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She loved him more than life itself.

Mark Blackthorne knew the moment he first saw Heh, a struggling
young singer from London, that he had to have Aed. he pursued her with
a persistence bordering on obsession.

Theirs was a whirlwind romance. Before she kne®lizabeth's capacity to
love him had become limitless--and frightening-exsally when she
realized how vulnerable she'd allowed herself wobee.

She loved Mark beyond all reason. Yet, althougt heked her to become
his wife, he'd never actually told her why he warer so much...



CHAPTER ONE

IT was too dark, too still. The silence on the Essmxntry road was eerie,
and she glanced away from the main beam of herligatgito see dark

shadows forming on either side in the hedgerows.id always hated the
long, lonely drive to her sister's house, but tbhighe hated it more than
ever, because that long black limousine had bedmwimg her ever since

she'd left London.

At first she had shrugged it off as coincidence, fmw as she flicked her
violet eyes to the rear- view mirror, she felt lagrs on the back of her neck
stand on end. Without thinking, she clicked the&lon her door down, and
frowned, realising that that one action made thela/ihing even more
frightening. She had just acknowledged the fadtsha was being followed.

Slowing to take a tight bend, she noticed a jumctoher left, and hoped the
car would turn off. But as the road straightened again she saw the
gleaming yellow eyes of the limousine slide aloedibd her again, and her
heart began to beat faster. Her sister's housestilba good ten minutes'
drive from here. The thought of the warm, invitinguse cheered her up a
little, and she hoped there would be as many peabple as usual. Melanie
had so many friends, and the big old house theyshaced as children was
always packed at the weekends with musicians artergy all lounging
around on the fat comfortable settees that weladeto pieces.

A solitary street-lamp glowed up ahead, and sherédief flood over her.
Driving towards it, she indicated left, and slowadthe white lines. The
sinister, ever-present nose of the limousine wag#ently behind her.
Elizabeth felt a jolt of panic, and tried to pulVay too fast. The car stalled.
Pulses leaping, she fumbled with the key. It wolilstiart. Glancing quickly
in the mirror, she tried again. The engine burst ifle, and she pulled away
with a screech of tyres, the wheels almost slippinghe sloping road.

She was in darkness again, save for the white lm#dmar headlights, and
the glare of the limousine behind her. Why on eahbuld anyone want to
follow me? she thought, slamming the gearstickyidg faster than ever.
Especially someone rich enough to drive a limous8tee was just another
struggling young singer, living on the small inhance from her parents'



death two years ago. Soon, the money would ruditshe would have to
get a proper job. But in the meantime she wasdgriorfulfil a dream she and
her sister had shared since childhood. Melanieskertied picking out tunes
on their dusty old piano on rainy days, and soopalBeth had been singing
with her while she played. Now Melanie spent haetwriting songs which

she passed on to Elizabeth to sing. There was sic Odference between
those quiet afternoons spent in the front room thadfternoons now, spent
in their makeshift recording studio.

The engine began to splutter unhealthily, and Beta jolted back to the
present. Frowning, she pressed her foot heavilghenaccelerator. The
engine coughed in protest, and Elizabeth saw afliggh on on the decrepit
dashboard.

She was running out of petrol. Not now, she thougsperately, please not
now. At times like this she usually tried beingento her ancient car, calling
it pet names and soothing it back into life. Buarch wouldn't work right
now. This was no temperamental fault on the pantotcar—it was her fault
for not stopping at that petrol station three mibeck. She'd been too
concerned with the car following her to notice gjaeige.

With one last splutter, the car ground to a hdizabeth felt her heart begin
to bound around in her chest as the limousine siwppo. She swallowed,
watching it stop behind her. The yellow eyes of hisadlamps closed,
plunging her into darkness. Quickly she dived aeethe passenger door
and locked it, winding up her window frantically.

Then she just sat tight, refusing to move. Nothingved, there was no
sound. All she could hear was her own frighteneshthiing. For all she
knew, a rich maniac was sitting right behind hed ¢he thought made her
shiver with icy fear, her pulses hammering at hestvand throat.

A sound made her jump, hands gripping the useléseelhands which she
now realised were slippery with perspiration. Toed black door of the
limousine had swung open and someone was getting ou

Heavy male feet crunched on the gravel road, arzélgth closed her eyes
tight. Opening them a little as the footsteps stapshe saw a face at the



window, and felt her heart hammer painfully. Knwesktapped on the glass,
and she was suddenly overwhelmed by a flood of daased by darkness
and isolation. He rapped again.

Stowly Elizabeth turned her head. The man was sogdly built, like a
boxer, with a smooth bullet-shaped head, littlegpigyes watching her from
beneath a peaked cap. He didn't look harmlesghBatagain, he didn't look
dangerous.

He made winding motions with one sausage- fingbéaett, and Elizabeth
wound her window down half an inch, her hands sigaki

'Mr Blackthorne thought you might need some hdle,5aid, and his voice
was surprisingly soft, making him seem more sinigtan ever.

Dry-mouthed, Elizabeth asked, 'Who's Mr Blackth@ne

The man watched her for a second with expressiseigss, then turned and
walked back to the car behind. She watched hisl selreat in her wing
mirror. He bent his head to the rear door and thvaga smooth whirr as an
electric window rolled down. Words were exchangedhie darkness, then
the rear door swung open.

A pair of long legs stepped out, followed by a tatldy uncoiling with
panther-like grace. Elizabeth saw the ripple of creidbeneath the black
evening suit, the tanned skin exposed at throawvarsd. Then she saw his
face, a stark powerful silhouette.

Blue eyes (glittered beneath hooded lids and windpatk brows.
Raven-black hair blew back from his forehead andaked it down with a
shadowy hand before coming towards her, his leay gbmmering in the
patchy wing mirror.

'‘Good evening.' His voice was deep and drawling, sdre looked round in
surprise to see him watching her with an amusedesson. 'l take it you've
run out of petrol?'



Elizabeth nodded slowly. He was devastatingly efiva at such close
guarters, and she felt her fear ebbing away imnbelgiaHe was smiling at
her, his teeth white against his tan.

'No problem." He moved to open the door, but foitindcked, and looked
back at her with a patient expression. Elizabetikdad at the long fingers
which rested on the mottled chrome door handle,sanidienly felt foolish
for being so afraid.

He was still waiting for her to open the door ahé smiled slightly as she
unlocked it. 'Sorry," she started to unfasten bat-belt, her fingers clumsy
under that blue gaze, 'but | expected . . she bofik@bout to say she had
expected someone rather more frightening, andéldistealised he had read
her thoughts.

'What?' he said lazily. 'A two-headed monster?’

Elizabeth dropped her eyes, her dark lashes swgepar cheeks.
'‘Something of that sort," she agreed, her cheeRplutig.

He held out one hand to help her out of the carry8o disappoint you!' he
drawled, and she laughed. He slid his hands inpbikets, eyeing her.
'‘Come over here. Crane will put some petrol intémk for you.'

She followed him as he walked lazily over to thradusine. 'Do you have
enough?’

He shot her a wry look over one shoulder. ‘I'mgung to syphon it, if that's
what you mean.' He lounged casually against theydbliack car, taking a
cigarette out of his inside jacket pocket and ligiptit with a slim silver
lighter. Tendrils of grey smoke wreathed aroundhHaasdsome face as he
inhaled.

Elizabeth watched the chauffeur take a dull whde of petrol out of the
boot and walk stolidly over to her car, unscrewtmgpetrol cap and pouring
it in with an audible glugging sound.



'Where are you travelling to?' asked the straraget she turned back to look
at him, huddling into her sheepskin coat a lit8elae wind blew across the
fields.

'‘Mayfield. Do you know it?"

He nodded. 'Yes. Pretty little village.' He watclmed push her hands deeper
into the sheepskin coat, and tilted his head tostte 'If you're cold we can
sit in the car.'

Elizabeth felt an answering smile tug at her li@at a good heater, has it?'

His eyes glittered. 'Excellent,’ he drawled, andisgvthe door open in a
swift movement, standing tall and dark watching. h8he hesitated,
remembering that he had been following her. Hawlsit been coincidence?
she wondered, frowning.

He studied her with lazy amusement. 'I'm not gam@ttack you, if that's
what's worrying you," he said drily, and she flugheeling rather silly.

'Of course not!" There was no reason for her tokttie would. He was
obviously wealthy and very attractive. She got itite rear of the car,
feeling pressurised, which in turn made her feeasy.

He slid in beside her. 'Do you live in Mayfield® asked casually, and she
watched him start to close the door.

'Yes,' she lied, then wondered why on earth shedbad it.

Then she knew. He stopped, his hand freezing oddbehandle, leaving it
slightly ajar. Elizabeth watched his face shuttdinking once, the black
lashes flickering against his tanned cheek.

'Oh?' He didn't turn his head or move, and shesteltlenly uneasy.

'I've been visiting friends in London," she saiogly, watching him. There
was something very odd about all this.



He closed the door with a cool movement, and tutoddok at her, blue
eyes hidden by those hooded lids. Then he smiledit ldidn't make her
relax the way it had done before. There was nongharthis smile, it was
controlled, deliberate, his white teeth glintingle dark interior of the car.

'So have I,' he said, as though trying to changestiject, 'I'm on my way to
Carthax. It's not far from Mayfield.'

'Oh," she said politely, and was relieved to sesn€icoming back with the
now empty can of petrol. He went round and opemthedbibot, putting it
away again.

Elizabeth turned to the stranger with a smile. 'Hiouch do | owe you?' She
started to fish in her jeans pocket for some crehjplound notes.

He waved the money away with a long hand. 'Fotgdtd drawled, opening
the door again and stepping out while she clambeuédfter him, relieved
that she could go. She wouldn't feel entirely safél she was at Melanie's.

'Please,’ she offered him the money again as thésed back to her car, 'I'm
very grateful.'

He observed her with wry amusement. 'lt won't bragkbank,' he told her,
watching as she opened her door and stood wadiggttin.

'Well,' she smiled, 'thanks again. It was reallgyvend of you.'

Hfe nodded and stood back as she began to gettiat that moment Crane
suddenly started coming towards them quickly, wawwaomething metallic
in his hand.

'Sir," he called out, 'l forgot to put Miss Wyattap back.'

Elizabeth's heart stopped.

The stranger shot a vicious look at Crane, whoefr@dhitening.



Elizabeth fumbled with the ignition key franticallgevving the engine, she
slammed the car into gear and almost knocked tlamgegr down as she
screeched away into the night, her door swingirgnop

You stupid bastard!" The biting tone of his voreag in her ears as she
roared away, looking in the rear-view mirror, sgeimm staring after her

like a threatening shadow, watching her red tght disappear round the
corner.

So she'd been right!" How else could the chauffewwe known her name?
She had never even mentioned it—neither had heshlknew about him
was that his surname was Blackthorne, and the mawered on the tip of
her tongue like a distant memory. Where had shedhebefore? Who was
he? And what did he do?

But why on earth was he interested in her? Sheedfaster than ever,
watching her mirror with one eye and refusing tmstiown until she got to
Mayfield. At least he hadn't followed her— that rhighe had to be grateful
for.

She hoped to God she never saw him again.

Jeremy answered the door. 'Oh, hullo," he saidferdntly, turning at once
to go back into the warm front room where the yellghts glowed through
the ragged curtains.

Elizabeth closed the door behind her and slid loat off. She watched
Jeremy's departing back and heard the sound télidw@sion as- she opened
the peeling white door.

'Who was it?' asked a male voice with casual isteas he went in.

'Liz," replied Jeremy, sitting on a fat green safid turning his blond head as
Elizabeth came in.



A few faces turned in her direction and smilednttheoked back at the
flickering television screen. Elizabeth picked heay across the room,
feeling grateful for the normal bored atmosphets nice to be somewhere
normal and boring, she thought, and laughed unelebieath.

At that moment Melanie came in, black hair swinginga glossy bell
around her face. 'Oh, hi!" she said, noticing HEeta across the room. 'How
long have you been here?'

‘Ten seconds,’ said Jeremy, one eye on the talavisi

Somebody kicked the door shut, grumbling abouinigtthe heat out, and
Melanie raised her brows with sympathy. Elizabathbr lip, wondering
whether she ought to tell anyone about what hagdvagd on her way here.
She didn't expect the man to turn up at any miknteking on her door, but
she was still worried about it.

Melanie was smiling at her. 'Good trip down?'

Elizabeth hesitated. 'l ran out of petrol,’ she sébowly, and unbuttoned her
creamy wool cardigan because the fire was so\WWbty do you have to have
that turned up so high?' she asked, looking dlittiering blue-gold flames
of the gas fire.

'‘Because we're troglodytes,' said Jeremy, lookkegd buttercup pixie with
his pale blond brows almost invisible, cornflowénébeyes watching her
beneath a silky blond fringe.

'Did you have to walk to a garage?' asked Melanie.

Elizabeth shook her head. 'No." She paused, worgi&iow to phrase it.
'Someone stopped and gave me a spare gallon." Wiiashas brief as it
could get. But then what would they think if shédtthem a limousine had
followed her all the way from London? That she \gasg paranoid? She
shifted uncomfortably in her sedilasshe going paranoid?

'Lucky old you!" Melanie laughed, and lit a cigaeetiming the spent match
at an ashtray across the room. Unfortunately, imemaas not perfect and it



bounced off the edge and fell on the floor. 'Midsslde said with disgust as
Elizabeth bent to pick it up. '‘By the way, the manfree if you want to
practise your vocals.'

Elizabeth looked up. 'I've done all my exerciseaio’ She always did. She
practised her scales three times a day, refusingds a single session, even
if she was ill. Missing even one meant her voicakemed slightly, and it
took another day to get back into peak conditiowl, @ a singer, that was a
day wasted. In that day she could have been pudiengsoice higher,
further.

‘Nicky brought the drum machine down," Melanie tbkr. 'We can start
work on the new song tomorrow. Even Jeremy's offéoehelp.’

All eyes turned to Jeremy.
'What?' he protested. 'lt's a dirty lie!"

Elizabeth sat back, allowing the conversation i thzily over her head.
They'd been waiting for the drum machine for tweelkse Nicky had taken
his time bringing it—but then it was so expensivéitre one of the damned
things. And Mr Roache next door complained bittevhyen they brought in
a real drummer and drum kit because it was so n&bkzyabeth sighed. It
would be nice to own a drum computer—but there juasn't enough
money. They cost thousands, and Elizabeth wasxagtlg made of money.

The mysterious Mr Blackthorne popped unbidden imto head, and she
frowned, wondering whether he had really been valg her. It seemed
inconceivable. Yet his chauffeur had known her name

Frowning, she looked across at Nicky, who sat enother side of the room
playing backgammon—and winning. Nicky always woe.Whs the sort of
person who wanted badly to win—and people like geaterally got what
they wanted, because they had the edge on theinmepps.

He had been her manager for a year now—hers amunys: He had
whirled into their lives like a hurricane, albeilileeable hurricane. Adept at
organisation, he had picked them both up from theateur careers and



threaded them together, creating order out of chakimabeth didn't know
whether either she or Jeremy would ever be suadesbiit she knew they
stood a good chance with Nicky Henderson behinchthe

Somebody prodded her, and she looked round inisarfw see a red dice
being placed in her hand.

'We're rolling for coffee,’ Melanie explained, ahdew her dice along with
the others as they all craned forward to see wsio lo

Elizabeth threw a one.
‘That's not fair!' she protested amidst hoots ojlder.

'‘No getting out of it!" said Jeremy, laughing. drthe kitchen you go.' He
handed her a grimy white mug. 'Two sugars!

Elizabeth collected the other cups and went ootict the door with one
foot. The little kitchen was cold, one window pamacked right across, and
she felt the icy November air sting her cheeksn@aiver to it, she pulled
the curtains shut and switched the kettle on.

The front room door opened and she heard footgtppsoach just as she
was looking in the bare fridge unsuccessfully fquirgt of milk.

'‘Looking for milk?' Nicky came into the kitchen, darpointed to the
run-down cupboard where a lone pint of milk stoadashelf next to an old
packet of dry, cracked spaghetti.

‘Thanks." She waited for the kettle to boil, glawgcat him wryly. 'Sorry
about last week's vocals. They weren't exactlyougctatch, were they?’

He shrugged. 'lIt doesn't matter. We all have olLdays.'
Elizabeth smiled. 'l seem to have more than mydfaare.'

'IM be a fool if | expected you to be as reliabkthat drum computer,’
drawled Nicky, and his dark eyes flicked over heithwamusement.



‘Although I'm sometimes tempted to find the righttbns and press them.’
He laughed under his breath as she looked awayycsiinging her cheeks.
There had always been an attraction between themming under the

surface. She wondered if it had more to do witHdoks than anything else.
Tall, well-built and black-haired, he fitted neathfo her idea of the perfect
man. But his personality was too out of key withrshéor a permanent
relationship, and that, in effect, was the onlatiehship she would consider
with any man.

Nicky was watching her shrewdly. '‘But don't worbat it," he said, using a
more neutral tone. "There's no rush. I'm not plagon showing those demo
tapes to any record companies for at least fourthson

Elizabeth nodded, spooning coffee into mugs. Sked éym. 'Are you going
to help, or just lean there and look decorative?’

He gave her a crooked grin. 'Just lean." Foldisganms and crossing his
long legs, he did just that, the denim of his jesmsfing the floor. 'Actually,
| wanted to talk to you about something.’

'Oh?' She looked up, the bright white centre ligitking out strands of
midnight blue in her hair, making her face lookelikn oil painting with
those fine black brows and lashes, stark violes ejeset in a pale face.

'‘Are you busy tomorrow night?' he asked. 'Becausarit to take you to a
party—a big party. Lots of money on two legs.’

'‘Anyone | know?' Elizabeth picked up the kettl@lifeg the steam condense
on her hand.

"You may have heard of him. Mark Blackthorne.'

Elizabeth dropped the spoon, and it clattered dhdgeeling formica table
as she remembered the solidly built chauffeur benébd her window and
saying softly, 'Mr Blackthorne thought you mightedesome help." And of
course she had replied, 'Who's Mr Blackthorne?' Buen as she
remembered doing it she felt a flicker of a memiarthe back of her mind,



like someone's name on the tip of her tongue, Ardvas caught up in the
frustration of trying to remember where she haddéss name before.

'l take it youhaveheard of him," Nicky said drily, ‘and | apprecigtaur
appreciation. This guy's got a finger in so margsgie makes Little Jack
Horner look like an amateur.'

Elizabeth stared at him, and felt a prickle of thia¢asiness return to her. It
was all too pat, too convenient. And it was all pepng too fast.
Coincidence? She dismissed that idea with a stiigake of her head. How
on earth could you put this lot down to coincidéhcgomeone called
Blackthorne had followed her tonight, followed Her miles from London
to Essex, when he should have overtaken her infélsatshiny limousine.
Her car couldn't even stretch comfortably to fiftyles an hour without
rattling and humming dangerously. His car oughtawee flown straight over
her head at a hundred miles an hour—but he hae@dtaghind her every
inch of the way. And he had known her name.

'Liz?" Nicky was frowning. 'Are you okay? You'vergoquite pale.'

She smiled, giving a little sigh and turning to Kkoat him. 'l don't know,
Nicky. | think I met him tonight, on the road—wheran out of petrol.'

Nicky looked puzzled. 'He told you who he was?'

'Sort of." She bit her lip, trying to ignore thetdaeling in the pit of her
stomach that told her she was right, Mark Blacktliednad been following
her, and he was laying a trap even now as she gpoMeky in the little

white kitchen. 'But that's only half of it. Nicky. I think he was following
me. All the way from London.’

Nicky's dark brows jerked together in disbeliegrirhe gave an uncertain
laugh. 'Sure! The guy's a lonely little fruitcaleveryone knows that.' He
shook his head as Elizabeth began to protest. 'Gomeiz, this is Mark
Blackthorne we're talking about. And | can asswe that this is one guy
with every single marble right in place.’



She caught hold of his arms. 'I'm serious, Nickyié had his attention then,
he was looking at her in surprise. It wasn't ofteat she forced a point like
this. '"He was behind me from the minute | left rat.fl couldn't mistake
it—he was in a limousine. When | ran out of petrelstopped, but there was
something really odd about it.'

Nicky studied her seriously. 'You can say that maigsien like Blackthorne
don't make a habit of following poverty-strickenlgiaround. He usually
does his shopping among beauty queens and filrs.'sté¢ gave her an
affectionate smile. 'No offence, Liz, but ..."

'Yes, | know,' she smiled too, 'l know. But—' St®ask her head, feeling
very confused. Nicky was right, it just did not add. 'Like | said— it
seemed odd at the time.'

Nicky was studying her, his head tilted to one siB®es this mean you
don't want to come? It's a great opportunity totrpeeple who matter—but
I'll understand, of course, if you decide not tlizé&beth looked at him,
thinking hard. If she was fight, and Mark Blacktherwas playing an
intricate and inexplicable game, then it made sém&eep well away from
him.

She took a deep breath. 'He knew my name, Nicky.'

His frown deepened. 'What?'

She pushed her hands into her jeans pockets amedsiganing against the
cupboard. 'l wasn't going to tell you, because n'tdactually want to be
right. But his chauffeur knew my name, and | caftadidn't tell him. |
didn't even tell Blackthorne—why should I tell tbleauffeur?’

Nicky pursed his lips, perplexed. 'He could hawenséwhen he was filling
the tank up.'

'‘Really?' Her voice was dry. 'Where? In neon lightsthe back window?
Come off it, Nicky!"



He was silent, thinking this over. Elizabeth sighgoing over to the kettle
and pouring out boiling water into all the cups.eSstirred milk in,
distracted. For some reason, she was curious tw lexactly why Mark
Blackthorne had been following her, why he had kndwr name. There
was just no logic to it, for heaven's sake. Nottadded up, and the endless
puzzle in her head was irritating her.

Nicky looked across at her. 'So you're not coming?’

She shook her head. 'You go. Report back to menyitheng seems in the
least bit odd, let me know."'

Nicky slid his hands in his denim pockets. "Youhe boss," he said, eyes
amused. Then he stopped, his face serious. 'I'ntryiag to force you to
come, but .. .’

'‘But?' she enquired drily.

He laughed. 'Well, if | were in your shoes, I'dlfadot safer going to the
party, to be frank. You'll be with me, so you'll Qeite safe, and at least
you'll be able to find out what he's up to.'

She shot a look at him. 'That had occurred to me.'

'Why not do it, then?' Nicky raised dark brows. ¢é@'t eat you. And you
can see for yourself what sort of man he is.’

Elizabeth felt her eyes narrow. 'Why should | wiantlo that?'

Nicky assumed his superior smile. 'l can't thinlany other reason why he
should know your name or follow you. He must fagow.'

He turned and began to walk out of the room, legWlizabeth staring after
him. Slowly she started to put the mugs on a redtay;, her mind
distracted. Mark Blackthorne? Fancy her? How rildios, she thought
slowly. But why else would he follow her?



There was no answer to the puzzle. She had noebaicto go to the party
and find out. Otherwise he might very well comekiog for her, and what
would she do then?

‘Nicky!" she called out, and he came back intokitehen a few seconds
later.

'What?' His eyes fell on the tray. 'Need some help?
She shook her head. 'I've changed my mind. I'lletomorrow.'

Nicky smiled, ruffling her black hair. 'That's molike it. Courage, mon
brave!'

Elizabeth returned his smile, but felt her nervesgib to tighten in

anticipation. What would she do if Mark Blackthordel ‘fancy her’, as
Nicky so delicately put it? He didn't look like teert of man who was after
a permanent relationship!

Her mouth thinned unhappily. She knew only too wdiat was on Mark

Blackthorne's mind if what Nicky said was true. ABtizabeth was not

interested. For one thing, she didn't have the tiongpare for passionate
love affairs with wealthy men, and she wasn't ia tharket for the odd

diamond bracelet or fur coat. She had better thiog® with her time.

Nicky glanced at her and did a double-take. 'Wh&ace!" he said with
wicked delight, laughing. 'l wouldn't want to beaBkthorne tomorrow
night!'

Elizabeth gave him a cross look. 'Well, how woubd yeel?'

Nicky eyed her drily. 'I'm afraid I've never beenthe same position," he
drawled.

Elizabeth smiled grudgingly. 'No." Men were nevert n this sort of
situation. Which was why, no doubt, they were aoly happy to impose
themselves on womeiVe're such poor little helpless creatures, Elizabeth



thought irritably, with nothing on our minds excegto our next boy-friend
will be.

But Mark Blackthorne had picked the wrong girl tbat sort of treatment.
Elizabeth would not consider putting her careejempardy for any man.
Unless, of course, she fell hopelessly in love. Boé had met Mark
Blackthorne, and she knew he was definitely Mr Vigron

A very attractive Mr Wrong, she had to admit. Bat shining Prince in
silver armour, even so.



CHAPTER TWO

THEY were up early the next day, going into the frasam to wake up
everyone who had slept on the three large sofamalidth carried in a red tin
tray of coffee while bodies groaned, squinting aghthe assault of bright
sunlight and huddling back into their quilts.

'Rise and shine!" called Melanie with wicked reli§inging the ragged
curtains back with a flourish. 'Heavens! Not tistl?'

Jeremy peered across at Elizabeth. 'Is this neg@sshe mumbled,
accepting the coffee she gave him and putting ithencarpet next to his
makeshift bed.

"'Fraid so," Elizabeth grinned at him, and he naatiee, huddling back into
the pretty flowered quilt, his fair hair ruffled dmntidy. "We've got work to
do," she told him, amused.

Jeremy ran a hand jerkily over his eyes, the padlds sticking together.
'‘Don't talk to me about work!"

'Shut up, Dracula.' Nicky's voice came from therday, and she looked
over her shoulder to see him looking disgustinggsh and clean in pale
blue denims and a white shirt, his dark hair cl&#am a shower. 'And get
out of your coffin!" He raised his brows at Eliz#b€eYou lot can get this
room tidied up. I'm laying down the drum track,stay out of my way for
the next couple of hours. | don't want to be distdr’ He left the room
briskly.

Melanie put her hands on her slim hips. '‘Anyone lddhink it was his
house!" she complained.

Nevertheless, no one dared defy him, and they mding all available
hands to clear the room, emptying overflowing aslgrinto plastic bags,
polishing everything, Hoovering everything. Whereyhhad finished it
looked like a new room, sparkling from top to batto



Jeremy stood back leaning on his broom in amazenminboks like
somebody's house!" he exclaimed, staggered.

In the afternoon, Elizabeth went into the back rommadd the vocals.

Standing among black leads, headphones clampest teabhs, she sang into
the expensive Sennheiser microphone with her dgesa.

Nicky was operating the sixteen-track recordingkdesile Jeremy sat

listening on the floor, hands behind his head,isgnillt took half an hour for

her voice to warm up properly, but it was worth wedt. Today she was on
top form, and cleared all the pitfalls in the sovith ease.

As her voice soared in clear high tones, Elizalbatithe excitement rise in

her, controlling the voice, phrasing each word Bkearrow, getting perfect
tone on the vowels, concise feeling on the consisnan

The last few bars drifted away, and Nicky switcloéidthe tape. Elizabeth
opened her eyes.

'‘Beautiful,’ Nicky said quietly.

Elizabeth beamed proudly—she couldn't help it.

Jeremy sighed, and stretched. 'Yep. You're defjngfeing to be a star, Liz.'
Elizabeth tried not to smile too brightly.

'‘Nonsense!" she said, but wanted to dance arowndotim, although she
restrained herself with admirable control.

Nicky was watching her with an indulgent smile.idh't fair, you know.
Most singers would give their right arms to havery@nge.'

Jeremy shook his head, sighing. 'Three octavegXhkaimed. Three! I've
only got one and a half!"

Nicky rewound the tape. 'And the song's perfectylou. Nice powerful
ballad, plenty of room to let the voice come out.'



Elizabeth nodded, feeling on top of the world. ehlty love singing it.
Especially the long high notes at the end. Allplogver comes soaring out.’'

Nicky watched her, smiling. "You've come a long vewyce | first heard
you.' He glanced at his watch casually, then batlea 'And you'll go even
further if you get dressed for that party! Plentypeople there who can help
you.'

Elizabeth went upstairs a moment later, takingsfeps two at a time. It
gave her such an exhilarating rush to sing well.aQyood day, she felt as
though she could fly on top of her voice. On a bag, she felt hurt and
depressed—but determined to get back into top form.

Lying in the cracked bathtub later, she knew sheldvoever be able to give
this up, not for any man. No man had ever been @biaake her feel as
excited, happy and full as singing did. Is that Hmsing in love feels? she
wondered, frowning. Feeling as though you couldcdamn air, smiling like
an idiot? Soaping her arms, she thought of MarkBleorne.

Cruel blue eyes, winged black brows and a facedtatained harsh power
leapt into her mind. Shivering, she slid furthertointhe hot water,
goosebumps breaking out on her breasts. He wasaarfaar, not fall in
love with. He would never make her feel the way waice did. Just the
thought of him made her stomach tighten with fear.

Tonight needed something special. Elizabeth hadvémg thing—a long
white silk dress that left her shoulders bare pihdice resting just above her
breasts with no straps. A pair of long white gloeempleted the picture of
cool innocence.

In her bedroom, she imagined her meeting with MBldckthorne. How

dared he frighten her like that? How dared he tisimk would leap into bed
with him for the price of a diamond bracelet? Sloeila teach him a lesson!
She would be cool, controlled, very much a lady—anddy who was not
interested.

Piling her black hair in curly disarray on her heslde clasped a thick gold
necklace around her throat, coiled like a gleansingke. Spraying on Joy



perfume, she looked in the mirror. A cool, elegany stared back at her.
Not the casual young girl in jeans and a sweatdrdiemet last night. She
smiled to herself, imagining his face.

They drove to the party in Nicky's Capri. Elizabb#d borrowed Melanie's
silver fox fur jacket, and lifted her head above #oft fur collar as they
drove through Essex. She was nervous still, veryaus. Mark Blackthorne
was a dark and frightening man. But she refusdzetmtimidated by him.

Carthax House loomed before them like a hauntedokian castle. Dark

turrets pierced the moonlit night, a blue-whitehtighone over the huge
double doors, the air condensing in a fine miselaémthe heat of the light.
A cavalcade of expensive cars glittered along tlagej drive. The acres of
land around it were well-manicured lawns bordergdspiky threatening

trees.

'‘Creepy!" Jeremy poked his head between the seatare at it.

Elizabeth stared silently at the menacing spikabeturrets. Nicky parked
the car and they went to the tall central doorslenderemy lingered to look
admiringly through the window of a black Porsche.

The door was answered by a tall man with white tio glanced at their
invitations wordlessly and led them in.

The huge stone room they went into was filled witkalthy guests who
moved around the ancient floor like gossamer sllgmonds flashing at
their throats like frost, the men in black dinneits A huge chandelier
glittered with crystal and gold, oil paintings humgthe cold stone walls, the
polished floor was scattered with thick silk rugdahogany furniture
gleamed under the weight of antique silver. A milst gallery ran along
the back with an orchestra inside it, a tapestapédd over the wooden ledge.

'‘Good evening.' The deep drawling voice made hier, gyes flying to his
face.



Mark Blackthorne was watching her intently, theatrolue eyes narrowed
on her face. Elizabeth stared at him in stunnethed. The man must walk
like a cat, she thought. She hadn't heard anyopeagph.

'Welcome to my home," he said softly, eyes pierbiexg, and she felt herself
nod jerkily in silent reply, staring at him.

A cool smile touched his hard mouth and he turmebbok at Nicky. 'Mr
Henderson— delighted you could come. | take it ¢hase your two
proteges?"

Nicky leapt into enthusiastic reply, while Elizabestood in silence,
listening to him introduce first Jeremy, then h#rdmut she only stood and
stared as Mark Blackthorne turned slowly to heking her smooth
white-gloved hand in his.

'Miss Wyatt," he murmured, brushing his mouth asroesr wrist, his lips
burning the pale flesh exposed by the buttonsefjtbve.

'How nice to meet you," she said coldly. "Your faeems so familiar.'

His eyes glittered beneath the bright chandelienl@musement made him
smile again as he turned to Nicky. There are spewmple from R.C.I,
here—you might find them useful." He nodded to augrof men in the
corner, their faces flushed from champagne, a staagxd beauty adorning
each of their arms.

Nicky shot a quick look in their direction, eyesaming with ambition.
'‘Great! Come on, you two, let's introduce oursélves

But Mark Blackthorne's long fingers curled overzileth's arm and she
looked at him in alarm, her eyes wide. 'I'll takaec of Miss Wyatt,' he
drawled coolly.

Nicky wasn't sure how to handle this. 'Oh," he saioking from one to the
other, shifting his weight uncertainly. He didn'ant to offend Mark
Blackthorne any more than he wanted to upset Edittab



'Run along, Henderson.' Mark's voice was a cyrdcawl. He understood
Nicky only too well. 'She'll be quite safe with me.

Nicky looked worriedly at Elizabeth. 'If you're sur. ." he said as Elizabeth
stared in disbelief, watching him walk away withrelay, who was
whispering excitedly in his ear.

Elizabeth looked angrily at Mark Blackthorne. 'Vedlgft!' she snapped
hotly.

He gave her a cool smile. 'Thank you," he drameakching her mouth
tighten with irritation.

'Why did you do that?' she asked, her heart bed#isgwith nerves and
anger as she struggled to look cool and confident.

'l want to talk to you.'

'Don't you think you should have asked me first?'

The winged black brows rose. 'Would you have adgteed

Her eyes flashed. 'l seriously doubt it." She Iabgeintedly at the long hard
fingers curled around her arm. 'And | don't agrew.rPlease take your hand
off my arm!

He tightened his grip, his eyes glittering. 'Adrieaspirit," he drawled.

She glared at him. 'Don't patronise me!'

'Oh, | never patronise a lady,' he said softly,vuge chilling. 'Especially
one so beautiful.' The blue eyes raked her slomiynfhead to foot, lingering
on the soft white skin of her bare shoulders, thellsof her breasts beneath

the white silk.

Hot colour stung her cheeks, and she tried tohmrdlarm discreetly out of
his grip. She didn't want to attract the attentbthe other guests.



Mark's fingers bit into her arm. 'The gloves arehamting,’ he drawled
smokily, eyeshooded. 'Totally covered from headott." His other hand
came up slowly to run long fingers over her bar@.skExcept for naked
shoulders. Very exciting!'

Elizabeth shivered, goosebumps breaking out orbae¥ shoulders. 'Stop
it!" she said heatedly, brushing his hand awayis$irgers slid to the skin
just above her breasts.

Mark smiled slowly. 'l come as the hunter to fifrd the prey.’'
'Don't be so pompous!" she snapped.
He stared at her in surprise.

Elizabeth pulled her arm away successfully, rubliingyou sound like Sir
Jasper!" she said angrily.

He stared in silence, then started to laugh, aadwstiched in surprise to see
the menace leave his face, and charm take its.place

'Is that how | seem?' he asked, smiling. 'I'll hevevatch myself in future.'

Elizabeth refused to let her guard down. Eyeing $uspiciously, she said, 'l
thought you wanted to talk?'

The smile left his face, and he shook his head ¢oe—it's too crowded.
Watching her from beneath hooded lids, he saidgllSte go somewhere
more private?’

Before she could reply, he placed one strong harfteo back and began to
propel her forward. They walked across the bardradl| she in her virginal
white dress, he in his dark evening suit, a rechat@on in his lapel. She
glanced at him through her lashes as they walkee By side. He was
devastatingly attractive; that hard-boned face d@dalve been enough on its
own, but his body was lean and powerful, ripplingseie exuding animal
sexuality and danger.



People stared as they passed. Female eyes wat@rkdBMckthorne with a
mixture of fear and excitement, and Elizabeth usited that reaction. She
felt it too—felt it as she walked next to him, meouth dry with it. It was an
unconscious, unstoppable force; everything abouh fEpelt power,
masculinity, sexuality—and danger. To see him wajkacross the room
was to feel the instant impact of primeval atti@ati

But he was not the only subject of their staredbleth felt her skin chill as
their eyes followed her, as though she was a gtaating along before
them. She lifted her head, ignoring them.

They went into a corridor outside the hall, and Maalked ahead, pushing
open an oak door and ushering her inside.

She found herself in an intimate Victorian studythwa fire leaping and
spitting in the grate, lighting the dark red walgh flickering shadows,
long red velvet curtains falling at the window,arkimahogany desk in one
corner and a solid leather couch by the fire.

'‘Brandy?' Mark closed the door, leaning against it.

Elizabeth looked over her shoulder to see him watcher with his dark
head tilted back, his eyes indeed those of a hu8be shivered in
unconscious reaction.

'Please.’ Looking away, she felt wary. In this drsiggént room his presence
was even more disturbing. Potent masculinity wavedy well in small
doses, but Mark Blackthorne was far too much fa& weman to cope with
all on her own. Especially me, she thought as sketw the fire and sat
down on the burgundy couch. Elizabeth had verle lgkperience of men.
All her life since* discovering her voice had bespent in carefree,
single-minded pursuit of the perfect song to matdiden had never entered
more than the periphery of her day-to-day life.

Mark came over to the couch cupping two brandysglasone of which he
handed to her. Her eyes focused on the large,gstrand around the glass,
and she shivered.



'Why were you following me last night?' she askeddenly, trying to take
her attention from his physical presence.

It didn't work. He sat down slowly beside her, dued heart beat too fast as
she watched him stretch out those long legs, @@ powerful arm to rest
along the back of the couch, his hand almost tagcher shoulder.

'l saw you at the Cartouche a few weeks ago,’ idesgaply.

Elizabeth remembered the occasion—the Cartouche avaMlayfair
nightclub frequented by stars, important people'aruhey’, as Nicky called
it. Elizabeth had gone along to a party held ferldunch of a film, and had
only been invited because Nicky knew the man whd taitten the
soundtrack and theme song.

She studied Mark. 'l don't remember you.' She ksle&would never have
forgotten him if they'd met. He was not the forgbté type.

'‘No," he drawled softly, 'but | remember you.'

Her mouth went dry at the predatory look in his ssy&Ve weren't
introduced." She felt sure of that.

He inclined his black head. 'True. You left a fewments after | arrived. |
saw you across the room.'

'‘But why follow me?' she asked in an undertone.

He was silent for a moment, considering her throsgbty black lashes.
Then one dark brow rose very slowly. 'Love at faigiht?' he said softly.

Elizabeth laughed, but her heart skipped a beashadlutched her brandy
tightly. 'Don't be silly!" she said huskily.

Mark took a cigarette from an antique silver boxtba mahogany table
beside him. 'l saw you driving along Park Lane taght.' He flicked a silver
lighter, the flame at the tip of the cigarette, bise eyes watching her
steadily. 'l just decided to follow you.'



She shot him a look of disbelief. '‘Just like that?"

‘Just like that," he said smokily, and drew on ¢lgarette, smoke curling
around his dark face.

'‘Why?' Elizabeth watched him tensely.
His gaze grew suddenly intense. 'My dear," he mwethuand his hand
moved fractionally, allowing one long finger to rirom her shoulder to her

neck, 'you're very beautiful.'

Her pulses leapt under that stare. She made no mtaeokeush his hands
away, and she knew why. She liked his touch famtoch.

Their eyes held for several seconds. Her mouth went'What did you
intend to do?' she asked through dry lips.

He considered her coolly. 'Get to know you. Ask t@dinner.' He shrugged
and she saw the muscle ripple beneath the blacketac'God
knows—anything. | hadn't thought that far aheadeliche truth.’

'‘And when | broke down?"Ah . . ." he said softyes glittering in the
firelight, ‘well, that was a little unexpectedrdther threw me.’

Elizabeth nodded. 'That's why you didn't get ouhefcar at first.’
'Exactly.’ He studied her shrewdly. 'Were you ftegted, last night?"
She nodded again. 'Yes,' she said under her breath.

Mark's hard mouth parted as he watched her intgngeld now?' he asked
in a voice so soft it made her lean forward fracaity.

'I'm not sure.’

The long fingers resting on her bare throat movewdly, sliding to her chin
with seductive touch. "You must be sure,’ he muedunis lids half open.



Elizabeth swallowed, her eyes falling against hér to rest on his hard
mouth, knowing she wanted to feel it move on hEes. heart was beating
much too fast, and she knew she was in the hands ekpert seducer, but
she couldn't bear to stop the delicious sensatiwaishis touch caused. It
was ridiculous. She'd only known him for ten mirsjtend she was startled
to realise she was already falling under his spell.

She tried to move away. '| must get back to theypashe said huskily.
'Nicky will wonder where | am.'

'Forget him." He moved closer, his hand slippingeothroat, caressing her
with long practised fingers as she sank back agthescouch.

'He'll be worried," she said, staring up at him.

His eyes narrowed and he stiffened. 'Is he youert®vhe asked under his
breath.

'‘No!" His fingers bit into her throat and she gakpeut he released her
immediately, sliding his fingers to the pulse thaat crazily in her throat.

"You are frightened of me," he drawled, his smaleyl and she shook her
head.

I'm not.’

"You mustn't be," he said softly, and the dark shadf his body bent over
her, making her heart beat wildly. 'l don't wanthtat you,' and his hands
took her waist as she sank back helplessly, se@mdace slowly come
closer.

His mouth touched hers in a slow, burningly senkisa, making her heart
thud hard as he brushed his lips to and fro ag&ies, teasing her with
stunning expertise. The excitement took her braataty and she lay tense,
immobile, her lids closed as she waited for thdaurght of the demanding
kiss she knew would follow.



Mark lifted his head a fraction, his mouth nexhtrs as he slowly slid one
hand to rest between her breasts, which were leareah the white silk.

"Your heart's racing," he murmured, and she opbeetids to look at him,
her eyes drugged.

'Is it?' she asked breathlessly.

His eyes never leaving her face, he lifted her hamd started to tug the
fingers of her long white glove. It slithered slgvdown her arm, leaving the
pale flesh exposed as he put her hand to histigsaok each finger one by
one into his mouth. Elizabeth caught her breath¢hvag with glazed eyes
as he pressed his mouth to her palm, her wristskvdy up her naked arm
to her shoulder, then to her neck.

He paused for one second, his mouth hovering ahhesit. Then his mouth
fastened passionately on her throat and she gashédhing his head
Closer as he sucked the pale white flesh.

He was breathing fast now, and his mouth came i, f@stening with an
intensity that made her sink back against the caldiching him closer to
her, her hands thrusting into his hair, her bortpsd.

Mark drew back, eyes glittering, face darkly flugh® must see you again,’
he said deeply. 'Tomorrow night. Have dinner with.'m

Elizabeth stared. 'Yes,' she said breathlessly.t\&lka could she say?

"'l pick you up at eight.’

She nodded. 'l live...'

'l know where you live,' Mark cut in coolly, andesstared at him, again eyes
wide. He studied her with cool blue eyes. 'l folemwou home last night." A

smile crooked his mouth. 'At a discreet distantepaorse.'

Elizabeth swallowed. 'Of course." But her mind Mlgsng back to last
night, desperately trying to remember the car lethier after he had given



her petrol. But there wasn't a shred of evidendeemown mind that he had
followed her.

Slowly she sat up, still searching her mind. Heir gas tumbling in
disorganised curls around her shoulders, and dtlg degan to pin it back
up. Mark watched her, leaning back with a predagdeam in his eyes as
they fixed on her throat, the thin bone and mud@éstrained as she clipped
her hair back.

Turning, she met his intense stare and did a detakke "Why did you
follow me all the way home?' she asked huskilyuYiaust have known I'd
come tonight."'

The black lashes flickered, and he hesitated. & keas no guarantee. |
knew your name and what you looked like—I didn'ownyour character.’

He gave her a cool smile. 'For all | knew you migbt have accepted the
challenge, so to speak.'

Elizabeth looked at him through her lashes. "Thednbiehind the face!' she
said, smiling.

He whitened, and she frowned, seeing the tensidmsrbody as he sat
immobile, staring at her with stark blue eyes.

'Mark?' She leant forward, concerned.

He blinked, then gave her a tense smile. 'Sorry-ad miles away,' he said
in a cool drawl. Standing up abruptly, he held autand to help her up.
‘Shall we go? The others will wonder where we are.’

Elizabeth took his hand, standing up too and shgdiim with a frown. His
following her for over twenty miles was very flaiteg—but there was
something she couldn't put her finger on, sometthagunnerved her about
his behaviour.

Mark opened the door briskly. In silence, they te& room and returned to
the great hall where the party was in full swingeg& followed her, and



Elizabeth met their stares unflinchingly. Why omtkeavere they staring at
her like that?

She felt oddly used and a little hurt. Why the gibrdismissal back there?
After such a passionate kiss Mark had left her &kvout of the study on
shaky legs, and had not spoken another word tsihee.

Nicky was in the middle of a group of flushed exems as they reached
him. Mark walked beside her and glanced acrossratnidy, who wasbeing
deliberately subversive, peering into a suit of @amwhich guarded an
archway nearby. Mark's face took on a look of digaand Elizabeth
bristled. He obviously did not like people like ety.

'Hi, Liz!" Jeremy noticed her and smiled. 'Come aag hello to Rusty. He's
feeling a bit empty at the moment.'

Elizabeth noted Mark Blackthorne's look of distasted because of that,
deliberately went over to him, taking pleasureafignnoying him, although
she didn't understand why. It was childish, butahddn't help herself.

'Hello, Rusty,' she said as she joined Jeremyiftée lup the metal visor for
her to peer down, and she leant towards it, callidgllo in there!" while
Jeremy laughed delightedly beside her.

Nicky came over in a flash. He took Elizabeth's amd steered her back to
the main party. 'What the hell are you playing agAvhispered anxiously in
her ear. 'I'm working like crazy to drum up spomssgo and all you can do is
act the fool"

'Me?" Elizabeth gave him an innocent look.

'l expect it from Jeremy, he's half-witted as jt Micky continued irritably,
‘but | thought you had more sense.'

She sighed as they joined the others. Mark Blackthtboked at her and she
almost flinched from the vicious look in his ey8sit that biting anger was
gone from his eyes before she could take it in, simel just stared at him
open- mouthed as he shuttered his face with a $nagtsaying lazily,



'Miss Wyatt has an original sense of humour.'

Everyone laughed, but Elizabeth felt the hairshenldack of her neck stand
on end as she saw the veiled malice in Mark Blawkik's eyes. And she
was thrown totally off balance.

He had kissed her with demanding passion, as thtmiglty obsessed with
her—and now he watched her with cold cat-like nealit made her feel
uneasy, afraid. What does he want from me? shattipstaring at him.

Mayfield was still awake when they arrived homegrethough it was past
one o'clock in the morning. Elizabeth went into boeise quietly, irritated
by Nicky, who whistled triumphantly and followedrhato the front room

where Melanie and two of her friends were waitipgor them.

Some of the musicians who came to Mayfield livemkelto the village—or
close enough to be able to drive home at nightratudn in the morning to
do some work. But the two who remained behind tanliged on the other
side of London, and had to stay at the house alatigElizabeth. Jeremy
and Nicky would drive home in an hour or so, nolatou

Elizabeth sat down while Melanie looked at Nickyhwa big smile. 'How
did it go?' she asked, putting her coffee cup down.

'Fantastic!" Nicky looked irritatingly superior las stood in the middle of the
room, observing Melanie down his arrogant noseh®lgh | could have
asked for better behaviour from these two," he smwat Elizabeth and
Jeremy.

Jeremy yawned. 'You're really boring, did you kribat?'

'l find that infinitely preferable to being half-tted,’ drawled Nicky.

'Oh?' Jeremy grinned. 'When did you make the tianst

Nicky glared at him.



Elizabeth ignored them, feeling cold and uncomfagan the expensive
white evening dress. She wished she was wearimg j@ad a sweater, and
could curl up in front of the gas-fire. She undiger earrings and put them
in her handbag, remembering suddenly how apprelerstie had been
when she stood in front of the mirror hours ago elijgbed them on. She
had wondered then whether they made any differenicer appearance, and
had sprayed on Joy perfume liberally, hoping to enak impression on
Mark Blackthorne. How had she wanted him to see? hes a lady,
definitely. As a cool, untouchable lady who wasyvewch in control. And
she had stumbled out of that Victorian study tohmhshaky legs, her face
flushed, and her confidence falling to pieces intrends.

She made a face to herself, as she pulled thengalklace from her throat.
That hadn't made any difference either. She caau@dint scent of Joy as she
put the necklace away in her handbag and kickedheffwhite stilettos.
Mark Blackthorne may very well have seen her aadg,lbut he certainly
did not think she was in control—he had seen towhi just one kiss. She
flushed, remembering the way his mouth had movélg beer her own, and
unconsciously reached up one hand to touch hetigsftas if to feel them
as he had done.

Tomorrow night he would be here at eight, and sbalevbe waiting for
him. She would go through the whole rigmarole agdinme cool facade
would be presented with poise and elegance, onlyaiee him smash it
down with a kiss, a touch.

'Elizabeth encouraged him, of course,’ Nicky wasngp and she looked up
with a start, her face guilty.

'What do you mean?' she asked, feeling faint hewj ber cheeks. Was he
talking about Mark Blackthorne? Did he know thathia&l kissed her when
they were alone?

'Why?"' Nicky looked at her with narrowed eyes. "Wi@ayou think | mean?'
Elizabeth looked at the interested faces aroundrdloen. She thought

quickly. Jeremy was grinning at her, blue eyes tancleremy! she said as
firmly as she could, and they all laughed.



All except Nicky. 'What have you been up to?' Hesdsslowly.
‘Nothing.' She tried to look innocent.

Melanie burst out laughing 'l know that look of bkhe said, beginning to
mimic their mother's voice. ' "Did you take thetlafiocolate biscuit,
Elizabeth?" "Oh, no, Mummy, it must have been MigahShe shook her
head, amused. 'She's lying all right.’

Nicky frowned. 'How can you tell?' he asked witbraoked smile.

'She looks too innocent." Melanie's voice was briSke always looks
innocent when she's guilty.'

There was a short pause in the conversation, andittle blonde girl who
was sitting on the floor looked up. She looked Bkstick-insect, but was in
fact a guitarist.

'l went to the forest today,' she said dreamilyl lnoked at them all.

'Really?' Nicky pretended interest. The stick- atsgirl rarely spoke, and
when she did, no one knew quite what to say.

'Yes,' she replied, eyes shining, 'l sat in thediei@f a field and smelled the
grass.'

Everyone exchanged glances.

The pallid blonde girl continued, undaunted, 'Isvga real, you know?' She
held a guitar across her lap, plunking away at the same way that- some
people obsessively bit their fingernails. 'l thoyghwas dead and now I'm
alive,” you know?' Then she put the guitar down staed up, going to the
door, her jeans baggy around her thin body. 'l gassome sesame seeds
and alfalfa sprouts.’

Melanie sighed as the girl closed the door behied Whank God she's
going tomorrow— | don't think I could stand anothesture on junk food!



Nicky grinned, but he looked back at Elizabeth.n@oon, then. What is
going on with you and Blackthorne?'

Elizabeth's mouth compressed. 'You're worse th&mifie hound, aren't
you?' she said irritably, and he nodded grinninge Sighed. 'Mark
Blackthorne is taking me out to dinner tomorrowhiig

Nicky's jaw dropped with an almost audible claigu're kidding?"
Elizabeth shook her head.
'‘And you're going to go? Alone?’

She nodded.

Nicky pursed his lips. 'Normally I'd say it was @ogl idea, go right ahead.’
He watched her, his face now serious. 'But | sawthy he was looking at
you tonight.’

Her pulses leapt suddenly. 'How?' she asked hyskilg flushed under
Nicky's penetrating gaze.

'‘Never you mind!" he drawled. 'Just be carefulf'shal. Come back in one
piece.'

Elizabeth swallowed, her mouth dry with excitemabbut seeing Mark

again. Knowing that his interest in her had beerials even to Nicky made
her heart beat a little too fast for comfort. Mavks beginning to have a
strange effect on her, and she knew that tomorrowavnot come quickly

enough for her.



CHAPTER THREE

HE arrived dead on the stroke of eight. Elizabeth imaser bedroom and
heard him being shown into the living room by JeyeAn ominous silence
descended. Elizabeth bit her lip, hurriedly cligpimer hair up high on her
head. Mark wouldn't like her friends—they just wetérom his world.

Neither am |, she realised, staring at her refdectA polished sophisticated
young woman stared back, but it wasn't her. Thatwwaow she felt inside.
She identified more with the casual girl in jeam&l axo make-up who
normally smiled back from her mirror. Another Elmdh? she thought,
frowning. Possibly, but her life was not built ortifece or polish. It was

built on work—creative work. And if ever any artiéi crept into creative
work it killed it stone dead.

In a dark brown ribbed woollen dress with plunglmarkline and elegant
collar, she was sure Mark Blackthorne would ap@atedner taste in clothes.
And she wanted him to appreciate her, she wansgd/gry much.

He was standing in the hallway when she arrivedth\adh air of menace he
opened the front door for her and handed her hat without a word.

Elizabeth followed him outside, feeling the cold ehill her skin as she
walked to the car.

He was driving a black low-slung Ferrari tonightddne opened the door for
her, going around to the other door and gettingdim.was totally silent. It
made Elizabeth's nerves stretch with tension asfstmdbled with her
seatbelt under his watchful cold gaze.

What on earth is wrong? she thought, looking atthimugh her lashes as he
started the car with a roar and they pulled awaig. fidce was coldly
immobile, and she didn't dare to speak.

'How can you live like that?' he asked suddenlyshig, and she stared at
him in surprise.

'Like what?"



He shot her a cold look. "You think it's perfectlyrmal?' he asked icily, and
she blinked, her muscles tightening.

She looked away from him, watching the dark roafiidnt of them. "What's
your definition of normal, Mr Blackthorne?' she edkquietly, and he
laughed harshly under his breath.

'‘Don't play word games with me, Elizabeth," he deavcoldly. "There were
at least eight people in that room, most of thdthyfilouts who probably
spend most of their lives taking drugs of one sodnother—'

'How dare you!" she burst out angrily. 'Who thd het you to judge them?
Not one of them takes drugs; they don't even dmioke than the odd glass
of wine!'

'‘Really?' His upper lip curled in a sneer. 'Youentpme to believe they're
really honest, clean- cut kids, do you?'

"They may not be clean-cut,’ snapped Elizabetmiaregry undertone, '‘But
they don't steal, they don't lie, and they donthklsenseless violence is
funny. That makes them just as good as the cleapeaple I've met before.’

He swung the Ferrari along the darkened road withrgry face. 'Do they
all live there?' He shot her an icy look. 'With f6u

She flushed, her cheeks scarlet. 'No." Looking afwayn him, she said
quietly, 'l lied to you before. | don't live hetdive in London. On my own.'

His brows shot up at that, but he didn't say amghjust carried on driving,
his strong hands resting on the steering wheedaBéth looked at them and
felt her mouth go dry as she had a sudden memotlyasie long fingers
sliding around her throat. She dismissed it imntetya

'I'm here on a working weekend," she told him duiéfhe only person who
lives at Mayfield is my sister, Melanie. The otheasne down to help us put
together some demo tapes.’



'l see.' He indicated left as they drove throubhightly lit town, and slowed
down to park in front of a tiny Elizabethan-frontesgtaurant. ‘And when do
you return to London?"

‘Tomorrow." She watched him switch the engine afiid felt suddenly too
aware of him in the plush interior of the car, whiwas now silent.
‘Tomorrow night.’

'And the others?'

‘They all go back to their own homes tomorrow al.Wéy sister will be the
only one at Mayfield until next weekend.'

'When they all descend again,' he continued foy &eslight sneer on his
upper lip. 'So it's a sort of weekend refuge fountken layabouts,” he
drawled sardonically. 'ls that it?'

Her eyes flashed. 'Do you take everything on setfappearance?' she
asked angrily, and noticed him stiffen, starinbeit He was silent for a few
seconds, so she continued, 'They're professionaicrans. They work
incredibly hard for very little money, and sometsit@ve to put in eighteen
hours a day." She studied him anxiously. 'Thatdlha layabout's routine.’

He watched her. 'They just want to wriggle out graper job.'

'Don't be so unfair!" she exclaimed. 'They do itdaese they have to. They
live for music—it's a labour of love.’

He turned in his seat, studying her coolly. 'l eader,’ he drawled lazily,
and held up both hands. 'You've convinced me.'

Elizabeth smiled, relieved. She belonged moredatbrld of Mayfield than
she did to Mark Blackthorne's world; he had to #es®. Obviously he
did—or she hoped he did.

He opened the car door and came round to helputef the low-slung car.
They walked quietly to the little restaurant, whieas lit up by a yellow
coach light, a creaking metal sign hanging oveddsr. Called the Coach



House, it was a very pretty attempt to recreate d@tmosphere of an
Elizabethan coaching inn.

Inside, plush red carpeting and intimate lightitegnbled with the sturdy oak
beams on ceiling and walls. A fat black cat raiggdhead sleepily from its

position by the fireside, and regarded Elizabetth wound green eyes that
looked distinctly obstinate. Totally indifferent,lapped its front paws and
plomped its head back on them as Elizabeth and lgasked by.

Elizabeth ordered lobster and salad, while Mark $tedk. As she bit into
the smooth white flesh Mark watched her with a sprahd told her about an
incident at Cap d'Antibes when he had ordered flesbkter the previous
year. The chef had brought the live, wriggling l@ndo the table and lifted
it, snapping ferociously, out of its dish, wherenpid had clipped the

unfortunate chefs thumb with one hefty pincer. Thef had dropped it with

a yelp, and was forced to bring another lobstehéotable in its place. But
this time he did not lift it out of its dish!

Over coffee, Mark stopped talking, and sat watchneg with a frown.
Suddenly he asked, 'Why do you want to be a sing#rat is it that attracts
you to that sort of life?’

Elizabeth sighed, looking up with a smile. 'l démibw. It's just something |
always wanted to do.’

'‘But to live like that ..." he frowned. "You cafiftd it very pleasant, surely?"
She laughed, her eyes sparkling. "You mean youdmndiil

He shrugged. 'Granted. But even so, it's hardlytwha would call a stable
lifestyle.'

Elizabeth sobered, studying him seriously. 'Thesliyle has nothing to do
with it. It's the work I'm interested in. But itisore than that. It's something |
have to do, or I'd regret it for the rest of mglif

'‘Chasing moonbeams?' he drawled sardonically.



'We all dream,' she pointed out quietly. 'Few ohase the chance to try to
make it reality.’

Mark studied her through hooded lids. "You canildoyour life on dreams.’

'I'm not trying to!" She leant forward. ‘It won'take any difference if | fail
publicly. Don't you see that? | don't sing for youNicky, or anybody else.
| sing for myself.' She held his stare and saietyi'l sing—full stop.’

Mark's lips crooked into a sardonic smile. 'l sirtigerefore | am?' he
drawled. 'Is that it?"

She nodded slowly. 'That's about as close as yoge yes.'

He sipped his coffee, considering this, while Hieth eyed him with

resignation. People rarely understood either hdneorfriends. Unless, of
course, they became suddenly successful—in whisé ttey were treated
with awe and respect. She remembered the brieé thmenths in which

Gordon Eyer had risen to fame. In February he legh la scruffy musician
scraping a living at little clubs, treated with tempt and despair by his
family and people in authority. By July he wasmglihigh, with a record in

the Top Twenty, dressed in silk suits and treatexd returning conqueror
by the very same people who had laughed at himqursly.

Mark looked up suddenly, and now his eyes werengegefixed. 'l take it
marriage plays no part in your plans?'

She was taken aback. 'Well,' she shrugged, 'obyiduisink about it from
time to time. I'm just waiting for the right man.’

'‘And when you find him—' Mark said softly, ‘whaeth?'

Elizabeth felt suddenly uneasy. 'Why do you warkintow?' she asked under
her breath.

His lashes flickered against the hard tanned cheedd 'Just curious,' he
drawled smokily. 'Let's say you meet him . . . tlman you would marry.
Would you give it up? Your career?' The cool blyeswere fixed on hers.



"Your lifestyle? Or would you only consider marrgia musician? Someone
who could share it with you?'Elizabeth sat veryl.sttou're more than
curious, Mark,' she said huskily.

He watched her carefully for a few seconds, thesgiitened his fingers
and turned to signal for the bill. They left theteurant a few minutes later
in total silence. Elizabeth was thoughtful, excitedd was irritated with

herself for feeling that way. It was absurd! Shedhaknew him—of course

he hadn't been thinking of marrying her! It hadtjbsen one of those
occasions when fanciful dreams flitted through tesad.

'It's early," said Mark as they drove back throdgtkened lanes. "Would you
like to come back to Carthax for a drink?' He nedidier hesitation with a
cool glance at her. 'You'll forgive me,' he saitlydtfif | don't want to spend
any time at Mayfield.'

She smiled, looking at him through her lashes.rikhebu,' she said huskily,
'I'd like that very much.’

They drove to the Carthax estate very quickly, laaded her in through the
double oak doors, the blue-white light shining lgem the cold, frosty
darkness. Along the now empty corridors their ftegis echoed as he led
her to the intimate Victorian study she had beethénprevious night.

'I'll ask Mrs Bayliss to bring us some coffee,'da&d coolly, watching her as
she walked towards the fireplace, and stood tengeaitng.

When he left the room, she went over to look i@ mirror which hung
over the fireplace. Slowly she put her hair badio isome semblance of
order after the November winds had blown it loose.

Suddenly Mark was behind her. She jumped, starirgsareflection as he
stood at her shoulder. The blue eyes watched rek inea way that sent
shivers of fear and excitement through her.

'Let me do that," he said softly, and the longéirsgwvent to her hair, slowly
pinning it back up.



Elizabeth stood frozen. She stared at the darlatbnéng face in the mirror
and realised with a sudden shock just how deepigced to him she was. It
was magnetic, inevitable. She wished she knew vehyds attracted to her,
because when his eyes shone with dark crueltyesha premonition of fear
grip her throat.

His eyes met hers in the mirror, and he smiledpsixyg sharp white teeth.
'My dear,' he drawled, 'you look quite pale.’

Her eyes were enormous, deep violet, and the naistleer neck stuck out
like thin wire. She saw this in the gilt-edged rmoitrsaw the deep throbbing
red of her mouth, and knew that she wanted hims® Her.

'Did | tell you how lovely you look tonight?' he mmiured huskily, and his
head bent with hypnotic sensuality as he trailedips across her exposed
throat.

'‘No,' she whispered, spellbound.

His hands slid to her shoulders, caressing helgvshie shivered. Her heart
thudded faster under the burning touch of his mouather white skin.

"You're breathtaking," he whispered softly, and almost moaned as his
tongue snaked out across her neck.

'l enjoyed the meal," she said breathlessly, alichie laughter warm her
skin.

'l didn't," he drawled huskily. 'l kept thinking @it this ..." and his mouth

fired hotly on her throat, making her tremble. 8ir@ed her head so that he
could kiss the back of her neck while delicioussehs of pleasure rippled

through her.

His hands slid around her, pulling her back agaiimst and she melted, her
head resting limply on his shoulder as he kissedviigh demanding
passion, his hands holding her hips fast, presséngightly against him.



He raised his head a moment later, listening tajbek breathing, studying
her while she simply lay back against him limplgr kbyes closed in helpless
submission.

She saw the quick narrowing of his eyes as he $gunthen his mouth
fastened on hers in a deeply passionate kissrims ancircling her with a
strength and power that took her breath away, ngaker feel tiny as she
kissed him back, eyes tightly shut.

A knock on the door brought them apart, and Maiseghis head again, his
skin darkly flushed. "Yes?'

The door opened slowly, and a woman with dark dwadt cold eyes came in,
her face shuttered. Elizabeth felt herself flusplg and tried to bury her
face in Mark's shoulder as he refused to let goeof

'Coffee, sir,' the woman said in a soft, slighthnaerving voice.
‘Thank you, Mrs Bayliss.' Mark dismissed her withcal.

The woman left as quietly as she had come, anclig#th shuddered. She
didn't like Mrs Bayliss, she decided. There wasaiting altogether creepy
about her.

Mark turned back to her, his eyes narrowed. 'Where we?' he murmured,
bending his head, but Elizabeth put her handssashoulders, saying:

'Please ..." She flushed as he stopped, studymgoady. 'The coffee.' She
looked over to the leather-topped desk where Mrdig&ahad placed the
silver tray of coffee.

The winged brows rose with amusement. 'You're rabgs?' he drawled
mockingly, his eyes on her mouth.

Elizabeth looked away in confusion. 'l want somféem' she said, afraid to
stay in his arms any longer. His touch sent hesgubcketing way out of
control, and she didn't like the feeling of notrigein control. Her bones felt



like liquid, her legs were trembling, her skin whshed. She just couldn't
think straight.

Mark watched her through dark lashes. 'You're eNleey mundane or very
worried. Which is it?"

Elizabeth lowered her lashes. 'Mundane.'

‘Liar," he said softly, and caught her wrist befsiie could stop him, the long
fingers; touching her deftly. "Your pulse is going liketaaam hammer.’

Elizabeth looked at him, her face serious. "Yool@ving too fast for me,
Mark.'

'‘Am |?' he murmured, and his head bent towardsuh&l his mouth was
inches from her own. 'Do you want me to slow doltizabeth?'

She stared at him, almost hypnotised by the ghigeblue eyes. 'Yes,
please,’ she said softly.

'Yes, please . . ." he whispered, amusement playngs lips, and he held
her tightly for another minute, then slowly reled$er, his smile crooked.
He stood back, sliding his hands into his pock&tsnk your coffee, then,’
he drawled, and she flushed and walked over tdés&, her hands shaky as
she picked up the large antique silver coffeepotiring the steaming brown
liquid into the two cups on the tray, she felt ledfrbegin to calm down.
Mundane? she thought with a slight smile. Perh@ps.sheer normality of
the whole thing had given her back her control.

Mark was lounging against the fireplace, the p@dhlack toes of his shoes
reflecting the spitting fire. "You must get oveistfear of me, Elizabeth,' he
said smokily, lids hooded. 'l intend to be with yaulot over the next few
months.’

She stopped, frozen, her eyes flying open. 'Howycarbe so sure?' she said
in a fragmented voice.



He took the cup from her deftly, putting it on thantelpiece 'How can any
of us be sure of anything?' he asked. 'We act oimstincts.’

Elizabeth watched him with wide eyes. 'And whaydor instincts tell you?"
she asked huskily. 'What do they tell you about'me?

Mark eyed her intently. 'Do | have to spell it dot you?' he drawled, the
blue eyes darkening with sudden passion, and shledtl, her body swaying
towards him.

They left a few moments later, driving back to Meld in silence. Elizabeth
couldn't speak, she simply looked at Mark's brogdace as they drove
along the dark country lanes. They pulled up oets$iee house, which was
still brightly lit even at midnight, yellow lightpslling comfortingly out of
the front room window.

'l want to see you again.' Mark switched the engiifi@and turned to look at
her coolly.

'Yes."' Her throat was tight with excitement, andshe&died her with cool
appraisal for a moment.

‘Tomorrow night. I'll pick you up at your Londoraflat nine.' He took out a
black leather address book, writing in bold blattolsees with a silver
fountain pen as Elizabeth told him her address.

He leant over, bending his black head, and his mdaimed hers in a swift,
dizzying kiss. Then drawing away as fast as hekisskd her, he held her
chin in one hand, studying her with cool eyes. &ieth was flushed, hot,
her eyes wide and confused.

'Until tomorrow," he drawled softly, and she funbfer the door handle and
stepped out of the car.

'‘Goodnight,’ she whispered, and he nodded as sked:the door.

Elizabeth stood on shaky legs watching the blackalfieoar away down the
street, red tail- lights flashing. Why am | so dret@ him? she asked herself.



But whatever the reason, it would make no diffeeenShe knew that
tomorrow night she would be waiting for him. Ancedknew that he would
come.

True to his word, they saw each other constantbr dve next few weeks.
Elizabeth wondered how she had lived before medflagk—her old life
seemed so empty compared with this. When she wagh'thim she was
thinking of him, planning what she would wear te tiew restaurant or club
he would take her to.

One evening they went to his London casino, angawve her an enormous
sum of money to play roulette with. He stood at $ide, telling her which
numbers to stack the black-gold chips on. Wherladtde merely shrugged
coolly, and when she won he shot her affectionkteags.

But as she watched him playing poker at the dintltable later on in the
evening, she saw the cold, dispassionate facsto@ager, and her body iced
with frightened tension, her world telescoping aface. The other players
were beginning to sweat as Mark edged the stakgehiwatching them all
with narrowed blue eyes. Money piled up in fronhaf hand, breathtaking
sums were being lost to him. But he remained ad aod unreadable as
ever. Elizabeth suddenly realised how little shevkiim; this man she was
so deeply in love with, this man she felt overwhelgty magnetised by. He
was a dark, disturbing stranger.

He discovered that her favourite composer was kolaky, and got tickets
for the Royal Ballet irSwan LakeHe had taken to buying her presents at
least twice a week—sometimes a bottle of ChanebNwmrth hundreds of
pounds, sometimes a white silk blouse by Givenchy.

But tonight it was a long white silk dress. MarkaBkthorne had a penchant
for Elizabeth in white—it reminded him, he saidtloé night he had met her
properly at his party. And as she stood in thefjvioom of her London flat,
he came up behind her to clasp a little red vaitieker around her neck.

An exquisite touch, but it made her shiver as soealto the Opera House
in the limousine with him, for around her neck tteker was as warm and
sickly as freshly spilt blood.



A hush descended on the glittering array of pewoptbe foyer of the Opera
House as they walked in. Elizabeth faltered indtep, aware that all eyes
were upon them, and glanced at Mark in confusion.

'Ignore them," he murmured, bending his dark he&dylack hair clean and
freshly washed. He looked darkly attractive in ackl evening suit, a red
carnation in his lapel, a black evening cloak atbhis broad shoulders with
a red silk lining.

But how could she ignore them? Sitting in the daddebox, she felt their

stares acutely. The gilt chair she sat in stramggdeher back, and she
glanced at Mark to see him leaning casually bekete his eyes narrowed
with cool amusement. Why did it leave him amusedf®I$ he should feel

as uncomfortable as she did?

Towards the end of the ballet, as the Swan Quednhan Prince cast
themselves into the lake, the haunting strainshef music caught her
attention totally until she felt Mark's eyes buignimto her. The music
reached a crescendo as she turned her head thinegeize.

Their eyes held in an intense lock for a few sesoiitien Mark whispered
intently, 'Don't ever die, Elizabeth," and his haadght hers in a tight hold.

Elizabeth was taken aback, and the alarm showdwtrirblue eyes. Mark
relaxed his grip, and smiled self-deprecatingly,

‘At least,' he murmured with wry amusement, 'Ddigtbefore me!'

It was the first sign of love she had had from hamd it had made her clench
with moving happiness. He did love her, after@lie hugged those words to
herself for weeks, thinking of them every time I&th in him deserted
her— and it deserted her too often for comfort.

Because something was not quite right. She knew felf it
deeply—something she couldn't put her finger onyeéwer hard she tried.
From his actions it should have been obvious tleatdred for her, but
however attentive he was, however many presenggve her, she still felt
unsure.



Every day she felt the fear that he would not corhere would be no phone
call, no Mark. When he went away for a few day$aosiness— a business
he never at any time discussed with her—she waitegony for his calls.
He sent her red roses three times a week. Somehienditle flat was filled
with them; and all long stemmed blood-red rosesjlirer baskets, making
the air scented, reminding her of him.

She sighed now, sitting in the living room of hkat fwith a music paper
open on her lap. She had long since given up apg bbtrying to read it.
That was another thing that disturbed her.

Mark had driven out all thought of her career siglhe had met him. It was
two weeks now since she had been in touch with Witko weeks since
she'd been to Mayfield for the weekend. At firse¢ $tad tried to live both
lives, but it had been impossible. One had nudgedhe other, and now her
only life was the one she led with Mark.

He was coming tonight. She had begun to plan Herdiound him. It
seemed natural now to spend the whole day thinkinigim, waiting for
him. She was obsessed with him.

The telephone rang, jolting her, and snatchinghgpréceiver, she felt her
heart thump wildly in the hope that it was him.

Il pick you up at eight." Mark's deep voice mdds whole body come
alive, ripples running across her flesh as shecled the receiver tightly.
'Sorry it's so late, but my flight was delayed, drnitad to wait at Rome
airport for three hours.’

Elizabeth felt a smile curve her lips. 'You poomti | thought it was

something like that.' The relief she felt was iratgmble. He had been in
Italy for two days, promising to ring her this momg. But the hours had
ticked past with deathly slowness, as they alwagisudtil she heard from
him.

You weren't worried, then?' Mark asked dryly.



'Only a little," she replied, smiling. Understateref the year, she thought
with a grin.

Mark laughed huskily at the other end of the liiveu just happened to be
sitting by the phone, | suppose?' he drawled, edat herself flush with
colour,

'Don't tease me, Mark," she said quietly, feelinfpa. She could have
kicked herself for snatching up the phone on trst fing. Why didn't I let it
ring for a while? she thought angrily.

Mark was silent for a moment, then he said getttg,sorry.'

‘That's okay.' She twisted the cord in one slimdha&where are we going
tonight?’

'Dinner in my suite,’ he told her coolly. 'I'd lik@u to wear the white
dress—the one you wore to the ballet.’

'Oh?' she frowned, perplexed. Surely she wouldVveedressed?

'Darling," he drawled, 'have you forgotten? It's anniversary. We met one
month ago tonight.'

She caught her breath in surprise. 'Mark ..." ggab, but he broke in coolly
to say:

'I'll see you at eight. | have some things to attennow.’

The line went dead. Elizabeth felt her mouth corsprdde was always
doing that, especially if he rang during businessrs. She wished he wasn't
so abrupt.

But as she replaced the ivory receiver, she smidhad remembered!
Wasn't it supposed to be the woman who ringed #ys dn her calendar,
like a fool? She sighed happily and dashed intdoledroom to change into
her white wrap before running her bath. Tonight elagously going to be a
special night—worthy of the Chanel No 5 body lotlwa had bought her a



week ago! Taking her white dress out of the wardrabe held it in front of
her.

Suddenly she stopped short, as she caught sidtgrdace in the dressing
table mirror. Is this love? she thought, starinigw®y she sat down on the
edge of the bed, looking long and hard into heranir

The eyes that watched her were her own, but faetfew rare seconds they
were open, clear. All the barriers we normally eteche world leave our
eyes looking merely like eyes, never windows. Batvnas she stared
intently Elizabeth saw them change, become deepstlpurple, and she
felt she could look right through them, down inter Isoul. And in that
moment she saw herself stripped bare, saw her itpdac emotion—a
capacity which shook her badly, because she sugldenlised just how
much Mark could hurt her if he ever chose to. $tigdo much for him. Too
much.

The painful realisation made her turn her head dveag her own eyes. The
silence in the little bedroom was suddenly overwhieg. Pushing away her
thoughts, she stood up slowly, and went into thtrbam to get ready. It
was easier not to think about it; it was easierfou$eel. Because at the back
of her mind lay the frightening suspicion that Maill not feel as much for
her, and that was something she was simply noyreaface.

He arrived dead on time, as usual. Elizabeth wentngtairs to greet him,
her long white dress rippling in the December beesezshe opened the door.
The red velvet choker lay around her white threlag had known he would
expect her to wear it too.

'Happy anniversary," he drawled, and bent his heddss her. 'You look
ravishing.'

She felt a pulse throb in her throat as his lipsshed her own. 'Thank you
for remembering,’ she said, closing the front dooroment later and linking
her arm through his as they walked to the car.

He shot her an amused glance. 'You forgot, | sugspos



'Of course not! | just thought you would.'

His mouth curved in a sardonic smile. 'Oh, | nef@get anything,’ he
drawled, and she believed him only too well. Thevas something
quintessentially ruthless about him, about thoseomeed blue eyes.

She watched him open the rear door of the limousiniee the elephant?’
she asked with a little smile, and his winged broose.

'‘An elephant?’ he said, laughing ruefully. 'Thatd quite what | had in
mind!'

Elizabeth laughed too, her eyes shining. 'Dont tale so literally!

His eyes darkened. 'I'll take you any way | cae,iurmured, and his gaze
burnt on her mouth for a second, making her breatth. Then he opened
the door wider, saying, 'Get in before | kiss yddis eyes glittered, 'l
wouldn't want to shock your neighbours!

Elizabeth got into the car, feeling more relaxedvitas in a very good mood
tonight, obviously because of the occasion. Shdesnigt wondered whether
he intended making love to her tonight.

The thought made her pulses leap. He had drawn dtattlie last moment
every time she had seen him. They spent long egsnogether, constantly
touching each other in surreptitious, tense wayd,vaould go back to his
penthouse suite at the end of the evening.

There, Mark seduced her with expert hands, lyimmgdide her on the
couch, his hands wringing frenzied excitement flenuntil she felt herself
want to slide to her knees. But always, at the faisiute, he would draw
back and study her coolly—just when she expectectbiswing her into his
arms and kick open the door to the master bedroom.

Perhaps tonight would not end with that heatedididrustration. Perhaps
tonight he would kick open that door. The thougladen her pulses skid
crazily.



‘Jean-Jacques is giving us pheasant tonight," Mdakher as they stepped
out of the lift on to the top floor of the Park leabuilding, 'and a bottle of
Dom Perignon is chilling for us.’

Elizabeth smiled. 'Wonderful!" she said with adrbiearestraint, because
secretly she wanted to fling her arms round hint $he didn't quite feel
able to show so much affection, which was anothiegtthat bothered her.

'I'm glad you're pleased,' he drawled, standindpéenhallway and watching
her with amusement.

Elizabeth reached up on tiptoe to kiss him. 'I'e¢ar had an anniversary
before," she said, looking up into his eyes. 'Haue?'

His face shuttered. She watched as the hoodeddide down, and his face
turned into a cold unreadable mask. Sliding hedsdrom his shoulders, he
turned away in silence and walked towards the dduch led to the dining
room.

'We'll go straight in, shall we?' he said coolly.

Elizabeth watched him, perplexed. She felt confumad a little hurt. But
she smiled and walked towards the door as he pusbhpdn.

Her breath caught as she walked inside. 'My God!". she whispered,
staring.

A hundred candles flickered around the room, stamdin antique silver
candelabra. They gleamed in the polished oak roand she stared
incredulously, spellbound with wonder.

Mark watched with brooding eyes. 'You like it?"

Turning, she said huskily, 'lt's beautiful,’ ané flames leapt in her violet
eyes. She was deeply moved by the romanticismeofjéisture.



Mark walked towards her. 'Good." Seating her attélide, he picked up a
single white rose and handed it to her. ‘It remimésof you," he murmured,
and brushed his mouth over hers.

Elizabeth clutched the white rose, and thorns aig ner flesh. 'Oh!" She
dropped the rose in dismay, as scarlet blood sdrangher fingertip.

The blue eyes narrowed disconcertingly on her hafwli've cut yourself,
my dear," he drawled in a voice so soft it madeneart stop. Slowly he took
her hand, studying the blood on her white flesh.

Elizabeth watched, breathless, feeling the sertgualgulf her as his mouth
fastened on her skin and he sucked the blood gabtigr fingertip.

Their eyes met. Darkness leapt in his eyes, angehe his head hungrily,
parting her lips with sudden drowning passion wikhe let her lids close.
Her hands came up to twine in his thick black hamntg she felt his heart
thudding faster against her own, her pulses quioken

The door opened, and Mark's head spun round, kieaping from his eyes.
Jean-Jacques came in in his white chef's cap,ingreylarge silver dish
before him. He watched them haughtily, ignoring K&vicious stare. Then
placing the dish on the table, he bowed with Gahogance, and left the
room.

Mark released her, the moment over, and sat ogpbsit His dark face lit
up by a hundred flickering candleflames, he powkdmpagne into her
glass, raising his own in a toast.

Elizabeth clinked her glass against his in thensileast, and drank the cool
champagne, feeling the bubbles sting the back rofHneat.

After dinner, Mark watched her across the now entpble, the yellow
dancing flames of the candles giving her a strapgesation of being
transported back in time as they gleamed on thaaid& and walls.

'Do you remember our first evening together?' Masked coolly, watching
her with narrowed eyes.



Elizabeth smiled. 'Of course! The little restauranEssex.'

He inclined his head. 'Do you remember | asked hyow felt about
marriage?'

Her heart stopped. She nodded, silent.
Mark observed her through hooded lids. 'How do fgal about it now?"

She just stared, her eyes enormous, unable to spbake was a little
silence, and she tried to think of something tq bayshe knew she couldn't.
She was simply waiting, breathless, for him to card.

He studied her intently. 'My dear,' he drawled vage dry, 'I'm asking you
to marry me.'

Elizabeth just looked at him, incredulous. He t@okttle blue velvet box
from his pocket and laid it on the table. Openimglid, he turned it towards
her. An antique silver ring glittered on the bledwet. Diamonds circled an
enormous ruby, and she caught her breath, her thegding too fast.

'It's yours,' he said softly, 'if you'll be mine.’

Elizabeth slowly raised her eyes to his, tearsisgim them so that she saw
his dark face through a mist in which flames danaad wavered. 'I've
always been yours,' she said huskily.

He seemed to relax, exhaling slowly. Then he stgmdcoming round to
where she sat and holding her hand as he tookripérom its box.

Slowly he slid the ring on to her finger wherepaskled, blood-red against
her snow-white skin, and she looked at it with jpr@ssible happiness.

'l love you,' she whispered, and waited for hims#y it too, but he just
watched her, his blue eyes cool. Elizabeth fehiaes of alarm. 'We'll get
married next month,' he told her.



CHAPTER FOUR

Nicky and Melanie screamed round to Elizabeth's Lont¢ainat soon as
they heard. Mark had put an announcemenitha Times week after they
were engaged, and Nicky had obviously read it, beeae arrived at her flat
in a state of incoherence.

'What about your career?' demanded Nicky as halstothe living room,
towering over her. "You only have to take one lavkBlackthorne to see
he'll want you at home with him.’

'I've discussed it with him already," Elizabethdtbim firmly, 'and he said |
could go ahead with it.'

Nicky eyed her with angry suspicion. 'Does he ssaWhat's involved? The
work you have to put in day by day already?"

She frowned. 'Of course! He knows | work hard on wogal exercises
already.’

Nicky snorted. 'Has he heard you sing?'

'‘Well," Elizabeth bit her lip, 'not exactly . . .’

'l thought as much!" Nicky snapped angrily. 'l havéeard from you for
three weeks. Three weeks! | can just imagine howhwork you've been

doing! Too busy mooning over Mark Blackthorne.'

'I'm sorry," Elizabeth said quietly. 'l was too puseeing Mark. | kept
meaning to ring you, but the longer | left it, tiere scared | was.’

'Scared?’ shouted Nicky, eyes black with offer@kme? Since when have |
ever given you cause to be scared of me?'

Elizabeth glared at him. 'l wish | had a tape rdedrIf you could only hear
yourself!’



He glowered at her like a thundercloud. 'What ték ¢hoes that mean?' he
demanded angrily.

Melanie sighed, interceding, 'Oh, shut up, Nicky!
He stared at her in disbelief.

Melanie eyed him calmly. 'Shouting won't help. Stagfing and puffing
like a big bad wolf—you only frighten yourself.’

Nicky sat down slowly, speechless.

Elizabeth gave Melanie a thankful smile and saidok, | couldn't have
concentrated on singing even if | had rung youmdw it sounds silly, but
that's because you're not .. . well," she flourdiemet wanting to expose the
depth of her feelings to them.

Melanie smiled. 'l understand, Lizzie," she saidmg, and looked at Nicky
with irritation. 'Even if Adolf here doesn't.’

Nicky scowled. 'Very funny!

'‘But you ought to have telephoned,” Melanie repdovét is nearly
Christmas, after all. It was very naughty of you.'

Elizabeth smiled, glancing out of the window at theghtly lit street
outside. Christmas lights hung in the houses oppdake snow clung to the
windowpanes, and a few golden Merry Christmas spgesed out between
the curtains. Elizabeth's living room was decorateg with pretty paper
chains circling the walls and meeting in the ceatrthe light.

Mark had helped her decorate the room, and the memade her flush, her
heart quickening. He had held her waist as shalsinder little step-ladder,
Sellotaping the chains to the light cord. They bath decorated the tree,
which Mark had brought in for her one Sunday afterm and as the chill
winter sunshine shone in through the window, theyl thung pretty
decorations on it, brightly coloured balls and staith a stiff golden-haired



fairy perched uncomfortably at the top of the trBer arms stuck out
woodenly.

'Does this mean that you won't be doing any wortid after the wedding?'
asked Nicky, his face sullen with bad temper.

Elizabeth sighed and went over to the window, logkat the narrow
suburban street below. 'l don't know, Nicky," shermmured, fingering the
lace curtains. 'lIt doesn't seem likely—there'lsbemuch to do.'

'‘And I'll just have to shelve everything for yotN®tky was working himself
up into another fury, and Melanie stood up quickly.

'Stop it, Nicky," she said briskly. 'l won't haveuwspoiling her wedding.
You'll just have to walit.’

'For how long?' he snapped. 'l had everything peRuC.1, were willing to
hear the demo tapes next month, and now it woritl february. How long
do you think they'll wait?'

Elizabeth bit her lip. 'Look, it's just until thepneymoon is over.' She gave
him a pleading smile, her eyes anxious.

He considered her for a moment, then huffed, gittiack in his seat with a
sigh. 'Oh, very well,' he muttered. 'l supposeBleckthorne marriage will
do your image a lot of good, at least.’

She laughed. 'l might have known you'd think oftithlt hadn't even

occurred to her, she had been too busy trying gardi out if Mark

reallyloved her. But Nicky had thought of it. Niclgjways did. That was
why he was such a good manager, after all. Evea did shout and bellow
appallingly—if he wasn't such a strong characterwouldn't be able to
handle record companies so well.

Melanie went over to the little record player that on the floor in the corner
of the room, and selected a current Top Ten huralbputting it on the
turntable. A minute later the loud strains of tivstfhit from the album
floated through the room.



'l vote,' said Melanie, 'that we have a drink tlebeate Lizzie's engagement.’

Nicky rubbed a weary hand over his eyes. 'I'll mevelerstand women if |
live to be a hundred!

'Which isn't likely, from the way you're behavingthe moment,' retorted
Melanie, and he made a face at her. She laughed@midnto the kitchen to
get Elizabeth's only bottle of wine from the fridge

Elizabeth followed her into the narrow kitchen,reeay against the wall as
she got glasses from the cupboard over the fridge.

Melanie stopped unscrewing the cork from the wiseslae saw Elizabeth
watching her. 'What's wrong?' she asked quietly.

Elizabeth shrugged, looking down at her handsisti yvanted to apologise,’
she gave a little smile, 'for being such a pest!'

Melanie laughed, pulling the corkscrew up so thatdork came up with a
loud popping sound. 'l hate sisters who apologs®' said, embarrassed
and Elizabeth laughed too. Melanie peered intactrador to see if Nicky
was listening, then said quickly, ‘Can | see youg again?’

Elizabeth held out her hand, and the ruby flasmettuthe white glare of the
kitchen light.

'God, it's enormous!" Melanie breathed, holding&beth's finger. ‘It must
have cost an absolute fortune." She frowned. 'Arahles supposed to be
unlucky?'

Elizabeth tilted her head to one side, murmuriNgt that | know of," and
took her hand away, looking down at the clear bioetistone with a frown.

Melanie watched her for a moment, then turned aadesl filling the
glasses with wine. 'You know how much | hate besogpy,’ she said in a
quiet voice, 'but | hope you'll be very happy, @radl works out for you both
... and all the rest of that stuff!' She grinnledking over her shoulder, her
cheeks pink with embarrassment. 'Well, you know.'



Elizabeth grinned back. 'l do indeed!" she saidj &elanie chuckled,
picking up the glasses and carrying them into ithed room where Nicky
sat sulking in a chair.

Elizabeth hoped rubies weren't unlucky. Mark haehbes attentive as ever.
His actions told her clearly that he loved her. &ilt she wasn't sure of him.
Still she fretted anxiously when he wasn't with.érey had sent out the
gilt-edged invitations a couple of days ago, areltsdéd felt a thrill of pride
as she saw her name coupled with his. Soon shedwaeil Elizabeth
Blackthorne, and she sometimes found herself dogdlie name on pieces
of odd paper, a ridiculous smile curving her lBat it wasn't as it should be.
And the knowledge that there was something wrordyldeen making her
upset and worried all week.

* % %

They drove down to Carthax House on Christmas E\ek wanted her to
spend Christmas with him, land she had been irganyaof excitement for
the week preceding Christmas. They sat in the batie limousine now as
they drove to ' Essex in the late afternoon.

You'll like Abigail,” Mark was saying as they spegast wind-blown
meadows in the car. 'She's a real individual—alwesbeen.’

'How old is she?' asked Elizabeth, trying to piethis sister. His parents had
both died ten years ago, and he had only one ligioge relative—just as

she had. It was one of those strange coincideacesthe fact that they both
had only one sister living made her feel closehitn, as though she could
understand him better because of his past.

Mark laughed. 'She'd never forgive me if | told yche drawled, a smile
playing on his lips. 'She looks a lot younger tlse is. Someone once
called her "well preserved”, and she blew intorapter. But she's younger
than me, if that's what you're asking.’'

Elizabeth smiled. 'l was just trying to imagine ,heat's all.’



He shot a sidelong look at her. 'Forget it," hewtled. 'It's impossible. She's
an artist—in her spare time now. Although she dmag hopes of being a
female Salvador Dali.’

'Really?’ her brows rose. 'ls she any good?'

'Oh yes,' said Mark, lighting a cigarette, silvielue smoke curling from its
glowing tip. 'Her work is startlingly vivid. Darkgmysterious paintings
straight from the unconscious. A mixture of Roussaad Dali—surrealist
and very primitive.' He gave her an amused loog, e eyes glittering.
'Plenty of Jungian imagery.'

'‘But not Freudian?' said Elizabeth, cheeks dimpkmgl he laughed, looking
at her through sooty lashes.

'You,' he drawled, 'have a wicked mind.'

Elizabeth gave him a shy smile as the car swurm timt grounds of his
estate. Only one car stood on the gravel drivewaag, Mark looked at it
with a cool expression.

‘They're here already," he drawled, and Elizalmikdd at him, catching the
cold undertone of his voice. She was used tosalutances now, and it had
so many. But she could detect instantly when hisdneas changing— she
just couldn't see what he was thinking. That, bleaght as they stepped out
of the car, is what I'll have to work on next.

They went into the house, walking along the echaogidors and into a
main living room which Elizabeth had never seerolefCream and gold
walls were hung with wide gilt-edged mirrors. Pgteen brocade furniture
stood on a cream carpet, while huge green plahias 82ry and gold pots
around the room.

A sloe-eyed woman with black hair stood by thepiiage in a black silk
dress, looking like a Russian countess as shearglliss of brandy to her red
mouth.



She looked up as Elizabeth came in—and gasped/dabk eyes widening.
The glass slipped from her fingers, shatteringhenhtearth, brandy seeping
into the cream rug she stood on.

Elizabeth looked at Mark, alarmed, but he justetbthe door behind them
with a cool click. 'Abigail,' he drawled, 'no meladhatics, please.'

Abigail looked at Elizabeth with wide eyes, theroak her head, looking
down at the shattered glass. 'Oh,' she said, anddnee trembled a little,
'I'm sorry.' She gave a little smile which did ne&ch her startled eyes. 'You
made me jump.’

Mark walked into the room, sliding his hands ints Ipockets. 'You
frightened Elizabeth,' he said coolly, and hisssistasped her hands in front
of her, sighing,

'I'm so sorry." She came across the room to Elihabveho was feeling
distinctly uneasy, and shook her hand. 'I've beekihg forward to meeting
you.'

Elizabeth gave her a ghost of a smile. 'Thank you.'

Abigall slid her hands into the pockets of her sitkss. 'Come and sit down
by the fire, you must be so cold.' She walked Bleth over to the pale green
brocade couch. 'I'll get you a drink. What'll ith@&in? Whisky?'

'Stop fussing,’ drawled Mark, and his sister thihemr an angry look.

'I'm only trying to make her feel at home," shalsaith a snap. 'l thought
that's what you'd want.’

Elizabeth jumped at the biting anger in Abigailsoe, and looked at Mark,
bewildered, hoping to find an explanation in higgyBut they were cool,
and narrowed on his sister's flushed face.

'Where's Jim?' Mark asked coldly, and his sistéweje her head towards the
door.



'Upstairs,’ she replied with a snap, 'unpacking.'
Mark eyed her. 'Call him down.'

Abigalil's lips compressed. 'Stop talking about laisnif he was a dog!" she
said irritably, and turned back to Elizabeth. Sgetme look of bewildered
unease on her face, she smiled gently. 'Don't pgya#tention to us,' she
said with a warm smile. "We always argue like this.

'Oh?' Elizabeth did not quite believe that.

Abigail's face broke into a wide smile, her eyaa@dt sloping into her ears,
lined with black colour. 'I'm afraid so!" she sdaljghing. "You'll have to get
used to it. We never could stand the sight of exbbr, could we, brother
dear?'

Mark seemed to relax, leaning against the wallvé¥¢ he agreed, cool
amusement in his eyes.

'He used to try to knock my front teeth out,’ s&lmgail with a bright smile
which didn't quite reach her eyes, 'Now he jusebdhem out.'

Mark pushed away from the wall and went over to dneks cabinet.
"You're asking for trouble, Abigail," he said snidgt

Abigail laughed, giving him a sidelong glance. 'like to see you try
anything,' she said, 'with Khan around.’

'Khan?' queried Elizabeth, in hopeless confusioying to change the
subject because the barbed remarks were disturbing.

'Kubla Khan—my dog,"' Abigail told her. 'Mark thinkg's a horse, but that's
just because he's scared stiff of him, aren't jark?'

Mark shot his sister a wry look over his shouldBron't be ridiculous,
Abigall," he told her coolly. Then he turned, biimgya glass of sherry over
to Elizabeth and saying, 'He's an enormous Dobemnntde even worries my
Alsatians, and there are eight of them."



Elizabeth's eyes widened. 'Eight? That's almosic&!p

He laughed. 'They guard the estate,' he told hglywiThey each have a
separate handler. Don't worry, darling, they wattack you.'

Footsteps approached outside, then the door opmméca man of about
thirty came in. He was beginning to lose his hang the tawny mass was
swept back, showing a long widow's peak with p&le slimbing on either
side. He wore a casual outfit of baggy country ¢sya8 and a vee-neck
sweater with a diamond pattern. 'Hello, all,’ hiel $azily, and behind him
padded the biggest, blackest dog Elizabeth hadsmear.

'‘Good God!" she breathed, staring at it. It wadigothat it was at waist
height to the man who came in, and its silky coppled with strong
muscles, its noble face immediately homing in omdfeth as he scented a
stranger.

'My husband, Jim Carter,' said Abigail, and poirte&lizabeth. 'This is the
flancee— Elizabeth,' she said in a dry voice, and Qarter did a visible
double-take, his mouth hanging open in surprise.

'My God!" he said stupidly, staring at her with witawny eyes, then he
shook his head and came forward, as did the dagry!'SJust a little
surprised to see you here so soon.'

But as he shook hands with her, Elizabeth saw ichange baffled looks
with his wife, who just shrugged and made meanifgices at Mark.

Elizabeth shifted uneasily in her chair. She tteedatch Mark's eye, but he
was deliberately avoiding looking at her. Why diey both stare at her so
much? she thought, desperately worried.

She remembered the party she had attended heteosd weeks ago. She
remembered the way the guests had stared at Ilsbieasalked past, and a
frown of deep worry etched itself into her broweSiit her lip as she looked
at Mark, wondering what on earth was going on.



Mark noticed her expression and his eyes narrowddshow you your
room," he said quickly, pushing away from the fiagp where he had been
lounging casually. 'Dinner is at seven,' he told tither two. 'I'll see you
down here then. And don't be late, Mrs Bayliss gbv@mes everything to
the last minute.’

Abigail made a face. 'And we wouldn't want to upskes Bayliss, would
we?'

Jim laughed, his face creasing up in a rueful esgpom. 'Heavens, no!" he
exclaimed, hands in his baggy trousers, grinningistwife. 'She's a real
harridan, isn't she? Can't think why you keep Nerk.'

'She does her job." Mark gave him a dry look addBkzabeth out into the
corridor, closing the door behind them.

They walked up the main staircase in silence, dimhlieth was grateful
when he took her hand in his at the top of the Istagrcase, because her
thoughts were whizzing frantically. Abigail had cezd in a bizarre
way—tres bizarre she thought to herself, frowning as the memorkéred
back vividly. It would have been easy to dismisgimh hadn't been just as
shocked to see her sitting there. It was anotharlamg line of things about
Mark that just did not add up.

'l thought I'd put you in here," said Mark, pushogen a thick oak door.

Elizabeth walked into the bedroom with an incredslexpression. A huge
fourposter bed dominated the room. Long red vedugiins hung around it,
the posts decorated with exquisite carvings. Thisweere oak-panelled,
the windows criss-crossed with lead. Huge Frenaldaivs opened on to
the balcony.

She turned to look at Mark. 'What an incrediblennicshe said, laughing
under her breath. 'l feel like a princess!

Mark closed the door, sliding his hands into hiskats. 'Yes, it is nice, isn't
it?' he drawled, glancing around the room. 'Striaggh of a storybook.’



Elizabeth walked over to the bed. 'l used to drabout a bed like this when
| was a little girl." Running her fingers along tb&ved wooden posts, she
looked over her shoulder at him. 'My mother usedeib me bedtime
stories—all about princesses with long golden waio lived in big castles. |
wanted to be like them.'

Mark tilted his head to one side, his eyes tentdeprefer dark-haired
princesses myself!'

She laughed. 'l had very corny fantasies!"

'Don't we all?' he murmured, and continued studyiegin silence, making
her brow crease with a frown. He noticed her exgoes and smiled
ruefully. 'I'm sorry—I didn't mean to stare—I juestn't picture you as a little

girl.'

'‘No," she said thoughtfully, 'no, | don't suppose gan.' Folding her arms,
she studied him with an affectionate smile. 'l vihsugh, I'm afraid. Very
little. And very naughty, too!

He laughed, coming across to where she stood. tHatM can picture!' he
slid his arms round her waist, looking down at heghts danced in his eyes.
'Did you run amok?"'

Her cheeks dimpled. 'What's a mok?"

He laughed, bending his head until his lips brudiesd in a gentle kiss. His
arms drew her closer, one hand going to suppoitdlek of her head as she
wound her own arms slowly around his neck.

She bent her head after he had kissed her, nektinface in his shoulder.
She could smell the clean fresh scent of his bteak feel the warmth of his
body at the throat.

'‘Mark," she said quietly, 'why did your sister drber glass like that?'
Drawing back, she looked up at him. 'When | firsivad?'



He looked suddenly cagey. 'l really don't know,'drawled, his mouth
turning down at the corners as he shrugged. ‘Makgbavas just startled.’

She frowned, considering this. '‘No, | think it wasre than that. She was
staring at me in a very odd way. Didn't you notice?

He grew remote. 'Not at all. Abigail is an artisp-@very sense of the word.
She has a flair for melodrama. When we were kidsuged to scare my
mother out of her wits by screaming the house dover some tiny graze.'
He smiled. 'My mother always thought it was sonreglgerious and came
running in a panic.' He laughed, and his eyeseghtt. 'Abigail used to get
smacked a lot for it.'

Elizabeth smiled too, but refused to give up. 'dichit too, though," she said
as casually as possible. 'He looked just as shocked he saw me.’

Mark sighed, releasing her slowly. A frown pulled hlack brows together.
'l think you're just being over-sensitive, darling.

She caught his arm. 'l disagree,' she said in avlwee. 'People have been
staring like that ever since | met you. At the é&lht the theatre— even at
your party. You may not have noticed it, but | agrly have.'

He studied her coldly. ‘It's your imagination.’ tdiened with an abruptness
that upset her, and walked towards the doors#itid your case up. Dinner
will be an hour or so. You have plenty of time tange.’

He closed the door on her, and she sighed heawilysank down on to the
bed, fingering the heavy red velvet curtains wittisaracted frown.

Why did he turn away from her when it was importéait she understand?
It just wasn't normal for his sister to react ltkat—dropping her glass and
gasping! That wasn't the way a woman greeted hahérs future wife.
What was it that had made Abigail so shocked? Bé#afrowned, then got
up slowly and walked over to the dressing table.

She sat down, and her eyes sought the lookings.g@sly her own face
stared back at her. She reached up one hand slandytraced the outline of



her high cheekbones. The white, white skin and meloylips were nothing
to be afraid of. The enormous black-fringed viages were nothing that
could shock. So why had Abigail stared at her tha?

As if she was a ghost . . . Elizabeth sighed, lggon the dressing table. It
was inexplicable. Just as so many things about Mare inexplicable.

Close to seven o'clock, she went down the wide pingestaircase, her feet
soft on the heavy red carpet which was pinned¢ontboden steps by gold
bars. She wore a white silk suit, the skirt narrout)ining her slender shape.
The jacket was soft silk, with padded shouldersiegh it she wore a black
silk shirt and a gold necklace, which gleamed attheoat like a coiled
snake.

Biting her lip, she looked up and down the longiclmrs which led off each
side of the wide hall. Which way had they come? &hhivay was the
drawing room? Frowning, she tried to get her begrin

The chandelier tinkled softly as the wind outsidshed in through a small
window open in the hall. The crystal teardrops begsagainst each other
softly, gilt against glass, the light glowing brifyh

Suddenly she heard voices. They came from the -hght corridor.
Elizabeth turned and began walking towards theesyiber feet muffled by
the plush red deep-pile carpet of the corridor. \Wed Mark's voice she
heard, raised for a few seconds, then lowering aitiiden quiet intensity?
She frowned, trying to see which room they cammfro

Then the voices stopped, and her footsteps haltadking to the nearest
oak door, she reached for the handle, about toiltsiie to see if they were
in there, but just as her fingers touched the pelisbrass doorknob the
voices started up again from inside.

"You must be mad!" Abigail's voice came low andrgutgghind the oak door,
and Elizabeth froze, unable to stop listening,ungble to move away.



'l quite agree,' drawled Mark, his voice closethte door than his sister's,
and Elizabeth frowned, wondering what they werkingl about. 'l must
be—to stand here and listen to this!'

It isn't funny,’ Abigail muttered, and her foofsserang out as she began to
pace the room, heels clicking on the polished witmat. 'l know damned
well what you're up to. It's always the same, igf'tAnother girl, another
face—I can read your mind like a book!

There was a slight pause, then Mark drawled coliynd your own
business, Abigail.'

It is my business. I'm your sister, for God's $akdigail's voice was
lowered, intense, and Elizabeth had to lean claséhe door to hear her
words. 'And | won't stand by and watch you do this!

Glass hit glass as Mark poured himself a drinkst'&tay out of it,’ he
muttered.

A chandelier shook inside the room and Elizabetirdvé\bigail say, 'Not
this time, Mark.' There was a tense silence, thercentinued, 'It's too risky.
What if she goes to the West Wing? We all know vehat|l find there, don't
we? What if she stumbles on to it?'

'I'll tell her soon, myself," Mark said in an untbere.

'Like hell you will!'" Abigail muttered angrily. "Y@ll just lock up the West
Wing and try to pretend it doesn't exist." She pdusr a moment and then
Elizabeth heard her say, almost to herself, 'Mady$Sleould take her there
myself.'

Elizabeth heard Mark put his glass down on theetahih tight control. 'I'm
warning you,' he said tensely, 'don't meddle inaffgirs.’

Abigail ignored the warning. 'She's only a chiéthé said in a low voice, and
began pacing the room again. 'How old is she? Ty®emtventy-one?' A
silence, then, 'l thought so. My God, you're sick!



Mark gave an icy laugh that chilled Elizabeth'soolo'Has it ever occurred
to you that | might love her?’

‘Never in a million years, you bastard!
'Do you really believe I'd marry a woman | didrére for?' he snarled.

'You're capable of anything! That's why you're gothrough with this
farce! Just like all the others. Only this time Yyewgoing to marry her. And
you'll kill her, just like you killed--'

'I'm warning you!" he bit out. 'Stay out of it!"

Elizabeth stumbled away from the door in shock,dy&s wide but blinded.
Her body was too clumsy, and she stumbled into @ldable, knocking it
over, and an antique silver music box went flyimgni the top of the
mahogany table.

Elizabeth gasped. In slow motion she watched, fiedti The little silver
music box flew as though floating, towards the flagath the table tipping
over as it fell.

The table thudded heavily on the floor with a sydklud. The silver music
box crashed on to the polished wood, and the éi thpen. Ghostly strains
of haunting music began to tinkle from the open tichking the silence in
the other room suddenly frighteningly noticeable.

'‘Someone's outside!" Abigail's harsh whisper magedact instantly.

Adrenalin flooded her body as she pushed open aaummsite and dived
into the darkened room. Hiding behind the door, ble&l her breath,
shivering from the icy breeze from an open window.

Mark's footsteps raced to the door, yanking it ggending it crashing back
on its hinges. Abigail's footsteps were right belier brother's as Elizabeth
sensed them both standing in the doorway besideighe&ned table and
music box.



'Who's there?' Mark demanded bitingly.

The little silver music box played its ghostly musas if in reply. Elizabeth

held her breath, her heart pounding dangerouslgs Eyosed, she prayed
they wouldn't discover her. She pressed tightlyresgahe wall, hearing her
own heart thud in a loud giveaway rhythm.

‘The library! said Abigail, breathing hard. 'Theod's open.’

Mark's footsteps came towards the room Elizabedhirni She heard him
breathing as he stood in the darkened doorway tt@deconds stretched
eternally as she held her breath.

Suddenly the light flicked on, flooding the roomthviight. "'Who's there?'
asked Mark in a low, dangerous voice.

The only reply was the howling gale outside. Ragatbagainst the open
window, spattering on to a pile of books which lay the windowsill.
Elizabeth prayed that he wouldn't look behind tberd

She heard him breathe out slowly. "There's no ninere," he muttered, and
Abigail joined him in the doorway.

'Maybe the wind blew the table over," she suggested

He gave a harsh crack of laughter. '‘Don't be ctakg!said under his breath.
But he strode across the room to the window andédxit shut, making the
silence suddenly overpowering.

Elizabeth held her breath still, hoping they wogtdaway.

The light flicked off again, and the door closetiz&beth's heart pulsated
with relief. But she didn't move.

'It must have been Mrs Bayliss,' Abigail was sayodgside in the corridor.
"You know how she always listens to everything. §ives me the creeps,
Mark. Why don't you get rid of her?'



The table was turned upright, Elizabeth heard thsicbox wind down and
then the lid was shut. She heard the metallic tmid was set back on the
mahogany table.

'Shut up, Abigail," Mark muttered under his breattd then Elizabeth heard
their footsteps move away down the corridor, sdiking in low voices.

It wasn't until the corridor was silent again tRdizabeth relaxed. Her legs
were shaking, her hands trembling. Going out ofitirary, she tried to pull
herself together as she made her way back to tyiad the drawing room.

‘Just like you killed . . ." Abigail had said, atie® words spun in her mind,
making her throat clench with shock. Just a figefrepeech? Ihadto be.
Abigail couldn't possibly be saying that Mark Bl#ubrne was a murderer?
Her eyes closed on stinging tears and she swallolvedhs not possible.
She wouldn't—couldn't—Dbelieve it.

Desperately trying to push the words out of herdnshe felt them come
back to her again and again. A tear escaped franeyes and she felt it
trickle saltily down her cheek to the corner of heyuth. She blinked hard,
then hard again. To cry was to believe, and she naidelieve. She was in
love with Mark—she wanted to marry him. How coule gustify marrying
a man who she thought might be a murderer? Howdcshe justify staying
with him? The thought nearly drove her crazy, ahd ®ught away the
anxiety with determination. Tonight, after dinnshe would ask him. She
would ask him just what was going on. What washa\West Wing? What
secret lay hidden behind the locked door? And wileoevall the others?
Reaching the main hall, she rested her head aghmstall. The house had
now taken on an ominous atmosphere, and she lagkedjain to see the
self-same chandelier tinkling softly in the windly this time the lilting
gentle sound seemed to be mocking laughter. Thiséhbeld many secrets.
Elizabeth stared at the teasing, sinister chandelté frightened eyes for a
moment, and hated herself for being so susceptiibeas only cut- glass,
for heaven's sake. That glittering gold and cryst@sn't human, it couldn't
mock her. But all the same, she walked quickly afkay it, and almost felt
as though it watched her go, laughing softly telits



CHAPTER FIVE

THE nightmare engulfed her in a wave of blacknesgjfyerg images
flickering through her mind, demonic faces and fiegr. She felt the wet
grass beneath her knees as she knelt at the tamilthe dark crosses loom
all around her, circling her, threatening her ie thy graveyard. A face
appeared behind a cold white tombstone, with biyes eand sharp white
teeth glinting as the moon slipped out above hadhele carried a ball of
light. It shone, white and blinding in his handddtlizabeth reached out for
it. He threw the light, it bounced past her, rolietb a grave, and she looked
down in despair, realising that she was nakedslegder body washed in
moonlight. She opened her mouth to scream, bua# hike drowning, and
slow motion took over as she saw him advance ontketh bared in a
predatory smile. The moonlight flashed on a sikmfe blade in his hand,
her eyes stretched almost to bursting in terrog; gened her mouth and
through the drowning blackness heard a high pigrsaream.

Elizabeth jack-knifed upwards in bed, her heartthng crazily. Her skin
was wet with perspiration, her flimsy nightdresaging to her heated body.

Just a dream! she thought, breathing hard, thehdseclosed limply as she
remembered the conversation she had overhearditdgt Just a dream?
she thought then, trying to calm her hammering gailsShe sighed,
trembling, and took deep breaths, lying back adgahes soft goose-feather
pillows.

It was stupid to be so worried. Abigail and Marklteeen very relaxed with
each other last night. Admittedly, at the starthef evening, there had been
an edge of tension between them. But Christmash@deended with them
all sitting around the fire eating hot mince pieghwbrandy butter, and
drinking fine Napoleon brandy.

Elizabeth had tried to push the frightening conagos from her mind, tried
to force it away, but she had been deeply distudwedvhat she had
overheard. It had pushed back insistently from #wge of her
subconscious—her dream was proof of that. It wdwddnt her until she
unravelled it, she knew that. The subconscioudusiay thing, she thought,



feeling tears prick her eyes; it just won't let ygnore danger. Almost like
an alarm, it had been shouting at her, flashindighdls crazily as a warning.

Suddenly she stiffened. The door clicked open.f&lze in the bed, hearing
breathing, then footsteps approaching the bed.

The dark red curtains were pulled back, and Madkéal down at her.
'Elizabeth?' he said softly. 'Are you all right?'

She whitened visibly, and fear leapt in her eyes. .

Mark frowned. 'What is it? Why did you scream?' Tarederness in his
voice made tears sting her eyes. He was flushedl $teep, his hair ruffled.
He wore a short black dressing gown that exposedhest.

'l had a nightmare,’ she told him huskily—and colude kicked herself
immediately she had said it.

‘A nightmare?' His eyes glittered as he frownecawabout?'

Elizabeth swallowed. 'l can't remember,' she saidkly, and he frowned,
so she added, 'l was just frightened, that's alloke up frightened, but |
can't remember the nightmare.'

Mark studied her for a moment, then said slowlgrtaps it was the storm
that frightened you," and she looked at him foeeosd, puzzled. Then she
heard the howling wind outside, the trees being loersubmission, their
leaves rustling noisily.

'Yes,' she said slowly, 'it must have been thastor

Mark picked up a box of matches from the tablee'€lectricity's failed.' He
struck a match, the smell of burning sulphur strarg held it to the long
white candle in the antique silver holder. 'It aj@dails in a storm,' he told
her, and the yellow flame of the candle lit up fieistures in the darkness of
her chamber.

'What time is it?' asked Elizabeth, and Mark lookedis watch.



‘Just after three," he told her. He sat on the efiges bed, watching her, and
said, 'I'll stay with you for a while. Until youdésafe enough to sleep.’ He
smiled, one hand reaching out to stroke her hamu ‘can't sleep with the

candle burning—the curtains would catch fire.’

Elizabeth jumped as she heard the old house creddsr the assault of the
wind, and Mark frowned, leaning forward.

'Don't be frightened,' he said softly, and his asfitsround her, holding her
close. 'I'm here.

I'm with you now.' He stroked the back of her neath one strong hand, his
heart thudding a steady rhythm. Elizabeth clunigimo—but not out of fear
of the storm. Out of fear of herself and him. Thards Abigail had spoken
last night kept coming back to her with terrifyiotarity, dancing in her
mind like flashes of lightning.

Looking up, her eyes desperately sought reassur&vicat was hidden in
the West Wing? Who were all the others, and whdtAizigail meant when
she said he had killed? She couldn't ask him. Shddo't admit to
eavesdropping— not now that she had been stupidgbnto hide in the
library afterwards, stupid enough not to mentioio ihim at dinner.

Mark drew back, animal instincts sensing fear. "Diook at me like that," he
said under his breath. 'As though you were accusi@@f something!'

The flickering candlelight in the bedchamber litthat dark face, giving it
an unearthly pallor, almost a face from beyond dreve. Elizabeth felt
herself draw away from him, her mouth dry. She toakhow the answers.

'‘Mark--' she thought quickly, her eyes intense ywaiheard Abigail talking
to her husband tonight, after dinner. She wasnglkbout me—about there
being others. What did she mean?’

She felt him tense, staring at her. Did he bellee she wondered, or would
he guess that she had deliberately eavesdroppigght@n



'‘Others?' he said tonelessly, and his eyes wenelgdias he watched her.
'Do you mean other women?'

'You tell me.'

He blinked, and said slowly, "There have been sthao many I've lost
count. And all of them with dark blue eyes and klaair.' His hand stroked
her cheek gently. 'But they pale into insignificarteside you. They meant
nothing to me."

Elizabeth swallowed. 'What happened to them?' skeda her voice low
and intent.

He frowned. 'Happened to them?' A smile touchedhhigl mouth as he
drawled lazily, 'You talk as though I'm Bluebeard!"

Elizabeth's blood ran cold. Candlelight played as lard cheekbones,
turning them gold, his cool blue eyes glitteringard Blackthorne, a man
with power and wealth at his fingertips, a man wahpenchant for
black-haired women with blue eyes, a man who keptets locked behind
the doors of the West Wing—a man she was in lotle,witended to marry.
Am | going mad? she thought crazily.

He was watching her, amused. "You look quite texdif he said softly. ‘Do
you really think | have a room full of dead womaerthis house?"

Elizabeth stared, speechless.

His amusement slowly changed to surprise as henedw'Good God," he
muttered in astonishment, 'l do believe you'reoseti You silly girl.
Nothing happened to them! | should imagine thesgfrenarried by now, or
on the lookout for someone new.’

But she did not relax. 'Do you love me, Mark?' abked tensely.

His frown deepened. 'Of course!" he said, staringea. 'Don't you know
that?' But she didn't reply, only lay stiffly insharms. 'What's happened,



Elizabeth?' he asked in adeeply serious tone. Nelg you begun to doubt
me?'

She looked away, biting her lip. 'l hear peopl&ita),’ she said softly. 'I'm

sure they're talking about me. They watch me asghd'm a ghost, as
though they're frightened of me. And this housefrightens me. It seems to
have so many secrets.' She looked back at himghrber lashes, hoping he
wouldn't guess that she had overheard him in trarly.

But he only smiled, and held her close to him, gires his mouth to her
cheek. 'Darling, it's just your imagination. Thare no secrets in this house,
| can promise you.'

But she felt his heart beating faster than it heehoefore, and as she looked
at his face she saw his eyes staring fixedly albevénead as though he was
thinking hard about something, something he wotikh@re with her.

Suddenly he drew away from her, holding her shaslds his eyes sought
her face as though for reassurance. 'Elizabetb-said deeply, 'you know
that if | ever kept secrets from you, it would e & good reason. You
understand that, don't you?'

She frowned, and remained silent.

'‘And that | would tell you, once the time was right continued carefully.
‘That is ... if there ever were any secrets.’

Was .this a plea for her trust? Elizabeth starddirat unable to deny him
that trust if it was. She was getting nowhere fagh this conversation, but
she sensed that what she had said had worried fdasome reason. That,
at least, relaxed" her. Whatever was locked invifesst Wing couldn't be
anything very bad. However hard she tried shegostd not believe he was
a dangerous man. Studying his hard-boned faceeircdhdlelight, she felt
her heart skip a beat. My God, | love him too miamhmy own safety, she
thought, suddenly afraid, and closed her eyes tapesthe feelings he
provoked in her.



Giving hima little smile, she nodded.understand that, Mark. Of course |
do.'

He relaxed, a sigh escaping from bis tanned thasahe held her tight.
'‘Good,"' he murmured against her hair. 'And youelvelithat I'm in love with
you?'

Running her fingers over the face she loved soyhatie smiled. 'Yes. | just
need to hear it occasionally.’'

Mark looked at her through hooded lids. As her hasted on his chest, she
heard his heartbeat thud strong and true againgidhe. 'l've only been in
love once before,' he said in a deep, husky véttedifficult for me to say it
because it goes too deeply. Sometimes it takeseaglbaway just to look at
you, and that's when | most want to say it, butheart beats like hell every
time | start to, so | just close up again.’

Elizabeth stared at him in wonder, her eyes shinifgll me again,’ she
whispered, and her hand slipped to his neck, stgokis skin.

He laughed huskily. 'Not fair!" he murmured, kigsher slowly. 'Especially
not when I'm lying next to you in a very compromgsposition!'

Elizabeth looked up through her lashes. 'I'm albeing compromised,’ she
whispered, and he laughed.

'‘Careful!" He pushed her gently back against tHews, his breath uneven
as he watched her. 'You're playing with dynamite.’

His mouth met hers in a slow burning kiss, and &leth's heart leapt too
fast. Exquisite, lingering—she couldn't bear toispgee tentative kiss by
responding too fast. Slipping her arms up to hisknshe slid them gently
around him, her fingers touching his black hair.

The kiss deepened with breathtaking delicacy, amdrdms drew her closer,
his mouth opening hers as he pressed her agamstHe murmured her
name, and sudden hunger flared between them, makingulses race out



of control as Mark kissed her passionately, hisdsasiliding down t® her
waist, tightening with sudden emotion.

He drew away, breathing fast. "You don't know what does to me,"' he said
hoarsely, and bent to brush his lips burningly agfaner throat. 'I've wanted
you so badly it's been driving me crazy. But | thloluyou preferred it this

way. | thought you needed time.’

Elizabeth gasped as his mouth fastened on hertthinig' she whispered,
clutching his black head as needles of sexualiyt shrough her as he
sucked gently at her throat, 'l only need you.'

Mark groaned and his fingers slid slowly, carefutiyher waist, moving up
to her breasts until he pulled her nightdress asixigosing them to the cool
night air. Bending his head, he fastened his moutier breasts, sucking
hungrily while needles of excitement shot througdr lagain, her legs
twining with his.

She had no idea of what she was doing or thinkag felt only a violent
need to touch him, to feel the reassurance of bily lafter the nightmare,
the frightening conversation of last night. Onlg Aesh would appease her
troubled mind.

His fingers slid over her body and he gasped withger, his head lifting to
look at her, his eyes wild with passion. Slowly,futled the nightdress off
her, leaving her naked in the pale flickering catight while he looked
down at her, breathing thickly.

'Elizabeth ..." He reached out to touch her softevékin with one shaking
hand.

Elizabeth caught her breath on a whimper of desree began to tug at the
belt of his dressing gown. Her hands slid to hikedachest, stroking him,
waiting for him in an agony of hunger.

The door flew open and they both gasped, facehdislark red, eyes
glittering with shock.



Abigail stood in the doorway. The light from thendalabrum she held
flooded in through the open curtains of the bedkzableth felt hot scarlet
colour flood over her, and she desperately reaébethe covers to pull
them over her naked body.

Mark dragged them up over her, his face angry aodlsed.
'Elizabeth?' Abigail's voice was dry. 'l thougltdard you scream?"
Mark stared at her, stunned. '‘God, you bitch!" liétened under his breath.

Abigail gave him a pussycat smile. 'So sorry toenntpt your little

tete-a-tete,’ she said in a honey-sweet voice, Eimhbeth just stared
open-mouthed. How could she do something like tiBs® it's late, Mark.

Shouldn't you be in your own bed?' She smiled, veiged. 'What are you
doing in here?'

'Get out!" Mark grated under his breath.

Abigall just laughed, her black eyes illuminatedtbg candelabrum in her
hand. 'No wonder you screamed, poor lamb. I'd sttea, if | found him in
my bed.’

Mark's jaw clenched angrily. Slowly he got out aktbed, pulling his
dressing gown together, jerking the belt tightlhiatwaist as he stood on the
floor, facing his sister.

'So help me, Abigail," he muttered through hishig@tl break your neck for
this!'

The sloe-eyes laughed at him, and she gave hiowasshile. 'What a nasty
temper you've got, Mr Wolf," she drawled lazily.

'‘And don't you forget it," said Mark in a low, Ioig voice, his whole body
tense with anger.



Abigail watched him for a few seconds, then quigtigned and walked
away with a little smile, her footsteps soft as sfterned to the East Wing
where she slept.

Elizabeth stared at Mark. The scene brought bagkMtole of last night's
conversation to her. He obviously thought Abiga&dhcome here
deliberately, to break up whatever had been gomppetween them. The
trouble was, Elizabeth had a feeling he was right.

Mark ran a hand through his black hair. 'l apoledis my sister," he told
her. He turned to look at the open door which waw m darkness and
thrust his hands into the pockets of his black rébee doesn't know when
to mind her own business.’

Elizabeth sat up, hugging the quilt around her kreeeshe looked at him.
'She said she heard me scream,' she reminded larguret voice. 'Maybe,
she was worried.’

He gave a harsh crack of laughter. 'She didn't y@ascream,' he said with
a snarl. 'She's just being an interfering bitche' ddhve her a quick look,
seeing the worry on her face, and smiled, sigHilmg,sorry. I'd better go.’
He leaned over and dropped a kiss on her moutlyb®g's better this way.'

Elizabeth curled her hand possessively aroundrbistbthroat. "Why?'

He observed her steadily for a moment. ‘Goodniflizabeth.” And he
turned and left the room, closing the door behimad. h

She watched him go with a mixture of disappointmemi sadness—but
also anxiety. What on earth was behind all thisthdg.yback on the
goose-feather pillows, she tried to remember everyrd of that
conversation Mark had had with Abigail last nigiAthat had she said to
him?—'just like all the others . . ." All the otkeiElizabeth thought, and
turned over in bed, huddling up like a child atiprotect herself from the
truth. How many others had there been? And why wieeg put into a
category like that, as if they—and she—were someaide#e in some way,
apart from being in love with Mark Blackthorne?



She curled up tighter, putting her knees into beginightdress and hugging
herself tightly. She had to find out what the mggteras, and soon. She
sighed and closed her eyes, trying to sleep. Buast useless. Her mind was
locked tightly into Mark, Abigail and the mysteriesthis house. It wasn't

until four in the morning that she finally slippedo black oblivion.

She woke up early, glancing at her clock, to s@eg eight a.m. Trying to
get back to sleep, she huddled into the blankeisit was useless. She got
out of bed, showered and dressed, and went dowsstafind the house
silent as a tomb.

Mrs Bayliss was up and about. She eyed Elizabethasvalked along the
corridor towards the drawing room.

‘There's nobody up yet,’ the old woman told herglyes cold. 'It's too early
for them. There'll be no breakfast till nine.’

Elizabeth nodded, disappointed. She had hoped swneould be around.
‘Thank you, Mrs Bayliss." She wondered what onheaot do in the
meantime, then an idea came into her head. 'Gtelie a piano anywhere in
the house?' She smiled nervously. 'I'd like to fsaany scales.’

Mrs Bayliss looked at her as though she was mae, ‘there's the old grand
in the second drawing room. You'll find it near tieeary.' She watched her
grimly. 'l suppose you'll be wanting to know whénat is too?'

Elizabeth shook her head, her face cool. 'No,ssiéslowly, 'I know where
the library is.' She turned, thanking the housekeemd walked towards the
main hall, going along the right-hand corridor ékaas she had last night.

The grand piano dominated the big room, which hady ittle other
furniture in it. Elizabeth closed the door and wemer to it, flexing her
fingers as she rested them on the keys, and starfgdy an octave, singing
with it, opening her vocal chords. Nicky would onlgg if she didn't keep up
her scales, and she didn't want her voice to alpse the future.



Frowning with concentration, she closed her eyashmg her voice higher
and higher as she tried to make each note as pdrele@ar as possible. After
fifteen minutes of working, a knock on the doorrts¢a her, making her
jump.

Abigail came into the room, brows lifted with suga. 'Oh, it's you!" she
said drily, resting her hand on the door.' | woedewhat that racket was.'

Elizabeth closed the piano lid. 'Thanks!" she samdiling a little, but not
meeting the other woman's eyes as memories dafigist clouded her mind.

Abigail studied her silently, then said, 'Sorry abdast night. It wasn't
intentional.’

Elizabeth nodded, looking at the shiny ebony wobdhe grand piano.
‘That's okay,' she said huskily.

Abigail studied her. 'Anyway—I came to tell you akéast is ready in the
dining room. Mark's waiting for you there.' She eVedd as Elizabeth got up
and went over to the door, still not looking at.Helle looked in on you ten
minutes ago and thought you'd done a disappeatcingia was quite frantic,
poor soul.'

They walked quickly to the dining room where Marksawaiting, standing
by the window, his lean body tense as he scouredrtbunds. He turned as
they came in.

'Elizabeth!" The blue eyes pierced her. 'Where wet# | was worried.’

She smiled. 'In the second drawing room.' She weet to him, and stood
on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. 'Practising my scales.

He sighed, bending his head to brush his moutmaghers. ‘It didn't occur
to me.' He seated her at the table, next to himmaall poured her some
coffee from the silver pot on the table. 'We'rengaiiding later—after we've
opened the presents.'



Abigail sat opposite them, next to Jim, who wakifog fried egg into his
mouth at a rate of knots." A healthy appetite, tiidlElizabeth, spooning a
few kidneys on to her plate.

'Mark loves presents,’ Abigail told her, bitingana slice of toast. 'They
positively burn a hole in his pocket. He always tgsatp open them
immediately, don't you, dear?'

Mark raised his brows. 'l don't see what's unugahalt that. It is Christmas,
after all.'

Abigail laughed. 'The difference between men angshs the size of their
toys,' she teased, and Mark gave her an offenaéd but ignored her.

After breakfast they went into the drawing room veéhthe big Christmas
tree glittered with tinsel and pretty coloured oneamts. Beneath its
sparkling branches lay a host of presents wrappegily patterned paper,
and they all sat around it while Mark busily handetipresents to everyone.

'Why do you always elect yourself as Santa Claaskéd Abigail as he
handed her an enormous present which was obviaeysynting, and Mark
ignored her, going over to Elizabeth with her prése

Elizabeth opened it, pulling off the wrapping papefind a jeweller's box
with a Bond Street label embossed in gold on thelkblelvet. Slowly she
lifted the lid—and caught her breath as she sawt wheas.

A ruby choker glittered against the black velvdte tstones blood-red,
perfect, exquisitely made.

'l can't accept this," she said huskily. 'It's noach.’
Mark frowned, taking the choker from its box.

'Put it on," he said deeply, and laid it againstwieite exposed throat, cold
and hard, clipping it at the back of her neck.



Silence suddenly descended in the room. Abigail stasng, frozen, her
black eyes wide with what looked like terror.

Mark studied Elizabeth with intense eyes, searchierface for something
she didn't understand. 'lt's beautiful,’ he sadlfy, his voice intense, and
leaned over to kiss her.

Abigail and Jim exchanged shocked glances, but rsailding. Mark took
the choker from around her neck and laid it backhi@& box, and they
continued to unwrap their presents. When they vadhied, Abigail took
Elizabeth upstairs and lent her some riding clotkiesh luckily fitted her,
and she came back down ten minutes later to fiatttrey had all gone to
the stables.

She walked to the stables alone, shivering a littléhe chill December
sunlight. The house and grounds looked magnifidhetgrass dewed and
gleaming, the fine mist still clinging to the skyi beyond the estate.
Elizabeth heard the cold sound of her boots ringimghe cobbled path that
led to the stables.

Jim and Abigail were waiting in the doorway as sipproached. 'Mark
won't be a minute," said Abigail. 'He's probablil $voking at all his
presents, the big booby.’

Elizabeth laughed. 'l don't think he'd apprecibtg tlescription, somehow!

Abigail's brows rose. 'No, and it's not really vexye. He can be an absolute
bastard when he wants to." She handed Elizabetindahat. 'Here, put this
on—it should fit.’

Jim led out a slender bay mare, her heels clipppiag on the cobbled
courtyard, head nodding indifferently. 'l thoughor@nder would be a
good mount for Elizabeth,' he said.

Abigail looked at the horse for a long moment, tisbe said slowly, ‘No.
No, put her on Sultan.'



Jim's draw dropped open like a visor. 'Sultan®dteed incredulously. ‘Do
you think that's wise?'

Abigail nodded. 'l think that's very wise." But heyes locked into her
husband's defiantly, and Elizabeth frowned as slachved Jim turn,
shrugging to take the horse back to its paddockewh minutes later he
reappeared.

A black Arab stallion walked with arrogant graceithe sunlight, his coat
glistening like silk, his flanks rippling with sufgmuscle. Elizabeth stared
up at the magnificent creature for a moment, thbigail said, 'I'll give you
a hand up,' and waited to help her on. Elizabettpgd the thoroughbred's
mane and jumped on. Sultan began to dance eleganthyes clipping on
the cobbled courtyard. Elizabeth took the reins steédied him until he
stopped, shaking his head while she bent to patélismuscled neck.

Abigail and Jim mounted their own horses, and Bkh felt the uneasiness
cloy at her stomach. Jim was giving his wife urdeonks, which were being
deliberately ignored.

She nudged the stallion into a walk as they mowealydrom the stables to
the front of the house. As they started up theedsive saw Mark's face at a
downstairs window.

A few seconds later the iron door was wrenched @mehMark came out,
his face blazing with temper, dressed in ridingleds which made him look
wild and incredibly sexy.

'Here comes trouble!" drawled Abigail with amusemen

'l wish you hadn't done this, dear," Jim mutteratappily as they reined
their mounts to a standstill.

Elizabeth's heart beat faster. She reined SultaMak reached her. He
stared up at her, eyes darkly intense.

'Who gave you Sultan?' he asked under his breath.



Elizabeth glanced silently at Abigail.

His black head turned to his sister. 'Your work®'daid in a low, angry
voice.

Abigail smiled slowly. 'My work," she agreed.

His mouth hardened. 'l should have known!" He labkack at Elizabeth.
"Take him back to the stables.’

Elizabeth stared in confusion. Sultan sensed weakaed began to dance
nervously, his tail swishing, his eyes staring gartly at Mark. Elizabeth
tried to stop him, but Mark had already moved.

His hands gripped the reins. 'Get off,’ he saititlyg and Abigail leant
forward to interrupt.

‘Can't you control your temper, for God's sake@'atked irritably.

Mark ignored his sister. 'l want this horse backthe stables,’ he told
Elizabeth, his voice taut with anger. 'l don't whaim ridden.'

‘It wasn't her fault, Mark," Abigail interruptedaig. 'Don't take it out on her

Mark turned on her, his upper lip curled in a snafbu poisonous little
bitch!" he bit out. 'Haven't you done enough daria@en't you ever mind
your own business?'

Sultan reared. His front hooves started to lifttb# ground as he neighed,
and Elizabeth watched in horrified slow motion las world began to blur

with the sudden fast movement. Mark moved fasterygh. He yanked the

bit hard, and the horse stopped, but refused tie set

'‘Get off him," he said tightly, and Elizabeth sbifl the horse with relief, her
legs shaking. Mark put his foot in the stirrup aveung on to the horse's
back himself. Sultan tried to dance, but was stdppghlessly by Mark,
who made it very plain who was in control.



He looked down at Elizabeth. 'This horse is danggrble's temperamental.’
He gave his sister a bitingly angry look. 'Abigailould have had more
sense!" Abigall flushed crimson and fell silent.

Mark turned the horse and nudged it with powethiglts, bending into its
neck as it moved away at a fast canter. He lookef@gtly matched with the
powerful stallion; horse and rider both dark anthoreable.

Elizabeth turned to Abigail with incredulous ey&8hy did you do it?' she
asked slowly. 'Why did you give me Sultan when yJmew he was
dangerous?'

'l forgot," snapped Abigail, her face bitterly apg8he looked at Jim, who
merely raised his brows and sighed, then she nudlgeldorse into a trot and
went off with Jim following her.

Elizabeth watched them ride away from the housd,falt suddenly very
lonely in front of the big house. It seemed to Water, mocking her in the
same way she had felt the chandelier laughingrdalenight. The tall grey
turrets spiked the sky, long shadows beginningicatross her face.

She sighed and went inside, going to her room angé. She could not
believe Abigail had deliberately given her a dangsrhorse. Yet what other
explanation was there for Mark's fierce anger? QKhg horse was
obviously valuable—but that wouldn't explain hiaggon to his sister.

Sitting down on the edge of her bed, she felt \enyfused and unhappy.
Christmas Day was more or less ruined. Her weddiag only a week
away. Mark became more shrouded in mystery theelosge knew him.
She wanted to cry, but instead she just stareklylan the floor and hoped
desperately that it would be all right once theyev@married.

But what if it isn't? a little voice asked insiderhand she closed her eyes,
trying to block out the instant doubt that roseingide her. What if it just
gets worse? she thought, eyes tightly shut agdiestagging worry.

That was a chance she just had to take. She wadetuy involved with
him now to pull out. Only a week, she thought,gyto be more positive



about it all. Only one more week and then I'll eeviafe, and he'll tell me all
about the West Wing, and the secrets that hidignhbuse.

She heard him come in, heard the front door slagardc his footsteps
approach as he came up the corridor. Elizabethrequeer shoulders and
resolved to be optimistic. What choice did she Rave



CHAPTER SIX

ELizABETH glanced across at Nicky in the open carriage kdstd. The cool
January sunshine shone in her eyes as they clgpetbtheir way to the
church, the two white horses harnessed with galdestd leather, white
plumes on their proud heads. For a moment, sheedidticky was her
father, and the thought made her lips part withdesadsadness. Then she
thought of Mark, and the sadness became a sm#hesealised that Mark
had come to mean everything to her. At last shddctat her father's
memory slip away with fondness rather than regret.

'‘Nervous?' Nicky caught her eye.
She smiled, shaking her head.
His brows rose. 'Then why are you strangling tiHtseers?’

Elizabeth looked down at the fragile white lilisher bouquet, and realised
she was crushing the delicate stems. 'That's nmvesk she told Nicky,
releasing her tight hold. 'I'm just excited.’

'Excited?’ Nicky shook his head. 'l can remembeu j@ling me you
wouldn't get married until you were famous!" Hediedl his arms, grinning.
"You phoney!

She laughed. "You know what your trouble is? Ydiele everything | say!

The small village church came into view as theyéarthe corner. People
were waiting outside—one or two photographers ldamethe little stone

gates, and looked up as the carriage came into. érabeth saw Jeremy
and Melanie talking outside the small arched dogr@aremy looked smart
for once—he was even wearing a tie and carnation.

"You can always change your mind, you know!" Niekyispered beside her,
and she looked at him in amazement, only to seedsegrinning, a teasing
light in his eyes.



'‘Are you kidding?' she said softly, and he studied for a moment, then
smiled.

‘You really are in love with the guy, aren't yob&'said deeply, and shook
his head. 'Why couldn't you have fallen for a gist2 Much better business
sense!'

The carriage stopped, the horses waiting patieaitihe church gates. The
photographers came forward, faces eager as theddimeir cameras at her.
Nicky opened the carriage door and let the stepsdthen got out to turn
and help her down, holding her hand.

She stepped out, her long white lace dress flatian the breeze. Through
the lace veil over her face, she saw everythingutin a fragmented white
haze as it fluttered in the breeze. Then scoop#rgldng train with one
hand, she slipped her arm through Nicky's and wh#{eng the little path
through the grass towards the church.

Jeremy and Melanie waved at her and disappearedheatchurch, walking
quickly up the aisle to take their places. Elizab&bpped in the doorway,
her heart beating fast as the organ music started.

Mark's dark head turned at the first strains of i;yjuand their eyes met
across the crowded wooden pews of the church. ligihestarted towalk up
the aisle, her fingers clutching Nicky's grey skeev

As sRe joined him, Nicky stood to one side, and Kvistepped into the
centre of the aisle beside her. Their eyes mehagad she saw a flicker of a
smile as they turned to the priest, who began bognthe wedding
ceremony in deep tones. As she repeated the vowdek her heart move
with the reality of what she was saying. Mark'spgleeice beside her as he
repeated his vows made her eyes mist with tears.

His strong tanned hand took her pale fingers, andlid a thick platinum
band on to her engagement finger. It sparkled endim sunshine which
shone through the stained glass window above liegids.



Afterwards, they walked out of the arched doorway the churchyard and
posed for photographs. Elizabeth clung to Marks as they stood in the
January sunshine, and he smiled down at her.

'Hallo, Mrs Blackthorne," he drawled lightly in hear. His dark head was
bent, his black hair clean and freshly washed.abkth smiled up at him as
he bent to kiss her, and her arms wound roundtusgneck. A cheer went
up from the crowd of friends and relations.

'Surprise!" Jeremy's bright voice beside them wdlsviied by a boxful of
coloured rice-paper being tipped over their headsing them break apatrt,
laughing as they brushed the confetti from eyesraadth.

"You pest!' scolded Elizabeth, delighted with Jeysmantics. He grinned at
her, golden and cherubic in the sunlight, impighti in his eyes.

Mark was laughing too, taking rice paper from laisgue with long fingers.
'Let's get out of here!' he said, taking her hamdl mnning to the carriage.
He helped her up and got in, shutting the littlerdand sitting beside her.

'‘Bouquet! Bouquet!' shouted Melanie beside theiager
Even Abigail looked cheerful, standing hand in hanth Jim at the stone
gates, smiling as they both watched Elizabeth amadkMvaving from the

open carriage.

Elizabeth threw the bouquet and watched the wiligs kail through the air,
long blue ribbon fluttering in the breeze from #iems.

'I'm doomed!" Jeremy wailed as the bouquet landéuds hands.
The carriage clicked and rolled away, the horsgs-atbpping on the
country road while the big wooden wheels spun. "ighbat little goblin?’

asked Mark as they waved until they turned the@oand were out of sight.

‘Jeremy?' Elizabeth smiled. 'Oh, he's an old friéfels a songwriter—all his
songs are very original, just like him.’



Mark laughed. "The mind positively boggles!' Hgp&d his arm around her
as they headed towards Carthax House. 'Do you w@ndmuch about not
having a honeymoon yet?' he asked, kissing theftber head.

'It can wait." She wasn't too keen on spendingraoh time at Carthax, but
now that she was married to Mark, all her fearsdiadppeared.

He stroked her head where it lay on his broad slewull just can't trust
those idiots to crack the whip. Nobody's in the ohdor work after
Christmas and the New Year. They'd all spend tlimie swanning off to
heavy lunches.' He gave her an amused glance.ifigotiould get done.’

"You can hardly blame them,' she pointed out, dimgpl

'‘Oh no?' he drawled lightly.

Elizabeth laughed. 'I'm glad | don't work for ydre you very tyrannical?'
'Very," he drawled, his eyes teasing.

Carthax House came into view and they rode aloeghttdgeways that
bordered the estate, turning into the massive gaitek starting up the
driveway. The great house loomed up before thehtuakts and spikes,
looking today like a fairytale castle instead dfaainted mansion.

Elizabeth brightened. The wedding had definiteketaaway her fear of the
house and its mysterious secret. She was surehaiwiark would tell her,
when he was ready. It couldn't be all that badwayy because she was
convinced that he loved her.

The guests were already arriving, and a long lineacs curved the circular
driveway. But the carriage had enough room to dégosm at the massive
oak doors, and Elizabeth walked to the door withrkyléistening to the
chatter of people which came from the house thrahgtopen doors.

'Elizabeth?' Mark stopped her at the doorway, amdled suddenly,
swinging her up into his arms and carrying her dterthreshold, saying,
"You may not be very traditional, but | am!



Elizabeth wound her arms round his neck, smilihdike old-fashioned
people.’

He grimaced. 'l don't like the sound of that. Itkesme feel ancient.’

You are ancient,' drawled Abigail from the doorwagd they both turned
to look at her in surprise as she stood watchiegitha glass of champagne
held in her slender white hand.

Mark set Elizabeth slowly back on her feet. 'Pat ¢thustic wit back in its
caustic little box, Abigail," he said irritably.VEn you can't spoil today.'

Abigail made a face. 'You seem to have left younsseeof humour in your
other suit, Mark dear.' She came over to Elizabathgave her a peck on the
cheek. 'Welcome to the family at last." She gaveahwicked smile and
added, 'You poor thing.'

‘Thank you, Abigail," drawled Mark, 'for your kiwebrds. Now push off.'

They went in to the reception room and were greetithl cheers as they
went to the carefully arranged long table at theedhef the room beneath the
minstrels' gallery. A delicate white cake in fivers stood in the centre of
the table with a little bride and groom standingaitwined arch of white

roses.

Speeches were made, presents opened, and telagaang&lizabeth felt all
the worries of the last few weeks slip away fromsteulders as she danced
with Mark at the end of the evening, her long whitess caught in the
spotlight, Mark's arms around her as they circleal ftoor, their audience
captivated.

Mark smiled as the last strains of music faded aavayapplause broke out.
Slowly he bent his head to kiss her, his mouth wanrhers. A sigh went up

from their audience, and Elizabeth's heart be#¢fas she twined her arms
around his strong neck, intensely proud of her hasband.

'Sir, you can't go in there --' The butler's vdiceke into the sudden silence
as footsteps hurried towards the Grand Hall.



The front door was slammed, and two black- taileants sprang to the
doorway, trying to block a man's entry. But he maspast them, standing in
a black evening suit, his collar askew, hair ruffle

Elizabeth turned her head, still in Mark's armdptik across at the stranger.
As their eyes met she saw his blue eyes widen xpression of frozen
disbelief come over his face as he stared backrat h

'My God!" the man whispered into the sudden silefite true, then. What
they're saying is true!'

Mark tensed, and she shot a frightened look atthisee that his face was
cold, expressionless. A mask had slipped down lorgesirrogant features as
he, too, stared at the dishevelled stranger.

'‘Get Mr Fairhaven a drink," he said coldly, not mgy and the butler
quickly picked up a glass of champagne and todk ithe stranger, his
footsteps echoing in the silent hall.

But the man Fairhaven brushed the butler asid#orilt want a drink." He
came towards them, walking as if drunk, but hiseldyes were piercingly
sober, and Elizabeth felt fear ripple icily up s@ine. Mark released her
slowly. The light from the overhead chandelier sham Fairhaven's pale
brown hair as he stopped dead in front of themyswastaring at her.

Mark looked down at him with cold hard eyes. 'Willk in the study,’ he
said in an undertone, so that no one save Elizatmild possibly have
heard.

Fairhaven stared at him for a moment, then ba&lizhbeth. He was silent
for a moment, while Mark watched him intently. Thes nodded. 'Yes, of
course.’

Mark relaxed a little, taking the man's arm andlleg him away across the
hall. Elizabeth watched them go, her eyes wide wildrm. Then she
realised that everyone was staring at her in sttbskence, and hot colour
flooded her face.



She gave a ghostly pretence of a smile, and matitore¢he music to begin
again, walking across to the corner where her disestood watching and
hoping that no one would question her too closbtuathe incident. People
began talking again, drifting on to the floor witteir partners to dance.
Polite society always won through in the end. Tiewld talk, but not many
people would dare question her.

Melanie, however, being her sister, had no suchepbhrriers. "What the
hell was all that about?' she whispered franticallyElizabeth joined the
little circle of Mayfleld inhabitants.

Elizabeth took a glass of champagne and downeadié gulp, then wished
she hadn't. 'l really don't know," she said coolynds twirling the
long-stemmed glass restlessly. ‘Nothing importémtsure.’

Melanie eyed her in disbelief. "You can lie to ringou like,' she said slowly,
'but for God's sake don't lie to yourself.’

Elizabeth flushed hotly, looking down at the flo8he wished desperately
that she was in the study with Mark and the mystexiMr Fairhaven, could
hear what they were saying. Then her mouth firmeth vanger and
un-happiness. Mark should tell her what was goimgVghy didn't he ever
tell her?

Mark did not return to the Grand Hall for anothalflan hour. She spent her
time while he was away talking politely to the ggeplaying the radiant

bride, while all the time tension and fear ate awaher stomach, making
her nervous and jumpy. When he finally did reappearsaid nothing about
the man Fairhaven, who had disappeared into thjmerely kissed her on

the cheek and smiled, his usual charming self,dareted with her again

while the guests gossiped hotly.

The party broke up at around midnight, the witchiwagir, and the last car
drove away from Carthax House, leaving the pathem standing alone in
the doorway, looking out beneath the blue-whithtligver the doors into the
darkness of the Essex winter night.



The tall grandfather clock in the hallway chimetbithe silence. It started to
strike twelve as Mark turned Elizabeth in his aang looked down at her
with a little smile.

'‘Bedtime," he murmured, and she looked at him upihap

He started to bend his head to kiss her, but skleqalhim away. 'Who's Mr
Fairhaven?' she blurted out in one quick hot riWhat was he doing here?
Why was he staring at me like that?'

Mark was silent for a moment. 'Did it upset youtthauch?' he asked
quietly.

She nodded, uneasy.

He studied her for a long moment, then sighedjnglidhis hands into the
pockets of his dress suit. Turning, he looked afwam her, standing with
his back to her for a few seconds. Elizabeth lodakeithe back of his black
head and wondered what on earth was going on.

'Must you know now?' he asked deeply. ‘It isn'tom@nt. Can't it wait?'

Her eyes flared. 'No, it can't wait!" She felt kedirs begin to sting her eyes.
Her wedding day was ruined now, her husband ardistaanger. 'l think
I've waited long enough. | know there's some kihdexret you're keeping
from me, Mark. You've got to tell me --'

He spun, eyes narrowed. 'Secret?' he asked urglbrdath. "What the hell
are you talking about?'

'‘Don't try to talk me out of it," she said painjullThere's some kind of secret
in this house, | know thereis . ..

Mark gripped her shoulders, his eyes intense. "Woatou think it is,
Elizabeth? You tell me.

Elizabeth froze, silenced. She saw something feigiiniy in those fierce blue
eyes, even though he was cool and controlled,tandde her stare at him in



disbelief. Was he threatening her, subtly? She droulbelieve it was
happening to her, not now, not on her wedding d@agrs burnt in her eyes,
and one slid down over her lashes, running acressheek to the corner of
her mouth.

Mark watched it with slowly changing eyes. His hanbit into her
shoulders, making her gasp and back away from $uigenly afraid.

He looked at her quickly. 'I'm sorry," he said digvand his hands relaxed,
sliding away from her shoulders. 'l didn't mearhtot you—God knows,
I've never intended that.'

Elizabeth looked at him, her heart hurting. "Wikdit, Mark?' she whispered.
'Why won't you tell me?'

He raked a hand through his hair. 'Fairhaven? jdstsan old friend of the
family." His mouth moved in a grim smile. '"Comeptay his respects.’

She frowned, her eyes wary. 'Then why did he rieethat when he saw
me?' she asked in a slow voice.

Mark flicked black lashes, sending his gaze skingiuack to her. 'He likes
to make an entrance,' he said drily. 'He also likagset people. There's no
love lost between us. He came here to try and sppivedding.’

Elizabeth stared, appalled. 'How horrible!

He shrugged broad shoulders. 'l told you it wasmiortant." He watched
her with hooded eyes. 'l didn't realise it had tigee so much.’

She bit her lip, unsure of whether she even belidum or not. Staring at

him, she asked herself if it was quite sane to ynaman she didn't trust as
much as she should. But how could she go back Mdaild she even want

to? that was the real question. And she knew teeanto that already. She
wouldn't leave Mark if it was at all feasible tagtwith him; she was in too

deep now.



Mark sighed, stepping towards her. He slid his amonsid her, cradling her
against his lean body. 'Darling," he murmured, tdook at me like that.
Don't let him spoil it for us. Don't let any of thespoil it for us.’

Elizabeth rested her head on his warm shouldery "dt they want to,
though? | don't understand it.'

He stroked her hair. 'Neither do I," he muttereaiagt her face. 'l wish | did.’
He kissed her cheek with warm lips, his long firsggiroking her neck. 'But
all you can do is just try to forget it, put it caftyour mind.’

She nodded, holding him close. He was right, ofseuThere was no other
course of action for either of them. She loved Maxk much to leave him,

and it was perfectly clear that he wasn't gointgtioher about the secret he
kept hidden in the West Wing—not yet, anyway. Aléscould do was trust

him and stay with him, hoping he would eventuadly her about it.

He took her hand and pressed it to his mouth, liiher over to the stairs
as the clock chimed the quarter hour. Climbing sters with him, she
hoped that he would tell her soon.

Rain woke her, splattering heavily on the windowgsrthe wind howling
violently all around the old house, trees bendmgubmission, branches
scraping against the downstairs windows. Elizabptned her eyes slowly,
lying in the warmth of her big fourposter bed, ttevers soft against her
naked skin as she stretched like a well-fed cat.

Suddenly she remembered. Her eyes flicked to thebweaide her, and her
heart beat faster as she looked at his naked spimed just above the sheets
where he lay close to her, huddled up in the blEnki smile curved her
mouth with tenderness. His black hair was rufflad antidy, stark against
the white pillows.

Slowly she reached out one hand to stroke his leadingers gentle as she
touched his thick black hair. He stirred, frownihgs mouth moving a little
as he huddled deeper into the blankets, and Elizaloailed again, watching



him. His arm moved as he groaned in his sleep hamslid his hand round
her waist, cuddling up to her.

Elizabeth cradled his strong dark head againsbiesst. At first last night,
she hadn't been sure he was actually going to toakeo her. He had been
so subtle, so teasing as they came into the bedriidmad been an hour
before he finally pushed her back against thewsland slid her clothes off
one by one, his hands burningly sensual as he ¢oulsar naked skin. His
kisses had deepened, probing her mouth while b&estrher, making her
feel as though her bones were liquid, her bodyimn He had quickly
stripped himself while she lay watching, and comaekbto her, twisting
together naked while his hands and mouth travedlezt her naked flesh,
becoming more urgent, more passionate until hdlyit@ok her with a wild
cry, his voice hoarse as he drove into her, hisybuodeting hers until the
urgency overtook them and they fell together, ceden sweat, each crying
out with fulfilment.

She shivered now, feeling the heat suffuse hehaday next to him, skin
against skin in the big fourposter bed. Mark stirdglack lashes flickering,
and she looked down at him.

He opened his eyes, then quickly looked up atdmeif to reassure himself
that she was still there.

Elizabeth smiled down at him. Their eyes met arld for a few seconds in
silence, the only sounds that of the rain battetivg lattice window, the
wind howling outside.

'‘Awake at last?' she said softly.

'l had a long night," he murmured, smiling.

Elizabeth's smile broadened, lights dancing indiee eyes. 'Indeed?’

His brows rose. 'l was speaking on a purely sgititavel,’ he said with

dignity, then suddenly he grinned, shifting up @dlio swing his arm around
her, pulling her close to his side. 'Did you sleepl?' he asked.



'Of course!" She had slept soundly, exhausted digar lovemaking and the
long conversation which had followed, continuintpithe early hours of the
morning as they lay in each other's arms. 'How aipou?’

He laughed deeply. 'Are you kidding?' He kissedttpeof her head with
warm lips. 'We must do this more often! I've dedidelefinitely like being
married to you. Especially since you look so ratifwst thing in the
morning.' He smiled, then said suddenly, "What oo want to do today?'

She turned, surprised. 'l thought you were worKing?

He made a face. "They can do without me for one lago in tomorrow
and kick them extra hard to make up for it!' Hegt#uElizabeth's amused
expression and his brows shot up. He quickly turnedso that she lay
across his chest, head turned up to his face,rimsasound her neck in a
mock stranglehold. 'That amuses you, does it?réeldd with a smile.

She laughed. 'Only because | can picture it salyivi

'l see,’ he-drawled, his brows raised. 'Don't yamtyour husband to be the
boss?'

Her gaze dropped to his hard mouth, and she séig,s®nly after I've
given him a run for his money.'

Mark bent his head, his lips touching hers, butdidn't kiss her, only
murmured, 'I'll enjoy the battle.’

Elizabeth grinned. 'And I'll let you win.'

He laughed, pinning her to the bed with strong kantlile she put up a
mock struggle, laughing as he pushed her back stgdia pillows and lay
on top of her, holding her still. Then he slowlynb&is head and kissed her
slowly, his mouth warm, the pressure increasing,kiss deepening, until
they lay together in a passionate embrace, thesmipnds those of the rain
outside and their excited breathing inside.



Later, Elizabeth showered alone, not yet used tokMaough to shower
with him. Tomorrow, she decided, she would showin Wwim, but not yet.
She dressed in a slim-fitting white skirt and aeplalue blouse, and went
downstairs to have breakfast with him. She wasnausly hungry, she
discovered, and Mark watched her with indulgent sement as she
polished off a plate of scrambled eggs on toadovad by two fresh
croissants which she dipped into a cup of hot midfee.

They spent the morning lazily, sitting togethekitad in the warm Victorian

study downstairs. Elizabeth told Mark about her giors in her career, and
he listened thoughtfully, but she noticed he waw/hing too, and wondered
why. They had discussed her singing before, arfthdébeen in favour of it.

In the afternoon, they went riding. Mark saddledi@uder for her, and took
a sturdy- looking white thoroughbred gelding fombkelf. It was still
raining, although it had lessened to a fine drizatel the grey skies looked
as though they might clear.

Wet and cold, they arrived home regenerated ditetdng ride, their faces
pink from exertion, lungs working vigorously, thenuscles hot and supple.

'I'm starving!" said Mark, laughing as he put therses back in their
paddocks. Steam rose from the well-muscled bodi¢seohorses, and he
covered them with short blankets as he led thenyawa

'‘Me too!" Elizabeth watched from the doorway, tmaticed that Sultan's
paddock was empty. Frowning, she said slowly, 'Mankhere's Sultan?'

He stiffened, standing still for a moment. 'Sultdr&said, patting Coriander
as he closed the small door on her. 'l sold hira.ldédked over his shoulder
with hooded eyes. 'Why do you ask?"

Elizabeth watched him with worried eyes. 'Justausi' she said, seeing the
tense set of his dark face.

As they walked back to the house, she looked upeagrey spikes which
towered threateningly towards the sky. Her eyd®ofethe West Tower, and



she glanced at Mark, seeing him look at her guadydéapping his riding
crop against his black boots.

‘There's a storm blowing up,' he commented, asgystia was looking up at
the grey sky.

Elizabeth shot him a quick look. 'What's in the YW&$ng?' she asked, her
heart thumping as she tried to make her voice scaadal. 'I've never been
in there. Do you keep it locked?'

Mark stared at her for a moment, his step halfligen he said, 'It's empty,’
his voice cool and offhand as he began walkingragaikeep it locked

because there's nothing in there. | can't run thelevhouse—it would be
pointless. It's much too big.’'

Elizabeth dropped the subject. They went upstairshower and change,
and she stepped out of the shower with a thougftiuin, wrapping herself
in a warm dressing gown after she had dried hefglalfk was obviously not
ready to tell her. Well, it could wait, she decidgding into the bedroom.

Mark was waiting in the bedroom in front of a nexityfire. 'l brought some
food up,’ he told her, indicating two plates of bottered toast, and two pink
mugs full of steaming hot chocolate. Elizabeth sthidnd went over to sit
on the bedroom couch with him.

They talked for hours, but the heat from the firade her drowsy, and
eventually she fell asleep in his arms.

She awoke in darkness. Her neck ached, and sl saioking around the

room which was lit only by the flickering firelighMark was soundly

asleep, his dark lashes resting on his tanned chedle breathed deeply.
Elizabeth carefully got up without waking him.

She tried to put the light on, but it wouldn't workhe storm, she
remembered, listening to the newly howling wind aaith. The electricity
must have failed again. How annoying! She fumbtethe darkness for a



candle, striking a match and lighting it as she twen of the bedroom into
the corridor.

She wanted to do her vocal exercises before diBwdras she started to
walk towards the main staircase, her eye was cdmghatghostly reflection
of herself in a faded gilt-edged mirror.

My face, she thought, staring into the eerie mirihy do people stare at
me so? It must be something to do with my face.CEmelle-flames licked at
her features, sharpening and distorting the deliadtite skin, fragile bone,
big violet eyes and ruby red lips.

What wasin the West Wing? She glanced over her shouldevasn't far
from here; this corridor led to the West Wing. Sloelld just take a quick
look before dinner, before she did her vocal esexi What harm could it
do? It couldn't be anything very bad.

The big oak door of the West Wing was closed. Bkth held the candle
higher, going towards it on soft feet, trying todsesilent as possible. The
heavy circular handle was rusty, and she reachedboit, feeling it cold
against her fingers.

The door opened heavily, creaking in protest assshelg it back. Heart
thumping madly, she looked at the corridor in frohher. Slowly she began
to walk along the old, musty corridor, looking anuxsly from side to side.
Silver glinted for a second, and she frowned. Ardabthe end of the
corridor—a door with a silver lock. She walked silg towards it, her
pulses racing.

'What are you doing in here?'

She spun round, heart leaping with fright. Mrs Bssylwas watching her
with cold eyes, and Elizabeth breathed deeply,khhit wasn't Mark.

'l was exploring,' she said quickly, her breathstoated. 'That's all.’



The old woman nodded her head. 'There's nothisgéchere,’ she told her
grimly, "The West Wing's been closed these lagieglyears. You'll be better
off exploring elsewhere.'

It was difficult for Elizabeth to argue. She wasm&ed to dealing with
housekeepers. She nodded and began to walk awkylbamn the corridor,
away from the room with the silver lock, away frahe secret which lay
behind its polished doors.

Mrs Bayliss followed her, locking the heavy doothe wing with the set of
keys which jangled from her waist on a long thiaioh

'Ill be serving dinner late, tonight," she toldr.n@he electricity'll not be
back for a while yet. You'd be well advised to gakto your husband until
the power's on again.'

Elizabeth drew herself up to her full height, réfigsto be ordered around by
the woman. 'On the contrary,’ she said as coollgh&scould, 'I'm going
downstairs to the music room. | have to practisesoajes.’

Mrs Bayliss raised her straggly grey brows. 'As {ike, madam,’ she said
with grim amusement.

Elizabeth turned, her lips compressed, and walkeckty away from her,
going down the central staircase and along thetheshoing passages to
the second drawing room where the piano was.

Sitting down at the polished ebony piano, shetsetcandlestick on its lid,
seeing the eerie light reflected in the black wo@ilow and silver blending
in a flickering pattern. Running her fingers ovee keys, she started to play
octave., after octave, singing the scales, ancextcal exercises until her
voice began to open up.

Once her voice had opened, she began to sing; @gvdmllad which had
become a classic in recent years, recorded byreliffeartists the world
"over. Closing her eyes, she controlled her vaggging in clear high tones,
allowing the lyrics to dance like arrows in richusal above the lilting notes
of the piano.



As the song approached its climax, she allowedrigeb take over, but
controlled it with effortless technique, her vomaring with the power of
the lyric, rephrasing for more effect, opening H&oat up to round the
tones. It excited her, hearing her voice rise alibganusic with such clarity
and power.

The door opened suddenly, and she stopped, catbbirigreath.

Mark stood in the doorway, his face illuminated thg candle he held.
"You're superb,’ he said after a long moment.dnhaealised you were this
good.’

Closing the door, he came in, still wearing thekdslk dressing gown he
had put on after their ride this afternoon.

'I'm glad you liked it," said Elizabeth, feelingepked with herself. He had
never heard her sing before. She was glad he read her when she was in
good voice, when atmosphere had helped her voice.

'l liked it too much," he told her, frowning. 'Thathe problem.’
She studied him, at a loss. 'l don't understantshe began slowly.

Mark put his candle on the piano next to hers. 'Mave a remarkable talent,
Elizabeth. It might take you away from me. | dd¢iitk you should continue
singing.'

She stared, appalled. 'Don't be silly, Mark!" slagd suncertainly. "We
discussed it, and you told me | could continue.’'

He watched her through hooded lids. 'I've changgdmmd," he told her
bluntly.She just stared at him, speechless for mem. Then she stood up,
thinking hard. 'You can't stop me," she said guie¥ou must know that.
Surely you'd rather be with me rather than agames?'

'‘And lie to myself at the same time?' He shoolblask head. 'l can't pretend
something | don't feel. And | don't feel happy atgaur career any more.'



'‘But why?' she asked hopelessly.

He shoved his hands into the pockets of the bldkkragbe. "You're too
good,' he said curtly. 'If recognition came, it Wbbe enormous. It would
split us eventually—you must see that.'

Elizabeth shook her head angrily. 'No, | don'tg¢ shid, her eyes intent on
his face. 'It would only come between us if weitlét

His mouth firmed into a hard line. 'I'm not goirgdiscuss it any more. It's
pointless.’ He picked up his candle swiftly, hisgangry. 'Just remember
that you'll be going against my wishes if you dgwe it up.'

'Oh, for God's sake, Mark. . ." she began andoily,he turned with a harsh
expression, saying:

‘The discussion is over!" and started to stride éw¢he door, his shoulders
set angrily. As he reached the door he looked bigeshoulder at her tight
angry face and added, 'By the way, Mrs Bayliss tele you were in the
West Wing tonight. Why?'

Elizabeth floundered, her face colouring. 'l wagaus. | wanted to see it.'
'Don't go there again,’ he said tightly. 'It's eynpll lock it tonight for good.’

The door slammed shut and he was gone, leavingltélth staring at it with
incredulous eyes. She could hardly believe thatvexwation had taken
place. Mark's selfishness about her career wasstlbayond belief. At the
moment, all her career consisted of was workingl lar her voice and
recording songs in her sister's house. It wasttraeNicky had interested
several major record companies in her. It was tinaé R.C.I, were waiting
to hear her new material. But surely he couldniele a recording career
would split them up, destroy their marriage?

And then there was the business about the West-Wahgost as though he
and Mrs Bayliss had joined forces against her.dbkgth sat down slowly,
deeply upset and confused.



What was hidden in the West Wing? She had to furd o



CHAPTER SEVEN

MARK left early the next morning. He got dressed iargie while Elizabeth

lay in the bed watching him as he stood in fronthef looking glass, tying

his tie, his movements quick and brisk. He turnethe@ shouldered into his
black jacket, the waistcoast he wore fitting tightl his lean waist and hips.
He had been silent and brooding all last eveniagng dinner with her in

the candlelit dining room without saying a wordhter. Elizabeth had been
too proud and angry to make the first move in cosat®on, so they had sat
in tense silence while Mrs Bayliss served the dinA@d when they had

made love last night it had been with anger andlitgsalmost tearing each

other's bodies to pieces as they fell together iolent ecstasy, each
breathing harshly after the shattering releasermsion.

Mark turned now, eyes guarded. 'l may be late horhe, said
expressionlessly. 'Don't wait up for me.'

Elizabeth's mouth compressed. Tears clouded hsr byeshe blinked them
back angrily and didn't speak. What could she pbssay to him? She had
to try to make him understand that she was seabost her career.

He watched her for a moment, then put his watchha,long fingers
nimble, black hairs twining around the silver watt¥irs Bayliss will get
your meals,' he said coolly. 'Crane is around saneegvif you want to drive
out to see your. . ."' he paused, then added saallyni'your friends.’

Elizabeth closed her eyes, wishing there was soayeofvgetting through to
him. She ought to have spoken to him at dinnernagtt and ended the
hostility.

Mark watched her angrily. 'Well, say something, féod's sake!' he
snapped. 'Don't just sit there like a patient $aint

She glared at him. 'What do you want me to say?"'

His mouth compressed. 'God knows,' he said bitinglyything would be
better than watching you sigh and close your eikesal bloody martyr!



She gave him an angry look, but said nothing.

There was a tense silence. Then Mark took a detysf from his pocket, and
threw them on the bed. The big hooped ring surredrigy a multitude of
keys clattered noisily.

‘The keys to the house,' he drawled tightly. "YorithAe mistress here, after
all.’

Elizabeth held up a large silver key, her heartibhgdast. 'What's this one
for?' she asked slowly, staring at it.

Mark stiffened. 'It's the key to my private roohe' said under his breath. 'l
don't want you to use it.'

She looked at him intently. 'Why not, Mark?' shkeeaisin a low voice.
His blue eyes glittered. 'Just don't use it," he saldly.

Elizabeth felt the key burn into her finger. It hiadbe the one. Hadn't she
seen the lock it fitted last night? The polisheld daor, the gleaming silver
lock, eerie in the candlelight. Her heart beateiagtith fear and excitement
as she remembered Abigail saying, 'What will shé dbe goes to the West
Wing? We all know what she'll find there..."

She put the keys down on the bed beside her. "Bfedl said with false calm,
'I'll see you when you get home tonight.’

Mark's eyes flickered, narrowing. 'Yes,' he saaw\y, and came towards
her, bending to brush cool lips across her ch&eg&l' discuss your career
tonight. Maybe we can come to some arrangement.’

Elizabeth looked at the hard-boned face. Therelly @ne possible
arrangement, Mark,' she said firmly.

His mouth compressed into a hard line. 'We'll deesaid curtly, and turned
to go out of the bedroom. At the door, he turnedking at her. 'I'll be home
at around eleven or midnight.'



She nodded. 'So you said.'

'Remember --' he said darkly, 'you can use eveyykethe ring, but not the
silver one. Don't go into my private room.’

Elizabeth watched him intently. 'What have you lgdtlen in there?'

His jaw clenched. 'Don't go into that room," hedsaghtly, and went out,
slamming the door behind him.

Elizabeth picked up the key ring, gazing at thigelisilver key.

She spent the day exploring the house, going freomrto room with the
jangling bunch of keys, finding rooms she hadnéwn existed, had always
passed by without noticing, but which were now magailable to her
through the keys of the house.

Mrs Bayliss appeared several times. Is she spying®, Elizabeth thought,
or am | just going paranoid? It seemed too coindi@ethat Mrs Bayliss
would appear just as Elizabeth moved quietly towaing West Wing.

At any rate, she decided to wait until tonight efagoing to the
silver-locked room. It was too risky with Mrs Bagdi around. She was as
off- putting as a witch's familiar, hovering silgntcold eyes watchful and
ever-present.

Mrs Bayliss was cooking the dinner at seven o'clackl Elizabeth felt safe
enough to creep silently up to the West Wing. TeaVy oak door creaked
open as she pressed her weight against it anddttineecircular handle.

Then she stopped, listening. The house was siMrg.Bayliss wouldn't
interfere.

The door at the end of the corridor gleamed withisger invitation.
Elizabeth swallowed, staring at the mysteriousssilack, and the engraved
silver key in her hand. But she decided not torgthere just yet.



Mark's private room could wait until after dinnevhen Mrs Bayliss had
gone. Instead, she went to another room in the Wasg, to the left of the
other door. Finding the right key, she slippedibithe lock and turned it,
pushing the heavy oak door open.

It was dark inside. The heavy velvet curtains waosed. Flicking on the
light switch, Elizabeth stared for a moment in céetgsurprise at the room
that confronted her.

Cobwebs hung from a chandelier in the centralrogilidust covered the oak
dining table in a fine white layer. The chairs amdiches around the room
were covered by white dust sheets. The dark vétugtains were yellowed
with age and dust.

Elizabeth walked in, running her fingers over theiant dust and cobwebs.
Two candelabra stood at either end of the dinngetalad in fine white
cobweb robes, which she ran her fingers througigling them as dust flew
silently into the air.

Going to the curtains, she fingered them, then dhamn back. One curtain
fell to the floor and she jumped, staring at iatideating fast from surprise.

What was this room? she asked herself, staringdutously. Who had
lived here previously? Why was it left to decay aotg—as though it was a
grave, a room filled with the sickly smell of death

'‘Mrs Blackthorne." A cold voice from the doorway aeaher spin, heart
thumping madly.

She swallowed. 'Yes, Mrs Bayliss?'
The woman watched with a cold, hard face. '"Youndins ready,' she said
through barely moving lips. 'It's been ready theséten minutes. And not

for want of calling you!'

Elizabeth straightened. 'I've been looking over meyv home,' she said,
underlining her words with a proprietorial edge.



Mrs Bayliss nodded. 'I'll see to locking this wiag for you,' she told her
calmly. 'You go down and eat your meal beforecivlsl.’

Elizabeth's mouth compressed. Walking to the dsloe, watched as Mrs
Bayliss took her own set of keys and started tseckhie door behind them
with a resounding thud.

'Whose room was that?' she asked with a frown. 'Wityallowed to decay
like that?'

'Mr Blackthorne's orders, madam,’ said Mrs Bayliss, refused to add to
that cryptic statement.

Elizabeth went slowly downstairs to the dining roavhere her meal waited
on a hostess trolley, still hot despite what Mrg/lBa had said about it
getting cold. She ate in an agony of suspense jngatite housekeeper to go
home as soon as possible so that she could rettine WWest Wing and open
the door to Mark's private room. She was convintted the mystery lay
hidden behind that polished oak door, and the iskeg would unlock the
secret for her.

It was dark now, and Elizabeth stood by the windovihe dining room

waiting for Mrs Bayliss to leave. Mark would be hem two hours—eleven
or midnight, he had said. That left her just enotigie to see inside the
locked room before he arrived home. Perhaps thas nething in there
after all—but the gripping suspense which held Wwas too much of a
powerful instinct to be ignored. And she was certaat the room was the
most important in the house.

'I'll be going home now, madam." Mrs Bayliss putiead round the door at
ten, after delaying it as long as possible, Eligalbleought.

Elizabeth tried to conceal her excitement. 'Okslye said calmly, 'I'll see
you in the morning.’

Mrs Bayliss looked anxious for a moment. "Youlidiplenty of books in the
library, madam. It should keep you occupied until Blackthorne gets
home.’



‘Thank you," Elizabeth said coolly, 'I'll take yadvice.'

Mrs Bayliss looked relieved. 'Oh, good, madam. Daeto to find yourself
idle when you're alone.' She smiled, amazing Eé#tabwho had never seen
her smile before. 'Goodnight, madam.’

Elizabeth watched discreetly from the window as Meayliss climbed on
her bicycle and rode away down the dark drive afidhe estate. The
minute the bicycle was out of sight, its single reght disappeared,
Elizabeth let the curtain drop back into place erdupstairs to get her set of
keys.

The door to the West Wing swung open. Elizabetmidaito the last door,
the silver key clutched in her hand, slipping toithe lock and turning it
with a loud click. She held the polished silver dli@for a moment, feeling it
smooth beneath her fingers, then she pushed it, gmehflicked the light
switch on.

White dazzled her. A woman's bedroom, perfectlys@need, confronted
her. It was immaculate. White silk curtains hungnira large fourposter
bed. A white deep-pile carpet covered the floowlite couch sat next to a
big white dressing table. Wardrobes ran along tladiswgold handles
glinting under the light.

Silence washed over her like mist in a churchyasishe walked into the
room, thoughts ran like wildfire through her troedbl mind. She didn't
understand, even now, as she looked around theiroamazement, and the
more she didn't understand, the more she had to.

Opening the wardrobes, she stared incredulouslywsR@f white
dresses—silk, satin, lace— confronted her, alonip wows of white fur
coats, soft to the touch as she ran her fingevglglover them.

Going to the dressing table, she stopped deadattshie saw. The jewellery
box was open, and rubies cascaded out of it lkaterfall of freshly spilt
blood, all glittering under the light from the clutier overhead.



Someone was watching her. Heart freezing, shesatf. She swung round,
breathing fast to look across at the far wall. disw't a person at all. It was a
painting.

'My face . .she whispered, her fingers going todiereks instinctively as
she stared at the portrait. Then she walked slowdy to stare up at it.

It was her face, her eyes that stared back aCOwdy.it wasn't her. The thick

black hair was piled high in curly disarray on tofpa face that was her
double. The enormous violet eyes were shaped wdiyti—yet there was a

shallowness there, a certain expression of casmathy that was not in

Elizabeth's own eyes. The girl was laughing, hettprmouth open in a

smile exposing neat white teeth—and, Elizabeth ghtua certain cat-like

malice—almost spite, but far too pretty to be tidte pale white skin was

almost translucent, like her own, and the high pnemt cheekbones were a
little sharper.

And around her neck, in blood-red stones, theteeghd a choker. It cut her
throat, swanlike, pale, and hardened the whitelfierwore.

Elizabeth felt shock freeze her mind, and she Ido#kewn slowly to the

inscription on the painting, in gold, giving theteisof birth and death of this
girl who was her twin. She had died three years &gy her name made
Elizabeth's body and heart go first white-hot, th@ncold as realisation
dawned.

'Katherine Fairhaven-Blackthorne." Elizabeth caugdt breath. His dead
wife, she realised with a blank face. Dead, butysdtburied: And she was
her living, breathing double. Slowly, she walkee@pto the bed and sank on
to it, her legs weak as she tried to calm hersmird

A photograph in a silver frame was propped on thashie table, and she
stared at it, her mouth thinning into an unhappgra line. A wedding
photograph of Mark with his arm round this girl, tKerine
Fairhaven-Blackthorne, both smiling, confetti ieithhair.

Elizabeth could not cry, however badly it hurt twk at the woman in
Mark's arms. She felt devoid of all emotion, devoidll thought. She just



sat on the bed, gazing into space with an emptyesspn, looking back on
the past, on her life with Mark so far, and sealighe loose ends finally
come together.

It must have been an hour later that she heard Ekllikg her name from
downstairs. His footsteps came up to their bedroiwen his voice grew
urgent and she could almost hear him thinking agaksed where she was.

He hurried to the doorway, breathless, catching dber-jamb to stop
himself. As he gazed at her in the silence, shedheis frantic laboured
breathing, saw the fierce blue of his eyes.

He swallowed hard. 'Elizabeth . . ." he said deelyt she didn't let him
speak.

"You're too late," she said expressionlessly, dlveady seen her.’

He studied her, his eyes glittering. 'l told you tmcome in here. | asked
you to keep out of this room. | would have told ymentually—but | didn't
want you to find out like this.'

Her face was white, blank. '‘Does it make any dififee?’

Mark watched her intently. 'l can explain --' hgée, but she cut in:

'I'm sure you can!" And it frightened her to heardelf, cold and hard.

He shook his head. 'You don't understand --'

'Oh yes, | do!" she retorted bitterly, as sometlsingpped inside her and the
anger was released, white-hot. "You married meusecalooked like your
dead wife—Katherine Fairhaven-Blackthorne, backrnfrthe grave.' She
looked at him, her eyes hating him. 'No wonder ywee stared at me! No
wonder Abigail dropped her glass. They were teuii-| must have scared

the life out of them!

Mark took a step towards her, frowning. 'Pleas@,tdart yourself. | know
what it looks like, but it's not what you think.'



Her heart hurt. 'Don't say any more,' she saidbaraly controlled voice. 'l
don't want to hear it.'

Standing up, she walked quickly to the door, algfoMark followed her,
trying to stop her. But Elizabeth couldn't beatisten to his excuses for
another second. It was beginning to hurt, the paia coming through the
layers of protective shock she had hidden in ferlést hour. She wanted to
fight it, not give in to the pain. It was easierfé@l nothing, think nothing.

'Where are you going?' Mark stopped her in theiadorr

'Home,' she said abruptly, 'where | belong." Walkaway from him, she
concentrated on nothingness, trying not to allom kb interfere with her
calm.

He followed her again, taking her arm as she rehthe top of the stairs.
"You can't leave," he said urgently, 'not withoutirgg me a chance to
explain.'

'‘Can't I?' she said with hatred, her eyes violatkening with anger as she
tried to channel everything she felt into hatredhiof. 'Just watch me!'

Wrenching her arm free, she descended the staask Matched her from
the top of the stairs, frozen in disbelief by hegry, hating outburst,
watching her open the double doors and go outthrganight, leaving them
open while she looked into the black Ferrari, sherkey and got in. His
voice echoed through the night as she startedahehearing him call her
name urgently, but she ignored him. Slipping thgskiato the ignition, she
started the black sports car, hearing the engiae and throb in the cold
night. The headlights flicked on, illuminating thath ahead, and she started
to pull away and drive off down the drive under lighit of the blue-white
lamp above the double doors.

Looking in the rearview mirror as she drove awég saw Mark standing in
the doorway, watching her go. In that moment shedchhim, wished she
had never met him, hoped she would never see haim.ag



Driving through the dark lanes of Essex, she tiiefthht the pain inside her.
But the tears began to sting her eyes as she daindeshe blinked angrily,
her chin trembling, tears blurring her vision.

With a muffled curse in a weak, broken voice, shiepl over to one side of
the road, stopping the car until she had recoveremigh to drive. A few
solitary tears slipped out from her lashes and dwgrcheeks as she sat
staring at the steering wheel.

But after two or three silent tears, the angerrretd, and she found herself
hating him again. Images of Katherine's bedroomrckéied through her

mind like a silent film, memories of the silverdined photograph on the
bedside table disturbed her. She thought of h&rrieeting with Mark, near

here, on the road to Mayfield.

She couldn't face thinking about it any more; isw@o painful. She allowed
emptiness to settle over her like a void, until &ienothing at all, thought
nothing at all. She re-started the Ferrari, andwomatic pilot was now in
control. She felt nothing, thought nothing. Empsisechilled her as she
drove towards Mayfield, towards warmth and safetg people who loved
her. Their kind words and comforting presence waasdntually thaw the
numbness she felt.

'How did she die?' Melanie handed her a mug ohsiteg coffee as she sat
cross-legged on the floor in front of the blue-géimes of the dirty old
gas-fire.

Elizabeth shook her head. 'l have no idea.' Stakiwgn blankly at the coffee
she cradled in both hands, she added, 'He didimtée Or rather—we didn't
get that far.'

Melanie eyed her shrewdly. 'You mean you just wal&et on him.’
Elizabeth looked at her sister and nodded. Mayfigks empty tonight,

Melanie was all alone. She was grateful for theegaf the warm, familiar
living room—at least she didn't have to explainpr@blems in front of a lot



of people. She was surprised that Mark had notovad her tt)
Mayfield—but then he probably realised that she iwwasdeeply shocked to
even react to his presence if he did come. Sheqgiaitle simply, exhausted.
If he walked into the room now, she would just l@kim blankly. She felt
devoid of all feeling.

Melanie went over to the window, pulling the dittue curtains back a
little. 'Nice car,' she said quietly. 'What are ygming to do with it?'

Elizabeth shrugged. 'God knows."

Melanie watched her for a moment, then let theatiffiall back into place.
'I'll speak to Nicky about it when he gets herexpect he'd love to drive a
nice Ferrari like that. He'll take it back for you.

Elizabeth turned her head. 'When he gets here®yésrfell on the peeling
white alarm clock, upended in the corner of themdike a forgotten doll.
'It's nearly one o'clock."

Melanie nodded. 'They've gone to a concert at Weyn@lhey'll be back in
an hour or so.'

'Oh." Elizabeth looked down at her coffee, indigiarto the damp wisps of
steam which curled upwards from it, touching hecefaThe silence
comforted her. She stared down at the carpet, gettia blue-yellow

patterns embedded with ash and spilt coffee, wherple had casually
flicked their cigarettes, missing the ashtray whigy nearby overflowing

with dead ends and ash.

Melanie watched her for a moment, then walked guater to her and sat
next to her, cross-legged. 'l hate to be the orsayathis,’ she told her, 'but
you'll have to snap out of this soon You won't fieetter until you've felt

worse—if you see what | mean.’

Elizabeth shrugged, silent.



Melanie lit a cigarette, frowning. 'You say the hmum was perfectly
preserved?' she asked, and at Elizabeth's nodoenti'He must have loved
her very much.’'

Elizabeth whitened, catching her breath rawly.

'Oh God, I'm sorry!" exclaimed Melanie, lookingher quickly. Then she
frowned. 'l don't know, though. At least you falsething for a minute—it
brought you out of zombie-land.’

Elizabeth gazed hard at the floor, feeling the Btsrings of pain. Fighting

them back, she felt coldness settle over her agampness inside. It was
easier. She didn't have to think about it this wigtorted memories didn't
flicker through her head of the past, things shefoegotten about, images
of Mark and his sister, things they had said, thiadnich only now were

beginning to fall into place. She didn't want toedgdhem now. She would
face them tomorrow; she would feel stronger tomarro

At half past two cars drew up outside, voices |l@gen the night as doors
slammed and footsteps approached the house. Mdladialready got up
when they heard the cars pull up, and was goirtlgetdront door just as the
bell rang noisily through the house. Elizabeth waiiting, her heart

thumping painfully as she heard Nicky's voice.

'l like the mean machine outside,' he was sayWpo'se is it?'

Jeremy was with him, and several others. 'Whenitm. . ." he began but
was cut off by noisy laughter from everyone else.

Elizabeth felt the pain start inside her, and siwkéd towards the door,
feeling terribly alone in the quiet little room #eeir cheerful voices came
through the open front door. She heard Melanie hikky aside and start
talking to him in a lowered voice as they came talsdhe living room.

Nicky came into the doorway, looking at her witredeconcern. 'Liz?' he
said gently. 'What is it, baby?’

She felt her lower lip tremble, and tears misteddyes.



Nicky clucked his tongue anxiously. 'Oh, Liz!" heelmimed, and came over
to her just as she started to stand up clumsiglirfg the tears start to come.
"You silly girl," he said tenderly.

She went into his arms, holding him tightly. Tharsecame, flowing hot and
fast over her cheeks as he held her silently, stgofker hair and whispering
in her ear, comforting her.

The others came in, noisily at first, but stoppshgrt, falling into silence as
they saw Elizabeth crying in Nicky's arms.

'What's up?' whispered Jeremy as Melanie came in.

Melanie shooed them all out of the room and quiethsed the peeling
white door, leaving them alone together.

Elizabeth clung to Nicky for what seemed hours lutite tears finally
stopped. He was sitting down on the sofa with hisrstrong arms firm as he
held her, rocking her gently, letting her cry it@lt of her system.

Eventually she lapsed into hiccoughs, her faceanasitear-stained, her eyes
red. Nicky drew back, looking down at her face.dfi@led gently, stroking
her eyes.

"You look like a panda,’ he murmured, smiling, 'Yoascara's run all over
you!'

Elizabeth hiccoughed, smiling too. 'Oh dear!" Shébed her eyes,
presenting herself for his scrutiny. 'Is that bétte

He laughed under his breath. 'l like pandas!" He ker, then sobered,
studying her seriously. 'Do you want to tell me wihappened?’

Elizabeth sighed, looking down at her hands. 'klbice his dead wife," she
said bluntly.

Nicky frowned. 'How much like her?'



Elizabeth took a deep breath, muttering, 'I'm learide.'

Nicky stared, incredulous. He took a packet of @fjas from his pocket
and lit one, taking the lighter from his denim jatKI didn't even know he'd
been married before.’

‘Neither did I'' She glanced at him out of the @rof her eye. 'l saw a
wedding photograph in the room. Her surname waskitf@rne—I figured
it out.'

'Which room?' queried Nicky, drawing on his cigteginhaling the smoke
and letting it drift out in a long blue-white strea

Elizabeth told him about the room in the West Wialgput the first time she
had heard about it when she had listened at thetdddark and Abigail's
argument. All about the little silver key whichté&t the silver lock on the
last door in the West Wing, and the fabulously eresd graveyard
bedroom of Katherine Fairhaven-Blackthorne.

Nicky listened with growing horror and fascinatidris eyes riveted on her.
When she had finished he let out a long sigh andlshis head. Elizabeth
waited for him to speak, looking at him through damp lashes.

'If I hadn't met the guy for myself," Nicky saidoslly, 'I'd say he was a
dangerous lunatic.'

Elizabeth looked away.

Nicky studied her. 'How did she die, this Katherfiarhaven-Blackthorne?'
He looked at her intently. 'Any idea?'

Elizabeth shrugged. 'No,' she said in a low vdiagidn't wait long enough
to find out.' Picking at loose threads on the ssifie, blinked back more tears,
her vision blurring. 'He tried to make me listeat bjust couldn't stay in that
house for another second.’

Nicky watched her shrewdly. '‘Because it was hesk8uhe asked, his eyes
gentle.



She nodded. She had felt like a stranger, an iatru8he had felt dirty,
cheapened—as though Katherine had been laughingratith her pretty
red mouth and cat-like eyes. It was absurd, butshé&ln't reason with her
emotions; no one can.

Nicky was still watching her. 'Do you still loverh?’

Her eyes stung. 'Of course | do!" she said rawbu ¥an't turn off that sort
of emotion overnight, whatever the provocation. @eg her head, she
blinked hard, trying to banish the tears.

Nicky dropped a kiss on her head, stroking her t@amfortingly in silence
for a few moments. 'Don't cry," he said softly. 'M\&ort something out.'-*

'How?' she asked, her mouth trembling.

Nicky slid a hand under her chin and tilted herchep. 'Look, I've seen
Blackthorne with you too many times. I'd swear élé $omething more for
you than just physical attraction.'

Elizabeth gave him a hurt smile and looked awé&y like to believe that,'
she muttered under her breath.

' may not be much,’ Nicky drawled lightly, 'buaiin a man, if nothing else!
And | know what a man in love looks like. I'd behtto one he's in love with
you. The problem is—does he realise it himself?"

Elizabeth frowned. 'l don't understand .. .'

Nicky stubbed out his cigarette. 'Listen—these #re facts. Abigail
mentioned a whole load of others; which indicatesie that you're the last
in a long line of Katherine F. Blackthorne lookkas. But--' he raised one
long finger, 'he marriegiou.’

Elizabeth bit her lip. That was all very well, bNicky hadn't seen that
bedroom, that graveyard. The portrait and the weglgihotograph, the
perfectly preserved beauty of the room.



'‘Now," Nicky was saying, 'what you must do is aisgeur individuality. Go
over the top—really spell it out. Make sure he delembeth Wyatt— not a
replica of Katherine.'

Elizabeth glanced at him uncertainly. "You sound/\wseaire that I'll see him
again,' she pointed out in a low voice.

He nodded. 'A hundred per cent,' he said quietbhting another cigarette,
he gave her a little smile. 'Trust me, Liz. Howetgergh he seems to be, he's
human too.' Grinning, he added, 'l hope!'

Elizabeth sighed, unsure. It was too much to hopeAnd even then, how
could she ever go back to him? Whatever he mightsher, however good
his excuses and explanations, she could neverrealit him again, not
after this. It would leap between them like a vedlthorns every time they
argued with each other. The "strain would break timarriage eventually;
whether it was to be broken now or later, the breakld come. Elizabeth
knew she would suspect him continually, every timee did or said
something to upset or worry her, her mind wouldematically be turned
back towards the mirror, towards the face thatasgmted another woman
so cruelly taken from him.

Going upstairs to bed a little while later, Elizébgot undressed and sat on
the edge of her bed in her nightgown, staring #ting. She was too upset to
sleep, too confused to read, and too hurt to thnokerly.

The face in her mirror stared back at her as thoughew something she
didn't. Katherine's face, Elizabeth's face—whded#nce does it make? she
thought. It's what lies behind the features, behimel empty shell, that
matters.

Strangely, she found herself dissociating hersethfher own face. Trying
to look at it long enough for it to become nothiogt a shell, an outer
covering, while she herself lay inside, trappedihelieatures which only
now were betraying her, destroying her life andpagss.

It isn't me, she thought angrily, and the violeegyn the mirror simply
stared back at her with the same force of hatteddohly skin and bone.



Like, a car that has no life unless someone israkethie wheel, driving it,
and the way it moves, the speed, the directionyyéivieg about it is
governed by the personality of its driver.

Turning away from the mirror, she looked down atlrends. They too were
meaningless. Hands were tools, nothing more. Saoele used them to
grow colourful healthy flowers, others used therntyfme, answer telephones
in offices, build electrical appliances—she used lends to write songs,
play the piano. They were implements, used in awlagh best suited their
owner.

She raised her face to the mirror again. Curseld kldck hair, violet eyes,
white, white skin and ruby lips—cursed with a fétat haunted the man she
loved. How could he ever see her as she was? Hold be ever look at her
without thinking of Katherine? Two large tears plgl out from beneath her
lashes and rolled over those cursed white cheelkhal@vn to her red
mouth.

'l hate you ..." she whispered, and picked up aecluoll, her heart
thumping. She hurled it at the mirror. It smashei ia dozen glittering
pieces, flying across the room in splinters.

Her shoulders slumped. What difference had thaterddder eye fell on a
shard of glass at her feet. The wide violet eyagyé&d with black lashes
stared at her in the triangular shard of glass.

Elizabeth's hands flew to her face as the tearsecagain, and she sat
sobbing heart-wrenching tears in silence.



CHAPTER EIGHT

DAwN broke over Essex like a freshly cracked egg; yellwange light
streaking across the sky, running into patches®y gloud left over from
yesterday's storm. Elizabeth woke up and for a nmbmvendered where she
was. Lying across the bed curled up in a littlel,bsthe was freezing.
Obviously she had fallen asleep without getting inéd, exhausted by the
tears of last night. Looking over at the bare dregtable of her bedroom,
she saw the single triangular splinter of gladklsft in the mirror. The rest
of it lay on the floor. She sighed as she got dbieal and put on slippers and
a dressing gown. She didn't want anyone else taveaeshe had done.

Quickly she picked up the shattered mirror andifpuatthe wastepaper bin.
The last shard was jagged, and as she picked it sig;ed into her finger,
making her gasp as scarlet blood oozed from heefiip. Frowning, she
sucked at the blood, then froze, remembering tigdit 50 long ago, when
Mark had handed her the white rose, sucked thedfteon her wound and
kissed her passionately.

Her. lower lip trembled. Stop thinking about hinhlestold herself angrily,
and quickly got back into bed, where she lay orsia, trying to empty her
mind. It was useless—her mind would not leave resnory.

Getting out of bed, she went over to her chair goidthe portable stereo
cassette player. She knew exactly what she wanotbdar. She hunted for
the cassette and put it on, winding it to the ssing was looking for. 'The
Day Before You Came' started to flow out from theakers, and Elizabeth
lay back in bed, feeling silent tears start to copushing out from under her
lashes and sliding wetly over her cheeks.

The girl who had wanted nothing more than to swgte songs and work
with her friends was gone for ever. Her casualtlgeapproach to life had
disappeared. Suddenly the world seemed a far maiefup and
disillusioning place. She remembered thinking, anliew days before she
met Mark, how good life was, how much there wadd@nd to be. Now she
just felt empty and crushed.



Nicky opened her door at ten o'clock. 'How do yeei?' he asked, watching
her from the doorway.

She looked at him with glassy, tear-stained ejiserable.’

'‘Good," he said briskly, and grinned as she statré&dm in amazement, then
added, 'Just the right mood to write a really ciragksong. | want you
downstairs and at the piano in ten minutes' time.'

Elizabeth laughed. Tyrant!

‘That's me,' he agreed, adjusting the cuffs oflarsm jacket, and went out,
closing the door behind him.

Elizabeth got out of bed, her bones aching the tvay always do after too
much emotional exhaustion and not enough sleepc&aked over to the
door and to the bathroom, showering, and dressipgle denim jeans and a
crisp white shirt.

Nicky was in the kitchen when she arrived downstalris dark freshly
washed head bent as he read the thin pink pagbe Binancial TimesHe
looked up as she came in and went to get herselé soffee.

'Like the outfit," he said, casting an eye over fpee jeans and white shirt.
'Make sure Mark sees you in that.'

She looked down at herself. 'l look like a minerty-niner!’

'Wrong." Nicky put the paper down. 'You look likeZabeth Wyatt. | bet K.
F. Blackthorne didn't wear jeans the way you do—ldmet she didn't write
songs, either.'

Pouring herself some coffee, Elizabeth had to atiraehe was right. One
tended to try to dress up one's real identity wbrawas in love; in exactly
the same way we turn an ordinary evergreen inthrdstinas tree, simply
because we feel it ought to be more special. Nwkpted her to present
herself to Mark as she really was, with no coatgevfeer.



Nicky watched her with thoughtful eyes. 'Take tbaffee into the music
room. Start putting those thoughts down on papemtdeste them.'

She made a face, muttering, 'Taskmaster!" undebreath, but did as she
was told, going into the music room and sitting doat the dark brown
piano. She stared at the keys as though they rhitghher, and slumped on
them a moment later, making a dreadful discordamenissue from the
piano.

She smiled sadly. That was exactly how she felteafdant, wailing. She
bashed her hands on the keys again and againthmfdiano screamed in
loud protest.

Nicky put his head round the door. 'What in Godisna was that?' he
demanded, laughing. ""Winter in Leningrad"?"

Elizabeth laughed too, her eyes sgkbsolutely.” A friend of theirs had
composed a 'song' entitled 'Winter in Leningrademwthe had lost his
girl-friend. It consisted of loud key bashing amultts of anguish. It was a
Mayfield classic, brought out as a party piece @ow then.

Nicky left the room and she gradually settled dawnwork. The lyrics
wouldn't come at first—her thoughts were too jurdblBut as her fingers
slipped over the keys, music started to fit togettee lilting melody
appearing in her mind, and she suddenly found agehleaping at her out of
thin air.

Scribbling it down, she looked at it for a momevre lyrics came, one
after the other, tumbling out of her at a rate nbdte while she scribbled
them all down, breathing deeply. She stopped, stgdywhat she had
written.

'Looking-glass lady with ebony hair,

Tell me what you see when | turn out the light. . .

She frowned, wondering why the lyric was about I€atie, not Mark,
wondering why her mind had instantly turned to wweman in the portrait,



his dead wife. But she continued with it, writinginto the late morning,

trying to write the music neatly on the slim blastave lines of the

manuscript paper in front of her. Nicky only compéad if she handed him a
sheet of blotchy paper.

By lunchtime, her back was aching from sitting et up over the piano.
The song was finished, and she was pleased aasvelirigued by it. Only a

few loose ends to tidy up lyrically, but it was Wa&tructured and had come
together quite quickly.

Someone knocked on the door at one o'clock.

It was Ned, a guitarist who had come down for the. dJmm," he said in his
strangely absentminded voice, 'we're off to th@gii Do you want any fish
and chips?’

Elizabeth yawned and stretched. 'Please.’

He scratched his head, frowning. 'Umm," he stuthiethotepad in his hand,
a silver earring dangling from his lobe, ‘well, wigxactly did you have in
mind?' he asked.

Elizabeth smiled. 'Just fish and chips.' It wastai much for Ned, she
realised, going past him as he repeated her ordiarinis breath like a little
boy, frowning with concentration as he wrote it cow

Going into the living room, she saw Nicky and Jeydooking out of the
window, whispering to each other while everyone edat round watching
them with interest.

'What are you up to?' asked Elizabeth as she went i

Nicky's head turned. 'Blackthorne's here—just mullg in an enormous
limousine.’

Elizabeth's heart hit her chest painfully and hacef fell. 'Oh!" she
whispered, feeling her knees go weak.



Nicky was at her side instantly. 'Don't fret," hedgd her to a chair and sat
her down. 'Leave it to me—I'll handle it. Don'tentupt anything | say to
him.'

She looked at him, alarmed. 'Such as?'

Nicky patted her hand. 'Just leave it to me.

Elizabeth watched, her pulses leaping franticadl/,he went into the hall
just as the doorbell rang sharply through the hoMiseutes seemed to pass
with deathly slowness, and no one answered the. dde&r palms were
beginning to dampen, and she was aware of hot celdtusing her cheeks
as she met the curious stares of her friends.

Nicky answered the door on the third sharp ringerétwas a short silence.

Then Mark's voice. 'lIs she here?'

'She doesn't want to see you,' Nicky told him goond | can't say | blame
her one little bit. Can you?'

Mark drew a harsh breath. 'She told you," he sa&ply, and there was a
short pause, then he said again, 'But | want tdheeds she here?’

'Maybe." Nicky was being deliberately irritating. -

'Don't push your luck, Henderson,” Mark said grimly know she's
here—the car's outside. Where else could she be?’

Nicky was silent for a moment, then said, 'Waitehdlll ask if she'll see
you.' The door slammed, and Elizabeth's eyes witlaashe realised he had
slammed it in Mark's face.

Jeremy got up quickly, peering through the old ldudains at the doorway.
'He's absolutely hopping mad!" he reported deldjigtéSteam's coming out
of his ears!’



Nicky came hurrying into the room and took her astanding her up and
guiding her back into the music room while she Jasked at him in total
bewilderment.

'Start playing the song you wrote this morning,'she&l as he seated her at
the piano. 'Don't stop playing until he's in themo'Elizabeth sighed as he
closed the music room door and went back into &lle Then she flexed her
fingers and ran them over the keys, starting tg fil@ song, just as he had
told her to. Closing her eyes, she sang in highrdienes, controlling her
voice so that it danced in rich notes againstittied music from the piano.
The door opened, and she faltered, her heart tmgnpadly, but she didn't
open her eyes, even when the door closed agairk Wks in the room, she
felt his presence, but she continued to sing, shel had finished the song,
then she sat back, pulses leaping in silence.

Opening her eyes again, she looked over at thendggoiMark was watching
her with those deep blue eyes. "You're very tatehbe said quietly.

Elizabeth looked away, her heart hurting. ‘A takgmi wanted to stop,’ she
said, and was angry with herself because therdaganuch raw emotion in
her voice.

Mark watched her intently. 'l didn't want to loseuy he said deeply. 'A
career like that would come between us.'

'‘Between us?' she queried, her voice cold. 'Buktienothing between us
any more. You made sure of that, Mark.'

He drew a shaky breath. 'l wouldn't stop you nopromise.'

Elizabeth closed the piano lid carefully, not widi to have an emotional
argument with him at this time. She wasn't enoungtointrol yet, she knew
she would just burst into tears if they argued passionately, and that
would weaken her, would cause her too much pairaagdish.

'Well," she said slowly, not looking at him, 'tlsateither here nor there now.’

Mark studied her, his eyes intent. '‘Because of &atle?'



She nodded silently. There were a thousand queshiorzing around in her
mind, questions she desperately wanted him to andSvg she couldn't
bring herself to ask him, couldn't quite summonth iron control she
needed to stay calm, when what she really wantelb twas scream at him
and hit him for hurting her so badly.

He was watching her fixedly. 'Katherine died thyears ago. It's true—I
found it difficult to forget her at first --'

'Difficult?’ she said bitterly. "You were obsesséth her! You kept a shrine
to her in your house, for God's sake!

Mark drew a harsh breath. 'It just happened— I'tiglan it. When she died

| couldn't bring myself to throw her things out, skept them, and Mrs

Bayliss looked after the room." He searched heg,fhis eyes intense. 'But
I'd forgotten it existed.’

'Liar!" she snapped, her eyes hating him. 'l hgatdand Abigail, that night
in the storm. | was outside the door.'

He was silent for a moment, taken aback, staringeatShe wondered why
it hadn't occurred to him before now that she heshlaware of some kind of
secret in the house—she had mentioned it to hienodhough, trying to
make him tell her. But he had probably assumedvsee just playing on
instinct instead of facts.

'l see,' he said deeply, and she threw him an asgile, saying:

'Yes. You see.’

Mark stood for a moment in silence, then knelt by¢hair to look up at her.
'I married you because | loved you, Elizabeth—retduse you look like

my dead wife.'

'‘Really." Elizabeth looked away, her voice flat.



‘At first it was because you looked like her, | adthat. But after the first
week or so, | found myself falling in love with ydBy the time | asked you
to marry me, I'd completely forgotten Katherine.'

Elizabeth's heart hurt. She couldn't believe himddgnly she stood up,
pushing away the piano stool and going over taltia to open it, refusing
to listen to him any longer.

'‘Goodbye, Mark." She held the door open, teargisiinher eyes, although
she blinked hard to make them go away. It was @nofpl to listen to him
for another second.

Mark stood up slowly. 'You can't mean it," he sdaaply.

'l do!" How could she ever believe him? It was pless discussing it with
him. However much she wanted to believe that hidyr&ased her, there
would always be that doubt, that nagging fearhleadidn't see her at all, just
her face.

He studied her intensely for a long moment. Thenoan't make you stay
with me. But I'd like to ask a favour from you, bed you make up your
mind for good.’

'It's already made up,’ she said, her throat bgmiith a need to cry.

Mark slid his hands in his pockets, looking at tle®r. 'My grandmother
arrived at Carthax today, and she wants to meet iwushrugged. 'l can't
bring myself to tell her you've left me. I'd be yegrateful if you'd come to
the house. Just meet her, pretend everything'syatlbetween us.’

Elizabeth shook her head. 'It's impossible.’

He looked at her, his heart in his eyes. 'Pledsesaid deeply. 'It would
break her heart if she didn't meet you. She's yneaghty-five and | very
rarely see her. Just meet her, this once, let ek t've found someone
who'll give her great-grandchildren.’



Elizabeth looked at him angrily, resenting him fautting her in this
position. How could she refuse to do it? He wasipgithe responsibility of
an old woman's happiness on her shoulders. Shedoak him, her face
cold.

'Surely she'll spot the resemblance?' she saidlan@o you really think
it'll make her happy to see you've married a reptitKatherine?’

Mark blinked, black lashes flickering on his tanmobgeks. "That's a risk I'll
have to take. She's always been very fond of me.v&mts to be sure I'm

happy.’

Elizabeth sighed deeply. It was a cleft stick. Wiratarth was she supposed
to say to that? She shoved her hands into the okéner denim jeans,
frowning as she stared at the floor. She would bag®, there wasn't really
much choice. She could hurt Mark, even though & marting her, but she
couldn't bring herself to hurt an innocent old laslyatter her illusions.

'l suppose you want me to go now?' she said regbntf
'Please.’ Mark was watching her intently.

She lifted her head with defiant anger. 'And | saggyou also want me to
change before we go?’

His eyes softened. 'Not at all,' he said huskilthihk you look beautiful.
You should wear jeans more often.'

She stared in surprise, then frowned, perplexedadded. 'I'll get my coat,’
she said slowly, and walked into the hall to pipkher sheepskin coat which
was hung casually over the newel post of the gmrhife-painted staircase.
That remark didn't add up to what she had thoufjhiro previously. From
the look of Katherine's wardrobes, she would hawsl defore wearing
jeans. Her wardrobes had been stacked full of sakin and furs—not a
casual oultfit in sight.



'Liz?" Nicky appeared in the hall as she was sheiig into her coat while
Mark held it for her, standing behind her. He fr@dnas he saw them
together and asked, 'Is everything okay?'

'We're just going for a drive," Mark told him coglland opened the front
door, standing in the doorway waiting for Elizabeth she followed him
reluctantly.

Nicky prevaricated. 'Oh ..."' He watched them, uasafrwhether or not to
interfere.

'She'll be quite safe with me," Mark said quietfiou don't need to worry.'

Nicky looked at him for a moment, then nodded, #mely went outside,

closing the front door behind them. Crane wasnttimy today, so Mark

opened the front door of the limousine and helpsdribefore going round
to the driver's seat. Elizabeth watched him innseas he swung the
enormous car away from Mayfield, driving along tharrow lanes to

Carthax.

They didn't speak as they drove to Carthax. Elitab@oked out of the
window, a dozen questions buzzing through her mind,she said not a
word. The atmosphere was, strangely, not as terssshe had thought it
would be, and she wondered why.

* % %

'l told her you were visiting friends," said Mark bhe went into Carthax
House through the double oak doors. 'She's waiititige drawing room.’

Elizabeth nodded and followed him in while the buttlosed the doors
behind them and disappeared, as faceless as alWhgyg. went silently
down the long red-carpeted corridor towards thewdrg room, and
Elizabeth swallowed tightly, afraid of what Markigandmother would say
when she saw her.



Mark opened the door quietly. A fire was burningtle grate, the room
warm and cheerful as the big shiny Christmas tefleated prettily in the
gilt mirror over the fireplace.

'Mark?' A frail old voice came from behind the ahay the fire. 'Is that you?"

Mark closed the door. 'Yes, Nanna.' He looked acaisthe big winged
leather chair the old lady sat in, its back to thdime brought Elizabeth
home.'

One bony arm with loose mottled skin waved fromibeélhe winged chair.
'‘Come here, my dear,’ she said in a reedlike vtiiee been looking forward
to meeting you.'

Elizabeth glanced at Mark worriedly. He nodded,rggvher a gentle push
forwards, and she went slowly over to the fire.

Old Mrs Blackthorne was tiny, her thin body covebgdh thick blanket over
her knees. The black dress she wore with a sinphgyof pearls had a high
collar, but not high enough to hide the loose fatiskin at her neck.

'My dear, you must forgive me," she said softly, ter like soft white drifts
of candy- floss on her head, 'but my doctor advisednot to attend your
wedding. The excitement, you see—it would have lheermuch for me.’

Elizabeth smiled. 'That's all right,” she said genand frowned as she
suddenly noticed the way the old lady stared at blankly, looking at a
point just past her shoulder.

The watery blue eyes stared at nothing, sunken ltidowed fragile
sockets. 'I'm so glad Mark has found someone gtsae said softly, and her
pale pink lips moved in a smile. 'He's been unhdppyw long time. Won't
you sit down, my dear?'

Elizabeth watched in slowly dawning realisatiortresold lady leaned over
blindly, the thin arthritic fingers- groping forelarm of the chair beside her,
finding and tapping it, her head still turned taz&beth with unseeing eyes.



She's blind, Elizabeth thought with sudden clardgd felt herself sink
slowly into the chair, still staring in astonishniefhe old woman leaned
back with a sigh, her skull visible through thenthayer of skin at her
hairline.

'‘Mark?' she said in her high fragile voice. 'Whytilgou organise some tea
for us?'

Mark came forward and dropped a kiss on her sunkeek. 'Anything you
say, Nanna,' he said quietly, and turned, goingbttie room leaving them
alone together in front of the fire.

'Mark tells me you sing like a nightingale,’ old $vBBlackthorne said as the
door closed. 'He's very proud of you.'

Elizabeth stared, amazed. 'Did he say that?'

The old lady chuckled. 'He didn't need to!" ShetquhtElizabeth's hand
blindly. 'l can tell. I hope you'll sing for me onday. There's a piano in the
house—did you know that?'

'Yes,' Elizabeth smiled, 'I've been using it. Altbldve to sing for you.'

The old lady sighed deeply, smiling. 'I'm so glid. years since there was
music in this house. | bought the piano for my latsband— he was a
wonderful pianist. But the music died with him, lafraid.’

Elizabeth smiled. 'It's still in tune. Someone maestooking after it.'
Mrs Blackthorne nodded her white head. 'That'IMye Bayliss, | expect.’

There was a short pause in conversation, and Elikdgbok the opportunity
to study her with curious eyes. She must have kegnbeautiful when she
was young; the high cheekbones and delicately ldds@ose were still
evident in her old age, and the watery blue eyastwdtared so emptily held
a spark of lost vitality in their depths. Elizabetbndered how she had lost
her sight. There were no visible scars, so it aotiithve been in an accident.



''ve been so worried about Mark," Mrs Blackthogad into the silence.
'Ever since Katherine died, it's as if he's beekdd up inside himself. Her
death seemed to snuff out the vitality in him." $iaeised, frowning. 'l
presume he told you about her?’

Elizabeth's throat tightened. 'Yes.'

The old lady nodded. 'Poor Katherine! She was sudilly child. She
begged Mark to buy her that wretched horse.' Sjieedi 'But that's all in the
past. Tell me about yourself, Elizabeth. | wanktmw everything about
you.'

Elizabeth hesitated, wondering what she had mémmitahe horse. Had she
been talking about Sultan? she wondered. Slowlg, Isdgan to tell Mrs
Blackthorne about herself, her family and her wévk she talked about her
singing, her songwriting and her ambitions, shegdbrher unhappiness
about Mark, and noticed that Mrs Blackthorne wagehing with genuine
interest, her pale smile seemingly at odds withdied, lifeless eyes. It was
strange to watch someone whose animated smile w@sTganied by
expressionless, half-closed eyes.

'You lost your parents, too?' Mrs Blackthorne eneplias Elizabeth told her
about the accident.

‘Two years ago,' said Elizabeth, nodding, thengedlhow silly that was;
how could Mrs Blackthorne see she was nodding?

"You sound sad,’ the old lady frowned, her lidd-blised. 'Do you miss
them very much?'

'l did," Elizabeth admitted, and smiled. '‘But Madems to have stopped that
to a large extent. As though he's taken their place

Mrs Blackthorne nodded her wispy white head. 't&junderstand, my dear.
| felt the same when | met his grandfather." Shdeshiondly. 'He was a
wonderful man—uvery similar to Mark in many respécts



Elizabeth smiled at the tone of fond remembrandberold woman's gently
lined face. 'If he was anything like Mark, I'm sure/ould have fallen for
him too.'

Mrs Blackthorne smiled. "You're quite right, my ded&dward was

absolutely irresistible— charm simply oozed frors fingertips. | was the
envy of all London and Essex in my day--' she sthillde was quite a catch,
you know.'

Elizabeth laughed, trying to picture Edward Blacktte. She came up with
an image of Mark dressed in Edwardian or Victogkothes, and possibly a
trim black moustache. It made her smile, forgettorga moment her anger
with him.

Mrs Blackthorne said suddenly, 'I'm so glad we'et at last. Mark's been a
different man since he found you. You've blowntla$l cobwebs out of this
old house, laid Katherine's ghost to rest. | way worried about Mark. He

seemed so. ..' she frowned, her fingers gropirghasearched for a word
to describe him, 'so lost. After Katherine, | méan.

Elizabeth looked at her uncertainly, but said nghHow could she believe
that, much as she wanted to? But she didn't wanipset the old lady's
illusions.

'l wish | could see what you look like," Mrs Blabktne sighed. 'Would you
mind very much if | felt your face? It's the onlawl can get a clear picture
of you, you see.’

Elizabeth's pulses leapt. 'Felt my face?' she tedeaot knowing quite what
to do. The old lady must have felt Katherine's fem® she would know
immediately.

The old woman smiled. 'l know it sounds strangé nfyfingers can tell me
what my eyes can't. If you just kneel down her&ront of me, let me touch
your face.'



Elizabeth swallowed, her heart leaping. Slowly gbtout of her chair and
knelt down in front of the old woman. She looked/ands the door. Where
on earth was Mark?

‘That's it." Mrs Blackthorne leaned forward, fingegroping blindly for
Elizabeth's face. They touched her forehead andsigiined, but Elizabeth
went icy cold as the thin fingertips ran slowly ower features, tracing her
eyes, nose, mouth and cheeks. 'What colour is Vain?' she asked,
frowning with concentration.

'Black,' Elizabeth said huskily, and the frail harmmdoved to her hair at the
side.

'It's so thick and curly! she exclaimed. 'lt'surat, isn't it? You don't use
electric things to help it along?’

Elizabeth couldn't help laughing. '‘No," she agré&gsl natural.'
'‘And your eyes—what colour are they?"
Elizabeth swallowed. 'Blue.’

Mrs Blackthorne sighed contentedly. 'Blue,’ shemmured with a smile, 'the
same colouring as Mark. You must make a beautdupte.’

Mrs Blackthorne let her hands slip from Elizabetl@se, and Elizabeth
almost sighed with relief, although she was pemadexhat the old lady
hadn't noticed the resemblance to Katherine.

'My dear,’ Mrs Blackthorne took Elizabeth's hanfterasearching for them,
'I'm so glad Mark found you. You're so differerdrfr Katherine.'

Elizabeth stared, shocked.
The old lady was smiling, saying, 'l was very wedrbecause he kept saying

he wanted to find someone just like her. But hentbyou, didn't he, and
you're nothing like her.'



After a moment's incredulous silence, Elizabethtel hands tighten on the
old lady's, clutching the thin fingers in her owsiffor reassurance.

'What was she like?' she asked huskily.

'Katherine?' Mrs Blackthorne smiled, brows rais&te had a sharp voice
and very restless movements. Like a little girllye in many ways. Always
talking about herself and begging Mark to buy hetty things.'

Carefully, Elizabeth said, 'But she was very bdaljtivasn't she?'

The old lady smiled. 'No, my dear, | don't thinlestas,' she said softly, and
paused for a moment, listening to the silence értom, the spitting fire in
the grate. Then she pressed Elizabeth's handsahd"6ou're far more
beautiful. You're gentle and kind, where she waslispand self-indulgent.
Some people are just not built for giving, and Kaithe, rest her poor soul,
was one of them."' She leaned forward, smiling. rYmhole life is built on
giving. That's what art is—and that's what love is.

Elizabeth's lower lip trembled. 'Thank you," shel dauskily, and the old
woman patted her hand.

‘That's quite all right, my dear,' she said gentlyd Elizabeth stood up,
going back to sit down on her own chair.

The door opened at that moment, and Mark cametimtive tea. He looked
at Elizabeth anxiously, and she avoided his eyet) beginning to dawn on
her.

'Have you been talking about me, Nanna?' he asgaty, pouring his
grandmother a cup of tea and bringing it over to He took her thin hand
and guided it to the cup, putting it gently in lfiagers.

'Of course,’ she agreed, smiling as she gropedhfohandle of the cup
blindly, taking it with great care not to spill anyWhat else? And a very
interesting chat we had, too. Didn't we, my dear?'



Elizabeth looked at Mark, her eyes clear. 'Vererlesting,” she agreed
softly. Mrs Blackthorne thought she was just tegdier grandson, but
Elizabeth was deadly serious as she looked at Mark.

Mark studied her open face for a long moment, tiebent his dark head to
kiss his grandmother. 'You're a wicked old ladg!'tbld her affectionately.

Elizabeth watched as he handed his grandmothescaibihelping her to
take it, and watching carefully to see that sha'dpill any of the scalding
tea on herself by accident. She was amazed atkisus concern for the
old woman, the gentleness with which he treatedBwgrhe had been gentle
towards her too, in the past, she now realisedy Giné had been so busy
worrying about the secret in the West Wing thatlsden't noticed it before.

They talked by the fire for another hour, theirversation lazy and relaxed.
Mark and his grandmother obviously had a very closktionship,
Elizabeth observed, and she wondered why he hadr maentioned her
before now, why she had never met the white-hatddady before. Mark
was obviously deeply fond of her; his careful, it gaze didn't leave her
for a moment.

Mark walked his grandmother to the car while Craveeted silently in
chauffeur's uniform beside the limousine. The aldyl held on to Mark's
arm, tapping her silver-topped ebony cane on thargt in front of her with
slow careful movements.

'Oh, how lovely!" Mrs Blackthorne exclaimed as sttepped into the
grounds in front of the house. 'l can smell spridgd | can feel the sun
again.” The lifeless blue-white eyes stared umgggiup at the sky. She
rattled Mark's arm, smiling. '‘Be my eyes, Mark.I'Teé what it looks like.'

Mark looked down at her fondly. ‘Do you remember @hristmas Abigalil
was born? You and Grandfather took me for a trealsunt in the grounds,
on Christmas Day when the sun came out."'

Mrs Blackthorne nodded happily, sighing. 'Yes, mesnber. We hid the
treasure in a tree, and you climbed it just likete monkey.' She laughed.
‘Then Edward had to help you down because you staok!"



Mark laughed too. 'Well, that's what it looks like.

The old lady nodded slowly. 'Yes, | can smell it-earh and fresh and new. |
love January, don't you?'

Elizabeth stood a few steps behind, watching them,generations apart,
but meeting in the middle as Mark held the fraiitethaired lady, his dark
head bent towards hers, his body lean with youthstrength.

Elizabeth stood with Mark's arm round her as thayed Mrs Blackthorne
away, watching until the long black limousine hadagpeared down the
long drive and off the estate.

Mark turned to look at her. 'Thank you,' he saidple.
Elizabeth studied him. 'Why didn't you tell me stes blind?"
‘Can't you guess?'

Elizabeth eyed him steadily for a moment, then rod&he could guess all
right. He had wanted her to be exposed to the thatsdf blindness. Mrs
Blackthorne's approach to life was through the eershe had left, each
sharpened by her lack of sight. And with it cam&naplistic view which
made Elizabeth's fear and anger dissipate immdygliatkowing her that
although she shared the same face as Katherineaam-Blackthorne, the
similarity ended there. To a blind old lady, shes\adotally different person
from Mark's first wife. It not only gave her hemse of identity back, it also
mellowed her anger towards Mark.

He was watching her intently. 'Do you want me to@you home now?’

Elizabeth shook her head. 'l want you to tell meuwliKatherine.'



CHAPTER NINE

'SULTAN threw her,' said Mark, sitting opposite her in gtegant drawing
room. 'She was dead before | could reach her. ldek snapped like a
wishbone on impact.’

Elizabeth watched him with saddened eyes. 'How kvdlae said quietly,
trying to imagine the horror of it as she pictuied-Mark running to his
wife, only to find she was dead. 'No wonder youeveo angry when you
saw me riding him!"

Mark shot her a grim smile. 'Angry, but not frighéel. It wasn't Sultan's
fault, you see—he's actually a good horse. I'micfikatherine ill- treated
him appallingly.’

'‘But you sold him," she pointed out with a frowimrhediately after I'd
ridden him.’

He inclined his dark head. 'l didn't want anythimghis house to remind me
of her. Once | married you—before | married you—anted to make it your
house, not hers.’

'‘But the bedroom . . ." she began.

'Will be empty by the end of January,' he cut imtehing her. 'l called
Sothebys in weeks ago. They valued everything—ait'antique, you see.
They've got an auction coming up in February tliat perfect for." He
studied her closely. 'It was just unfortunate that saw it before they'd
taken everything away.'

Elizabeth nodded slowly, understanding at oncecdirse, she had found
out when he least expected her to, and she woneédrgdhe had allowed it
to happen so easily.

"You- must have wanted me to find out, though," shil, voicing her
thoughts. 'You gave me the keys, after all.’



'Purely unconscious, | assure you,' he said wittyamile. 'It didn't occur to
me that you'd use them so soon. | was going totteksilver key off the ring
the next day. But | was obviously too late.’

She studied him for a long moment, then said quidfould you have told
me, Mark? Eventually?'

He sighed deeply, running long fingers over hisabrothink so. But it was
very difficult. Every now and then, I'd make up mynd to break it to you
gently.' He reddened, the tanned flesh colouriiggpt},. ‘But | lost my nerve
every time!'

Elizabeth thought back over the past two or threaths that she had known
him, and was able to pinpoint moments when he bathed to be about to
tell her, but had drawn back at the last minuteeylWwere vague memories,
and at the time she had paid no attention to tligerhnow, as she looked
back with open eyes, she could see that what lteveas true. He had
intended to tell her. But she could see now thatsicret in the West Wing
had been one which needed careful handling. Whatdixghe have thought
if he had told her? If he had taken her upstairth&d beautiful shrine to
show her that her face had once belonged to anoib@an? A woman he
had so obviously worshipped.

Looking at him, she asked quietly, 'Did you love ery much?’

Mark studied her intently. 'Yes, | did.'

Elizabeth looked away, turning her head. What edexpected him to say?
Mark reached out and took her chin with gentle dnsg turning her face
back to look at him. 'How could | help loving heln@'asked softly, 'She was
so young and beautiful, so full of life. She washdd-woman—anything
could make her happy—a puppy, a rainbow, a newsdres

'She sounds very nice,' Elizabeth said bitterly.

He laughed, shaking his head. 'She lost interesterseconds flat. It didn't
matter what | bought her—it was discarded almoshadiately. She didn't



even care if it was alive—puppies and new clotherevall the same to her.
She just ignored them once they were hers.’

Elizabeth frowned. Katherine sounded like a spdiiild, and that was
exactly the way Mrs Blackthorne had described hamy-the old lady had
sensed something else in Mark's dead wife— a sbkagprshe had said, a
complete obsession with herself.

Mark watched her with gentle eyes. 'l loved herwlag one loves a pretty
butterfly dancing in the sunshine. But | didn't tnber. | couldn't share
anything with her. | couldn't talk to her." He sed] shaking his head. 'l
could only watch her.’

"You still loved her,' Elizabeth said jealouslydanowned at herself. How
absurd to be jealous of the dead!

Mark smiled. 'Not the way | love you," he said siyap

She flushed deeply, wanting to believe it badlyxplgin!" she said
huskily.He frowned. 'How can I? You can't put fagk like that into
words—except to say that when f feel lonely, | khiri you, want to be with
you. When I'm happy, | want to rush home and shiaséth you, tell you
about it. When there's a problem | want to turgdo.'

Elizabeth waited, wanting more. She could undedstaimat he was saying,
but her insecurity about him had grown to monstrpugportions after
discovering the shrine to Katherine, seeing heg.fac

Mark studied her, black lashes flickering againsttanned cheek. Then he
laughed softly. 'All right, let me put it anotherayw Someone once
said—"To love is nothing, to be loved is somethimgf, to love and be loved
is everything." He stopped, watching her. 'Doed #xplain it to you?'

Elizabeth bit her lip, looking at him through hashes. 'Katherine didn't
love you, but you loved her?' she suggested, andughed, shaking his
head.



'Why do | get the feeling you're going to haul me&othe coals?' he
enquired, his eyes alight with amusement.

Her brows rose. 'Because you deserve to be.’

Mark sobered immediately. 'Elizabeth, | can onlyyeu that | want to be
with you, always. | think of you always. | get aghijust from talking ' to
you,- You give me confidence when | need it, yolmcane when I'm
frantic.’

She looked at him, amazed. 'When do 1?' she exethiflive never noticed
you frantic or uncertain.'

He laughed. 'You're kidding! Did you think | wasitiman?'
'It had occurred to me.’

He studied her, his eyes serious. 'Maybe it dossiow often enough,’ he
said quietly, 'but it's there. I'm just as vulndeads anyone else.’

Elizabeth nodded, meeting his eyes and seeingrhbergy there. He didn't
seem distant now— he hadn't ever since she hadwdised Katherine's
shrine upstairs. Perhaps the weight of secrecypbad what made him draw
away from her in the past, become remote. In faetcould see now that he
had only ever been cool or offhand with her whee kBad mentioned
something that could have connected in his mint Wétherine.

'So what happens now?' said Mark into the suddencsd. 'Do you stay or
go?'

He was watching her intently, and Elizabeth turnedhead to meet his gaze
frankly. She hadn't decided yet—it was too harce shew very well that
she wanted to stay, badly. But she also knew sh@tdiet have the strength
to trust him completely, not after what had happlethés time around.

'l need some time to think,' she told him. 'On nano



Mark looked away, his black lashes flickering agaims tanned cheek. 'Of
course," he said deeply, staring at his long fitigein apparent fascination.

She looked at him through her lashes. 'Will yow&rme back to Mayfield?"

He hesitated, then sighed and stood up. 'Of cdungesaid again, and
Elizabeth could see that he was very scared tleatrsght not come back.
But although she wanted to reassure him, she alsa khat Nicky had been
right when hehad said she must assert her indilrigu# she gave in to
Mark without a struggle, he would never respect éough to make a
marriage work.

They walked to the car, and Mark dismissed Craating into the driver's
seat himself while Elizabeth sat beside him. Thelfed away smoothly
from the house, Mark's hands strong on the powstédring wheel as they
drove along through the Essex countryside.

'‘Let me ask you one thing," said Elizabeth as 8pad towards Mayfield.
'Why did you give me the ruby choker? It was hesssn't it?"

Mark blinked. 'It was hers,' he agreed slowly.

'l saw it in the painting,’ she told him, glanciag him across the plush
interior of the limousine. 'Why did you want meviear it?"

He sighed, looking straight ahead at the road.ot'tdknow that you'd
consider my motives sound enough.'

She frowned. 'What does that mean?' she askedcawietttempt at humour.
Mark flicked her a quick look. 'l had to be abselytcertain that it was you
| loved, not Katherine's image,' he said slowlyhais why | wanted you in

white all the time—to try to make it your coloutrhers.’

Elizabeth stared, feeling deeply disappointedyt@oweren't certain—even
at Christmas?"'



'Oh, | was certain, all right," he told her withgam smile. 'But the ruby
choker was the final hurdle, if you like. Once Wsgou wearing it, and knew
it was you | was looking at, | knew everything vedisright.'

Elizabeth studied him as he drove through the gdlaf Mayfield towards
the house. 'Did she wear it a lot?"

Mark nodded. 'All the time." He laughed. 'lIt wag tnly thing she ever
really liked.'

They pulled up outside Mayfield. Elizabeth noti¢dethds peering out of the
window, the curtains pulled back a fraction. Yelldght streamed out

through the open curtains—it was getting dark ndaon night would have

fallen, and the sky was dusky grey, the few sttaetps of the village

already switched on.

Mark switched the engine off, and they sat in siéefor a while. Then he
turned to look at her.

'When will | see you?' he asked deeply.

Elizabeth looked at him and shook her head sloWigon't know, Mark.
Soon.'

He flicked off his headlights with one long fingdrdon't want you to feel
pressurised,’ he said quietly, 'so I'll make aaragement with you.'

She nodded, waiting. '‘Go on.'
"'l come here tomorrow, at three o'clock in the@noon,' he told her. 'If
you want to see me—if you want to come back to metagsingle red rose

in the window.'

Elizabeth caught her breath, deeply moved by theargicism in the idea.
‘A red rose?'



He nodded. 'I'll see it from here. If it's ther##,dome in and take you home
to Carthax. If the window is empty --' he pausedking away from her, 'I'll
never see you again. I'll leave you in peace.’

Elizabeth nodded. Opening the car door, she gqtsaying, 'A red rose.
Three o'clock.’

Mark waited until she had gone, then the enginmedanto life, and he drove
away from her, red tail lights flashing as the lohtack limousine
disappeared from sight. Elizabeth watched fromdberway with a little
smile. She knew that tomorrow, at three o'cloc&r¢hwould be a single red
rose in the window.

It was at lunchtime that she drove into the villageo to the flower shop.
Looking for somewhere to park, she tried to getlase to the flower shop
as possible before locking her car and walking sithe road to it. The
window had a small assortment of carnations, ind Bies among other
things. Her heart sank. Not a rose in sight.

The door rang gently as she opened it, and a feansis later the assistant
came out from behind a beaded curtain at the battlecshop, giving her a
bright smile as she did so.

'Good afternoon, miss.' The woman brushed downaa sikver bun with
dainty hands. 'What can | do for you?'

'‘Well," Elizabeth looked around the shop anxioudlywanted some red
roses. You don't appear to have any on displaygiho

The assistant made a face. 'I'm sorry, miss, ire'sh out of them. We have
to have them brought over specially." She gaveah®ight smile. 'We have
some nice red carnations, though.’

Elizabeth shook her head, worried. 'It has to lsesols there another branch
nearby that might have some?"



'l don't rightly know, miss,' the woman said, bdtded helpfully, 'I'll check
for you, though, if you'd like to wait here.’

The. minutes ticked past agonisingly while Eliz&betaited, wandering
around the shop listening to the woman's succedsiephone calls to
several local branches. Glancing at her watchsaheit was one-thirty, and
Mark would be at Mayfield in an hour and a half.riyuup! she thought,
watching the woman on the telephone.

"You're in luck, miss.' The assistant reappeafdaty've got two dozen at St
Mark's, ten miles away. Do you know it?"

Elizabeth almost laughed at the coincidence in arh&now it," she said,
and thanked the woman before hurrying out of tlegpsind over to her car.
She drove quickly to St Mark's and was lucky ndirid much traffic on the
roads to slow her down.

The little flower shop was on the main road thro&gMark's, and Elizabeth

found a parking space right opposite it. She dasived to the shop and

decided to buy the whole two dozen red roses! Waoaid be a surprise for

Mark, she thought, smiling as she clutched thehemmhand and came out of
the shop.

She didn't see the car. It came up over the brothehill and didn't have
time to stop. Elizabeth was already halfway actbesoad when she heard
someone call out to her.

'‘Look out!" an elderly gentleman waved his walkstigk at her.

She turned just in time to see the car headingdorbonnet gleaming in the
sunlight, and she started to run out of its patte driver saw her, slammed
on the brakes and screeched to a halt— but it viiesgon of a second too
late.

The red roses flew out of her hand as the windghefdar smashed into her
left leg. White-hot pain shot through her and sheght her breath in

lurching agony. The black tarmac came up to thtal lver head as she fell,
her leg twisting at a sickly angle beneath her.



A crowd gathered, concerned faces zeroed in andfdutr hazy vision. 'l
didn't see her!" The driver was standing beside tatding frantically. 'She
just stepped out into the road!

Elizabeth frowned against the pain in her head @ewted up, to see the
elderly gentleman bending towards her, his littheed hat perched on his
grey head.

'It's all right, miss, just lie still,;’ the old geé@man said in a cut-glass,
frightfully English voice. '"An ambulance is on isy.'

Absurdly disconnected thoughts ran through her herad she nodded,
wondering if he was an ex-Army man. Then she rensgatbMark, and her
eyes opened wide. 'My roses!" she exclaimed onretite of her breath.
'Where are my roses?' And she passed out.

The ambulance juddered to a halt outside the hadgpst as Elizabeth woke
up. She felt queasy, and disorientated, gazingnardwer with a dazed
expression. A fat orange blanket covered her achotty, and she looked
down at herself to see her hands were swollen aifity,the knuckles

throbbing with dull pain.

‘Took a nasty tumble there, didn't you?' The amimdenan was just getting
up to open the double doors, and he gave her dykamdile as he and his
colleague began to lift the stretcher out of thieicle. 'Don't worry, though,
you'll be right as rain in no time.'

'My leg hurts,’ Elizabeth told them stupidly, awafeshrieking pain every

time she tried to flex the muscles in her lower Blge was scared to move it
in case she felt a nauseating scrape of bone a@dmine, which she knew
would make her feel utterly sick.

'I'm not surprised!" The elder of the two ambulaner said. 'lt's a lovely
shade of purple.’



Elizabeth stared, aghast. 'Was there much blodd?asked in a whisper,
thinking aloud.

The man laughed, eyes crinkling up. 'Quite thielitagedy queen! he said
cheerfully, and winked. 'No, love, no blood at &tobably just a broken
ankle. They'll have you on the mend in seconds.’

She sank back 011 the trolley as they wheeledhh&vatching the long rows
of strip-lighting pass overhead on the ceiling frber horizontal position,
she wondered how long it would take to see to hklea

Mark would be at Mayfield in an hour, and there mwiaa single red rose in
the window. Elizabeth bit her lip anxiously. May$iee could get someone
to ring him and tell him what had happened. Caguddipartments were
notoriously slow when it came to minor breakagks hers.

'Road accident for you, Jocelyn!" The ambulancewiaeeled her towards a
petite nurse in Casualty. '‘Bumped into a car anttrerself.’

'Don't let Staff hear you talk like that about faients!" said the nurse with
a high-cheekboned smile. 'You know how formal she i

The ambulanceman grinned and saluted, then sadrg&nehistling. Nurse
Jocelyn looked at Elizabeth with a calm smile, Blidabeth was amazed at
the delicacy of her olive-skinned features. Thekdayes that held such
depth and kindness were strangely reassuring. Vdhyudses always look
so serene? Elizabeth wondered.

'How do you feel?' asked the nurse, and Elizabettiena face.
'‘Not so good!" She glanced at the round white clockhe corner and
frowned. 'I'm supposed to be meeting my husbarnahimour. Could you

ring him and tell him what's happened? It's teyribiportant.'

The nurse nodded her dark head. 'Of course. élltset as soon as you're
with the doctor.'



Elizabeth relaxed and gave her the telephone nuailégarthax House, then
lay back and waited until another nurse was sumohémevheel her to the
doctor's office. He examined her leg and hands paodounced her to have
a broken ankle and minor cuts and bruises. Elirabeiited for what
seemed hours while the X-rays were completed amichsek, then she was
sent off to be set in plaster and bandaged.

At five o'clock she was finally wheeled back to thet from Casualty, and
her eyes scanned the department for a sign of Malktk head. But he was
nowhere to be seen. Surely he would have comestri the hospital, she
thought worriedly. He would know that if she wantedget in touch with
him about it, she wanted to come back to him. $urelwould realise that?
Worry set in, and she looked around for the nunggwd spoke to originally
to find out what Mark had said on the telephone.

Niirse Jocelyn, as Elizabeth thought of her, wasdihg by the window in
her crisp white uniform, her dark head bent asvetude on a series of little
white cards.

'Oh, hello," she said as Elizabeth was wheeledrtdsvaer by the orderly.
'Everything fixed?'

Elizabeth pointed to her leg, now in plaster.

‘Just about,' she said with a smile. 'Did you managget through to my
husband?'

'Oh. ..!" The nurse's hand flew to her mouth imdig. 'I'm terribly sorry,
| forgot all about it! There was an emergency aftr you'd left— a suicide.
It completely put it out of my mind.’

Elizabeth's heart stopped. Staring at the nurse hslard herself whisper,
'Oh my God!" Mark didn't know. He hadn't been tdt@. thought she didn't
want him any more. She had to get to a phone. Ratim and she felt her
palms begin to sweat.

'Do you want me to ring him now?' Nurse Jocelyrkeit up a telephone
with fine-boned fingers, her face apologetic.



'Please.' Elizabeth watched with a strained fadhasurse dialled Mark's
number and waited for it to be answered.

Elizabeth whitened as she listened to the conversaMark wasn't
there—she could gather that from the look on thseis face. Where was
he, then? she thought, panicking. How would shengetuch with him and
let him know it was all right?

The nurse put the receiver down a moment laterwbn't there,' she said
quietly, and bit her lip with small white teeth'mil terribly sorry about
this—his housekeeper said he'd left hours ago.'

‘Left?' Elizabeth tensed, staring. 'For where?'
'‘America.'

Elizabeth's jaw dropped open. 'America?' she ecbtgadly, and her eyes
were wide and pained.

The nurse nodded. 'New York.' Watching her withoavh, she asked, 'Can |
get you some water or something? You've gone ayvfiale.'

'Water?' Elizabeth hesitated for a moment, themlsther head. ‘No, thank
you. I'd rather you got me a taxi.'

The nurse picked up the telephone again. 'Wherestt® asked as she
dialled with a pen.

'Heathrow Airport, Terminal Three,' Elizabeth sgidckly. Concorde was
her only chance. If Mark was going to New York,ta&l to be travelling by
Concorde, she was sure of it. And she had to geetairport before he took
off.

'l really am awfully sorry." Nurse Jocelyn came oie her when she had
rung off. 'It was one of those things—everythinlisféo the wayside when
there's an emergency. And suicides always depressonmuch. | always
feel angry.' She shook her dark head and foldedimes. 'It's such a waste.
We work so hard to save life.'



Elizabeth watched her, realising how small her @roblem was. At least
she was still alive. At least she could get to Maek him she loved him
still. At least he hadn't got a telephone callingllhim she was dead. She
shivered, glad that her leg was in plaster whesoitld have been much,
much worse.

She looked at the nurse with a sad frown. 'It neesawful for you. Do you
ever see anyone you know?'

The nurse looked down, dark lashes sweeping hdwydigeeks. 'l went to
school near here. Sometimes it's someone | kneahaiol on the operating
table, and she can't even hear me because shétssybso many sleeping
pills.' Her gaze flicked back to Elizabeth's witlvey smile. 'Sorry! | didn't

mean to go on. If Matron heard me she'd put me expén duty for a
month!'

Elizabeth smiled ruefully. 'How long will the talse?' she asked.

The nurse glanced at her slender wrist. "Ten m&@an | get you some tea
while you're waiting?'

Elizabeth shook her head. 'No, I'll just sit hemd avait.’

It took longer than ten minutes for the taxi toiar and Elizabeth was
almost on the edge of her wheelchair by the timeppgeared. An orderly
wheeled her out through the sliding glass doord, sdre turned to wave at
Nurse Jocelyn, who watched from the desk and whaaet.

The orderly stowed her wheelchair in the boot efc¢ar and lifted her into
the back seat. Elizabeth felt incongruous with buge fat plaster-covered
foot and one slim one. It felt very odd, and henskas beginning to itch
inside the plaster, but she could only ignore d aope the itching would
stop.

They drove quickly to Heathrow, but although thees very little traffic on
the roads her nerves were stretched like thin lyrehe time they arrived. A
porter helped her into her wheelchair and begamhteel her across to the
V.1.P. lounge where Concorde passengers sat iatesbsplendour.



Elizabeth spotted a flower shop in the Terminat| eent over to buy a big
bouquet of long-stemmed red roses. The porter wdttler indulgently as
she clutched the flowers while she was wheeled wvtre lounge.

'‘Can | help you, madam?' asked a very formal yoBngsh Airways
steward, as they stopped outside the Concorde éoung

Elizabeth looked up at him from her wheelchair. '‘Mysband is flying to
New York in thirty minutes,' she said confidentWhat if she was wrong?
What if he wasn't on this flight, but had alreadift? 'Could you check your
passenger list? | really must see him before heskea

The young man adjusted his tie. 'What's the name?'

'Mr Mark Blackthorne,' she told him, and leanedvard avidly as he ran his
pen along a computer list of names. Please letldenon this flight, she
thought, heart pounding with sheer anxiety.

The steward found the name and gave her a cooésldib you have any
proof of identity?"

Elizabeth's heart stopped. 'Well, I've only justrmeal him,” she said
nervously. 'l haven't had time to change all mywoents to his name.’

The man gave her a condescending smile. 'I'm tgrsbrry," he said
smoothly, 'but | can't let you into the lounge wsleyou have proof of
identity.'

Tears pricked her eyes. To have come all this waynbthing! It was too
much. She just couldn't let Mark fly off to New ahinking she didn't love
him. They would never have another chance if tlagiplened; his cynicism
would shut her out of his life for ever.

'Oh please!" she begged, lower lip trembling. vittal that | see him!'

He shook his . head. 'I'm sorry, it's against Bithirways policy.'



Elizabeth felt her eyes water with hopelessnessi "don't understand,’ she
said desperately, and held up the roses. 'l shlatihg the roses, but | broke
my ankle, so | couldn't put them in the window.'

The steward stared at her as if she was mad, anblgshed hotly, aware of
his astonishment. But it couldn't be helped. St# had to get into that
lounge before Mark left for New York. And she wasadly to try anything.

'Please let me in!" Deliberately, she let the tedckle over her cheeks
instead of fighting them back. Pride was all vesiiywbut it wouldn't bring
Mark home to Carthax with her. 'Please, it's t&nimportant to me!'

Embarrassed, the young man stared at her, thempgoinwilling to have a
scene on his hands. 'Well, | suppose | could latigdor a minute,’ he said
uncertainly, shifting his weight as he watched d¢rgr 'Don't cry any more,
madam,' he whispered nervously. 'I'll let you indaninute.’

Elizabeth sighed with relief as he took the whegicihandles from the
porter, who was watching, amused, and began tolviee¢hrough into the
V.I.P. lounge.

Her eyes scanned the lounge desperately for Miaites He had to be here,
his name was on the list. Clutching her rosesfalhéer heart pound faster
as she looked towards the corner of the room.

Mark looked up, eyes blackened, just in time toEeabeth being wheeled
towards him with her leg in plaster, smiling brogadhd waving a bunch of
red roses at him.

He stared for a moment, then started to rise, & Ibody uncoiling
gracefully. 'Elizabeth . . .?" The dark blue eyéskéred over her in
astonishment, seeing the tear-stained face, tly \white lump of plaster on
her leg.

Elizabeth swallowed, her heart hurting. 'l had anident,’ she said in a
throaty voice. 'But | got the roses!'



He stood immobile, his face tight with emotion, lages flickering. 'l
thought you'd decided to leave for ever," he sapty. 'l couldn't bear to
stay anywhere near you, knowing you didn't want me.

She gave him a tremulous smile. 'Maybe you shoale lyour leg in plaster,
too!" she said. 'Then you wouldn't be able to mvayafrom me again!'

Slowly he reached out to take the roses from hetdnd shaking a little as
he stroked the blood-red petals. 'I'm a terribiwaral,’ he said deeply, and
his hard mouth crooked in a smile that took heathraway.

'Well," Elizabeth looked at him through her lashgsu're not perfect . . . but
you'll do!

Mark bent to take her in his arms.



