am | not entitled to havdirige?'
"You bear my name.’

"You have no idea how that cheers me," Staceyteetofinding it hard to
remain defiant in light of her negligible attire.

'Stop playing childish games, Stacey,' he ordezeskty. "You do not even
begin to qualify.’

'Should | take that as a compliment or a conderanati

Ignoring her, Paul removed his jacket and tie, thegan undoing the
buttons on his cream silk shirt, pulling it fre@rfr the waistband of his
trousers in one fluid movement.

At the sight of his broad chest, olive-skinned withdark mat of hair, the
physical evidence of muscular strength, she fadttthitorous embers of
desire begin to heat her limbs, and she shivenaaluntarily.



'Either put on a robe, or get into bed," he insgddrusquely, and she said
the first thing that entered her head.

'Why? Do | offend you?'

'l suggest you do as you are told," Paul beganysilkefore | am driven to
slap your delightfully rounded rear.' He undid bt buckle preparatory to
removing his trousers. 'We have more than an heoline ahead of us
tomorrow, and you may find it uncomfortable if ydave suffered a
spanking.’

'What's a few more bruises when | already havera&/e
Paul's eyes roved indolently over her slender airve

'‘Battle scars?' He moved towards her and when fewithin touching
distance he leant out a hand and trailed his fstygitly from one bruise to
another.

'‘Don't!" she protested, and attempted to move laapkce. 'Where are we
going tomorrow?' Reaching out, she gathered upothe that lay nearby and
quickly thrust her arms into it, all too aware loétwicked gleam in the eyes
above her own.

'Pity," Paul drawled. 'Although since | have seéaties beneath that silky
wrapping, the addition of it is infinitely alluring

Desperately she tried to distract his attenti@iNicos coming?"

'l have a weekend beach house on the BellarinenB@ai' he informed her
with a sight shrug. 'It affords privacy and an g&cérom the pressures of
business. Regardless of the weather, Nicos andldasour to slip away
whenever we can. During term holidays, | ensur¢ ktzan free of social

engagements at the weekend so that we can spermdtisoentogether.’

‘Just the three of us?' Stacey queried, startled, taed to hide her
confusion. The prospect of having to present arcabhe, loving front for



Nicos' benefit for an entire weekend was dauntsgecially in the confines
of a beach house and in each other's constant ecgmpa

'Yes,' Paul agreed quietly. 'We leave straightr dfteakfast.’

She suddenly had difficulty in swallowing. 'Themuess we'd better get
some sleep.' Hardly daring to believe he woulthéstescape, she turned and
walked towards the bed, expecting at any momebétoaught against him.

It was therefore something of a surprise when alaetsm cross to the other
side of the bed and slip between the sheets, dhdrrself-consciously she
removed the black underwear, then retrieved a gyt from a nearby
drawer and slipped it over her head.

With a deft click Paul snapped off the bedside lamg she slid into bed and
lay perfectly still, tensing for the moment he wibwkach out, but after
several minutes his steady breathing indicatedh@dtad fallen asleep, and
she relaxed slowly, unable to believe she had keteif so lightly.

But had she? she pondered interminable minutes kbev contrary could
she get, for heaven's sake? She didn't want hithere she lay staring at
the ceiling in the darkness, aware of a vague acher lower limbs. It was
madness! Determinedly she closed her eyes and tmiembncentrate on
summoning sleep, but it was all to no avail, arskgmed an age before she
finally drifted into that somnolent state.

The drive down to Bellarine took just over an hoarthe Prince's Highway,
the sleek BMW eating up the distance with effoglease beneath Paul's
competent hands.

Stacey elected to travel in slacks and a warm bjuilkyper, and on the seat
behind her was a fur-lined suede jacket to slingndoher shoulders the
instant she stepped from the heated car. Paul énadtdd from his array of

formal business suits and looked ruggedly mascuhngark cords and a

thick Arran sweater. He too had slung a fur-lineckgt on to the back seat,
and Nicos was similarly attired.



Conversation was relaxed and amazingly easy totaiajrand not once did
Stacey sense an awkward silence. It was obvioberfand son shared a
close rapport, and she found it touching that Nsmsght to draw her into
their family circle.

The beach house was hardly the small chalet-likelldw Stacey had
imagined, and she viewed the solid sprawling stimectvith faint awe. A
wide expanse of plate glass provided an excelliemt wut over Port Phillip
Bay, and inside there were several rooms leadihg wide central hallway
that ended in a large lounge running the entirgiwad the house. Furnished
with an abundance of cushioned cane sofas andsclsmatter rugs on
vinyl-covered floors, it breathed an air of caseiaigance the Kew mansion
could never emulate.

'‘Brrh!" Nicos commented, rubbing his hands togethdr organise the
central heating, shall 1?'

Stacey looked faintly scandalised. '‘Central heating a beach house? You
have to be kidding!"

'‘Blame it on my Mediterranean blood," Paul shruggih a slight smile. 'I'll
brave the elements without so much as a qualmyben | relax | prefer to
be warm.’

Nicos laughed, shooting Stacey a wicked wink. 't@avelp you when he's
a crotchety old man!

| won't be around then, she longed to reveal, wnéblimagine Paul as
anything other than the virile, powerful figure Wwas, and she managed a
smile, instilling a hint of mischief to her voicérthritic, swaddled in rugs,
and tetchy?"

'l will exact punishment for that at a more suieabime,' Paul intervened
with mock severity, and Nicos broke into undisgditaughter.

'l could always go fishing," he suggested, shootingurprisingly adult
glance from his father to Stacey, and she turneayaon the pretext of
exploring the rest of the house, feeling strangeiparrassed.



There were four bedrooms, two bathrooms, and & family-sized kitchen

stocked with utensils of every size and descriptieggs, butter, milk, plus
an assortment of preserves resided in the reftiggrand the freezer was
more than adequately filled.

'Everything is to your satisfaction?’

Stacey didn't turn round, merely closed one cuphdhen went on to open
another. 'Of course,' she replied evenly. 'Althoygh must realise | am
unfamiliar with Greek cuisine. | presume you require to cook our meals
while we're here?'

'We can always drive to Queenscliff and eat atstatgant,” Paul told her
with faint mockery, crossing to stand beside Heeither Nicos nor | are

exactly helpless, he added with an eloquent shig. usually take it in

turns to cook while we're here.’

'Really?' Her disbelief was evident. 'My experiedoesn't run to Cordon
Bleu,' she admitted, 'but | can dish up a reasenagal.’

'Nicos and | will take the boat out after lunch. i want to come?’

Stacey suppressed a shudder and shook her hegd.séasick. I'd much
rather stay here, if you don't mind.'

'As you prefer," he dismissed. 'We'll be back wefore dark.'

Il have a meal ready.' A slight frown creased heow. 'What do you
usually do in the evening?'

'Play cards," Paul shrugged indolently. 'Watchvisien.' His shrug was
eloquent. 'Talk. There is no set pattern.’

'What sort of cards?' Stacey queried with cautaam caught his slanting
smile.

You play?' An eyebrow arched quizzically. 'Poker?’



'In an amateurish fashion,' she acknowledged wryly.

shooting him a sideways glance. 'Although | guess wouldn't hear of a
mere female joining in?'

His mocking cynicism was evident. 'Why not? Nicall be amused.’
'‘And you, Paul ? Will you be amused if | shouldgiemce beat you?"

"You think to hide the ace up your sleeve, hm? &hening should prove an
interesting—experience,’ he concluded dryly, arel\shinkled her nose at
him, determined not to be intimidated.

'If you intend staying in the kitchen,' she threai® with mock severity, 'l
shall assign you some chores.'

'l can think of one,' he drawled, bending his héadn to hers. 'And it is no
chore at all," he murmured as his mouth hoveredifnaally above her own.

It was a light kiss, faintly searching and frankgducing—gentle, when she
never expected to be accorded gentleness fronpitilsss, unpredictable
Greek.

'Shall | go out and come in again?' Nicos demariied the doorway, his
voice openly amused, and Paul gave a deep thraagy!

‘Stacey was deliberating what to have for lunch.’

His dark gleaming gaze quite plainly indicated ttoatd was the last thing
on his mind, and Stacey inwardly writhed, furiobatthe did nothing to
disguise his lusty appetite.

A light tinge of delicate colour crept over her eks, but in truth she
couldn't decide whether it was anger or embarrassraed with supreme
effort she summoned forth a bright smile. 'Soup—etele, | think," she
determined. 'Followed by an omelette stuffed withshrooms, bacon and
onions; bread; and | daresay | could manage a Iplasskessert,” she



concluded. Tonight I'll serve you a stew. The megit have had time to
defrost by then so that | can prepare it.’

'The heating has been switched on," Nicos inforimed 'We should be
feeling its effects soon.’

Paul thrust both hands into his trouser pocketsnaonaked towards the door.
'Meanwhile, | suggest we go and inspect the boamgpment.’' He placed
an affectionate hand on Nicos' shoulder, and Stheayd their voices fade
into an indistinguishable murmur as they walked dakae hall.

Lunch was a convivial meal, seemingly relaxed, aadversation in the
main centred around the various fishing spoils Rawl Nicos had gained
over the past few years. They ate with evidentyangnt, heartily clearing
their plates, and when they left shortly after a@ock Stacey set about
clearing the table and attended to the dishes.

It didn't bother her being alone in the house,\@hdn she had prepared the
meat and vegetables for the tastgoutand it was simmering gently on the
stove she donned her jacket and went outdoors.

The sky, was grey and ominous-looking, clouds vireneked to the south,
moving quickly eastward, and rain seemed immin8tdcey turned up the
collar on her jacket and thrust her hands intgpthekets as she scanned the
sea's surface. There were two boats that she adigtthguish in the
distance, but since she had no knowledge of the ¢ygraft Paul owned it
was impossible to determine whether either oné®bbats was his.

The wind was bitterly cold, and after wanderingesal yards along the
foreshore examining the sand for shells Staceytuamd retraced her steps,
reaching the path leading up to the house justeafirst heavy drops of rain
began to fall.

The interior was cheeringly warm after the bleakdoors, and after
checking the stove Stacey set about making a deS¢mre was sufficient
soup left over from lunch, and after the vegetahlese prepared she went
into the lounge and switched on the television.



Rain lashed against the windows and thunder ratig¢de distance, lending
credence to the worsening weather, and by six vidan and Nicos hadn't
returned Stacey began to feel vaguely uneasy.

The table was set and the food ready at seven tieebhack door opened
with a gust of bitterly cold wind, and the soundnadle voices announced
their arrival. Relief washed over her, but eveslas turned to greet them it
was too soon to mask the edge of anxiety that wiakelt in her eyes.

Their weatherproof clothing had been discarded,n@lavith their
Wellington boots, but salt-spray mingled with tlaénron their faces, and
each bore an exhilarated expression as they lagighireld out their catch
for her inspection.

"Tomorrow's breakfast and lunch,” Nicos announceth watisfaction.
'‘Already cleaned—I'll put them in the refrigerator.

"I'll get a plate," Stacey said quietly, turningagwtowards the cupboards,
and when she reached out another hand was thenes lhedrs, removing the
plate and placing it on the bench.

"You were worried," Paul drawled, his expressiorichval, and Stacey
shook her head.

'Of course not,' she denied stiffly, and heardtiisaty chuckle the instant
before his mouth descended on hers.

His lips tasted salty, and she couldn't move asss wrapped her close
against him. There was leashed passion in his empbaad when he let her
go his eyes were alive with an emotion she couttifine.

'Liar," he taunted softly, and she turned awayreuely conscious of Nicos'
interested appraisal of them both.

'Dinner is ready,’ she declared stoically. 'Shad#rve it now, or do you both
want to shower and change first?'



‘Ten minutes,' Paul decreed. 'Hm, that smells gbedadded appreciatively.
'‘Come, Nicos—we will take a bathroom each.’

Stacey began transferring the food from saucepdaasserving dishes, then
ladled the soup into each respective plate, toekhimated garlic-buttered
french bread from its tinfoil, and tidied the benbbkfore transferring
everything on to the table.

Both men did full justice to the meal, eating watident hunger, and there
was a bottle of dry red wine which Paul produceddcompany the meal.

"You can cook," Nicos complimented warmly, and &yaswept him a
smiling glance.

‘Thank you,' she acknowledged, then added teasiimgtlyyou think I might
be a helpless female who couldn't even boil water?’

His answering grin was deliberately wicked. 'l dooty father married you
for your culinary abilities.’

Paul gave a deep chuckle, and his eyes gleamechwitiorous devilry. ‘It
didn't even come into consideration,’ he drawled, Stacey fixed him with
an unwavering glance.

'Dessert; Paul?' she asked sweetly, and saw tleeang laughter in his
eyes.

'l can't wait.'
Nicos began to laugh, and to show that she waart'toly their raillery she
wrinkled her nose at him as she cut the apple pie portions, then

transferred them on to plates, adding a generollgpdaf whipped cream.

'‘Coffee?' Stacey queried a short while later, bag forestalled in her effort
to make it as Paul stood to his feet declaring ltleatvould attend to it.

'Greeks like their coffee very strong,' he addédfl@ mockingly, to which
she retorted with seeming amusement,



'How nice to see that you are domesticated—to dl slegree, at any rate.'
Her eyes sparked with deliberate humour as shedhitn. 'l imagined you
were impossibly traditional with regard to women-kel children, they

should be seen but not heard, and speak only wiakes to.'

His swift glance was impossible to discern. 'l vimsn in this country,
remember? | like to think I mix the cultures of had a compatible blend.
You would disagree?’

Nicos looked from his father to Stacey. 'If youeimd arguing, I'll retire to
the lounge and watch television.'

'We argue frequently,’ she informed him lightlydamas disconcerted when
Paul deliberately lowered his head and kissed tteevable hollow at the
base of her neck.

'Ah, but the making up is sweet, is it not?' hergpgewith a mocking lift of
his mouth, and she had to physically refrain frattifg him, so incensed
had she become.

His sardonic humour mocked her over coffee, andwsag glad of the
excuse to escape to the kitchen on the pretexteriding to the dishes.

Nicos insisted on wielding a tea-towel, and Stafely some of the

resentment ebbing as he kept her amused with atesciilom the exclusive
boarding school he attended. Her laughter was gméei, often helpless,
and in the ten minutes it took to set the kitchemights she had almost
forgotten Paul's presence altogether.

They returned to the dining-room to find Paul seéatéh a pack of cards on
the table before him. He looked relaxed and at,easkm cheroot between
his firm sensuous lips, and his eyes as they mrsthedd tiny leaping flares
that were impossible to assess.

'Poker?' Nicos enquired as he took a seat opplositether. "What are the
stakes—ten cents, twenty?'



‘Twenty," Paul, revealed as he began dealing ttuscthen he reached into
his pocket and withdrew a handful of silver, placseveral coins beside
Stacey's hand.

'l have my own money," she refused, and made toeniouhe bedroom
where she had left her handbag, only to have a bargr arm bring her to
a halt.

'Sit down,"” he commanded, but she chose to ignloee warning that
hardened his eyes.

'If I'm going to play, I'd prefer to use my owrhesinsisted quietly, meeting
his gaze steadfastly.

'You are a very stubborn woman,' he drawled, relgalser arm, and she
proffered a slight smile.

'I'm an individual, Paul, possessing certain steshgland ideals,’ she said
evenly. 'l won't become blindly obedient to youesvword, simply because
you expect it.’

The expression in his eyes belied the carelesdiylémt shrug, and she gave
an angry sigh as she rummaged in her purse fosc8ime knew she was a
fool to defy him, for his retribution would comeéda when they were alone,
but pride and sheer dogged resolve refused to dwvio comply.

Nicos, even as a teenager, was a skilful playdruboomparable with his
father, and Stacey found her pile of coins steatiyleted.

An hour passed, and another, until after losingldlse coin in her original
stake, Stacey decided ruefully to withdraw.

"You want to borrow some of mine?'
She met the faintly quizzical expression in Payss and laughingly shook

her head. 'That way leads to sure disaster,' $hgae 'l would only have to
pay you back.’



He took time to gather in the cards, shuffle arsthuéfle them. 'I'm sure we
can come to some arrangement,’ he mocked, hiseyask brilliant as they
rested on her.

Again she shook her head. 'No. | hate to be in aegaebt.’

Paul's gaze narrowed slightly, then he removecimesoot and crushed it
into a nearby ashtray. "You have no objection @dsiand | continue?’

‘Not at all,’ she responded evenly. 'l shall emyayching to see who wins.'

There was no doubt about the eventual outcome Séacky found Paul's
deliberate pacing of the game untenable. It inakrss that he should
consistently permit Nicos to lose—not that the amaovuas a large one, in all
probability little more than two weeks' pocket mgnéut it was the
principle of the thing, she assured herself.

"You are angry about something?’

Stacey swung round to face Paul as he shut theteddoor behind them,
and her eyes were alive with sparks of anger.

"You really enjoyed that, didn't you?' she flungdsly, standing ground as
he advanced towards her.

'Fleecing my son of his money?' he countered witheasure of cynical
humour.

'‘Damn you—yes!You knew you would win," she accused. 'Did youehtoy
do it so overwhelmingly?'

His eyes narrowed fractionally. 'Yet Nicos stilapéd," he reminded her
quietly. 'He finished the game, knowing that he lddase. Would you have
had me play falsely, just so that he could win?'

‘It wouldn't have hurt you to lose!’



His penetrating gaze was totally without mocke#ynd in doing so, | would
lose not only the game, but Nicos' respect. Ishte win, he knows it will be
by skill alone—and perhaps luck.’

'He's only a boy,' she flung angrily.
'He is almost a man.’

Stacey raised her eyes towards the ceiling exmedgsiAnd he could do no
better than to imitate your image, | suppose?'

'If he is to succeed, he must accept that it iessary to strive for life's
achievements, not that it is tolerable to apphelieffort. You are aware of
the adage "it is sometimes necessary to be crued tond"?'

‘A lesson in character-building, | suppose?"
He regarded her steadily. 'l like to think so.’

Stacey turned away, sustaining impotent rage, amehvhis hands curled
over her shoulders she wrenched out of his grasave me alone!" She
swung round to face Him, her eyes flaring withdsignmity.

For a long time Paul simply looked at her, his espron inscrutable, then
slowly he reached out and trailed an idle fingertlyedown the edge of her
cheek.

'For a while this afternoon you were concernedigrwelfare—and that of
Nicos, were you not? It was there in your eyessdid quietly, outlining her
lips, then he moved to tilt her chin. 'Did you imagthe worst, and in so
doing, discover that it bothered you?'

"You flatter yourself,' she decried, endeavouriagnistii some conviction
into her voice. 'Why should | worry? If anythinggpeened to you, | would
be free," she finished fiercely.

'Am | so—difficult?"



"You're impossible!
'Why?' he taunted gently. 'Because | find you iasnegly irresistible?’

The look she flung him was full of derision. 'Yooutd at least have some
respect for Nicos' presence!’

One eyebrow lifted sardonically. "You would preffeehave towards you as
if you were a stranger?'

"You needn't kiss me," she choked, 'or look at sné you can't wait to get
me alone.’

'Satiate my insatiable, animalistic desires, i$ ifta

Stacey fixed her attention on the shirt button irdiaely in front of her
eyes. Put like that, the words sounded terribleu'™e a very shrewd man,
Paul,’ she offered wearily. ‘It isn't in your chaea not to ensure you reap
the full measure of your—investment.’

'l could not possibly make love to you for any etleason, hm?' he drawled
enigmatically, and she slowly raised her eyes tetrhes.

'Is that how you termisingme?' she ventured quietly.

'If that were true, | would not delight in acquamgt you with the sensual
zones of your own body, teach you to enjoy as wasglhive pleasure, or
restrain my satisfaction until you were ready thiaee your own.’

A blush rose gallingly over her cheeks, and shested her head, grateful
for the long curtain of hair that fell forward tanply mask her features. It
would have been so easy to have taken the sirgparso his arms, yet she
was incapable of movement, and the silence betwesn drew out until it
seemed to become a tangible entity.

Then slowly Paul pulled her unresistingly forwanis arms sliding round
her back to hold her close, and his mouth desceodders in a kiss of such
incredible tenderness she had to cling to himdar bf falling.



Of their own volition her lips parted, and she med matched his increased
ardour with an abandon that was totally withoutsmous thought.



CHAPTER SEVEN

SUNDAY morning Paul drove round the peninsula and dowidauay
before heading north to Geelong, where they stojeblinch. Instead of
returning to Melbourne via the Prince's Highwayglexted to take the long
way round through Anakie and Mount Wallace, coningcup with the
Western Highway at Ballan.

It was late afternoon when the car crunched tdtarnthe driveway outside
his elegant Kew home, and after a hearty meal $epgieared into the study
on the pretext of attending to some important papek.

Nicos glanced at Stacey and effected an eloquengysiihe wheels of big
business,' he dismissed expressively. 'Do you wawatch television? Or
would you prefer to play cards?’

'Well,' she deliberated, shooting him a warm snfiile,not in your league as
far as cards are concerned. What do you suggesiaiod ?'

'Sunday night is generally pretty hopeless. We atdigten to some tapes
downstairs.'

'Great idea," Stacey enthused laughingly, and Negeess brightened.

'Do you like Donna Summer?' he asked hopefully,arer assent he broke
into undisguised laughter. 'l suppose you knowtladl latest disco steps,
too?'

'It depends what you mean by "latest”, she grinaed he caught hold of
her hand, pulling her up from the chair.

‘Come on, let's go!

Together they passed an exhausting hour practidange steps, then
collapsed on to the floor to listen to a few of ditfavourite tapes.

For the first time in ages Stacey felt completelgxed, even happy, and she
glanced across at the young man who for the nextieeks "would make



life bearable. Possibly he might consent to accawyipg her to the cinema,
and if it didn't rain she could suggest they driweMount Buller and the
ski-fields. A whole vista of possibilities openegl lnefore her, and although
enthusiastic she decided to proceed cautiouslgadi have made plans of
his own, and doubtless Paul would ensure his sdn'tdiack for holiday
entertainment. There was also Mrs Leandros, Staddgd with a mental
grimace. Nicos' grandmother would insist she skamee of his time.

'‘Are you permitted to have some of your friendseRérshe queried
tentatively, an unformed scheme rapidly assumitgtsunce.

'Providing | obtain my father's permission,’ Niemswered, frankly curious.
'Why?'

'l don't suppose it's your birthday soon?
'‘Next week," he revealed slowly. 'Are you thinkingight give a party?'

'What do you usually do?' she parried cautioushd bhe made a slight
grimace.

‘There's usually a formal dinner at my grandmosghssuse, with a gathering
of relatives present.’

‘A bit stuffy?’ she ventured, and was rewarded wikmowing laugh.

'How did you guess! Grandmother is very family eooss, and Dad
indulges her.’'

‘Then let's not make any waves,' she said quidkbwever, | don't see why
you couldn't have both—a formal family evening ba actual day of your
birthday, and perhaps a teenage party the follommegkend. Friday, or
Saturday evening—whichever is more suitable.’

'‘Unsupervised?' he asked hopefully, and she sheokdad laughingly.

'Well, expect your father or me, or maybe Alex apBie to make fairly
regular appearances.’



'We'll make up a guest-list tomorrow."'

'Whoa!" Stacey grinned. 'First we check with yoathér, then if it's okay,
we'll work on the guest-list.’

'‘And now?"

'‘Now I'm going upstairs to bed," Stacey told hiftl.see you at breakfast.
Goodnight.'

It was at dinner the following evening that the jeab of a party was
broached. Nicos had been transported by Alex tib lis grandmother—a
habit of years, he had explained, offering Staceggaetful smile when she
had suggested they attend an afternoon sessioaditgt@nema, and a date
was made for the following day. Consequently she d¢iane into the city
alone and spent hours searching for a good remp& Beaturing Greek
cooking.

'What type of party do you have in mind?' Paul dedea mildly of his son,
one eyebrow lifted in quizzical appraisal.

‘A few of my friends—perhaps twelve, maybe fourtéerall,” Nicos said
quickly, shooting a quick glance across the tablstacey.

'Ah—I see,' said Paul with a slight smile. '"You lwis invite a few girls, eh?
Why not?' He gave an indolent shrug, his eyesihghwith faint humour.
'I'm not so ancient that | have forgotten whas it be sixteen. When do you
suggest would be a suitable evening for this party?

'We always go to Grandmother's house for dinnecodNstated, and was
rewarded by an inclination of his father's headatTwill account for
Thursday. How about Saturday?"

'Limit your guests to twenty, and inform Sophieyolr intentions so that

she can prepare what food you require.' Paul pickelis glass and drained
the contents. 'lt is fair, do you think, to placewfew on this party of

yours—shall we say, one-thirty?'



'Great!" Nicos enthused, his lean face wreatheld avgparkling smile.

‘Tomorrow evening we are to be the guests of Ghastoulandris,’ Paul
announced. 'You, Nicos, will attend also.’

Stacey felt her heart plummet at this news, unstivehat the evening held
in store—but certain Christina hadn't extended itnatation through
anything as banal as plain hospitality!

As she dressed the following evening the qualms & experienced
throughout the day seemed to have magnified irsiorahg proportion, and
her stomach hardly belonged to her at all.

Paul stood before the mirrored dresser and adjiss$dck, his eyes catching
hers in reflection as she put the finishing toudiodser make-up.

'‘Nervous?' His voice was faintly sardonic, anddéléerately concentrated
her attention on the lip-gloss in her hand.

'Of Christina?' Stacey parried lightly. 'Shouldel?
His shrug was negligent. 'l am not blind.'

Stacey paused momentarily and shot him a quickcgldWhat do you mean
by that remark?'

"You are determined to see Christina in the ligl#roenemy—can you deny
it?"

"You betcha!’ she echoed silently. Aloud, she sar@fully, 'l doubt she will
ever be my friend. But then you could hardly expeiendshipbetween
your wife and one of your ex-lovers, surely?"

His lips twisted into a cynical smile. 'Is it pdsig you are jealous?’
'‘Good heavens, no,' she disclaimed swiftly. 'Cimagsts welcome to you.

After the divorce, I'll give her my blessing—in fatll even lay out the red
carpet!" The thought of another womaasry woman, sharing his life, his



bed,was enough to send her heart pounding with painfehsity, and to
cover it she picked up her evening purse, thenetuitio face him with a
brilliant smile. 'Are you ready?’

His gaze was openly sardonic, and she could cHbetiave hit him.
Without a word she crossed the room to the doen thade her way along
the hallway to the stairs, descending them withexspeed than care, aware
that Paul was close behind her.

Christina Goulandris resided in the prestigioususblof Toorak, and her
apartment occupied part of the fifth floor in onetke many apartment
buildings situated in a wide tree-lined street.

Within minutes of arriving Stacey had been intraehlico the other four
guests—Demetri and Stephanie Andreas and theiageetiaughter Helena,
and a man who had been invited to partner Chrigtinthe name of Theo
Kaspanos.

Christina was attired in electric-blue satin thagged her curves like a
second skin, and to give the woman her due shehegserfect hostess.

Dinner was announced after drinks and a selectfidmors d'oeuvres had
been devoured amidst a spate of sophisticated $atlalland Stacey found
herself seated between Paul and Nicos, with Chastnsconced at Paul's
right.

Dishes of every description adorned the; table,enoh which Stacey
recognised, and she tentatively took small portitoah to appear ill at ease
with unfamiliar food.

"You find the pilaf to your taste?' Christina asked politely, and &tac
murmured a suitable rejoinder. 'Do you like seafddthristina pursued.

'Yes,' Stacey admitted cautiously, aware of Nitaat anxiety.

‘Then you must try this." Christina spooned a gamemportion of small
golden-brown fried rings on to Stacey's plate, théded a quantity of what



appeared to be diced meat and nood{@slamarakia tyganitandhtapoki
me macaronaki kofto.'

She had to ask, of course. Which was exactly astita intended.

'Fried squid, and octopus,' the other girl expldinéth carefully-disguised
triumph, waiting for Stacey's expected expressiotisiaste.

'Of course,' Stacey managed with a smile while algngritting her teeth.

'‘Both are an acquired taste,” Paul put in quiathyg she turned to meet his
enigmatic gaze with deliberate guile.

'Darling,’ she smiled sweetly, 'some Australiangard snake as a great
delicacy. Remind me to serve some when you cordmter, Christina,’ she
declared with infinite politeness, and caught ttteeowoman's hard stare.

'Isn't that a favourite dish of the Aborigines?'
Stacey inclined her head. 'They have a liking fachetty grubs too.'
Christina effected a shiver of distaste. 'How—réung!'

‘Not really," Stacey responded in all seriousné&sssimply a matter of what
you're accustomed to." With the air of one condgcta pleasurable
experiment she speared a piece of fried squid ethfork and bit into it.
'Hm," she declared, 'this really isn't too badxtNmme the octopus, and she
sampled it, making a similar observation. Both dstwere as Paul implied,
and certainly not to her taste, but she was dafrsdd would give Christina
the satisfaction of reacting with revulsion. Witktekmined resolve she ate
every morsel on her plate, and prayed her stomactidrcope, not daring to
contemplate the consequences if it did not.

Dessert was much more palatable—a honey tagtppitta, together with
baklavaandbougatsafollowed immediately by strong Greek coffee.

In the lounge Stacey was conscious of Paul closehiyy tall frame
epitomising leashed power beneath the fine clothioimpeccably-tailored



suit. Every so often he would catch her eye andesma strangely warm
and intimate gesture for her alone that she wagrartgiite what to make of,
until sanity prevailed. It was all for effect, asthe responded in kind,
restraining slight feelings of bitterness at th@lanious sham of their
relationship.

With Paul within earshot for the remainder of theerng Christina was
unable to treat Stacey to any barbed innuendoeis,tHau promise of
suspended battle glimmered briefly in the other w&pi® eyes, and Stacey
knew it was only a matter of time before opportymtesented Christina
with the chance to air her weapons.

Nicos appeared to enjoy himself, and took kindlyo&ing paired off with
Helena—in fact, it seemed as if the two of themencmrite taken with each
other.

It was a successful evening, and if it wasn't fari§tina's presence Stacey
would have thoroughly enjoyed herself. As it wae sat warily, supremely

conscious of her hostess's every glance and daléedissecting her every

word for subtle vilification.

In the warm luxury of Paul's BMW she sat back arahked her head against
the headrest.

Tired?'

Stacey turned her head slightly and encounteredisHamy scrutiny. 'Not
really," she discounted slowly.

'Had you ever tasted octopus or squid before?'Natwckled, his voice
frankly humorous.

'‘No," she denied, and he laughed.

'Did you like it?’



'It was perfectly horrible,” she responded, wringliher nose, and Paul's
throaty chuckle brought resentment. 'I'm sure ghected those dishes on
purpose,’ she declared.

'In the hope that you would react adversely?' Baalvled, sparing her a
glance as he negotiated the traffic. 'Am | to siggpgou plan a suitable
revenge?'

Stacey cast him a level look. 'No, that's not njyestA thought occurred,
and she voiced it. 'I'd like to invite Trisha fander one evening this week.
Would tomorrow be all right?'

Paul gave a negligent shrug. 'As you please.'

Trisha accepted with alacrity, arriving straighorfr work the following
evening, and Stacey welcomed her with ah enthusibatbrought forth a
murmur of protest.

'Hey, we only saw each other last week, remember?'

'It seems longer than that," Stacey rejoined iatsampt to hide the aching
loneliness that suddenly brought a lump to herahréfter all, you're the
only family I've got.'

Trisha's green eyes sharpened. 'But you have Bayland Nicos.' She slid
her coat from her shoulders, and a faint frown sedaher forehead. 'What's
the matter, Stacey? Have you had a row with Padomething?'

Row? What she engaged in with Paul could only baed a full-scale war!
'No, of course not,’ she answered lightly. 'l nyisg, that's all.’

‘Well, I'm here now.’
Stacey summoned a warm smile. 'Yes, and I'm glagl mWist see more of

each other.' She took Trisha's coat and gestueeadtds the lounge. 'Come
and have a drink. Paul won't be home for anothar,tend Nicos is being



diplomatic in allowing us some time together befdre makes an
appearance.’

'He seems to be a nice boy," Trisha observed ldhguand Stacey
concurred as she crossed to the drinks cabinet.

‘Sherry?'

Trisha made a slight moue. 'Something a bit strgnfygou don't mind. I've
had a hell of a day. Whisky will be fine, and dalrdwn it with ginger ale.’

'Since when have you taken to drinking spirits@8c8y queried with a faint
frown, and Trisha laughed.

'Oh, come on,' she protested, 'I'm a big girl nDan't mother-hen me, for
heaven's sake!" She accepted the glass Staceyhaed¢hen sipped it with
a murmur of appreciation. 'Ah, that's good!" Sheveabtowards a sofa and
sank down on to its cushioned comfort with a sigh.glad you asked me to
dinner,' she began carefully, watching her sistar ahe rim of her glass.
‘There's something | have to tell you, and | guess is as good a time as
any.'

Stacey took a mouthful of sherry and mentally pregaherself for the
worst. 'Don't keep me in suspense,’ she manadeitllignd Trisha met her
gaze fearlessly.

'I've got the chance of a job in Sydney. It's vpalid and I've accepted.' She
held up a hand as Stacey opened her mouth to kieradisapproval. ‘| know
everything you're going to say—I'm too young; ighiin't be what | expect;
what happens if | don't like it? | want to trav8ttacey. Not just within
Australia, but overseas, and | want to start nowisTjob in Sydney is
good—really,’” she assured her sister. 'I've alreadsganised
accommodation. Pam's aunt owns a block of flats sswanky North Shore
suburb, and she's going to let us have one fonana rent.’

'l see,' Stacey said faintly, trying to hide hesnday. 'When do you leave?’

'You don't mind?"



'Would it really matter if | did?'

Trisha cast her a look that was surprisingly addlh, Stacey, I'm not like
you. All right, I know you had responsibilities—merd you weren't able
to do what you wanted. But | can, and I'm goin&yalney.'

'‘Well, |1 guess | shall have to wish you good luelkaw soon before you
leave?'

'l finish work at the end of this week, and wediyt on Saturday.'

‘That's only a few days away," Stacey protestesianishment. 'l imagined
you meant a few months!'

Trisha shook her head, then drained the contentseinglass. There's
something | wanted to ask you," she said quicklgul has more than one
car, which means you don't need yours any more.l Gawe it?'

'l don't see why you should," Stacey said evehlyought it out of my own
savings—besides, you haven't got your licence yet.'

'l will have it soon,’ Trisha asserted. 'Actualljyoped you'd let me have it
so that Jackie could drive it up next weekend wétesm comes. It would be
handy for us to have a vehicle, and seeing yout s@®d it any more, |
honestly thought you wouldn't object.’

Trying to give herself time to think about it, Seégcoffered slowly, Tl
discuss it with Paul and let you know.'

'What will you discuss with me?' a deep voice -dealwand she turned
quickly.

'‘Paul—you're early!

His smile was warm as he crossed the room towaedsYes.' He bent his
head and kissed her on the mouth, a brief but éwecgesture that brought
a slight flush to her cheeks, and his eyes gleaateder confusion. He
caught hold of her hand, entwining his fingerseéndhand he turned slightly



to regard the other occupant in the room. Trisgi@gdcknowledged blandly.
'How are you?'

'Fine, thank you.'

'‘Another drink? Stacey?' Releasing her hand, heethtivthe drinks cabinet
and replenished their glasses, then poured ongrftgelf. 'Now," he began
tolerantly as he turned back towards Stacey, hidtyou want to discuss
with me?’

She met his dark gleaming gaze reluctantly, forasgile as she answered
lightly, 'Trisha is moving to Sydney.’

'l see.' There was little she could discern fromexipression. 'l presume you
have arranged employment?'

'Of course.' Trisha looked from one to the otheentfixed her attention on
Paul. 'I'm leaving at the weekend,' she informex $tieadily. 'I've just been
telling Stacey that it would be a tremendous helgould have her car.’

'‘And is Stacey agreeable?’

'She wants to discuss it with you," Trisha saicedsively, and his smile
tempered the steely tone of his voice.

"Your last encounter with a car was not exacthapdy one, isn't this so?'

'I've never driven a Ferrari,' Trisha excused Hersdnad no idea it had so
much power.’

Paul lifted his glass and slowly drank half the temts. 'And your driving
licence—you have it?'

'l go for my test on Friday," she answered a tsilkkily, and Paul's voice
was deliberately bland as he suggested:



‘Then Stacey will defer her decision until then. 6 ABophie,’ he
acknowledged with a warm smile as the older womaered the lounge.
'Dinner is ready?'

The evening wasn't exactly a success, Stacey degidaly. Although on
reflection she couldn't fault Paul, or Nicos foatthmatter. A gracious host,
he ensured there was no lull in the conversatian, $tacey found it
increasingly difficult to match his geniality antdwas a relief when Trish
indicated that it was time for her to leave.

'‘Alex will drive you home,' Paul stated firmly, angthin minutes the BMW
pulled up outside the front entrance.

'l ring you tomorrow," Stacey murmured quietly she gave her sister a
hug, and Trisha nodded, then bade them both gobdbé&jore slipping into
the rear seat of the car.

"You found the evening a strain, hm?' Paul queniddly as they moved
back towards the lounge.

‘Trisha is a constant source of surprise,’ sheesigher forehead creasing
into a worried frown.

"Your sister is an over-indulged, spoilt littleIgihe said dryly, and Stacey
rounded on him indignantly.

'Spoilt? She can scarcely remember her parents--'

'‘But she haggou—who, in your infinite Wisdom, sought to make amefat

all that she lacked,' Paul drawled. 'Consequehtysade one demand after
another.’

'l did my best to provide as near-normal a backgdoas was possible!

‘A misguided best," he drawled wryly, and Stacenysbimto angry speech.

'You, | suppose, could have done better!



'Oh, yes," he acknowledged with a twisted smileould have slapped her
hard—several times.'

'‘Brute force isn't always the answer,’ she crientely tried, and his
expression assumed sardonic amusement.

'Have you not heard of "spare the rod and spoitttilel"?'

'Oh, stop being so damned sanctimonious!" Shedstréim for several
seconds, then turned on her heel. 'I'm going Wgetb Goodnight.’

‘Trisha is a survivor,' Paul declared cynicallyotivhave no need to worry
over her welfare.'

'While I'm merely a fool," she flung with asperitilaybe I'll summon
sufficient courage to do the one thing that'sjrafportant tome.'

'Run away?' he arched sardonically. 'l wouldn'tiselit.’
'Why? What would you do?'
'‘Come after you,' he answered softly.

'You're a fiend,' she said shakily, too weary ghfihim as he reached out
and caught her close.

'Whom you hate—not quite so much, eh?'

Oh God, he had only to touch her and she was lsn now, she was
powerless to resist his mouth as it sought herd,stve wondered how she
could hate him so intensely one minute, then midt a thousand pieces the
next.

Her murmur of protest went unheeded as Paul swangto his arms, and
at his husky exultant laugh she buried her heathsighis neck, content to
lie quiescent as he carried her upstairs to tloeim.



With Nicos absent for the evening at a friend's aBomnearby Toorak and
Paul secluded in the study, Stacey decided to spded hours watching
television. The film looked to be excellent, andvas almost ten when it
reached its conclusion. Neither of the other chbenmeere screening
programmes which held any appeal, and with a digls®od to her feet and
switched off the set. She didn't feel in the l¢iastl, and she decided to have
a shower and then go to bed with a new paperbatikredhe had purchased
only that morning.

As she passed the study on her way towards ths gtaidoor flew open and
Paul strode out.

'What the devil 1' he exclaimed, steadying her.
'l was on my way to bed," Stacey explained, anfiidvened down at her.
'Nicos? He is home?'

'‘No, he's staying over," she reminded him. 'Hedl lback tomorrow
afternoon.’

'Where is Sophie?' he demanded, and she looked@ska he raked a hand
through his hair, ruffling it into disorder.

'l imagine she's gone to bed by now. It's after ten

'‘Dammit!" he exploded. There's no more aspirinthie drawer where |
usually keep them. Have you got any?'

'‘A headache?' Stacey hazarded, and at his curbhagquiescence she
offered, 'l've got some tablets that will do justveell. Shall | get them?"

'Please.’” Without another word he re-entered thdysand shut the door
behind him.

How typical, she thought musingly as she extrattedohial of tablets and
returned downstairs.



'What the hell are they?' Paul demanded brusqeedh@ handed him two in
one hand and placed a glass of water in the other.

‘Nothing that will do any harm, | assure you," 8tasaid evenly, watching
as he swallowed them down. 'Is it bad?' she askedyou get them very
often?’

'What is this—Twenty Questions?'

'You're a bear with a sore head,' she grimacedyddovant me to give you
a massage?' At his sardonic gleam of amusememinséeded quickly, 'Just
your neck and head.’

'For a moment | thought | was in for an unexpeetgokerience,’ he mocked,
reaching out to catch hold of her arm as she tuawdy. 'If you think
massage will help then | am more than willing tobmit to your
ministrations.’

For a moment she almost refused, angry that helghialight in taunting
her, but with a sigh she capitulated. 'Sit downylPahe bade. 'l need to
stand behind you.'

'Have you done this before?’

'A head massage?"

'Utilised your skills on another man,' he elabadatéth scant patience.
'Why should it matter to you if | had?' Stacey dewed evenly, setting her
fingers against the thick corded muscles at the bakis neck. Steadily she
worked at easing the tension there, moving gragugllover the scalp to his
temples, then back again to encompass his shoulders

‘That feels good,' Paul murmured appreciativelire@dy the pain is easing.'

'If you just sit quietly, it should soon disappaémost entirely," she advised,
standing back a little.



'Can | request a repeat performance?"
It isn't necessary.'

‘The hell whether it's necessary," he cursed ruimelg. 'Dammit, Stacey,
I'm not one of your patients!'

'If you were, I'd tell you to mind your manners ayaur language,’ she
scolded heatedly, and was further incensed wheaughed.

‘Then" perhaps it's as well that I'm not. | imagyo& were rather strict with
your small charges, eh? Dealing out discipline witk hand and dispensing
sweets with the other, without doubt,’ \e endecsimgly.

'‘Some of those children had fearful disabilitisbé said fiercely. 'Wasted
muscles that will never again regain enough stretgysupport their limbs,
no matter how much care or encouragement theyuwec¥iet they never

guestioned their fate, or cried. A movement of an ar a leg that we take
for granted and is achieved in seconds can takestlthirty minutes of

concentrated effort for some of them. Do you knawvatit feels like to have
to ask a child to do something —a simple exerd¢iss, you know will cause
great pain? And have him smile, and do it simplyawse you tell him it will

help him get better?' She couldn't see for; thestdaat welled behind her
eyes, and she brushed them away with an angry hand.

'Stop it," Paul directed, and with a husky oatlgtesped hold of heir hands
and pulled her on to his lap, cradling her headregis throat as his lips
caressed her hair.

Stacey felt disinclined to move, and she sat thes#ence, her eyes closed
as she savoured the comfort Paul's arms offered.

"You miss the hospital so much?’

She considered the query carefully. 'l enjoyed naykyw she said slowly.
‘Not all of the children were hopeless cases. Meate routine—simple
exercises after undergoing surgery, or to restousche tone after the
removal of a plaster cast.'



'‘But you were not able to achieve a state of tptafessionalism whereby
you could alienate your emotions,' he stated gently

'‘No." She sat up and disentangled herself frongtasp. 'I'll go upstairs to
bed Are you coming?'

'Is that an invitation?'

A slight blush tinged her cheeks as she straigkitdre skirt, and she
couldn't meet his eyes. 'l meant--'

'l know what you meant,’ Paul declared wryly. 'Goup to bed, Stacey. I'll
follow soon.’



CHAPTER EIGHT

REFUSINGto let Trisha have her car was one of the moétdif decisions
Stacey had had to make, and she almost relented R&el drove her to
Tullamarine airport to see Trisha on the flightSgdney. Although her
decision rested more easily owing to the fact thehh had failed to get her
licence the previous day.

Their farewells were slightly strained, and keepling tears in check took
every scrap of resolve, so that when she turnekl toathe car with Paul and
Nicos Stacey felt an emotional and physical wreck.

She was scarcely aware of anything outside theawraks Paul headed the
car through the city and on to the motorway. Thegrento spend what
remained of the weekend at Bellarine, and she bautdfess to have no
enthusiasm at the prospect.

Even dining out that evening did little to lift hiérgging spirits, and she had
to force herself to do justice to the excellent hpdaced before her.

Nicos was an understanding companion, but by the they returned to
Melbourne the following evening Stacey could setisg Paul's patience
was wearing thin, and it was a relief when Mondawded and he left for
the office.

A telephone call from Trisha the next evening athymost of Stacey's
anxiety, and after hearing how wonderful everythivags, from the flat to
Trisha's new job, she had to contend that Paukighsall along—her sister
was indeed a survivor! Restored also was their aldtond of affection
from its temporary lapse, and Stacey was able &avéna heartfelt sigh of
relief.

The next day Nicos suggested they take in a cin@@i@nee, and Stacey
laughingly agreed, although his choice of film, acclaimed war epic,
turned out to be undeniably grim.



On reaching home Nicos invited her to listen tewa tape he had bought the
previous day, and while the music rang from theakpes in muted
electronic perfection he retrieved an album fromearby cupboard.

'Photos?' Stacey hazarded with a grin as he twped the cover. 'l bet you
were a cute little boy!

He shot her a wry grimace. 'Cute? Girls are cute!

'Sorry," she accorded with a self-effacing smilening her attention to the
pages of brightly-coloured snaps. Then her smiteried as she glimpsed
Paul— a much younger Paul, with his arm encirclamgattractive girl's
waist, his head lowered down to hers and an expresslaughing devotion
evident in his rugged features.

‘That's Eleni—my mother," Nicos revealed quietlyd é&Stacey nodded in
silent acknowledgment.

'She's beautiful,’ she said at last, aware of laepspain in her chest at the
sight of Paul affording such- tenderness. It hortrauich she could hardly
bear to keep looking, yet she couldn't tear hes ayeay.

'Yes,"' Nicos agreed softly. 'She died a few wedksr & was born." He
anticipated her unspoken query and effected atsigiug. Tragic, | guess.’

'Who looked after you?"
'My grandmother, until | was old enough for boagdgthool.'

You're very fond of her; aren't you?"She's gréatenthused, smiling as he
caught her slight grimace. 'Wait until you get tmW her better. She always

presents a formidable reserve with outsiders, bdetneath she can be great
fun—really!

Stacey had mental reservations about her mothelamw- ever being
considered 'fun’, but she offered a noncommittallestiVe're going down to
Frankston for dinner tomorrow," she said, assumirigrest as Nicos



continued to flip over the pages of the photogralplum. 'Will anyone else
be there?'

'It's hard to say. Sometimes she invites my cousitise children of my
father's sister," he amended. 'But as they're aptoithe party on Saturday
night, she may not.'

Stacey's brow creased slightly. 'l don't remembegting your aunt.’
'No—Aunt Lydia died several years ago,' Nicos eixad.

Somehow the thought of an intimate family dinnerswemething she
would prefer to avoid, and Stacey viewed the evgniith a certain amount
of reluctance. Mrs Leandros was equally, if not enfmrmidable than her
son—a matriarch whom it was impossible to ignote Knowledge that she
was not enamoured of her son's marriage didn't dchntowards helping
Stacey's deflated confidence, and the prospecteasfepting an amicable,
even affectionate front was daunting to say thstlea

As the sleek BMW sped swiftly towards Frankston stentally reviewed
the dress she had taken hours to choose earltetaiafervently hoping the
sophisticated image the mirror had presented dftgef minutes before
was not a figment of her fevered imagination. Hakeiup was subtle, yet
alluring, making the most of her smooth skin arrdddustrous hazel eyes.
Her teeth worried her upper lip as she consideezdibe of eyeshadow and
mascara. Was it a shade overdone?

Beneath Paul's competent hands the car coveraditég in seemingly no
time at all, and her heart gave an uneasy thudh@asBMW slid to a
whispered halt outside the front entrance of thaenideos' residence.

After an initial greeting they moved through thedo and into the lounge,
and Stacey was thankful that the occasion of Nimiogiday centred most of
the attention on him.

Sipping vintage sherry from an exquisitely-cut ¢aygjoblet had a faintly
soothing effect on her nerves, although Paul'sgmies less than an elbow's
distance away didn't help matters much.



His attention towards her was that of a devoted&nd, his behaviour
impeccable. No one, not even the alert perceptssené his own mother,
could have doubted that he was anything otherdleighted with his young
wife.

To give Mrs Leandros credit, she was a charminggsssand apart from an
occasional penetrating glance throughout the egesime accorded her
daughter-in-law a degree of warmth, even the beggsnof affection.

The food was elegantly presented, and while indédpy Greek it veered
away from the more exotic dishes, and Stacey wasefyl that Mrs
Leandros had thought to cater to her untutoredgala

Since it was an intimate setting for four, Staceyf@rce had to converse,
and she did so with polite reserve, speaking orfigrwshe was spoken to,
very much aware of being an outsider.

'You are settling in satisfactorily, child?’

Stacey glanced across the table and met Mrs Legsindok of faint enquiry.
'Yes, thank you,' she answered courteously. 'Paal & very charming
home.'

'‘And. a great deal of money with which to indulgaiy Mrs Leandros' tone
was bland, but Stacey sensed the slight barb behendiords and she held
her gaze.

'l have no idea of the extent of Paul's wealthe' sid evenly. 'l don't place
importance upon material possessions.'

'Yet it pleases you to receive them, does it not?"

Oh, lord, this was what was called the third delgiEee receipt of a gift for
a specific occasion naturally affords me pleasisie¢ allowed quietly,
conscious that both Paul and Nicos were regardmeg eixchange with
musing interest.



"You will, of course, have children.' It was a staent and one which Stacey
had no intention of verifying.

'Stacey and | have been married only a matter @ksiePaul intervened
mildly. ‘Can you blame me if | want her to myseaf & while?"

"You waited long enough to re-marry,' his mothenoastrated. 'l had begun
to resign myself to the fact that you never would.'

'‘Ah,' he teased, his dark eyes gleaming with humaus good to know |
have pleased you.'

His mother gave a refined sniff. "You always plea®e Your only fault has
been a pursuit of women in the years succeeding'&ldeath.'

'‘While | never purported to be a monk, my existelmag scarcely been that
of a hedonistic rake,' he chided with a measuremfoof.

'‘Grandmama!’ Nicos protested, shooting Stacey amas glance. 'You are
embarrassing Stacey.'

‘Not at all," Stacey responded with a calm shefaagom feeling. 'I'm not
unaware of Paul's past exploits.' She glanced sigewand cast him a warm
smile. 'One couldn't doubt his experience—he iteradll, several years
older than me." She glimpsed the barely-discerriibtker in those dark
eyes, and placed a gentle hand on the sleeve ahhisculate jacket, her
expression soft and beguiling. 'Not that it matterghe slightest."'

'I'm thirty-seven," he reminded her, the smile sigg his lips but not quite
reaching his eyes. 'Thirteen years your senior.'

'My own dear Alexis was almost eighteen years diden I,' Mrs Leandros
said with a slight frown. 'l confess | found his tonéty beneficial—a
steadying influence, in fact.'

'‘Actually,” Nicos began with the earnestness otlyo&tacey is closer to my
age than she is to Dad's.'



Ouch! Stacey mentally grimaced, sure that the pteasen in conversation
was not well received, and she attempted to ligitterhile still adding a
certain sting of her own. 'Not quite young enoughbe your daughter,
Paul—unless you were ultra-precocious as a yaith,added teasingly, and
saw the promise of retribution in his answeringlemi

'‘Are you suggesting I'm too old for you, darling?’

He was a thousand light years ahead of her, sheugkho
wryly—worldly-wise and deplorably cynical. Sometgithat had nothing

whatever to do with chronological age. Aloud shevered, 'No, Paul. If |

had anything to say, it would be to suggest | mightoo unsophisticated for
you.'

Eyes that were dark and unfathomable met hersifgpler gaze so that she
couldn't look away. 'It was your very lack of sagifgation that attracted me
in the first place,’ he answered dryly, and hersey&lened fractionally as
she recalled that fateful meeting less than threek& ago wherein she had
not only hurled false accusations but insulted agmell.

There was a silence that lasted several secormsMhs Leandros declared
briskly, 'Let's adjourn to the lounge for coffekal we?'

After coffee Mrs Leandros indicated that Paul sHopbur them all a

measure of brandy, and with a sense of ceremoake@was brought in by
an elderly housekeeper for Nicos to cut. Combirgngund almonds and
honey in its ingredients, it was topped with wathahd syrup, and Stacey
deduced from Nicos' pleased expression that itanfasn favourite of his.

Next came the birthday presents, and she extréiciedher evening purse
the slim eelskin wallet she had purchased that mgyhanding the brightly
wrapped parcel to Nicos with a sparkling smile.

They, left shortly after eleven, completing thevdrback into the city in
record time, and Nicos bade them goodnight indlyerfbefore climbing the
stairs to his room.



His absence made Stacey feel acutely vulnerabteshe glanced towards
Paul, a murmured intention to follow his son ontipeof her tongue.

'‘Come into the study.' The command was brusqudiyeted, and her brow
furrowed slightly in perplexity.

'I'm rather tired," she offered quietly. 'Caniwvait until tomorrow?"'

His eyes darkened, then became hooded as he gshghtishrug. The
bedroom will do just as well.'

A shiver of apprehension feathered its way downspane as she watched
him extract a packet of cheroots from his jacketked and light one,
watching the curl of smoke with fascination as ldated upward and
dispersed. Without a word she turned and made hgrtowards the stairs,
aware of his firm tread immediately behind.

In their room she turned to face him as he switabvedhe light, and the

closing of the door brought a rush of colour to ¢ttezeks that was galling. A
sigh of resignation escaped her lips. 'Whatevisrybu have to say, at least
get it over and done with," she said wearily.

"You imagine | am going to pounce, is that it?thewled, and she shrugged
her shoulders in a gesture of defeat.

'"Whatever you choose to do, | haven't sufficierdrgjth to oppose you.'

"Yet you would like to do so,’ Paul suggested dri¥ypu enjoy our verbal
clashes, even when they end in physical violence.'

‘There are times when | wish | could hit you,' sh#&l bitterly, and he gave a
humourless laugh.

'‘Am | so hateful?’
'Yes—no. Oh, | don't know anymore," she ended \uestly, and turning

away she walked across to the bed and slippedeofiioes. 'We argue and
fight at every opportunity.'



He walked slowly towards her, his movements lithalyolent. 'And make
love?'

‘That too," she answered tersely.
'It affords you pleasure, does it not?'

Stacey spared him a brief glance. 'You make surg, @fon't you?' she
answered wryly.

He reached out and drew her unresisting body tesviair, encircling her
waist with his hands. 'Would you prefer it if | veean inconsiderate lover
who thought more of his own gratification than tl&tthe woman in his
arms?' he taunted quietly, and she made a murmprotést as his head
lowered towards hers. 'Talking is not what | havemind.' His hands slid
possessively down over her hips, hugging her ctosthat she was in no
doubt of his muscular hardness, and she felt tivelita weakness invade
her as his mouth fastened over hers.

There was a wealth of seduction in his touch, ath she was edging even
closer, the restriction of their clothes becomimyimitating barrier, and

without conscious thought her fingers moved to stdfia the buttons on his
shirt. The rough mat of curling hair felt springyshe slid her fingers over it,
and her breasts swelled within the constricting bra nipples hardening
until she could bear their restriction no longendawith a muttered

exclamation she stepped back a pace and quicklyesliout of her clothes.

Paul made no move to do likewise, and her eyesneuién silent query.

You do it," he bade softly, watching her expressioth faint mockery. 'l
have undressed you on numerous occasions. Now yous turn to
reciprocate.’

The thought that he might be playing some gameewémge brought a
fleeting shadow of pain to her expressive featuard, she looked at him in
silent indecision, the seconds ticking interminayyuntil with a shaky gasp
she turned and ran towards the connecting doomegad the bathroom.



She didn't get very far, and she gazed at him ésdp} as he swung her
round to face him.

"You idiot!" Paul muttered with dangerous softnélsen he uttered a string
of harsh expletives as he glimpsed the tears ofillation welling behind
her eyes. "You think | meant to belittle you? Iatth?’

'How about—revenge for deliberately baiting you rotlee dinner table
tonight?' she managed shakily, and saw him frown.

'‘Ah, you sought to suggest | was some Methuselédhe@ough to be your
father—almost." His eyes glinted with sardonic humas he took

possession of her lips, and it was a long timeredfe lifted his head. Then
it was to swing her into his arms and carry heesisting to bed, and after
his prolonged lovemaking she curled against himgu@rous and content,
like a well-fed, satisfied kitten.

The music hit Stacey with a cacophonous blast aopbned the door, and
she endeavoured to hold the bright smile she hadmaned only seconds
before. Conscious of a few glances, she slowlywarabtrusively made her
way round the room, replenishing crisps and nutscking that there was
sufficient dip. Sophie was in the kitchen orgargssupper for the twenty
teenagers, and Paul had closeted himself in hdy dtar an indeterminate
length of time after receiving a transatlantic ¢allf an hour previously.

The party gave every appearance of being a roaringess, and as Stacey
drew 'level with the bar she flashed Alex a coratpnial smile. Elected to
act as barman, he was the only adult present irotira, with the exception
of herself. Strobe lighting, the very latest ind-Pin fact, everything Nicos
had requested had been provided.

‘Stacey! Hey, Stacey!
She turned slightly and met Nicos' gleaming smiiler eyes softening

fractionally as she glimpsed his obvious pleasiHie. she greeted him.
'Everything okay?'



‘Terrific! It's just great,' he enthused. 'Come dadce with me,' he pleaded,
and she broke into light laughter at the earngstession on his face.

'‘Me?' she queried with mock seriousness.
'Yes. This party was your idea, and I'd like youn&we some fun, too.’'

'‘Okay,' she found herself agreeing, and placindalge bag of crisps she
had been carrying on to the bar she turned anoweli his tall lean frame
into the centre of the room. 'Just one dance,saltelaughingly, swinging

easily into the movement required by the heavy baadic. Talking was

virtually impossible and she didn't even attempt it

When the track finished she made to move awayNmgds caught her arm.

‘Just one more. You really can dance,’ he complieterand she tilted her
head to one side in silent acknowledgment.

'So can you,' she returned, following his lead emantricate version of the
hustle as the next track on the LP began.

Without any intention of remaining for more than tainutes Stacey found
it difficult to refuse when one of his friends adkieer to partner him, and
before she knew it she had danced with severajhiag, enjoying herself
as she hadn't done for some considerable time.

'Oh, please,' she said at last, shaking her heash Wicos touched her
shoulder. 'l think | deserve a drink after expegdafi that energy.'

'I've already anticipated the need," a deep vaiaeled from directly behind
her, and Stacey turned to encounter Paul's faintigking gaze.

How long had he been in the room? With a faint ersile accepted the tall
frosted glass of iced fruit juice. It had a verygpable smoothness as it slid
down her throat, and she detected the faint talsspiats. 'Thanks,' she
murmured, meeting his dark eyes momentarily, unabdscern much from
their enigmatic expression.



Shifting his gaze slightly, Paul flicked a lazy $atowards his son. 't
appears to be going well.'

Nicos made an enthusiastic response, and Stachgretyes wander from
Paul to his son. They were so much alike, it wadest Nicos would attain

the same lithe frame, the broad muscularity offhiser, given a few more
years. Their stance was totally similar—the easy@sce, the confidence
that wealth invariably provided, as well as an mbawareness of their own
sexuality. The number of covetous and at timeskfgaovert glances Nicos

received from the girls present made it obvioushhd already achieved
some of the success that Paul had enjoyed foraexears with the opposite
sex. With luck Nicos would be less cruel and depedolesser degree of
implacability, and therefore lack the mantle of icyggm Paul invariably

adopted.

'Yes,' Nicos agreed, 'everyone seems to be enjdlyargselves.' He glanced
towards Stacey with a faintly appealing smile. IWdu stay for a while?
My friends think you're great.'

‘The boys at any rate," Paul returned with droflicggm, and Stacey felt a
warm tide of tell-tale colour flood her cheeks.

'It's nice of you to ask,' she managed quietlypigrg Paul completely, 'but |
promised Sophie I'd give her a hand in the kitchen.

‘After supper you must stay here,’ Nicos insistedd, you'll come, too.'

'Stacey and | will share your supper, then retaumhalf an hour before
everyone is due to leave," said Paul with calmemlfility, softening his
words with a smile. 'If we stay, your friends witlagine we have an ulterior
motive in doing so.'

"You could be right, | guess,’ Nicos concurred,dage shifting idly round
the room and lighting fractionally before turningdi to them. 'If you'll
excuse me—Helena is on her own. See you later,20kay



As soon as Nicos began weaving his way towardsgttiein question,
Stacey moved over to the bar and deposited her yemlaiss, then
disregarding Paul she quietly slipped from the room

She hadn't gone more than a few steps when a temg@ed hold of her arm,
and she swung round to meet Paul's sardonic gazo& her temper rose
to the fore, and her eyes glittered angrily as slkiept him a questioning
glance. 'What do you want?'

One eyebrow rose in silent mockery. ‘Do you realyt me to answer that?'

"You're impossible!" she hissed wrathfully, and iisher incensed when
his mouth curved with ill- concealed cynicism.

'‘Because | find it—distasteful to observe my wifakimg an exhibition of
herself among my son's friends?'

Fury exploded into violent speech. 'Exhibition? Gavief, anyone would
think you were jealous!" She wrenched her arm aaray began walking
rapidly down the hall, only to come to an abrugdt ha he swung her round
to face him.

For a moment their eyes clashed in silent antipatihgn with a husky
imprecation he dragged her close, his head destgadihis arms made her
a prisoner against the muscular hardness of hig.bod

Stacey was powerless to avoid that faintly crueltnas it captured hers,
and she gave a silent groan as he parted her ltpspanishing strength.
When at last he raised his head she could only &dkm speechlessly for
several seconds.

'Was that meant to prove something?' she saidsgtdad saw his eyes
harden with frightening rage.

‘This—war you continue to foster must inevitablgick its conclusion,’ Paul
declared with dangerous silkiness. 'A word of wagri-when it comes to
weapons, mine are in an entirely different catedamm yours.'



"You own temporary lease of my body,' Stacey reemghakily, brushing a
hand over her trembling lips. 'My emotions are myno

His mouth twisted into a humourless smile. 'Indéed?

Remembering how easily he could break down herndefe and evoke a
passionate response was galling, and she aventgdbe from the mockery
she knew to be evident in those dark sardonic algese her own.

'Sophie requires my help with supper,’ she saidaity, and started visibly
as he took hold of her chin with hard mercilesgéirs.

'l have something for you in my study,’ he said sthly. ‘A token of
gratitude, if you like, for organising this partyrfNicos.' His eyes narrowed
in silent warning as she began to protest. "You agtept it, Stacey,' he
advised inflexibly. 'Nicos will be hurt if you dan'

‘Nicos chose it?'

'Yes.' His voice was clipped, and she met his gatknchingly.

'In that case, | shall accept it with pleasure.’

Silently he took her arm and led her into the stwidgssing behind the wide
leather-topped desk to open a drawer from whichexteacted a square
jeweller's box. Without a word he handed it to lard she opened it with
slightly shaking fingers.

A slim bracelet nestled in a bed of white silk, ivdords of gold twisted
together to form an unusual design that was exguisind undoubtedly

expensive.

‘Thank you," she said quietly, slipping it on t@ thwist. ‘It isn't necessary to
give me anything.'

'Most women thrive on such trinkets,' Paul uttexegy, and she lifted clear
eyes to meet his.



'I'm not "most women"," she indicated quietly.

'‘No," he acknowledged dryly. 'l am undecided whethis genuine, or due
to a superb feat of acting.’

'l feel sorry for you, Paul,’ she said slowly. "“feuso cynically analytical
that honest sincerity is something you fail to gguee.'

"You would have me believe you to be a veritableagan of virtue?' he
slanted sardonically. 'With a temper such as yours?

"You provoke me—deliberately, on occasion,' sheeddtlust for the sheer
hell of taking me to task.'

'You are not averse to inciting me to anger,' Rauintered with a certain
degree of resignation. 'How do you expect me totRea

Stacey glanced away from his penetrating gazeyaltpher eyes to wander
idly over the bookshelves that ran floor to ceiladgng an entire wall. 'The
circumstances surrounding our relationship dordicy promote a mutual
empathy,' she offered slowly.

'‘And | am an impossible Greek, am | not?'

'Indisputably,’ Stacey returned wryly, and heasdlaughter.

'Whom you hate, hm?'

Did she? She wasn't sure, any more. Loath to exahenfeelings in depth,
she turned towards the door. 'lt's after elevém'declared evenly. 'Sophie
will be expecting my help to serve supper.' Reagluuat, she grasped the
doorknob and twisted it open. 'Thank you for thacetet, it's beautiful.'

'l shall see that you do thank me—'appropriatelg, more opportune time,’'

Paul inclined mockingly, and she escaped beforedudd add anything
further.



In the kitchen Sophie had everything organisedhabthere was very little
for Stacey to do except begin loading the portakdéey with dishes of
steaming food, then wheel it down the hallway.

Alex had already set up a trestle table in readinesind a collection of
assorted cutlery and enumerable paper plates weuts Within minutes
Sophie followed with yet another trolley laden wittod, and together she
and Stacey placed the serving dishes on the tiigle,stood back as Nicos
and his guests converged with considerable ratistssuage their hunger.

'‘Can they eat that much, do you think?' Sophieigdevith faint perplexity,
and Stacey uttered a laugh.

'Wait and see,’ she grinned. 'All that dancing 8arg an appetite.’

'To be young again!" the older woman sighed, amidep voice drawled
wryly from behind,

'l suggest we each take a plate and help oursekfese there is nothing
left.'

The food was delectable, and ten minutes latere$talaced her plate in the
plastic container provided, then began collectiogether all the emptied
dishes, only to have Sophie click her tongue iergihdmonishment.

'No, you must leave this to me.' She waved a hawdrds the stereo which
had suddenly increased in volume. "You must engayrself now. Everyone
is dancing.’

‘Stacey.' Nicos was at her elbow, a slow smilesingghis pleasant features.
'Will you dance with me?'

After that she scarcely kept track of the timeler humber of dances she
had, and it was with some surprise that she turmé&dd Paul at her side.

'‘My turn, | think," he said, taking hold of her liarand she tilted her head
slightly, for he seemed to tower above her afténdp@artnered by Nicos'
teenage companions.



Expecting him to dance conventionally, she wasrsegd when he began
effecting the latest disco steps, and she casklgpgrfaintly disbelieving
eyes up to meet his rather wry smile.

Talking was ruled out by the loudness of the muaic] when the LP on the
turntable finished, someone put on a slow track awitched off the
overhead lights so that only two wall-lamps glowedoft illumination.

A few giggles and several audible groans greetedttiin of events, and
Paul drew Stacey close with a slight chuckle.

'‘Blame Alex for that intervention," he murmuredsgdo her ear. 'lt's a subtle
hint that the evening is about to draw to a conclus

Stacey didn't say anything. She was far too awgiteedithe muscular body

so close to her own and the arms that held hensgaim. His breath stirred

her hair as she rested her head on his chest,h&ndosild have sworn the
powerful heartbeat increased fractionally. His lsaslid down her spine,

drawing her hips firmly against him so that she wagso doubt as to his

arousal, and his lips trailed a feathery path freentemple down to the edge
of her mouth.

The temptation to turn slightly and meet his lipghvher own was almost
more than she could bear, and she whispered faiRtgase don't. Not here.’

For a moment she thought he might ignore her pthes, she caught his slow
smile as he loosened his hold. 'l guess | canuvdit we go upstairs.'

You'll have to,' she said breathlessly, conscafitbe surreptitious glances
they were receiving, and he uttered a soft taurdimgkle.

'You are under no illusions, eh?’

She gave a strangled reply which was met with setbdaughter, and
somehow she managed to get through the ensuinteqoéan hour as they
alternatively bade Nicos' guests goodnight andtggliurged the few
remaining stragglers towards the front entrance.



It was almost two o'clock when she climbed thersta their bedroom, and
as Paul closed the door behind them she stifleddigious yawn. Nicos'
expressed thanks had been praise enough—thathanf@dt that he had
thoroughly enjoyed himself.

Her hand Went to the zip fastener at the back ofdhess, then came to a
sudden halt as firm fingers slid the metal clip dobeyond her waist.
Slowly, one by one, her clothes were discardedh e was in his arms, her
mouth meeting his with a hunger that faintly shatker/"and conscious
that she no longer possessed the will to resispdssion she submitted to
the disruptive sensuality of his touch, becomirgj lmeneath his undoubted
expertise as he patiently transported her into @owd tumultuous emotion.



CHAPTER NINE

STACEY stood at the window watching the steady downpoak ¢he neatly

cut lawns. September was supposed to herald therdeg of spring, yet

during the past few weeks there had been littlpite$rom the rain to give
credence to the approach of summer. True, therebkad intermittent

bursts of sunshine among the showers, but notcgriti to engender a
lifting of the spirit after months of cold wet wéat.

There were several things she could do to occupyd#ly, but none had any
real appeal. The prospect of battling the elemsntsly to fill in time
browsing among the shops failed to offer a necgdsaost to her morale,
for there was nothing she needed.

A strange mood of introspection seemed to settlehen slim young
shoulders, and she moved them restlessly, willegféeling to disappear.
Examining and analysing her emotions was sometsimegghad pushed to
one side, for there seemed little point in pursgsingh an exercise. Now they
crowded into her brain, forcing recognition of thexistence.

Dear God, she couldn't be in love with Paul, calld? Love didn't spring
from hate, it was a gentle emotion' that grew stedmktween two caring
people. Not something that alternately reached#ights, then plunged to
the depths of despair.

But if it wasn't love, what caused that prickleaareness whenever he
entered the same room? She could sense his prdsefoce she saw him,
and her eyes flew straight to his, oblivious to arg else in the room.
Sexually they were compatible to a degree that sinrightened her at
times, and although it was becoming increasingfficdit to distinguish
between love and lust, there was little doubt Rajdyed their lovemaking.
But was it because dfier, or would any woman suffice to satisfy his
physical needs? He was an experienced lover, andsag just how much
practice he had had with innumerable women overydas brought on
waves of jealousy so acute it became a tangible.ach



The large house seemed empty without Nicos' presanw that he had
returned to boarding school, and after being satisfily employed for
several years, she found having to fill in so maiche was becoming
tiresome. What she needed was a job.

'‘No," Paul refused with terse emphasis when shachenl the subject over
dinner that evening.

'Why?' she demanded, her hackles rising at his adtarafusal.
'It's out of the question,' he dismissed, and sheetl a laugh.

'Forgive me, Paul—I should have realised," she wétd marked sarcasm.
"You're a male chauvinist of the highest ordemanou?’

His smile held wry cynicism. 'My wealth precluddse tnecessity of a
working wife. If you are bored, then it is up towto find a remedy. Take up
one of the arts—painting, sculpting. Study a larygydéecome involved in a
charity organisation—my mother patronises sevels,'added with an
expressive shrug. 'Telephone her.’

'l don't want to sit with a group of well-endoweditmons sipping tea and
dispensing largesse,' Stacey argued. 'l want teodwething constructive.'
She drew an encompassing arc with her arm. Thiséwas beautifully
maintained, the meals are a gastronomical delight.don't you see?' she
implored. 'I'm not the sort of person to drift anduall day making a
production of doing nothing!

'Plan a dinner party,' Paul suggested, and wasrdeavith a speculative
smile.

'l can invite anyone?'
'‘Check with me first in case | have something alsanged—and yes, invite

whom you please.' His brow creased into a sligiwir. '‘Come to think of it,
we owe Christina a meal.'



Like a red rag to a bull, Stacey met the challeimggd-on. "Then of course
we must return her hospitality." Her voice was dvaal polite, her brain
rapidly whirling with devious thoughts. Christinao@andris was in for a
surprise! 'I'll ring her tomorrow,' she offeredagting upwards and meeting
Paul's enigmatic gaze. 'Will any evening this wieelall right?'

'Yes,' he drawled. 'l promised my mother we wouldeddown and have
dinner one evening this week, but | can consultffter you have confirmed
a date with Christina.’

"You're very fond of her, aren't you?'
An eyebrow rose in sardonic amusement. 'My mothreGhristina?'

A flash of animosity lit her eyes for a brief sedoH'm sure it'9oth, she
returned swiftly. 'But it was your mother | waseaefng to.'

Paul made an impatient gesture, and his gaze bedarkend penetrating.
'My father was killed in an air-crash almost eigintgears ago. As the only
son, | am aware of her dependence upon me. We aligrep mutual bond.’

Stacey swallowed, then broached the question tidiniggled insidiously
over the past few weeks. 'Was that why you maseegoung?’

He was silent for so long that she thought he migittanswer, and she
unconsciously held her breath, aware of a tense dfneerves in the pit of
her stomach.

'If you are suggesting | married out of a senseduty, then you are
mistaken,' he said brusquely, and a shaft of gainbed her heart.

'l won't apologise for being curious,’ she saidedsively, and caught the
tightening of the muscles along his jaw.

‘The subject is not open for discussion,’ he dedldneakly, rising to his
feet. 'l have a meeting | must attend. Don't wpitar me—I'll be late.'



He strode towards the door without so much as &veac glance, and
minutes later Stacey heard the muted power of éins engine as it sped
down the driveway.

There was little she could do to allay the tormieistwords aroused, and
with determined resolve she set about planninghaediparty for a select
few—namely Christina and an escort.

The invitation extended, Christina designated drili@remaining evenings
in the week, and Stacey quickly confirmed it foe flollowing day. Next,
came the necessary consultation with Sophie, anthdnu was planned to a
fine detail.

Stacey spent the whole of Wednesday in a stateisgended animation,
choosing and discarding with equal rapidity a dlé@adress from the
selection in her capacious wardrobe, deciding aftach deliberation to

wear the elegantly-cut emerald silk with its fittedist and flowing skirt.

The deep vibrant colour showed her finely-textuoedamy skin to an

advantage and highlighted her eyes. Slim-heelediegesandals gave her
extra height, and she fastened a tiny topaz permtais fine gold chain

around her neck, matching it with topaz ear-stsdses only jewellery apart
from the rings Paul had given her.

At six-thirty she added the final touches to herkengp and ran a brush
through the length of her hair, then stood backftbe mirror to scrutinise
her reflection with the air of one who has donergieng possible to
enhance her natural attributes.

'‘Beautiful,’ Paul drawled from the open doorwayd &tacey turned slowly,
making a slight bow at his sardonically amused domgnt.

‘Thank you," she acknowledged, sparing him a glaénmigh over-bright

eyes. In a dark formal evening suit and snowy winiten he looked even
more dangerously formidable than usual. "You'reaaha splendid spectacle
yourself.'



With long indolent strides he covered the distanesveen them, lifting an
idle hand to her throat and fingering the delicgddd chain around her
slender neck. 'l haven't seen this before. Wagjift 2

A mischievous imp tempted her to tease him, anghfeg a lack of guile
Stacey lifted hazel eyes to meet his studied gaagy reason why it
shouldn't be, Paul? I didn't spend the years béforet you in a convent.’

‘A former admirer?' The lean fingers taunted fiawily, and heavy lids
lowered to mask his expression as he appearedarnie® the pendant. ‘A
pretty little trinket—genuine, although relativahexpensive." A quick tug
and the chain lay broken in his hand.

Stacey clutched the faint stinging pain at the bafdiker neck, and her face
whitened with shock. 'That was my mother's weddjifigfrom my father,’
she whispered with incredulous horror. 'How cowd?y

There was no contrition forthcoming. "The resultyofur own folly in
taunting me,' Paul stated hardily, and she gaspebbod.

'You savage!' she accused, her voice and tempeg tsthe fore. '‘My God,
you're detestable—I hate you!"

'Is that all?' His mouth twisted into a bitter seill am disappointed at your
lack of originality.'

Never in her life had she felt so close to physualence, and the hand she
extended shook with anger. 'Give it to me!'

With an unhurried movement he slipped the chamamtinner pocket of his
jacket, his eyes inscrutable as they regarded 'hérensure that it is
mended,' he drawled, and Stacey turned away fesiltkgand disillusioned.

'Visibly restored to its former perfection,' shacsal with intended sarcasm,
her hand moving beneath the heavy swathe of heakahe probed shaking
fingers over the wounding scratch at the base ohape.



Without warning her hair was swept aside and sieel @ut loud as she felt
the warmth of his mouth descend on to the thindinaw flesh. 'Don't touch
me!" she vented furiously, wrenching away from hand sobbing
impotently as he effortlessly held her still. Thes turned her round, and
there was nothing she could do to evade those sassips.

Grim determination kept her teeth firmly clenchedd seconds later he
thrust her away with a muttered oath of disgust.

His expression was dark and forbidding as he rdlexdstormy features.
'Our guests are due to arrive soon,' he informedutklessly. 'If you are not
downstairs within five minutes, | will come anddketyou.'

The tone of his voice warned of the inadvisabitifyflouting his command,
then the bedroom door crashed shut with an intenggound that made her
jump.

Stacey lifted shaking hands and covered her facenambed with shock to
move. Dear heaven, how could she possibly sumnificieat control to go
down and face an entire evening with him in the spnee of
guests—Christina Goulandris in particular ! She t@dnto cry and
rage—achieve a release from the anger that gripeedith a force that was
frightening.

Oh God, her face! Her make-up would be beyond regad have to be
re-done all over again. In a trance she cross#tetdressing-table and sank
down on to the stool, her hands mechanically natrgean assortment of jars
and tubes from the deep central drawer.

The reflected image in the elegant oval mirror kdlkcalm and composed,
the eyes wide and deeply gold, the mouth full, shghtly parted lips
appearing faintly swollen and totally lacking amifece. There was little
evidence of the turbulent rage that coursed heamnsvepnly a suspicious
brightness in those gold- flecked hazel eyes. $tdimwv a deep breath, then
picked up a lipstick and applied colour to her lipgew quick strokes of the
brush restored her hair to its former ordered staté with outward coolness
she left the bedroom and descended the stairs.



Paul stood facing her as she entered the loungerulgiged features an
inscrutable mask. A crystal goblet half filled widmber-coloured spirits
rested in one hand, the other thrust into his #opscket. Without a word
he turned towards the drinks cabinet and fille@lécdte fluted glass from a
decanter, then handed it to her.

Stacey accepted it in silence, and took a few sfghe sharp fruity sherry
with little regard for its excellent quality. Mutestkains from a nearby stereo
console filled the poignant stillness in the largem, but she scarcely heard
the music, much less identified it, as she stooddé for the sound of the
front doorbell.

The melodic chimes caused her to start involuytaahd she took an
over-large gulp in the hope that the alcoholic eahtvould inject an instant
dose of spontaneity so that she could greet Chaisind conduct herself
with the required panache for the remainder ofetening.

Feeling like an automaton, she summoned a smitecanscious of a light
clasp at her elbow she moved forward with Paul@shi& announced their
guests.

'Darling, how marvellous to see you again!" Chnigtgreeted brightly, her
eyes devouring Paul as she moved into the room.

'Christina, Spiros,' Paul acknowledged with urbanA drink—what can |
offer you?"

Il have my usual, darling," Christina respondeadfording Stacey the
minimal courtesy as she drifted after Paul's littaene, and Stacey turned
politely towards Spiros, engaging him in meaninglesnversation until
Paul had performed his duty as a host.

'l adore your dress," Christina drawled, deteciisgdesigner label and
assessing its cost in one upward sweep of hetyadseered lashes. 'So slim,
my sweet,' she continued with feigned envy. "Yowsttell me your dieting

secrets. Not that | need to worry overmuch," shéeddwith malicious

satisfaction.



No, Stacey agreed silently, not now, but in a fexarg those voluptuous
curves will run to undisguised fat if you're notrefal. Out loud she said
sweetly, 'l don't diet, Christina. | enjoy my foteally? One would not
have thought so from the bird-like portions you samed in my apartment
several weeks ago.'

Bitch, Stacey replied, 'l prefer to tread gentlytwich spicy dishes that I've
not previously sampled. If you remember, Paul ahdd been married less
than a week, and at that stage Greek food was ulidato me.’

'‘And now, Stacey?' the other arched coyly. 'Are fgmailiar with everything
Greek?'

With considerable calm she responded evenly, 'Thathething you'll have
to ask Paul.'

Dark eyes swept from one to the other with quizacausement. 'As a wife
Stacey meets all my requirements,’ he endorsetyjdtiting his glass to
his lips in a silent eloquent toast, and Christiast him a faintly reproachful
glance.

'l thought only Eleni was capable of that, my dear.

Paul lifted one eyebrow in silent reproof. 'If tetre true, | would not have
remarried,’ he slanted with aloof imperturbabilignd Christina had the
grace to look faintly chastened.

It was a relief when Sophie announced dinner, dadey entered the formal
dining-room with a sense of anticipated elatiorarfrithe damask cloth on
the table to the fine china, the polished silveevand the assortment of
crystal, the setting couldn't be faulted.

As soon as they were seated, Sophie wheeled ioitt@ble serving trolley
and proceeded to serve the first course. A selectidwo dishes for each
course had been planned, and as an appetisemthsra choice of octopus
in vinegar, htapodi xydato;or vine leaves stuffed with ricelolmathakia
yalantzi.



To follow there was shrimp soumaridosoupa;and the main course
consisted of stuffed squidgalamarakia yemista,meat on skewers,
souvlaka;and pilaf with musselsnydia pilafi. Dessert consisted of Greek
pancakestyganitesand preserved cherriggyko kerasi.

It was an hour before Greek coffee was servedithbook less than fifteen

minutes for Stacey to realise that Christina waarawthat the menu had
been deliberately planned. Not only was it delibdyaplanned, but Stacey
had made a point of choosing seafood, not only etsisbut squid and

octopus. True, her portions were small, but sudfitto denote enjoyment to
the casual onlooker—who, at that table, could ¢ralye been Spiros!

Conversation throughout had concentrated upon thealupleasantries
exchanged on such occasions, and any barbs Christinost Stacey was
able to fend with apparent ease.

Paul was an attentive host and an equally attermixand—almost too

much so, much to Stacey's chagrin. His eyes, wiegrshe caught those jet
orbs cast in her direction, were warm and fainpigaulative, and more than
once they held the promise of passion, the intirgkgam given by one lover

to another. He rarely touched her, for he was ntogisubtle for that, but his

lusty regard was clearly evident, as he meant ibép and she seethed
inwardly, praying for the evening to conclude sattshe could give vent to
the indisputable rage being stoked towards itsnalté eruption with every

glance, every word from the shamelessly unprindipt@an who had coerced
her into marriage.

At last they were alone, and as the car slid awasn fthe front entrance
down the driveway Stacey moved back from the dogywaiting only until
the door was firmly shut behind their departingsisdefore bursting into
furious speech.

‘You're totally, irrepressibly impossible!" shedad witheringly, becoming
even more incensed as she glimpsed his cynicalemard.

'Indeed? | thought my manner exemplary," he dedldrgly.



'My God!" Words temporarily failed her. 'You behdvikke a—a lusty
animal’

His eyes narrowed slightly and became hooded. "Wgal rather | had
made it evident that we were at odds with eachr@the

'No," she allowed. 'But there was no need to adtyas could hardly wait to
get me into bed!

"Your delectable body is a source of constant fedmn to me,' he drawled,
and she hurled wrathfully,

'l possess a brain, too! How do you think | feedgmime you make use of
me?"'

'What about your heart?' he parried mockinglyit'lsot often at war with
your brain? Deny if you dare the joy you derivenig arms.’

‘You're a primitive savage, Paul. | count the daysl | can be free of you!
'‘And the nights?’
Her eyes flashed explosively. 'l can never win i@ument, can 1?'

'If it matters so much, | daresay | could be pedsdato allow you to think
you get the better of me on occasion.’

'How magnanimous of you! Save it for some otherpoaman who enjoys
being beneath a man's thumb. Thumb!" she deriDedr 'lord, beneath your
footis a more appropriate expression! You belong badke Dark Ages
when man was king and his woman little more thaeraant.’

'All evening you have been spoiling for a fight, Am

Revenge for the grievance you are harbouring, tisattso?’

'Yes—damn you!'



‘Then fight me. But be warned that | intend utilgsisome measure of
defence," he drawled sardonically.

To admit defeat was something she would not tadettitwas unforgivable,’
she reiterated. 'Even if the necklace had beeft fiayn a former friend, you
had no right to tear it from my neck with such dgard.’

"You are my wife," Paul asserted Silkily. 'l canlivegford to give you any
jewellery you desire. Replace if necessary any yemalready own. | will
not permit you to retain gifts from other men,hattunderstood?’

'Do you require a full confession of all my sinsRe demanded tautly. 'A
few furtive kisses, the unmemorable skirmishesrateinfrequent date? |
was too busy being mother and father to Trisha eanthing a living to

indulge in frivolous games.' She lifted her headyadze at him defiantly.
'What if | were to demand you discard all the gyiisir innumerable women
have heaped upon your head?'

'Boxed monogrammed handkerchiefs, an exclusive gdesi tie, the
occasional pair of cuff-links?' An eyebrow archeuntzgically. 'It was | who
despatched the gifts—payment for favours receiveddddded cynically.

The anger drained out of her, leaving sickeningtemps in its place as she
imagined just how many women there had been.illgd,t she evinced with
a weariness that wasn't feigned, and utteredladtiisp as she felt her feet
leave the floor. 'Put me down 1’

At the dark penetrating look he slanted her shabeg struggle, then as he
began mounting the stairs she allowed her headraopdagainst his
shoulder. ‘No, Paul, don't—not tonight, | couldrear it.'

At the edge of the bed when he set her down oertéelet, she made one last
effort. 'Please--' Anything else she might havered was lost as his mouth
met hers with lazy deliberation, the seducing dquaif his lips igniting the
sleeping flame deep within, and she gave a moaesyair.



His hands were freeing the zip fastening at thek ldicher dress, and he
lifted his mouth fractionally. 'Stop me, Staceyg murmured huskily.
'‘Another few seconds and | will allow no retractlon

Oh God, she groaned, why did her body respondstddoich as a separate
entity from her brain? How fickle was the demantithe flesh! She wanted
him desperately, and foolish pride had no placsheslifted her arms to
clasp his dark head to hers.

She met his mouth with a hunger that sent waveselffdisgust washing
over her, then she was beyond caring as he matheédurpassed her
desire, bringing her yet again to the brink of asgt

Afterwards there was time for self-recriminationdahe fell asleep with the
stain of tears on her cheeks, the knowledge thrdotie was utterly hopeless
and lay like a heavy load upon her slender shoslder

It was a week later that Stacey left the housetBhafter nine with the
intention of spending most of the day browsing agithre many boutiques
in the inner city. It would have been more enjogatol have had company,
but all of her friends worked, and she was stil ¥eary of Paul's mother to
suggest Mrs Leandros accompany her.

Nearing the end of September, the air was stitl dolit the sun when it did
condescend to shine for any length of time was wgallyl gaining more
strength, and the promise of spring could be ewiddron the branches of
the trees that lined Melbourne's city and subudieeets.

The noisy clacking of the trams as they sped, albam steel tracks and the
constant sound of traffic rang in Stacey's eashasvandered along Bourke
Street.

By midday she had a sizeable collection of assqtmttages, and -her feet
in their fashionable boots were beginning to adlie need for a brief rest
combined with the more basic necessity for food @ftee sent her into the
nearest coffee lounge.



After that the time simply flew, and it was almdhktee o'clock when,

passing a shop window, the sight of a leather hagdibew Stacey into the
shop for a closer inspection. It was the colourwhated to go with some
new shoes she had purchased earlier that mornibit ook only a few

minutes to decide on the purchase.

Emerging from the shop, she accidentally brusheshaga passer-by, and
she turned, an apology on her lips, and saw todimnay that it was
Christina Goulandris.

'Hello there.' Christina's smile was brilliant ds& sspared Stacey a swift
raking glance. 'Shopping?’

'I've finished,' she answered politely, and thesptirl's smile widened.
'Spending Paul's money, | see.'

'My own, actually," Stacey responded, loath to gtdrere parrying words
with someone she had little time for.

'‘Marrying Paul was quite @oupfor you, wasn't it, darling?' Christina began
sweetly. 'A plutocrat who is all man." She utteeetight laugh, her eyes
suddenly vicious. 'But then you know that, don'tuyoHe's quite
something—attuned to a woman's needs as a madgdterfito a
Stradivarius.' She tilted her head slightly, regagdStacey with mockery.
'Doesn't it bother you he has known so many women?'

Stacey forced a smile to her lips. 'Should it?'

'My dear, aren't you concerned about his fidelity?en a man has had his
pick of all the exotic fruits, it isn't possible ksan be content with only an
apple for very long—and a green one, at that,’ <fiha added with
thinly-veiled cruelty.

"You know what they say about apples,’ Stacey datleher eyes
deliberately guileless. 'As well as one a day kegphe doctor away, the
greenones are crunchy-crisp and juicy—so refreshingraftsurfeit of rich

tropical fruits that tend to be a mite overripe.'



Christina's eyes flashed with vicious enmity. 'Myy, you do possess a
sharp tongue!'

'l can pay you a similar compliment.’

"You're looking a trifle peaky, my dear. Pale,ales, and I'll swear you've
lost weight. Are you by any chance pregnant?' ams stabbed Stacey's
slender frame, then returned remorselessly. 'My poa@et, imagine how
cumbersome you'll look in a few months' time!" Sheved fractionally,
weighing her words for their utmost effect. 'I' lvaiting to take up with
Paul where we left off before you came along. ldhaw scruples where he is
concerned, you see.’

Stacey felt the rage inside her rise rapidly toghdace, and she knew she
had to get away, fast—or erupt! 'Good luck, Chmeti she bade with
apparent unconcern. 'l really must go. You willgiee me if | say that
meeting you hasn't been a pleasure?' she concuadlg, and prepared to
sidestep so that she could continue through thedarto the main street.

'Paul has an engraved gold-plated key to my apatth@hristina informed
her as a parting thrust, and Stacey was unabkststtaunting,

'Really? How—desperate of you." Without a backwgl@hce she began
walking, and was unprepared for the vicious shdwa sent her lunging
forward on to her knees. Parcels cascaded all drban and she was too
stunned to move for several seconds, until theisolis help of a passer-by
brought her shakily to her feet.

Dear God, it didn't bear thinking about! Such biterimony, and in public,
too. Stacey murmured her thanks as the parcelsgathered together, and
she reassured the kindly matron that she was finstfipe.

For a moment she couldn't even remember whereahpdrked the car, for
her brain seemed temporarily numb, and it took isé\seconds before she
felt calm enough to think clearly.

Driving home Stacey took time to reflect, blaminiriStina’'s hurtful barbs
for magnifying niggling doubt into open speculatidihere was evidence of



too many symptoms for them to be ignored, and naédienfirmation was

highly recommended. If Christina noticed, then duldn't be long before
others did. And Paul? How long could she hope tte hi from him? He

knew every curve of her body in intimate detail-héckening waistline

couldn't be disguised as a weight-gain in an otlsrwcreasingly slender
frame.

Almost without conscious thought Stacey drove te tioctor's surgery
where she had been a patient for as long as shé @uember, and made
immediate arrangements for the necessary testsuadertaken in a nearby
clinic.

It was after five when she arrived home, and shelpaad time to unpack
her purchases before Paul entered their room.

'‘Shopping?’

Stacey spared him a quick glance before returmrige task at hand. 'Yes.'
She crossed to her capacious clothes closet akdtadwo spare hangers.

"You look—nettled," he drawled, and she snhapped,

'I'm perfectly fine.'

'Indeed?’

'Stop it, Paul,’ she said wearily, returning tolblee and sliding a dress on to
a hanger. Her nerve-ends tingled with awarene$® asoved towards her,

and she felt her stomach give a sickening joltiadis brushed against the

vulnerable hollow at the edge of her nape.

'Hm," he murmured musingly. 'This perfume is dehgh Guerlain, is it
not?"

"You should know,' Stacey threw with a touch ofutetce, and he gave a
throaty laugh.

'Stacey, such a loaded comment demands an explanati



She twisted away from him, only to be brought bagkin and she winced
against the biting strength of his hands.

‘Careful,’ he warned implacably. 'You bristle wittldlignation, rather like a
cross little kitten—all claws and tiny sharp teat¥hat happened today?' he
demanded softly.

She drew in a deep breath, willing control overtaebulent emotions. 'The
perfume is Chamade,’ she informed him calmly, tjeare a painful gasp as
his grip tightened. "You're hurting me!'

'l will hurt you even more if you don't tell me wtHavant to know.'
'Christina and | ran into each other," she capidlaaware of his fingers
effecting a probing massage where only secondsd#iey had bruised her
flesh.

‘And?’

'She made certain comments to which | took exceptio

'Such as?'

Stacey cast him a bitter glance. 'I'm sure youdte & use your imagination!
Your affairs seem to be without number!

'Poor Stacey, are you jealous?’
'Of course not,' she denied quickly. 'l dislikertigehumiliated, that's all.’

A slight frown creased his brow, and his eyes need fractionally.
‘Christina humiliated you?"

She gave a sigh that defied description. 'Leavayl. I'm quite able to
stand up for myself.'

He leant out a hand and lifted her chin, regartiegwith an intentness that
was disquieting. 'Christina and | are old friends."



'So she took pleasure in informing me," Stacey gea@pveiling her eyes to
hide the flicker of pain that engulfed her momeiarthen regaining
control she allowed them to sweep upwards to mesettiflinchingly. 'l
presume you've handed back the gold-plated keyetoapartment—or
perhaps you still have it?"

For an instant his dark eyes held a speculativengleéhen it was gone. 'l
never had a key. When | entertain a woman, it &s@tce of my choosing.'

'Of course,’ she acknowledged with a tinge of hitss. 'Wealthy jet-set
playboys have an apartment, a penthouse suitegkhsasva home at their
disposal. Then there are an endless selection tHlsio

'l will admit I've had my share, but if | had comtied as many affairs as you
suggest, | would scarcely have had time to sucoedéuke business world,’
Paul declared dryly.

'Is that a statement or a confession?"
'Neither. | am answerable to no one.'
‘Not even to your wife?' Stacey parried.

'You are in no position to bargain,’ he tauntedlgofind she wrenched
herself out of his grasp.

'l want to shower and change for dinner." With smgingers she collected
clean underwear and a velour wrap, then crosstigbtbathroom without so
much as a backward glance.

Dinner was a strained affair with Paul choosingetii in comparative
silence, and Stacey unwilling to contribute anyghat all left the table at the
end of the meal having said not so much as a wdet. appetite was
negligible to the point of being non-existent, @asdeach course was cleared
and another brought she offered an apologetic glamadhe hope that it
would appease Sophie. It didn't, and she was ldft the feeling that
everything, and everyone, was against her.



It was something of a relief when Paul informeddferis intention to closet
himself in the study for the rest of the eveningg ahe escaped downstairs
to play some tapes on Nicos' stereo. Usually ite@asy to lose herself in the
music, allowing it to seep into her brain untiMiped out conscious thought,
but tonight too many things crowded for supremacgreiinost being her
possible pregnancy.

Tomorrow she would know for certain. But that wasouls
away—seventeen, to be exact. How on earth couldnséuieage to get
through them? she tormented herself restlessly.

Unable to settle, she stood to her feet and swdtdfethe console, then
moved to the television, watching the flickeringaiges fleetingly before
changing channels and ultimately turning it off.riiggs a book would
engage her interest sufficiently so that she migimerse herself entirely,
and with feverish intention she searched the baglkslk, selecting several
titles at random until she had piled no less thamso her arms.

Bed and a good book for an avid reader was thegeangor all ills, but
tonight Stacey was denied even that, and aftercam Bpent sightlessly
turning pages she thrust the pile of books dowtodhe floor, then reached
for the bed-lamp to extinguish the light.

Sleep remained an elusive shadowy entity whichcsimstantly strived to
capture, and long, after Paul had joined her shetiring up at the ceiling,
her thoughts too jumbled to assemble into rationgér.



CHAPTER TEN

STACEY registered the faint ting of the receiver as sh@aced it, and the
anxiety of the past few weeks climaxed in one liyimg crescendo, forcing
realisation of her predicament. In today's worldréhwas no excuse for
ignorance regarding contraceptive measures, sohatlg't she attended to
it? Dear God, it seemed impossible that she had selelind!

The thoughts she had hitherto pushed to the balekrahind came racing to
the fore. What choice had she now, for heavene®ak

Paul. How long could she stay without him becomamgre of his unborn
child's presence—a month, two at most? Then whatthé end of her
two-year term the child would be fourteen monthd. ot even in her
wildest imagination could she suppose Paul would Her take the
child—yet how could she bear to leave it behind®@ &lernative, that of
seeking an abortion, occurred fleetingly, only ¢éodiscarded.

A long shuddering sigh raked her body. There wdg one way, and that
was to leave before Paul gained the slightest génmg of knowledge. The
sooner the better.

Slowly she mounted the stairs to the bedroom, atoda suitcase she flung
clothes at random, careful to pack only those whstle had arrived
with—was it only two months ago?

As she packed, a plan formed in her mind. She wialdd the car and drive
straight to the airport and board the first avdéddbght—anywhere, as long
as it was away from here.

A note, just a few crucial lines on a sheet of nptger which she propped
up against the mirror of her dressing-table, théh wne last glance around
theelegantly furnished room she picked up her suiteasbemade her way
downstairs.

‘Stacey, are you going out?'



Consternation, guilt, and sheer fear were quickfsked. 'Nicos! What are
you doing at home?' Stacey slowed to a halt betsidefront door, and
endeavoured to instil some warmth into her voidethought you weren't
due home until this evening,’ she managed witgha laugh.

Nicos' eyes flashed from her suitcase to her espredeatures. 'The sports
were cancelled,' he explained carefully. 'A phoaléto Dad confirmed that

| had his permission to get a taxi home, rathen th@ng around until this

evening.' His eyes clouded with faint anxiety. "\W&hap, Stacey? Where are
you going?'

Oh God, was she that transparent? 'This, you m&he?held the Suitcase
up, and smiled. 'Just a few cast-offs for chaiitse had a springcleaning
session,’ she invented, pleased at how plausibteiitded. 'l was just on my
way to leave them at the appropriate depot.’

His features relaxed. '‘Okay. Mind if | come alongthe ride?'

'I'll be a while, Nicos. | have some shopping toagowell," she said with
regret, shaking her head slowly.

He gave a light shrug, his eyes unconsciously guesg. 'See you later,
then?'

'Yes,' she answered ambiguously, trying to giveeassuring smile.
Summoning forth every ounce of courage she tookeawenecessary steps
towards the door and opened it, then moving outshde walked quickly
round the side of the house to the garage.

She needed somewhere quiet where she could assdmabléangled

emotions into a rational whole. Hopping on to anplavasn't the immediate
answer. She had to plan ahead, and carefully, tmyéer tracks so that
Paul would be unable to discover her whereabouotsthat she needed time.

It struck her with sudden inspiration that Bellaiwas little more than an
hour away, and it would be the last place Paul ddhink of looking for
her. Obtaining a key to the beach house was sinfiptethere was one



among the set of keys Paul had given her withirfiteefew weeks of their
marriage.

With her destination settled, Stacey set the soaalin the direction of the
Prince's Highway, and on reaching it drove at maxmspeed in the need to
isolate herself from Paul. Exactly how he wouldcteahen he found her
gone was something to which she daren't give muught. And
Nicos—he was more like a younger brother, and diegehim gave her
more than a few pangs of conscience.

Stacey had little recollection of the drive to Belhe, for her actions behind
the wheel were conducted automatically and it wakggps as well nothing
untoward occurred that required an instantanecaddion.

The wind was fierce, gusting in from the sea mimgylsalt-spray with the
fleeting rain. Stacey turned into the driveway &nought the car to a halt
beside the garage, then spent a harassing few esisetecting the correct
key to fit the folding garage doors.

The car safely under shelter, she took her suitrase off the back seat,
then she emerged from the garage and made heromayds the beach
house.

It was bitterly cold, and Stacey welcomed refugerirthe icy wind as she
closed the front door behind her. The house wastlxas they had left it a
few weeks before, except there was evidence of @ushe surface of the
furniture.

Rather wearily she took her suitcase through to oh¢he bedrooms,
choosing without conscious thought the bedroorheatéar of the house, for
to have countenanced sleeping in the room she @ with Paul was
unconscionable.

Rubbing her arms with the cold, she went in seaf¢he switch that would
trip the central heating, returning after severalutes defeated. There was a
fireplace in the lounge, but she had no idea wheétheas in working order,
or even if there was any available firewood.



A cup of coffee would be beneficial, and as sheabeut heating the water
in the kitchen she felt the pangs of hunger gnamwst@mach, making her
aware that she had eaten little since breakfastrtbening. Come to think of
it, she was downright hungry!

After scrambled eggs on toast she felt considerbbtier, and she settled
into a comfortable chair with a mug of hot sweetkmeffee to watch

television. Not that it was very successful, foe shund it impossible to

concentrate on the small screen, and after angtmusimply switched it off

and sat in contemplative silence.

The shrill insistent summons of the telephone maslejump with fright,
and she half-rose from the chair to answer it e®nking back to listen
until the dual peals ceased.

Paul, Stacey deduced. Had he read her note yetgl&mheed at her watch
and saw that it was after eight. He would have le®me for an hour and a
half. What would he have done in that time? Hachéincontacted Trisha,
perhaps—then what? It seemed in-conceivable hedasniply accept her
desertion, but what steps would he take? The pelit she discounted
quickly. A private detective, perhaps. How long \bit take before she
was found?

Stacey's brain whirled with conflicting plans. Tamow she would catch a
bus into the township, then connect with a bus badkelbourne, and from

Flinders Station she would get a train to Adelattien a plane to Sydney.
From the anonymity of that teeming metropolis sheul gain some

breathing space to plan her future and that otihbeorn child. Possibly the
ultimate answer would be to travel across the TastodNew Zealand and
settle in Auckland, reverting back to her maidemaa

Dear lord, she was tired! It had been quite a dag, way and another, and
she felt weary almost beyond measure. Howeverthineght of preparing

for bed didn't appeal, and with a sigh she colttetdlanket from the linen
cupboard then crossed to one of the large sofdgiaking up a cushion she
plumped it against the armrest and lay down. Perkhp could doze for an
hour or two, then she would slip into bed.



Sleep wasn't a merciful escape, for her subconsand whirled with an
unwelcome collection of incidents that had occurrsthce her
marriage—like a kaleidoscope over which she hadcaairol, and she
moaned out loud as she heard Paul call her nasgintprestlessly in an
effort to be rid of the dark forceful figure thaise to taunt her.

'No, | won't!l You can't make me!'

Stacey came to with a start, her lips parted, tlmd of her own anguished
voice ringing vividly in her ears. Had she actualfied out—was that what
had woken her? She blinked slowly at first, thepidly in an attempt to
clear her tortured vision, for the figure of a nsood in the open doorway,
and her mouth parted soundlessly.

'Paul?’ Dear God, was she hallucinating? No imageédcportray such
compelling intensity, and she struggled into airgjttposition, her eyes
widening with stunned comprehension. 'How did yoow | was here?' she
whispered in a voice that was husky with sleep.

It was impossible to discern anything from his egsion, and nervousness
sent her tongue edging a tantalising path acradsWwer lip, and she caught

the soft inner tissue between her teeth in an wwouns gesture as she
waited for him to speak.

'‘A process of elimination." His voice was dry andgéd with faint
weariness.

The silence lengthened until she could have scréarii@e phone rang
earlier—was that you?'

His answering nod confirmed her suspicion. 'Hawdegided to run away, it
wasn't likely you would answer, even if you wereehd decided to make
sure by contacting a friend who lives close by.’

It was so simple Stacey almost burst into hystetaaaghter. So much for
her carefully-laid plans!

' meant what | said, Paul,' she determined slomlgeting his steady gaze.



"Your brief note?' He arched an eyebrow, and waklded/ly towards the
sofa to halt less than a foot away. 'Knowing whahmer of man | am, did
you imagine | would let you disappear out of sight?

'If exacting full measure is so important, I'll pggu,' she said stoically.
'Even if it takes forever.' She looked up at himeéaly. '‘But I'm not coming
back.'

‘The terms of our—arrangement,’ Paul said quiéllgey were for two
years, remember?’

A clutch of fear gripped her stomach with painfateinsity ..'That was a
verbal agreement,’ she resolved. 'I'm not sure ihavould stand up in a
court of law.'

'l can command the best legal brains. Can you eésdame?' he queried with
silky detachment, and a helpless rage broughtdieett feet.

'Do your damnedest, Paul,’ she declared unsteaditymade to move past
him. 'l really don't care any more."’

A hand caught hold of her arm. 'Not even if | asied to come back—for
Nicos' sake?'

Her eyes ached with suppressed emotion that podeade be released in
anything so mortifying as tears. '"Your son is asfiga, fair-minded young
man, Paul,’ she said. 'I'm sure he'll understarehwiou explain.’

'What should | explain, Stacey?'

'I'll get my suitcase,’ she said rigidly. 'It shdnit be difficult for me to book
into a hotel.'

There was a long silence that seemed to stretchetarnity, and Stacey
stood immobile, her brain registering the scene Bomething out of a
tableau.



"You will stay here,' Paul determined at last, ahd tilted her chin, seeing
with puzzlement that his eyes were dark with somegtlshe could have
sworn was pain.

'l want nothing from you,' she said slowly, 'exceptdivorce. I'll sign
whatever papers are necessary exonerating, you &oynpayment for
my—uwhat is the legal term? Support?'

'What if | don't agree?’

'If you arrange payment of any money, | won't touth she cried
wretchedly.

‘There will be no divorce, Stacey,' he stated watise implacability, and she
wrenched her arm impotently in an effort to freeske#d from his grasp.

'l won't stay with you,' she said desperatelyati't' Too late she realised she
had actually uttered those last two damning woeds] she prayed he
wouldn't notice.

'Why—can't?'

'l won't stay,' Stacey rushed quickly, not quiteetimgy those penetrating
dark eyes.

"There is a distinction between "can't" and "wdk'h' Paul insisted, and she
shook her head.

'Words,' she discounted. 'In the heat of anger--'

A silent gasp of pain caught in her throat asinigdrs bit into her arm. 'Paul,
you're hurting me!'

‘Stacey, are you expecting my child?'
It was on the tip of her tongue to deny'¥es,damn you!" she cried in

anguish, her eyes alive with fury. 'Does it plegse to know I'm carrying
proof of your virility, Paul?’



'Is that why you left?' he demanded. 'Dammit, Stacanswer me!'

She looked up at him wordlessly. 'I'm seven weekgmant. | feel sick in
the morning, and | can't bear anything tight aroomgd waist. How long
before you would notice? Another week—maybe two?'

'Rather than tell me, you ran away,' Paul concluakdlily. "What was to
follow—an abortion?’

'No!' The denial was torn from her throat.
‘Thenwhat}' he demanded savagely. 'Adoption?’

'How could | do that?' Stacey asked fiercely. Faistl tears blurred her
vision. 'You were never intended to know of itsstence.’' She couldn't even
see his face for the watery mist. 'There isn'ti@epyou can pay to persuade
me to part with it," she ended shakily.

His face paled, the muscles tautening his featun@san expressionless
mask. 'Any court of law would grant me custody,imfermed her harshly,
‘'on the grounds that | can provide for its needsfare adequately than you
ever could as a solo parent.’

A black void threatened to engulf her. 'You'd fighe? Dear God," she
choked, 'how you must hate me!

'l want you to stay.'

Stacey fought to hold on to the slender thread siegtarated her from
unconsciousness. 'How could | trust you? Afterdhley is born, you'll never
let me take it and leave.' Tears rolled down hee&b to slip unheeded from
the edge of her chin.

'Why do you think | came after you?' Paul demanruledkly.
"To ensure that | returned in order to fulfil tlemaining twenty-one and a

half months,’ she answered, brushing a shaky haedher cheeks. 'What
other reason could there be?"'



'Do you imagine | care about a few thousand dd&lane declared with
brooding intolerance.

'Severalthousand dollars," Stacey corrected, and he dteerearsh laugh.

‘Not for a hundred times that amount could | bespaded to rush into
marriage,’ he declared.

She looked at him carefully, unable to control tisay her heart lurched as
a tiny seed of hope took root. 'What do you mean?’

"You walked into my office, accused me of havinga#fair with your sister,
insulted me, and slapped my face—all within thecepa a few minutes,’ he
recounted ruminatively. "You fascinated and infieteme, both at the same
time.'

'Paul--'

'‘Cynical, and thoroughly sceptical where women weoacerned," he
continued, his eyes holding hers with an unwavesicrgitiny. 'Yet | fell in
love," he revealed slowly. 'To the extent that Evpaepared to go to any
lengths to make you mine—even marriage." He gavsollow laugh.
'‘Something | had never had to offer in the past.’

'‘But you hated me,' Stacey burst out, completetplpzed.

'‘Anger—at times, inimical rage,' Paul disclosedhwat wry smile. 'Never
hate.’'

Her mouth parted, then closed again. 'Why didnit tghl me?"
'l imagined | had—with my lips, my body, every tirhmade love to you.'
'l thought that was just your vast—experience.'

'‘And an insatiable appetite?' he mocked lightly.’



A blush tinged her cheeks. 'Yes,' she admittedhlerta drag her eyes away
from his.

"You were too inexperienced to know the differenieaul taunted gently.

"You love me?' Stacey whispered incredulously, neart stretching its
wings tentatively in preparation for flight.

'Oh yes," he declared softly. 'To the point wherglipecome incensed with
jealousy every time you so much as look at anoth&n—even my own
son.'

‘Nicos?"

Yes—dammit' he swore huskily, and she smiled, her eyes Inghtvith
mischievous laughter.

'Oh, Paul,” she teased. 'Nicos is charming andotigiry delightful
company—I'm very fond of him.'

'‘And his father?’
She sobered quickly. 'l think you know the answsethat.'

'Yet you left." There was naked pain in his voind ahe sought to alleviate
it.

'l thought | had two years,' she explained quietly.

'In that time anything was possible—even that yoghtncome to love me.’
She searched his face, willing him to understadn'you imagine how |
felt when | discovered | was pregnant? If | staysaly could | leave at the
end of two years without our child—the one thingttivas truly yours, and
mine? To leave before you knew of its existencensekthe only thing |

could do. At least then | would have somethingamember you by," she
finished slowly.



'l nearly went out of my mind when | read your foitilittle note," he
growled, letting his hands slide up to her showdételephoned everyone |
could think of—all the time desperately afraid yoad taken a flight out of
the city. Finding you then would have taken timee-tmuch time," he
revealed emotively, then he swore briefly—a stohgnintelligible oaths in
his own language. 'You'll never have reason to wateave me again,' he
vowed, his eyes darkening as she turned her hehdeatly placed her lips
against his hand.

Then she was in his arms, held as if he couldrit telet her go, and his
mouth met hers with a hunger that set her hearirgpheavenwards.

'Paul?"

'Hm?' His voice was a muffled murmur as he gemased the pulsing cord
at the side of her neck.

'‘Can | ask you something?’

At the tentative uncertainty in her voice he liftéid head and met her gaze.
'Eleni?' he countered gently, and she nodded kilent

'If you'd rather not talk about it--'

'She was very young, barely eighteen,’ Paul inpeedisoftly, ‘and | was just
two years older. We both came from wealthy famii€sreek immigrants
who had worked hard to build up a flourishing compaA joint one. As she
was an only child, it was important Eleni marryeidw Greek who would
maintain the company. Who better than me?' He galight shrug. 'We
were fond of each other, it was a good match, haccompany was kept in
the family.' His eyes held hers. 'l had tremenddtection for her, and when
she died so soon after Nicos' birth, | was devedtdtat someone so young
and full of the joy of living should be taken. kéfw myself into my work,
and devoted every other waking hour to the wellgpeihmy son.' He shook
her gently. 'There have been women—I can't deriut.none that | have
wanted to marry—until you.' He gave a throaty laagll bent to kiss her.
"You, | love—so much so, | ache just to look at you



'I'm aware of it," Stacey teased provocatively.

'‘Are you, indeed?' His eyes lit with devilish latgh 'What do you suggest
we do about it?"

'We could drive back to Melbourne," she declarétind her head to one
side. 'On the other hand, it's quite late. We catiy here and drive back
tomorrow.'

'Minx," he declared. 'l have no intention of driyiback tonight.’
'‘No?'

His answering smile did strange things to her @guim, and when he
swung her into his arms she buried her face aghiasteck.

‘You're my life," she whispered softly. 'l thinkoved you almost from the
very beginning, except | couldn't recognise the wwnoand fought like
anything against it.’

Paul lowered her gently down to her feet besiddodtk and his hands shook
slightly as they cupped her face. 'No more fighti@®—maybe
sometimes," she conceded quizzically. "Whenever lgecome totally
impossible.’

'Really? And if the reverse is so?"
'I'll allow you to mete out just punishment,' sivnikled impishly, then gave
a startled yelp as he drew her close and proceiededs her until she was

starry-eyed and breathless.

'‘Now the many misunderstandings are behind us] $zad gently. 'Only
happiness lies ahead.’

'If you say so,' she said demurely.

'l do,' he declared deeply. 'l intend devotingriét of my life proving it to
you.'



