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The jilted bride and groom!

When Stefanie's fiance ran off with her bridesmaltk sought an
escape of her own.

Quinn Branson offered one. He shared Stefanie@igament, and
her feelings, for Stefanie's bridesmaid was also flancee. He
offered Stefanie six months on a Pacific islanthe-perfect place to
mend her heart.

But they had to be married. And Stefanie discovénatia makeshift
marriage to a man as sexy as Quinn was fraughttemtiptations and
complex emotions!



CHAPTER ONE

'BUT what about the wedding?' Stefanie Varney's motinaied,

looking up from the flimsy single page she had jestd. A perfect
pink carnation slipped from the fingers of her othand, the big
vases of mixed blooms forgotten behind her. 'Evengts been
arranged for tomorrow!'

The utility room was strewn with roses, carnatiaigysanthemums
and ferns, the perfume of the flowers cloying i@ $imall space. They
were supposed to have been placed in the churayhton

‘There isn't going to be a wedding.' Stefanie dcdrdly brushed back
a strand of fine, dark brown hair that had stragemss her eyes. 'At
least, not for me.’

She was surprised that her voice sounded normalbif flat. When
she'd come home early from work and taken the akvetters
waiting for her to her room, she'd opened Bryains, ftouched and
pleased that he'd bothered to write to her whendhening he'd be
driving down from Auckland for their wedding rehsal; bringing
her chief bridesmaid with him.

Once she'd read the letter and absorbed its cententinstinct had
been to hide it away—hide herself too, stay inreem and pretend
this wasn't happening. Because it couldn't be.

'It wouldn't be so bad,' Patti said, 'if he'd ssidnething earlier! Oh,
this isawful!' Then, as if realising what it meant for her daeghthe
stepped forward and enfolded Stefanie in a mateynddrace. '‘My
poor darling—I'm so sorry!

With her mother's tears wetting her cheek Stefegtigrned the hug,
while her own eyes remained stubbornly dry. Evenghseemed
unreal.



But she wasn't the only one affected. More thaaradhed people had
been invited to attend the wedding. More than ahech friends and
relatives—both hers and Bryan's.

Patti was sobbing now. Gently Stefanie freed her$eh all right,’
she said. 'But we have to let people know.'

'Yes, but there's so little time! The catererse. glnests...the church!
What on earth are we going to say to everyone?'

‘That the wedding will not now take place?' Stedawffered. 'l think
that's the usual form.’

'How can you be so calm,’ her mother marvelled atnaoossly,
fishing for a handkerchief, 'when you've just bésfhpractically at
the altar?'

Inwardly Stefanie winced. At least Bryan had spdredthat, if only
by a hair's breadth. 'We weren't exactly at ther alt

'‘As near as makes no difference!" Patti said valyouHowcouldhe?
And Noelle? Your chief bridesmaid! She's supposeblet your best
friend! | always*knew there was something about tid!

There was—something that Bryan, like so many othen, had
evidently found irresistible.

Something that Stefanie had never envied until n@awkind of
vulnerable, lush yet innocent sexuality that Stef&mew she would
never have had, even if like Noelle she'd beentigepeurvy blonde
with big violet-blue eyes instead of being avergagdhll,
average-looking, her eyes an indeterminate graye Becked with
amber. As a tall, gangly teenager she'd wondersdafwould ever
develop a bust, and even now it was nothing speletacAlthough
Noelle professed to envy her friend's long legsefdstie had never



been the object of the kind of instant male attentihat Noelle
attracted.

Foolishly, she'd thought Bryan was immune, perhlapsdint of
having grown up in the same town as both her anell&loBut he
wouldn't have seen much of Noelle between her hgawith her
family to live in New Zealand's largest city, andeting her again at
his and Stefanie's engagement party, shortly bekwelle had
announced her own engagement. Presumably he'd dvib@resince
then through new eyes.

Something seemed to be squeezing Stefanie's h&ad small, cold
ball. Bryan and Noelle. Coupling the names in heardnshe felt a
bleak sense of dislocation. This was going to hkethell when the

unnatural detachment wore off, but right now shela¢calmost

believe it was all happening to someone else vghikelooked on, a
distant observer.

And she was grateful for the illusion. There wenegs to think
about, things that must be done before tomorrow.<said, 'l wonder
If Quinn knows."'

‘Noelle's fiance? Do you think she's told him?'

'l hope so." Although Stefanie was doubtful. Srendiknow Quinn
Branson very well, but even at their first meetstge had gained a
definite impression of smouldering masculine power.

They'd attended a function in Auckland as a fouesethloelle's
idea. Noelle and Stefanie were briefly alone wtiikemen got drinks,
and as they'd waited another man approached, Hbpefgling
Noelle. Quinn, swiftly returning to her side, hadmwed the interloper
off with no more than a look.

Noelle hadn't seemed to mind, snuggling up to Quiarsing her
adoring gaze to his stern face and making it reta@ a smile,



indulgent but subtly laced with desire. Stefanre@enbered that look
vividly.

Her guess was that he wouldn't have tamely accdpeedews that
Noelle was leaving him for someone else. And Nokkel never
stood up well to angry confrontations. More likslye had followed
Bryan's example and sent him a Dear John letter.

Patti started to cry again. 'Oh, haouldthey?' Her voice rose. 'Do
you suppose Bryan's parents know? They would heea i touch,
surely! What's your father going to say? And Tras@gsolooking
forward to being a bridesmaid.’

Like her mother, seventeen-year-old Tracey butsttears when she
was told the news. Gwenda, the middle and marrieel af the

Varneys' three daughters, having rushed to theehmusesponse to
an incoherent call from Patti, sharply advisedywmager sibling to

stop being such a baby and think how poor Stefamist feel.

Gwenda had always been the practical one. It wasvslo broke the
news to their father when he arrived and found thBsitting around
the table in the big kitchen-cum-dining room, whitefanie stared
into the dregs of the well-sweetened coffee Gwehdd almost
forced her to drink.

Stephen Varney's first explosive words of shockag made Patti
wince. But even she didn't protest, perhaps glatidgbmeone in the
family was giving vent to what they were all feglin

His gaze on Stefanie's pale face, he said, 'Areajlaight, Stef?"

'Yes.' She tried to smile, but her lips felt ath#y were made of tyre
rubber.



'If it will help,' he offered, 'I'll tear the yourgastard limb from limb.’

Stefanie stifled a forlorn laugh. The idea of hendarly and gentle
schoolteacher father doing violence to her erseMbifldegroom was
ludicrous, although she appreciated the thougharik you, Dad, but
| don't see that it would do any good.'

'It might make me feel better," he told her grinBut if he still means
something to you..."' His eyes questioned her askou

'‘Right now | don't know what | feel,' Stefanie cesded. 'I've known
Bryan practically all my life. | can't suddenly ctgee my feelings just
like that.'

'He wasn't good enough for you.' Her father camer ¢ her and
squeezed her shoulder. 'Bryan always seemedighiiveight to me.'

He didn't mean physically, of course. Bryan wasd$pbuilt and an
accomplished sportsman. He had narrowly missedtsaieas an All
Black, representing New Zealand on the rugby fielfithe world.
That was when Stefanie had seen a new side ofd&wmujnerable,
unsure side that aroused her compassion and, @llgnter love.

Her left hand felt oddly empty and weightless. Brgdetter had told
her to keep his ring, but she could never weagdirg not even as a
dress ring. She'd removed the gold circlet withcitsster of little
diamonds from her finger and carefully placed ihen dressing table
before she went to break the news to her mother.

‘There isn't enough time to write to people,’ Hadtited. "We'll have
to phone everyone tonight. And some of them ae=adly travelling.’

'‘Where's the guest list?" Gwenda asked. '"We'd rbstéat going
through it. Bryan's people can get in touch witergene from their
side—Mum, you'd better phone them and make surédsdold



them. Have you contacted the minister? Daddy, yamak lafter
Stefanie.'

Over her feeble protest, Stephen steered Stefahiato the hallway,
closing the door behind them. "Your mother and wisters and | will
see the arrangements are cancelled. You don'ttodstlinvolved.'

‘But Gwenda's pregnant—should she...?"

‘Gwenda’s fine. She's got over the queasy stagey@nknow how
she loves to organise. I'll keep an eye on her.’

The front doorbell rang imperatively, and Stepherpgded his arm
from her, going to answer it.

Maybe when she was alone again she'd be able faaiet her
feelings out of their tight imprisonment.

Already retreating to her room along the broad diashioned
passageway, Stefanie heard her father say in tdisesprise, 'Quinn,
Isn't it? What can | do for you?'

A deep, faintly familiar male voice answered, likk to see your
daughter, Mr Varney. Please. Stefanie?'

'I'm afraid Stefanie isn't available right nowéftten said. 'It might
be better if you called at another time—"'

'You know what's happened?' Quinn Branson enquoeghly. She
does?'

‘Yes, we know. So you'll understand...'

A pause. 'l realise she's probably extremely upSetld you tell her
I'd like to talk to her?'



'l really don't think—"

Stefanie turned, went back down the passagewaytamahed her
father's arm. 'It's all right." Presumably Quinmsvghocked and upset
too. She wasn't sure what good it would do, bloéifvas so desperate
to speak to her she could at least give him a fewtas of her time.
It wasn't as though there was much else to do thighrest of her
disastrous day. 'Why don't you come in?' she idvitee tall,
dark-suited man standing on the doorstep.

His expression changing from tight-lipped grim- si@® slight
puzzlement as he studied her determinedly calm &mcktearless
eyes, he nodded curtly in greeting.

‘This way,' she said. "We'll be in the sitting rodad.'

Her father cast her a measuring look, then reltigtamoved aside as
Quinn accepted the invitation and stepped throbgldborway, for a
moment appearing to fill it. She hadn't remembdresdshoulders
were so broad, but they didn't seem out of proportd his slimmer
waist and hips and long, immaculately trousered.leg

'‘Come in here.' Stefanie led the visitor into tigg bomfortable front
room and closed the door. 'Please sit down.’

Quinn glanced at the fat floral sofa and matchingirs. 'Thanks, but
I'm not staying. And I've been sitting long enourglthe car.’

‘You've just driven from Auckland?'

'It's only an hour and a half. | would have beeividg down
tomorrow anyway.'

As her bridesmaid's fiance he'd had an invitatiBnyan was
supposed to have been bringing Noelle with himgbhifor the
rehearsal.



He stood on the cream carpet and looked at herawvitiking gaze.
The few times they had met, she had never notltaichis eyes were
so deep a green—Ilike dark, polished Southland jatleomless and
yet hard.

'‘How are you?' he asked abruptly.

'Fine," she answered, meeting the conventional ygqweith a
conventional reply. 'Are you sure you won't sit—?"

'‘No, | mean how are you really?' he interrupted:ids afraid I'd find
you in hysterical tears. Or still in blissful igramrce of what's going
on.’

Stefanie hesitated. 'l don't think I've ever begstérical. How are
you?'

'‘Bloody furious,' he answered. 'Aren't you?'

He wasfurious, she realised now, despite his calm demaarft was

in the way he held himself, rigidly controlled, aimcthe line carved
between his black brows under hair nearly as davkn, maybe, in
the intense sheen of his eyes. And certainly inhdwshness of his
tone.

'l suppose I'm in shock,' she said candidly. '8briumb.’

He inspected her narrowly then. 'Are you goingamkay? Will your
family look after you?'

'Oh, yes. Too well, probably. I'll be an object ®fmpathy for
months," Stefanie guessed, inwardly shudderingytdaears.' And
if she never married after all, possibly for evitis going to be hell.
Sorry, | don't mean to cry on your shoulder.'



‘You're not crying,' he pointed out. Again thatheat disconcerting
stare was levelled at her. 'You don't even lookhasigh youhave
cried.’

He sounded almost accusing. In similar circumstameelle would
have been in floods of tears.

‘Maybe | will later when it sinks in. What did yewant?'

'‘Will you?' he queried, ignoring her question. HBfightest elevation
of the straight, thick brows seemed to doubt ibuYe remarkably
composed for a jilted bride.'

The tiny tremor that ran through her must have show her face.
Surprisingly, Quinn's cheeks darkened. 'That waass;r he
apologised. 'My only excuse is I've been caughtgufard—as |
suppose you have.' The probing gaze made it aignest

'If I'd had any idea,' Stefanie assured him, 'l Mdwave freed Bryan
immediately.’

‘To run off with my fiancee?' Quinn enquired witHlash of bitter
irony. 'Very self-sacrificing of you.'

‘Not at all,’ Stefanie retorted. ‘| wouldn't waatte married to a man
who's in love with someone else. Would you?'

A flicker of savage humour momentarily lit his facé wasn't
planning to marry a man.'

"You know what | mean!

'Sorry. Not the right time for stupid wisecrack® ¥bu have any idea
where they've gone?'



Surely he didn't have some crazy notion that hédadnaghis fiancee
as he'd called her so possessively, back to hes?siou're not
thinking of following them, are you? | know youaagry, but what
good would it do to—well.. .whatever you're thingiaf doing?'

‘Are you worried about your—about Bryan? I'd hawaught you'd be
grateful if | knocked his teeth down his throat.' »

What was it with men? Even her father had offecetgar Bryan limb
from limb. 'l don't believe violence solves anytipin

'‘As a matter of fact | agree with you—in most cimatances,' Quinn
said. 'If | promised not to spoil Bryan's prettgdavould you tell me
where you think they are?'

'‘What about Noelle's pretty face?'

His grim expression changed to angry shock. 'lexen hit a woman
in my life! | swear | never would!

‘Anyway,' Stefanie said, 'l have no idea.’
He cocked his head. 'You couldn't make an edugateds?’

'‘We—Bryan and |—had booked a flight to Australia @nhotel near
the Great Barrier Reef for our...our honeymoonthvdicertain irony
of her own, she added, 'Maybe he's taken Noelle thetead.'

Quinn gave a caustic crack of laughter, quicklypsapsed. 'You're
not serious!'

'‘No," Stefanie conceded. 'But then, what do | knawout
Bryan—atfter fifteen years?' She would never haygeeted him to
do this to her.

"You've known him that long?' His frowning gazenken curious.



'Sipce we were kids. Ratanui's not a big town— veeawn the same
class at primary school, and then at high school.’

Boy-like, Bryan had scarcely deigned to notice tnetil they were
both going on fourteen, when during a neighbourHmartdecue in the
Varneys' yard he'd clumsily kissed her in the dassnunder the old
magnolia tree.

Years later they'd laughed about that—the firs$ kis both of them,
and not at all successful. After they became ergdjhgeteased her
that he'd had to find other girls to practise witbfore daring to
approach her again. She knew there had been métitgm. But she
had been sure she'd be the last. So much for igrtai

‘Were you in love with him?'

She met Quinn's concentrated stare. 'Of coursewdte getting
married.'

"Tomorrow.'
'Yes.'

'It must be a hell of a shock for you. At least a@dding—Noelle's
and mine—was weeks away.' The frown line deepeHedooked
away from her, seemingly lost in thought, but ppehtaying to hide
emotions that he didn't want her to see.

Noelle's invitations had already gone out. HadlsfteQuinn to deal
with that too? 'l suppose we'll get over it,’ Steda suggested
hopefully, although at the moment it was hard tagme. Her heart
felt peculiarly hollow. 'For myself, I'm damned'ih going to let this
ruin my life.’

His gaze returned to her with a hint of respetctould ruin mine," he
said. 'Or at least my business.'



"Your business?' She recalled Noelle had said $et'dip his own
computer consultancy about a year ago.

He shook his head. 'Never mind. | needn't burdem with my
problems. You have enough of your own. If thera\glaing | can do
to help...?'

An offer that he probably didn't expect her to thka up on, but it
was nice of him to make it. 'Thanks,' Stefanie shiat you have your
own problems too.'

'Yes. Damn it, | do." He moved restlessly, the fmolaecoming a
scowl of temper. 'l thought Noelle loved me. Warttetie with me.’

Stefanie bit her tongue. It was hardly the momertell Quinn that

this wasn't the first time Noelle had thought stveetd someone and
then changed her mind. She'd never got as far aangagement
before. Stefanie too had hoped that this time hend was sure of
her feelings. 'I'm sorry,' she said.

His glance at her was almost impatie¥ioudon't need to apologise.'
'It was an expression of sympathy, not an apology.'

He grunted. 'Thanks, but it's unnecessary. Wheryadidfind out?
And how? Did Bryan have the guts to face you withHis scornful
tone expressed his scepticism.

'He wrote me a letter. | got it this afternoon whe&ame home.'
‘Bastard,’ Quinn said unemotionally.
‘How did Noelle break the news to you?' she asked.

‘A message on my answer-machine. At the office Kdlegv | was out
of the country and wouldn't hear it until | got kdoday.'



'‘Bitch.' Stefanie echoed his tone.
He laughed shortly. "'Thanks for that.'

'So why do you want to find her? Are you hopingp&suade her to
come back to you?"

He didn't answer immediately. Perhaps he hadnighiit through.
'‘No,' he said finally, 'l don't want her back. Mothe way you mean.'

Stefanie blinked, puzzled, and he said, 'l suppdgehope she might
change her mind—again—if | confronted her. Thatssjust trying to

teach me a lesson, expecting I'll chase aftermetell her | can't live
without her. On second thoughts | don't think ¢glive her that

satisfaction.'

He sounded quite ruthless, as if he could cut Moelit of his life
without a pang. But Stefanie didn't think he wasian who easily
showed his feelings, and maybe underneath thexibféeexterior he
was smarting. ‘A lesson?' she enquired.

'It doesn't matter. You don't want to hear all d@lmur lovers' spat.’
‘You had a quarrel?’

'l didn't think she meant it.' He was staring & ¢arpet.

'‘Meant what?'

‘That if | kept on with this project | was pursuinogerseas she might
not be here when | came back.' His head lifted.

‘You didn't listen to her?' Stefanie guessed.

Quinn was watching her thoughtfully. 'Do | detedtiat of female
solidarity, even after what she's done to you?'



'You mean, taken my man?' Stefanie returned his. [&he couldn't
have if he hadn't wanted to be taken. It was Bsyawn decision.'

Quinn gave a reluctant nod. 'l see your point. Agdess that's sauce
for the gander too.' He paused. 'Are they plantongarry, do you
know?'

'‘Bryan just wrote that they wanted to be togethierdidn't say they
were leaving Auckland, but he's got three weekigdayp...' For what
was supposed to have been their honeymoon.

'‘And Noelle said they were going away together, tever that
means. | guess she didn't want to be around wicemé home and
found her message. Even though | caught an eadi@nection in
Nandi than | expected, they'd already left.'

He must be wondering if it would have made a défee if he'd been
in time to see Noelle, and try to stop her. Stefdeit a pang of
sympathy.

Quinn thrust a hand into his pocket. 'l hope tleyénjoying
themselves.'

Of course he didn't, Stefanie knew. He was stifjrgrand no doubt
frustrated, with no one to vent his reined-in temme. Maybe that
was really why he'd wanted to pursue Noelle—toltell and Bryan
what he thought of their actions.

It crossed Stefanie's mind that in a way she cdubdame Noelle for
ducking the issue, making sure she was well awByré&uinn got a
chance to challenge her decision. He wasn't a®ablyi muscular as
Bryan, but he must be a couple of inches tallerrastbody language
spoke of coiled whipcord strength. Not to mentioa masterful jaw
and a nose that brought Roman emperors vaguelynia. m



The man had a formidable presence that had notioingo with
physical threat. In relaxed social situations thatent masculinity
had been less overt, but there was no mistakitogl#ty.

Maybe if Noelle had dared to face him with her sm@dhange of
heart he'd have talked her out of it. Stefanieelveld his vehement
claim that he'd never hit a woman, but there weheroforms of

persuasion—even of coercion. Instinct and his blosistence on
seeing her today told her that Quinn wasn't a mam @asily took no
for an answer. Maybe that was how he'd got Noeliedar his ring in

the first place. Although she'd seemed happily tedcand proud
when she'd first shown it to her friends. 'I'm a&frcan't help you,’
Stefanie said. 'l really have no idea where theyhtribe hi—I mean,
where they might be."'

He cocked his head, his eyes narrowing. 'Why d&i thge feeling you
wouldn't tell me if you did?'

Had he read her mind? 'l don't know,' she saicht'$tacademic, isn't
it, since | can't anyway?'

‘Hmm.' But if he still doubted her word he did'éegs her.

'You could have phoned," Stefanie suggested, adsté driving all
this way.'

'l did, earlier. Your mother obviously had no id@aat was going on,
and | had a nasty feeling that Bryan was goingtgdu turn up at the
church tomorrow and find out then.’

The thought made her feel sicker than she did @reBryan would
never have done that to me.' But her certainty wea/at Quinn's
silently lifted brows.



Her mother hadn't mentioned a call from Quinn— vaiithe drama
Patti must have totally forgotten about it. "Yosaid nothing to my
mother?'

'‘No.' His eyes darkened. '‘Maybe | was wrong, Higured if | were
you I'd rather hear it face to face, not as a mhssetelephone
message from a virtual stranger. And if Bryan wiagoing to do it,
then as the other person directly involved in thess it seemed to be
down to me.'

In the midst of his own pain and anger he'd takentime to drive
from Auckland to Ratanui to break the news to heperson. That
was thoughtful of you,' she said. 'I'm sorry yomeaall this way for
nothing.'

'l needed to do something anyway.' He rocked orhbaes, hands
thrust into his pockets. 'It was the only activeaghl could think of

that was even marginally useful...to anyone. Anal ige taken up
enough of your time. Thanks for seeing me.' Thateprating gaze
swiftly encompassed her again. 'I'm glad to seergdaearing up so
well.'

'So are you.'

She thought he almost smiled, or perhaps he omg to. 'Perhaps
we'll meet again—in more... pleasant circumstances.

'l hope so," Stefanie agreed politely. She wasmé& she'd want to
meet him again. Probably he felt the same, dedp#ecourteous
words. No one wanted to be reminded of hurt andilmtran. If they
did cross paths, this ghastly day would be the fireig that would
come to their minds.

It was a day that both of them surely wanted tgédar



CHAPTER TWO

WHEN she did see him again, less than a month latefari8e
experienced an odd sense of fatalism.

She was sitting alone in a crowded cafe in the faidfi\Wellington,
dispiritedly pulling apart a piece of gooey cakattbhe'd decided had
been a mistake.

Sensing the man with a tray in his hands pausirggdbeher, she
looked up and wasn't even surprised to find QuirenBon's steady
dark green gaze surveying her.

'Hello, Stefanie,' he said, adding after a smalisea'May |...?"

He would have had to ask to share her table noistigdd seen him,
even if the cafe hadn't been almost full. And sae o choice but to
nod her permission for him to take the empty cbpposite, and try
to give him a smile of welcome.

'‘What are you doing here?' Quinn enquired, teavpen a packet of
sugar.

Running away, she might have told him. She'd fteithé capital after
her aborted wedding precisely so that she couklhesself in a large
city far from both Ratanui and Auckland, and coasatbly lessen the
chances of bumping into anyone who knew her. Tlael Hibrarian
had been very understanding of her desire to firatheer job—any
job outside her home town. 'But don't burn yourtbpahe'd advised.
'| appreciate your letting me know your plans, pat have three
weeks' leave anyway, and if you want to come bétek all we'll be
happy to have you.'

It was just one of many kindnesses by many pedftewing she
ought to be grateful, Stefanie was instead heasdllgved to be away
from the sympathy and the curiosity of the goodpte®f Ratanui.



But she'd already been in Wellington more than weeks, and was
getting a little desperate.

Given the way her day had gone so far, it was tinbe expected that
she'd choose the same cafe for her long-delayeth lasithe very last
person she ever wanted to see again—with the pessibeption of

her ex-filance or her erstwhile best friend. 'I'mkmg for a job," she
said.

Stirring the sugar into his coffee, Quinn noddeergly. 'Any luck?'

'‘Not a lot. | was on a short list until today, dwe just found out
someone else got the position. There's a lot ofpatition for jobs in
Wellington.'

‘You're a qualified librarian, aren't you?'

'Yes.' She'd been the First Assistant and in brtake over the top job
in the Ratanui Library when the present head etiigut I'd take just
about anything." Anything that would put food inr meouth and a
roof over her head, that would keep her away froendmall town

where practically everyone knew what had happendaet. 'Only

I've no experience of any other work except a bitwt-picking.'

'‘Have you ever lived away from home before?' Quaisked.

'l stayed in a hostel here in Wellington when | wém Library
School.'

‘How did you like it?"

‘The bookshops and the Arts Festival and the ctsyamre great, but
I'm not really a city person. | was lucky there veagb for me in
Ratanui.’

‘You enjoy library work?'



'l like being around books, and finding what peopéat, whether it's
a good read or a piece of information. Tracking domsearch
material for someone gives me a buzz. Just abaryene in town
comes into the library sooner or later, even ifytlg®n't visit it
regularly.’'

His hand curving about his coffee cup, Quinn looklesvn at it. 'l
guess that could be a problem for you right now.’

‘Yes,' Stefanie agreed simply. 'It's a very pusdid of job. If | have to
go back to Ratanui after all I'm going to be areobpf pity for the
whole town.'

He looked up, and she thought irrelevantly whakisig eyes he had.
They looked less jade-like today, less green amd, hveith a softer
light in them. 'Sounds rough. Your family is suppa, though? You
said they'd look after you.'

Stefanie laughed ruefully. 'My mother kept cryimglaasking me if |

was all right, my younger sister spent most ofthiee assuring me |
was better off without Bryan, and telling everyavigat a rotten creep
he turned out to be. My mother's friends broughgrdvaking and
flowers for me as if someone had died, and eveng ti put a foot

outside the door the neighbours asked me how Ifegsg, dear.

And my friends didn't know what to say. Whenevansone casually
mentioned the words "engagement" or "wedding" thees an

embarrassed sort of hush while they all waitednfierto burst into
tears.'

Quinn regarded her with a sort of dispassionatepsyny. 'No
wonder you want to get out of there."'

The sympathy was almost unnerving. A lump congdcstefanie's
throat as she gazed into Quinn's fathomless eyek,saw them
darken as he gazed back at her. She had a fleatgegto throw



herself on his broad male chest and feel the sinesfdhis arms about
her.

Mentally she shook herself, looking away. She'd edoniWellington
precisely to escape sympathy and willing shoultersry on. ‘How
are you getting on?' she asked him. 'ls everyorwlsring you with
pity too?'

‘They know | wouldn't welcome it. | saw my pareatsd told them
the wedding's off. They'll tell anyone else whodse® know. With a
bit of luck and some fast talking I'll be leavingetcountry soon
anyway, and by the time | get back it'll be old séw

‘Lucky you.'
‘Maybe.'

Meaning he'd lost his fiancee, and like herselhld a bruised and
aching heart. Stefanie bit her lip. 'Where are going?'

'Busiata, for at least six months. Provided it cowit after all.' A line
deepened between his dark brows. 'I'm here toigmahe contract
with the consul."

'‘What on earth are you going to do for that lon@aot in the middle
of the Pacific?'

Faint amusement lit his eyes. 'lt may be a dothenrhap, but it's
actually quite a substantial little island, withpapulation of over
eight thousand.’

'Still—what's a computer consultant going to doréffeThey don't
even have a tourist industry, do they? Just adkport business in
coconuts and bananas?'

‘That's the whole point.' He picked up a sandwich.



'King Suniasisi wants me to help bring the plade the twenty-first
century by setting up a computer centre and offemorldwide
services via satellite.’

Stefanie stared. 'What sort of services?' The ideanded
fantastic—a pipe dream surely?

‘Do you know much about the internet and the woiddévwveb?'
‘A bit. We set up a system at the library last year

‘Then you'll know what a URL is.'

‘An address on the internet.'

‘The Busiatan king's eldest son has persuadedatherf and the
island's governing council that Busiata could pdeva global internet
hosting service, particularly for businesses. Argyanywhere around
the globe could have their own website based omaBus/here they
can advertise to anyone with a computer conneottietinternet and
the worldwide web— the sites could even be desigherk.’

'l know you can communicate with computers anywietke world,
but why would people who don't live there choosade an internet
site on Busiata, of all places?'

‘Commercial internet addresses usually end inoic@om' followed
by the internet country code like u-k or n-z or.&Registered names
can't be duplicated, so some firms are forced &wuasiations that
their customers have problems remembering or faqndirthey use a
different country code from one that's alreadysa,uhey can register
under their own name.'

'So?'

'The Busiatan suffix is b-u."



'For Busiata—and for business?"

‘That's it. And as electronic communications becomere

widespread there could be other services . theaBars can provide
via the internet. Part of my brief is to set upirtiag and job

opportunities for the locals.’

‘That's...interesting," Stefanie said dubiously.

'It's not as wacky as you might think. The islam@lready provided
with satellite dishes and solar power, and the gowent hopes to
attract back some of their nationals working ovassein

communications. I've done a feasibility study aridoks promising.'

‘Well, good luck. Busiata sounds idyllic." Stefamweuldn't help a
wistful note entering her voice. The thought offhalyear on a
tropical island far, far away from everything faiaulhad a definite
attraction.

‘Noelle didn't think so." Quinn's expression turgedly cynical.

'She didn't say anything about going overseas. aftdter you were
married.'

'It was all confidential until the offer was firrhasked her not to tell
anyone. And she probably still hoped to talk meafut. | admit I'd
hoped to talk heinto the idea. It's ironic, the way things have turne
out...'

'‘What do you mean?’

.Quinn's mouth twisted wryly. 'By leaving me she&y likely
ditched my chance of getting the Busiatan assighnheriact | half
suspect that she might turn up again when she khoedost the
contract, and expect me to take her back.’



Puzzled, Stefanie asked, 'Why would you lose it?'

‘The king insists that the person who is giventtreder has to be
married. | told them | would be by the time | goBusiata. The other
candidate on the short list has a wife and thrds.Kihis might just
shift the balance. They've verbally offered me twmtract, but
nothing's been signed yet.'

'Surely they can't make conditions like that theésgs? It's archaic!'

'‘Busiata is a self-governing kingdom. They can makeatever
conditions they like.'

'‘Why would you have to be married?’

'l imagine so that I'm unlikely to be tempted bg fbcal maidens.
Busiata is a very religious society. Way back ie thineteenth
century, a missionary called Thomas Burford corecethe present
king's great-grandfather to Christianity, and olurse the whole
island followed. They frown on sex outside marrialggather they
had a crop adviser from Australia there a few ybarck when they
started a state-owned coffee plantation on thadsland the consul
was a bit vague, but there was some sort of scandalving the
king's youngest sister."'

So they understandably didn't want a repeat. Aredlook at Quinn
Branson would have rung alarm bells for the cortsuén when she'd
been firmly committed to Bryan and he'd had eydyg far Noelle, it
hadn't escaped Stefanie that he was the kind of wamen
Instinctively recognised as an Alpha male, who waattract female
attention without even trying. Heavens, she coelel & stirring of
attraction herself, even now. Feminine instincte djuessed—a
natural reaction to obvious male virility, even tigh she was
certainly not interested in finding a new man. W@sinn still
harbouring hopes of Noelle?



‘Do you really think Noelle intends to come backste asked.

Quinn shrugged. 'Frankly, | don't care what henglare. I'm not
going to stick around to find out.’

‘Even if you don't get the contract?'

His eyes briefly flashed before he bit into a saisiwHe swallowed
a mouthful, then said, 'Especially if | don't gkeé tcontract. Damn
her,' he added dispassionately.

‘But if you love her...'

‘You said you love Bryan. What would you do if l#k@d you to take
him back?'

It was a fair question, she supposed, even ifdithdiake her wince. 'l
don't know. But if he's in love with Noelle...he miask, will he?'

He regarded her interestedly, almost speculativélyn | opening
wounds?'

'It's all right. We're both still raw, | guess.'éSlboked away from him
again to hide the tears that threatened.

Unexpectedly, he reached across the narrow spasedrethem and
laid a hand over hers, his fingers strong and waffe:ll weather it.
Give it time.'

'Yes.' She recalled saying something of the sohito when he'd
come to see her on what should have been her wedgm 'But it
doesn't really help much now, does it?'

Quinn gave a tiny nod of acknowledgement and weétdhnis hand.
'‘What are you doing tonight?'



‘Tonight?' Stefanie blinked. "Why?'

‘Someone pressed a couple of free tickets on ma ®ymphony
concert. | was intending to give them away—going tmncert alone
seems hardly better than sitting in my hotel rooithva glass of
whisky and a book. Perhaps you and a friend cosddtleem...'

'I'm avoiding my friends right now.'

‘Well, if you don't have other plans, maybe yowddecto accompany
me...or is the Symphonia not your kind of music?'

She too was facing another evening alone, in hamrat her cheap
hotel. 'l had planned to wash my hair,' she deaugdyibut I'd enjoy
a good concert. If you're sure you want to také me.

He was silent for a moment and she couldn't reagxpression—it
was almost as if he were thinking of something.eglsaregretting the
offer. Then he said, 'l want to. Can | pick you U@ me where to
find you.'

Stefanie dressed for the concert with a mild sefisnticipation. It

didn't remove the leaden weight that seemed to haken up

permanent residence in her chest, but it did lighte Maybe she
should make the effort to go out more. Only shercgdg knew

anyone in Wellington, which was precisely why sleéidsen to come
here, and as Quinn had suggested, going alone docasion where
most people were with someone would simply haveessed her
sense of isolation.

Filling in time, she applied makeup with more thesual care, and
slipped on a pale apricot synthetic dress thatdddike silk but didn't
crush, and was the sort of garment that could govhere. She had
actually washed her hair, and now, dried and bidisbea sheen, it



hung to her shoulders, straight and fine and wihle {fight
waywardness of being newly washed.

She went down to the hotel foyer and found a clraia. corner by a
polished table near the reception desk. Soon adtelsithe door was
pushed open and Quinn entered, dressed in a dagnguvhite shirt.
She stood up, catching his eye, and couldn't heticing that a
couple of other women were staring enviously asdmee over to her
swiftly, his stride long and easy.

For an instant she saw him through their eyes, reddwmne, sexy
stranger. The faint stirring of her blood remindest that Bryan's
wounding betrayal hadn't killed all her sexual ifeg$. She was still
capable of an instinctive female response to a ik@nQuinn. Of
course it didn't mean anything but it should giee $ome hope for a
future without Bryan.

Quinn smiled as he reached her. 'Have you beemgdang?'

'‘No, you're dead on time,' she assured him aswha#ged to the door,
his hand lightly touching her elbow. 'l came dovamlg'

Outside, he opened the door of a waiting taxi far After sliding in
beside her and giving the driver directions, ha¢drand said, '"You
look very nice.'

‘You don't have to give me compliments, Quinn. &/gist keeping
each other company.'

'‘Does that preclude compliments? You do look nreelahought you
might like to be told so. And I'm very glad you aksxl to keep me
company.'

Stefanie briefly caught her lower lip in her tedtle was offering a
boost to her inevitably wounded ego and she hadffiesb him. 'l
didn't mean to be ungracious. It was kind of yoagk me out.’



'‘Not kind at all—it was purely selfish. Why don'ewviry to forget
about...what brought us together, and concentrateemmoying
ourselves?'

To her mild astonishment, Stefanie did enjoy hér&stting in the
darkened concert hall, she allowed the music tchvea®r her, and
for a short time actually was able to forget thestant ache of the
loss of all she'd dreamed of for months, and pustydahe memory of
humiliation and heartbreak. When the concert wasr ®ahe was
reluctant to leave her seat and return to thewedt.

In the crush of the departing crowd Quinn's haridHer arm and
rested on her waist while they made their way tolw#éine door. It felt
protective and rather pleasant. More than pleaset,admitted to
herself honestly. Pleasurable.

Outside the air was cool and fresh. Quinn droppgdhénd from her
and asked, 'Shall we get a coffee and somethiegtdefore | take
you back to your hotel?'

Not sure if he was just being polite, she turnedbtk at him, but
could read nothing in his face. 'If you'd like glie said hesitantly.
'‘But | can get a taxi.'

'It's no bother. And I'd like a coffee at leastthat's okay?"
‘That's fine. Thank you.'

They had coffee and desserts, and talked aboytettiermance and
their musical tastes. Hers were more eclectic thaunather selective
preferences, but they found mutual ground on a rummbcomposers
of both popular and classical pieces.

When the bill came Stefanie offered to pay sincd peovided the
concert tickets, but Quinn reminded her, 'The tiskeere free. |
appreciate the gesture , but it would make medeeap.'



‘Well, thank you,' she said. 'I've had a very eagvening.'

'So have [,' he told her. 'l guess the old clich&ue. Life goes on,
doesn't it?'

She supposed it did, in some fashion. And one tiaynsight feel
normal, even happy. Again she felt a stirring ofsele, distant hope.

Despite her protest he accompanied her to her,lastdlthere was an
awkward little moment at the main door when shd gabdnight, not
knowing whether to offer him her hand becausedtrss too formal,
and yet anything else would be too intimate. Theirelned over and
pushed the big swinging door open for her. 'Goat hith the job
hunting,' he said. 'See you.'

She walked past him and he gave her a tight senihe@d, and let the
door swing shut again.

So that was that, she told herself, ignoring tleaking old elevator
and making her way up the wide, shabbily carpeimdsto her room.
She was glad she'd accepted the invitation. Only sbe felt
distinctly flat.

The next day when she came back at four from andthidess day
of interviews with bored personnel managers, thelheceptionist
told her, 'There were some calls for you, Miss \égrh

Stefanie took the slips of paper, expecting toraessages from her
family or, hopefully, from prospective employersisiead both

informed her that Mr Branson had telephoned, aredi@ad a number
for her to return the call.

In her room she eased off her shoes and droppezhbalder bag on
the bed, then placed the message slips by thedeedbbne and sat



down to massage her aching stockinged feet. Wébimgavements
were hard. The city's notorious wind had playedoeawith her hair
too. She'd pulled the fine strands back in a smplatt this morning,
but now several wisped about her face in tangledriis.

She recalled that on balmy days the city was beéuti its way.
Quaint old houses marched up its steep surrourtditsg and stood
cheek by jowl alongside exciting new architectdioams around the
gracefully curved shore of Oriental Bay, a snugdmasf blue water.
But the wind could be vicious, and battling it hmdde her tired and
cranky. All she wanted was a warm shower and & figgal followed
by an evening curled up with a good book.

She was stepping out of the shower when the tefeplstirilled.
Hastily she wrapped a towel about her body anddulito the phone,
leaving wet footprints on the carpet.

At her 'Hello?' a vibrant male voice said, 'Steé@nQuinn. Did you
get my messages?'

'Yes, | was going to call you back later.’

'Is this a bad time? | didn't want to miss you.'

'It's all right. But I've just had a shower and dnipping.’

‘Sorry, I'll keep it short. Have you found a job&'asked abruptly.
'No,' Stefanie answered, wondering why he soundedgent.

‘Then can you meet me tonight? | have somethimgridy you, and
I'd rather we talked face to face.’

‘A job?' she asked.



For a moment she thought they'd been cut off. TQeamn said
slowly, 'Let's say...a possibility. Why don't wevkalinner and I'll tell
you about it?"

What did she have to lose, after all? 'All righhé said, 'but this time
I'll pay for myself.’

'‘We'll talk about that when you've heard my...ppon. Where
would you like to go?'

‘You choose. I'll meet you.'

A short pause. 'Would you mind coming to my hotéiey do a good
meal, and | can get us a quiet table so we car talk

‘All right. Where are you?'

It was a whole lot more upmarket than her own mblbelging, she
thought, writing it down, along with the time heggested. 'I'll be
there,' she promised. '‘Goodbye.’

She put on a cotton dress and jacket. After bemger feet all day
she was glad to slip into a comfortable pair of-lo@eled shoes, but
almost regretted that choice when Quinn rose flwrdather chair in
the lobby of his hotel where he'd been readingvaspaper and came
towards her. He seemed even taller, and the haiginatic outlines

of his face verged on intimidating.

Then he smiled at her and the stern planes of tloeekand jaw
relaxed. 'Thanks for coming,' he said. 'Would yi&a b drink in the
bar first?'

They sat at a tiny table on deep chairs. Afterdslagiswered his
enquiry about the kind of day she'd had and a essthad brought
them drinks, Stefanie took a sip through the pitniped straw of the
cocktail she'd asked for and said, 'Why did youtwarsee me?'



‘Later,’ he said. 'I'm hoping to soften you up wgihod food and
strong drink first.'

‘That sounds sinister.' She echoed his light tone.
'It's not sinister, just...unusual.'

He wasn't going to satisfy her curiosity yet, sbald see. 'Did you
see your consul?' she asked him.

'Yes.' He picked up his beer and swallowed some.
'‘What did he say about your not getting marriedrat!|?'
‘Nothing. We're still negotiating on a couple ofrgs.’

'‘And that's one of them?' . 'As a matter of f&@tinn said, 'l haven't
told him yet.'

'Oh?' He didn't seem the sort of man to put thinfs Or to
deliberately deceive. 'Do you plan to tell themdoefor after you sign
the contract? And if you don't say anything, wdindt make it null
and void or something?'

'I'm hoping | won't need to tell them.’

Stefanie wasn't sure what to say. She stirred ek dith the straw
before taking another sip. 'Are you,' she saidfadye 'still hoping
that Noelle might come back to you?'

She heard him take in his breath. Then he pausatichanging his
mind about what he was going to say. 'You're clogmads, aren't
you?' he asked. 'Or were.'

‘We've known each other since kindergarten.’



‘Do you think she'll come back?'

' don't know."' Stefanie bent her head and finished drink, then
glanced at Quinn. 'She's always been rather...iohetbabout men.’

'Fickle, you mean.' He sounded cynical.

'l thought she just hadn't found the right one.'&been pretty much
spoiled for choice, you know.'

'I'll bet.' There was another pause before he faid you think | was
the right man for her?"

Stefanie looked at him candidly. In hindsight itla be easy to say
no. On first meeting him she had thought his pitotecand slightly
possessive strength might be just what Noelle reetxienake her feel
secure—her father had left her mother when Noels five, and
maybe she'd been looking for someone to take hisepdll her life.
But Noelle wasn't a strong-willed person, and Qindecisive
personality might have overwhelmed her.

Cautiously she answered, 'l didn't know you welbwegh to say.
Noelle seemed happy, and | could see you werevenwoth her.'

He moved restlessly, as though the reminder emgsadehim. 'l told
you I'm not waiting around for Noelle to change hend,' he said
shortly. 'That still holds. And you did say thatuyavouldn't want
Bryan back, didn't you?'

‘Not exactly." She'd said she wouldn't want to spn@emeone who
was in love with another woman, but she let hisritetation pass. 'l
certainly wouldn't marry him now.'

Quinn put down his emptied glass with a muffleddthiRight,' he
said. 'We could go to our table, unless you'd déikether drink?'



Stefanie shook her head. 'I'm ready to eat.' Stsequie hungry—all
that walking about the city streets, she guessedas a while since
she'd taken any* real interest in food.

And the food they ate was superb. When they'd Inaid thain course
and she'd turned down a sweet in favour of shaaimtpeeseboard
with Quinn, she looked up with a smile as the wditek the menus
away. 'Well, if you wanted to soften me up, as gaud, | must say
you've made a great job of it. That was delicidil®e wine is good
too.'

She hadn't drunk a lot of the bottle he'd ordebeitijt was enough to
flush her cheeks and relax her quite nicely. Stegdled Quinn with
the story of her abortive interviews, and he'd fedyaloud at her
slightly exaggerated, mournful account of failugs,she'd intended
him to. Seeing him laugh properly had lit a tinyadpof warmth
inside her.

Maybe they were good for each other. She half vdshat someone
from Ratanui might just happen by. They would ded¢ she wasn't
languishing in some dim corner with her broken tydart enjoying
dinner with a handsome man in a classy restaurant.

'‘What are you thinking?' Quinn asked her.

‘That this is what | needed,' she said simplyjrgii@ piece of creamy
Havarti and placing it on a cracker. 'But we haveot down to
business, have we? What did you want to talk t@bwaut?'

Quinn helped himself to a wedge of Taranaki Blueg\&nd put it on
his plate. Then he looked up. 'I'm not sure howubthis. The thing
Is, Stefanie—I want to ask you to marry me.'



CHAPTER THREE

THE slice of cheese slid off the cracker Stefanie ihalflvay to her
mouth. 'Pardon?' Her fingers shaking, she placesl dtacker
carefully back on the plate.

Quinn gave her a crooked grin. 'Maybe | should Hedeup to it.'

‘Maybe you should,’ she agreed faintly, staringpiat. "You're not
serious!" But surely he wouldn't joke about it? Wasso distraught at
Noelle's leaving him that he'd actually slippedg o his brain? He
didn't seemdistraught; in fact she'd thought he was extreme
controlled and contained, but...

Warily she returned his scrutiny, trying to seeibdhthe neutrally
alert expression.

'I'm not crazy,' he assured her calmly. 'Only dtgbu about my
problem with the Busiatan contract. And last nightgot to
thinking...about your difficulty finding work, and your
understandable desire to escape your well-meamiegds and
family. And the answer was right there. It's peitfecbvious.’

"It is?’

‘Think about it. Of course it wouldn't be a realrnage in the
accepted sense—'

'You mean you want me fwretendto be your wife?"

He hesitated. 'l can't deceive my employers to ¢éxggnt, and they
may ask for documentation. We'd have to have aiaggicertificate.
It only takes three days to get a licence and gedahe ceremony.
Just enough time. | already have two plane ticketsyou have a
passport?’



'Yes.' She'd got one when she'd holidayed in Alistiast year. 'But
this is...we can't!'

'‘Why not?'
'For one thing, we hardly know each other!'

'l don't expect the usual marital privileges. Ituib be more like
sharing a flat with someone. | can give you charactferences if
you're worried | might take advantage of the sitrat

She didn't need that reassurance. Even if he hstilhtheen in love
with Noelle, from the little she knew of him thabrs of danger
seemed unlikely. But of course it was irrelevartduse there was no
way this would work.

'‘Look on it as a job offer,' he urged. 'It's onty the duration of my
contract with the Busiatan government—that's sintne. We can
draw up a premarital agreement, setting out thrader

"Terms?"

'l give you a small wage on the island and apusam—call it a
severance payment—when we come back to New Zeahaaldtwo
years from then we can legally divorce. If you nse®heone else that
Isn't so long to walit, is it?"

‘You are serious!' He had thought it through. What was mioeewas
making it sound almost like a normal business gearent.

Quinn leaned forward, his forearms on the table,Hainds loosely
linked. They were good hands, the fingers longlbunt-ended with

short-cut nails— strong-looking although he wasmttanual worker.
She recalled how firm and warm his brief comfortatgsp had been
at lunch yesterday, and the light reassurancesopim against her
back as he ushered her from the theatre last night.



He said, 'l don't want to lose this assignment @vggchnicality that
has nothing to do with my ability to carry out {oe I'm being hired
for.'

‘You seem to "be doing all right." She looked abth&m at the
luxurious trappings of the hotel.

'‘Window-dressing,' he said dismissively. 'Lookingcaessful gives
clients confidence.'

'Really?' She supposed it made sense.

'So far I'm working from my flat, with a part-tireecountant to do
the books. The money from the Busiatan contradthvlenough to
set me up in a proper office and employ a smaff.sthe salary is
extremely good, and accommodation and travel &entaare of.'

'l suppose it's difficult to persuade computer citasts to live on a
tiny Pacific island for months on end.’

'l rather thought you envied me yesterday.'
He was very astute. 'Yes, | did.'

‘Then give some thought to this. Half a year astlem a beautiful
tropical island, with no strings, and at the end ehough to keep you
for the next six months while you find yourselfeak job.' His smile
was persuasive, his eyes brilliant, and she wokddréhe was

deliberately pouring on the charm. If he'd smiliée khat at Noelle,
how had she even thought about another man? RayhtStefanie

was finding it difficult to think sensibly about whing.

She said, 'It's such a wild idea, getting marragefwell...under false
pretences.’



'‘Marriages of convenience aren't so rare. Peoplétdcavoid taxes,
to gain residency, to hide their sexual orientatidar all kinds of
reasons. As for false pretences, the stipulationnmist be legally
married. What happens—or rather, doesn't happenhiwithe
marriage needn't concern anyone but us.’

That was a point, but the stipulation had been nhadause a married
man was presumed not to be a sexual adventurerdi8hi think
hiding his sexual orientation had been behind Qsimtention to
marry Noelle. She made an effort to regard him lgo6And what
about the local maidens I'm supposed to be praggpgbu from? Or is
it the other way round? Will you be able to hansite months of
celibacy?'

His eyebrows twitched very slightly, the only sighsurprise. 'Will
you?'

'Yes!" She definitely wasn't ready to plunge imother relationship
so soon after the disastrous end to her engagerfentcheeks
heating, she kept her eyes resolutely on his face.

With quiet confidence he said, 'l wouldn't messthig project by
giving in to the lusts of the flesh, whether | waarried or not.’

She couldn't help a small laugh at the colourfmglaage. 'Is that how
they view sex there?'

'I'm sure that's how the good Reverend Burfordtgut
'‘Have you delved into the island's history?'

'l heard a few stories while | was there. | belitve palace holds a
collection of historical documents but I've neveers them.'

‘There must be fascinating stuff in there.’



His eyes gleamed. 'Maybe you could persuade thdet you have a
look.'

He wasn't missing a thing in his effort to sway.&y you really
think it would work?' she asked. 'A fake marriage?'

'It's not a fake,' he argued. 'Just a bit unuduabuldn't have asked
you if | didn't think we could make a go of thigefanie.'

She cast him a look of open scepticism. 'The tlEngou're desperate
to take a wife along on this assignment and | hagpebe handy,
that's all! It's no use trying to dress it up.'

He spread his hands away from his plate. '‘No sthat all. | do know
other women who might have been prepared to helpumef I'd
asked them, but it never occurred to me to do atre are several
reasons why | thought of suggesting it to you.'

'‘What reasons?' she asked suspiciously.

'For one thing, I'm not just begging a favour—yaed a breathing
space and I'm offering you one. And from my poiiwiew you'd be
ideal. You're used to living in a small, narrow counity, you're
intelligent enough to enjoy the stimulation of attc environment,
and not likely to throw tantrums if things don't gocording to plan.
We've already discovered we have tastes in commdrdan't grate
on each other. At least, | hope that's true for, ymdl if not you hide it
well.’

'You don't grate on me,' Stefanie murmured as heqth presumably
to give her a chance to comment.

'And also,” he continued, 'we're both in the samemotional
situation, so..."

'S0?" Stefanie prompted as he looked vaguely urataiie.



'So,' he said slowly, 'there's no danger of yolsumierstanding the
terms of agreement, and possibly getting hurt.'

And ultimately accusing him of leading her up tlaedgen path? Any
other woman—one who hadn't been recently jilted—hmigegin
taking the relationship too seriously. With hekinew he was safe. 'l
see,' she said.

'‘And not least, you're... eminently presentables &yes flickered
over her, making her skin tingle.

'Presentable?

'‘We'll be socialising with the royal family and &adignitaries. It
comes with the job. I've noticed you have very gomhners. The
king and his family are fairly conscious of theigmity, and so are his
people.'

‘Would I have to curtsey or something?'

‘Nothing like that, just show them normal respecigd make some
effort to fit in with local custom. | don't thinkoy'd be likely to do
anything that would offend them. Any man would b®ya to
introduce you as his wife.'

'l haven't said I'm going to—'

‘You don't need to give me an answer tonight,'dseireed her. "Think
it over. | have a feeling you're not the type ofsom to leap into a
situation without considering all the angles. Byt a bit of lateral
thinking. Maybe you'll come round to the idea.’

"You make me sound unadventurous and blinkered.'



'l didn't mean that. Caution is a commendable thitw sometimes it
can stop us from doing things we might enjoy—oreatst find
interesting.'

'‘And you think I'd find Busiata interesting.'

'l think you would." As if it had just occurrediiom, he added, 'You're
not much like Noelle, are you? How did you two stach close
friends?’

'‘We've known each other for ever, and | supposesviogith...loyal.’
Even though their interests had diverged as thew gider, they'd
always kept in touch. After Noelle's family movedXuckland when
she was fifteen, she had often spent time in theddolidays with
Stefanie's family, and Stefanie had stayed withlldaehen visiting
the city.

Quinn's brows rose. 'Noelle—loyal?'

'l know she's let you down," Stefanie acknowleddset. down both
of us, really. But that doesn't make her wickedriodictive. She's
never been a very strong-minded person.’

‘That's remarkably tolerant of you.'

''ve been angry,' she admitted. 'With both of th&ut what's the
point? You know, it wasn't wrong of them not totgoough with the

weddings once they realised they were mistaken taheu They

could have chosen a better way to do it, but wiftdrénce would it

have made in the end? We were still going to be hguess they just
didn't want to be there to see it.'

‘They just wanted to be together, according to ripaoved.'



She looked up at him and saw bitter anger in heseyVell, at least
someone's happy. None of us would have been ifhiaen't pulled
the plug.’

‘You're a very pragmatic soul, aren't you?' His egd®ecame
speculative and his voice, she thought, slighttyije.

‘That seems to be what you want at the moment,teshended him
rather crisply. 'Isn't pragmatism what your proposiis all about?'

‘True.' He pushed away his plate. 'Do you wanttangtmore?'

Stefanie shook her head. 'I'm ready to go.’

She hardly slept, turning over Quinn's astonistpngposal in her
mind all night, repeatedly telling herself she cll possibly agree.

In the morning she got up early as usual and quidktssed, going
downstairs to collect a morning paper and taketd breakfast with
her.

But the columns of 'Situations Vacant' seemed tucedefore her
eyes. Outside it was raining, and she kept hedn@gcho of Quinn's
deep voiceA beautiful tropical island... try a bit of latdréninking...

And despite his protest that he hadn't meant td,ihlied she was
overcautious, unlikely to do anything on impuldaahslation: dull
and unexciting,’ she murmured to herself.

She'd lived in one admittedly pleasant and quiteelyi place
practically all her life, spending only a short ipdrin Wellington
getting her library qualification, and had plannex marry her
hometown sweetheart. Bryan had taken his law ddagréeckland,
but after the wedding he had expected to join hihdr's legal



practice in Ratanui. He and Stefanie would haveedanto a rented
house in the town when they returned from theirdyomoon, while
they continued saving for their own home.

She'd envisaged eventually leaving her library tolhave Bryan's
children, and perhaps returning to work when thegrewold
enough—a life not too different from her parenggpy marriage. All
wholly predictable and ordinary.

None of it was going to happen, she reminded Helseishing toast
crumbs off the newsprint in front of her. At leasdt with Bryan.

The most adventurous thing she'd ever done wastakaliday in
Australia, a short hop across the Tasman, with [Haaid another
girlfriend.

She turned a page, refolded the paper, and pigkéetuballpoint to
ring a small ad for 'Personable young people forketaresearch'.
Then crossed it out when she saw the last sentéviast have own
car and phone.’

A picture of a palm tree caught her eye, boxeddmsa travel
advertisement in a corner of the page. A man andraan, wearing
minimal clothing, stood hand in hand under the pajarzing at a
quiet lagoon. 'Bargain Tropical Holidays,' the captread. 'Seven
Days in Vanuatu.'

One week. Quinn had offered her six months in alaindyllic
setting. She could be crazy not to snatch at thaah

Dragging her attention from the picture, she randeze down the
adjacent columns. Shop assistant... Tea-maker.detthker's
assistant. She shuddered. Washing machine repaxeerienced...
Waiter... Well-driller... Window-cleaner... Youngowen, attractive,
for massage parlour...



Stefanie grimaced, finished her coffee, and to@kgaper up to her
room.

The phone was ringing when she opened the doomuShed to pick
up the receiver, and her mother's voice said,?3e¢ you all right? |
phoned last night and you weren'tin.’

'l went out to dinner," Stefanie explained.

'‘Oh, really?' Patti's anxiety changed to pleasaprse” 'With a
man?'

Anticipating all kinds of questions if she gave thetails, Stefanie
tried to seem nonchalant and dismissive. 'Yesithwasn't a date. It
was about a job, actually.’

‘A job? And he took you out to dinner? That soujuds$ a teeny bit
suspicious to me.'

It's all right, I'm not stupid, Mum."

'‘Of course not, darling. Only you're in a vulnemldtate right
now—you will be careful, won't you?"

'I'm always careful,’ Stefanie assured her. Andtvalad that got her?
asked a jeering inner voice. Certainly not the fappnventional life
she'd planned.

'l wish you'd come home,' Patti fretted. '‘Don't ywbink you'd feel
better among people who care about you?'

'‘No," Stefanie said under her breath, mentallyiliego
'‘What, dear?'

'l don't want to be an object of pity.’



'Oh, | wouldn't call it pity. Everyone's concernaoout you, asking
after you. There's not much sympathy for Bryan dvaklle.
Um...they're back, you know, living together rigigre in Ratanui!
Her voice rose indignantly. 'l must say I'm surpdisl heard Noelle's
actually going to work in Bryan's family's firm. &heceptionist left
to have a baby, and Noelle's taking her place!

Stefanie felt her hand go damp and slippery omebeiver. "That will
be nice for them.’

Patti gave a delicate little snort. 'l don't knoamhthey dared show
their faces here! Everyone's on your side, of aaurs

'l know | should be grateful, but | wish they'd faliget about it.' 'Oh,
I'm sure they will soon. What sort of job was timan offering you?
Are you going to take it?"

'l haven't decided. It's on Busiata. A...a govenmmineb.'
'‘On what?'

'‘Busiata—you know, in the Pacific.’

‘Theisland? But it'smilesfrom anywhere!'

‘That's the attraction,' Stefanie said patientihwyMilias she telling her
mother this? She hadn't agreed to Quinn's prepastgroposal and
she had no intention of actually going to Busialal.she? 'As | said,
| haven't decided.’

'‘How long would you be there? Would you have to thpetre by
trading boat or something?'

'l think they have an air service. The job's omly$ix months.'



With a small shock she realised that somehow tglkinher mother
had made the whole thing seem more real, more lgessilthough
she was keeping back the most vital, salient elémen

'l don't think | like the sound of it," Patti sdidnly. 'Is it some kind of
office job? You'd be bored, wouldn't you?'

Curiously, Stefanie felt perversely driven to def¢he idea. 'l don't
think so. Pacific islands are very beautiful. Andisiata's quite
safe—the people are strictly religious. Besidegther I'd be sort of
under the patronage of the Busiatan royal family.'

'Oh. Well, | don't know...'

'I'm not ready to come home yet." She'd half hoBegan would
remain in Auckland after all— the small-town gossipuld be tough
on him and Noelle—but she supposed his father eiggg on his
promise to join the family firm. And Bryan wouldritive lined up
any other job.

And now more than ever she didn't want to go baeket

After she'd hung up she sat staring at the papeenitand, studying
the ads she'd circled. None of them really appealed

Rain hurled itself against the window panes anddawn the glass in
crooked little rivulets, blurring the grey buildiegcross the road. In a
narrow gap between two of the buildings, a treelésped about in
the wind.

If she phoned any of these numbers she'd have mugmto that
weather.

Again the picture of the couple on the tropicahmsl caught her eye.
Palm trees, blue seas. Warmth. And no pressuneg@d to hide. The
only person who would know what had happened tonzerthe one



person in the world who shared her own bewilderraedtanger and
heartache, who fully understood.

Where had she put the slip of paper with Quinntalver on it?

She found it under the telephone book and dialkattlg, before she
had time to think of all the reasons she shoulitmthis. For once in
her life she was going to do something rash andeghgtable.

When he answered on the third ring she took a deegpth. 'It's
Stefanie,' she said. 'About that proposition...'



CHAPTER FOUR

EVERYTHING moved so fast after that, Stefanie scarcely had to
think. Quinn applied for a marriage licence and enad appointment
at the reqistry office. He measured Stefanie'sefingith a piece of
string, so that he could buy a ring. She was retighat he was taking
care of that, because choosing one together—itdMuanve been such
a farce.

They spent hours together in cafes, walking aldwaitilly streets or
sitting on a park seat at Oriental Bay, exchangif@ymation on their
families, their education, jobs—things that a newgd couple
would presumably know about each other.

Leaning on a railing overlooking the harbour, Stedaasked him, 'Do
you have brothers or sisters?' He'd mentioned namig,telling her
that his parents had farmed in the Wairarapa farynyaars and now
ran a small mail-order seed business.

When he didn't answer immediately she turned had belook at his
strong profile, only slightly mellowed by the wayetwind blew his
hair over his forehead as he watched a ferry contzethe harbour.
His eyes fixed on the distant craft, he said, d hgjounger sister but
she died." He showed no sign of emotion, his vaiocel and
expressionless.

'I'm so sorry! That's very sad,' she said.
'It was a long time ago,' he said dismissivelyak just a kid.'

Stefanie tried to imagine how she would feel if &b&t one of her
beloved sisters, the very thought chilling her,déeg a rising tide of
fear through her entire body, making her feel shated to contact
them right now, assure herself they were bothiglitr She knew if
anything happened to Gwenda or Tracey, she'd bastied. No



way would she be able to speak of them in the atishassionate
way that Quinn had so casually mentioned his deshelrs

But he'd said it was a long time ago. Probably he&h too young to
clearly remember much about his only sibling. "Wascot death?’

'‘No,' Quinn said. '‘But she had something wrong Wwe&hfrom birth.'

She'd died as a baby, Stefanie guessed. He hadrealtg known his
sister, then. 'lt must have been hard for yourmareshe said.

'Yes. It still is." He straightened, and took hand in his. 'l could do
with a coffee. There's a cafe just down the roadeth-look all right
to you?'

On the night before their appointment at the regisifice they dined
in a cosy Wellington restaurant. Stefanie was aleséd, hardly
caring what she ate, trying to concentrate on thppgts of
information Quinn was giving her, background thaiwd be useful
to her when they got to Busiata.

Instead she found herself studying Quinn. She veakclthe

movement of his throat when he drank the ruby-radewhe'd

ordered, and the way he curled his entire handtatiewcoffee cup
instead of threading one long, blunt finger throtigd handle. Every
detail seemed to etch itself on her mind, fromshadowy patch at
the corner of his chin that he'd missed when slgatorthe way his
hair escaped from its combed-back style as he dezt his meal,

sending strands flopping across his forehead tatiflicked them

impatiently back with his fingers. He turned hiasido summon a
waiter, and she was struck by the length of hi& teshes, and when
he caught her looking at him and lifted a questigreyebrow, she
responded to the amused glint in his eye with ange lift of her

heart, and felt herself flush.



Each time they met she was more vividly aware higatvas a very

attractive male. But it had been at first an olyegiudgement, not an

emotional reaction. Subtly, something had chanBedhaps because
in the last few days they'd been spending so muoahtogether.

In the taxi on the way back to her hotel, althobhghsat a good foot
from her, she could faintly smell Quinn's male $eesoap or
aftershave, clean shirting and something uniquédy—and when
they passed under a streetlamp her heart gavela dfirsomething
like trepidation as she saw his profile momentaelghed in stark
relief, the harsh outlines of brow and nose, maartd chin as if
carved from granite. What did she really know ah®i

She had agreed to live in a situation of artifiecrdimacy with this

near-stranger, and maybe that was what-'was malkinguper-aware
of him. Tonight was her last chance to back outhi$ bizarre

bargain.

A momentary panic threatened to take hold of lnerjamping pulse
at the base of her throat a sign of nervous tension

At the end of the journey he told the driver totwand escorted her to
the hotel door, a hand firmly circling her arm. danciful second or
two it seemed as if she were his prisoner.

When they reached the top of the steps she tuméuint, almost
ready to blurt out that she'd changed her mindt{ #he wasn't
prepared, after all, to travel thousands of miteévie side by side
with a man she barely knew.

Then he said, "You're scared, aren't you? Justméee it's only a
job. And if you find you can't take it on Busiatauppose | could
always send you home.'



'‘Wouldn't they terminate your contract?'

'It does state my wife must be living with me foetduration—but
once |'ve started on the job | doubt they'd holdouhat.'

They might. And it was too late for him to find seame to replace
her. If she let him down now he'd have no onet&eftirn to.

As she hesitated he took her other arm, drawinglittte closer so
that he could see her face. 'l won't keep you agamur will,
Stefanie. But | hope you're going to like the iglati's the nearest
thing to Paradise I've ever seen.’

He'd shown her pictures of tall coconut palms, wtoeaches and
blue seas, smiling brown-skinned people. Most womeuald think
her mad to think of turning down the chance to ggane there while
her heart healed. In fact most women might havptlaa it when
Quinn first broached the subject.

His thumbs moved absently on her arms. '‘Okay?’' inenored, his
eyes finding hers in the light spilling from thetéicfoyer.

Stefanie swallowed. 'Okay,"' she agreed. If shekelnied out now
she'd despise herself for ever as a coward who leada
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity slip from her finger

‘Terrific.'" Unexpectedly he bent and brushed a lagainst her
forehead before releasing her. 'I'll pick you uméorow.'

She dithered over what to wear, wishing she'd bosgmething new,
and yet conscious that this was no ordinary weddstg still hadn't
told her family about that part of the deal, knogviver mother would
be dismayed and anxious, and probably insist oanglio Wellington

to dissuade her. And she felt guilty about the deon, but reminded



herself it wasn't a real wedding, just a legal fahat had to be gone
through so that she and Quinn could go to Busmteh like getting
a passport and visa.

In the end she put on her synthetic silk-look agirdress and slid her
feet into high-heeled cream shoes. She pinned updie and then
changed her mind, letting it fall loose. Should bhee a hat?

It would only blow away. The rain had stopped, gusty winds still
attacked the tops of the trees, and when she lodkaah into the
street she saw people leaning forward as they atitatching their
coats and jackets around them.

She pulled a lined cream linen jacket from the \walvd and put it on.
The clock told her it was time to leave. She wambditk her lips, but
remembered her carefully applied lipstick, andaieked.

Quinn was entering the main door when she readteedround floor.
He smiled at her and came swiftly to her side. dig@a

'‘As ready as I'll ever be,' she said, trying tolsrback.

"Your eyes look enormous,’ he told her, and toakhlaed in a firm
grip to lead her to the door. 'Don't worry. Itda be over.'

Too soon, she thought, grateful for the warmth simedngth of his
fingers as they gently squeezed hers.

Registry staff were their only witnesses, and #&remony was basic,
simple and quickly over. Still, she felt hypocréic When it was
Quinn's turn to speak his voice was low and hargamd-ke didn't look
at her, but down at their joined hands. Then h& &lnarrow gold
band onto her finger and she felt a small, coldckhd@he action
seemed irrevocable somehow, though she knew tgewas a lie,
that this whole thing was false. Her fingers tremabhland Quinn
closed his hand about hers again.



His eyes lifted, met hers, and for a moment tiness to stop. His
face was grave, his gaze steady and dark. Compedm if he was
afraid she wanted to run away, and was trying &pkeer there by the
sheer force of his will.

The registrar beamed at them, pronouncing themamashnd wife,
and Quinn hesitated, then he cupped her chin ifrééeshand, bent
and kissed her.

Expecting a mere brushing of lips, she was sunpribat his mouth
lingered for seconds, firm and warm on hers, whééeld her.

Taken unawares, she found a disturbing tide of he@ng through
her body before Quinn drew back and smiled dowrheat his
eyebrows quirking slightly upward when he met h&tamed eyes.

The registrar closed the book, the withesses ctuigtad them and
shook Quinn's hand, and they were ushered out.

On the street, Quinn said, 'The worst part's over.

You look as though you could do with a drink, MmaBson. Did you
have breakfast?'

Stefanie shook her head, hiding an odd sensatibarimidriff at his
use of the title. 'l didn't even tlkrabout food this morning." She'd
been too strung up.

Quinn found a cafe and got sandwiches and muffiiis woffee,
urging her to eat.

Stefanie had a sandwich, and it awakened her appeti

'‘Not much of a wedding breakfast, I'm afraid,’ Quiapologised.
‘Maybe | should have found somewhere more fancy.'



'It wasn't a real wedding,' she objected. "Thimis.' To prove it, she
took a muffin and split it.

'I'm sorry to have put you through that.' Quinryessearched hers.
His voice low, he asked, 'Was it very hard for you?

Certainly it hadn't been the wedding she'd planmdyg weeks ago.
And he obviously realised she couldn't help conmugttis morning's
stark legal ritual with the lifelong vows she wouldve exchanged
with Bryan in a flower-filled church, with her faghto escort her
down the aisle, her bridesmaids attending herpagher and friends
looking on. 'lt's all right," she said. 'It wassdt bad.' It couldn't have
been easy for-him, either. Had he been thinkindlo¢lle when he
slid his ring ontdherfinger?

At that, a peculiar hollowness seemed to settleeinchest. Maybe
he'd been thinking of Noelle when he ‘'kissed heterathe

ceremony—closing his eyes and imagining Noelle justl vowed

her love and life to him.

Noelle would have kissed him back instead of bestgcken
motionless with surprise.

Quinn glanced at his watch. They were flying otgdahat day. 'We'll
pick up your things and then mine,’ he said. 'lluyleave any
last-minute shopping to do we could spare an hospo

'l don't think | need anything more." She'd donditaof extra
shopping, but had tried to keep her luggage miniltdlike to phone
home before we take off.’

‘Have you told them about this?'

'l said | had a job on Busiata, and got them tal sgme clothes and
stuff down here for me. But they'll want to writerhe, so...I guess I'll
have to tell them if I'm going to be known as Mmason.'



Quinn frowned thoughtfully. 'Busiata is a very cenative society,
and they'd certainly wonder about a married wonesapkg her own
name. But...I have the impression your mother amoalr younger
sister, anyway, may not be souls of discretion.'

It was true but, 'How do you know?"'

"You've talked about them. You were the responsilaer sister who
looked after the younger ones, lent them a sympatkar and got
them out of trouble. Gwenda's the practical, takarge one who gets
things done, and Tracey's at the emotional teesi@gge. She's more
like your mother, and | gather you and Gwenda &dtex your father.’

Stefanie hadn't realised she'd told him so muclhatrhe'd listened
so carefully. She had never described her familyase words, but
his assessment was basically correct. Tracey anb#ver was likely
to tell one other person in the greatest of comicge and then be
astonished and disbelieving that the secret hadwgotl don't know
what we can tell them,' she said, 'if | have to ym@& name.'

He glanced around as if looking for inspirationo¥\d your family
accept that you married me on the rebound?’

‘They'd certainly be surprised.' She'd never bbenmpulsive sort.
‘And hurt that | hadn't invited them to the wedditity have to let
them know it's only a...a makeshift marriage.’

He frowned. 'l know the chances seem remote, lautrtbre people
who know the real story, the more likely that some2on Busiata will
hear of it. Besides, | don't think you want it geabout Ratanui.’

The news would fuel gossip anyway, but she'd preéaple didn't
know it was a purely practical pretend marriagédl. StWho's going
to believe it's the real thing? Barely three wesfksr...'



'It won't be the first time people have married hiit weeks of
meeting. Come to think of it, we met months agal you've been in
Wellington for a while. No one will know we haveléen seeing
each other all that time. It's not impossible tivat found mutual
comfort in our sorrow and decided to marry. Or etleat we were
attracted to each other before, and relieved tbrdeto follow our
mutual desire.’

'l guess not," Stefanie agreed doubtfully. He hag&mazing talent
for making the outrageously unlikely seem perfeettymal and
logical. 'But how do | explain not telling my famil was getting
married?'

'ft was a whirlwind courtship and a sudden decisiba suggested.
‘There was no time.'

'It took three days to get the licence,' Stefamigcted. 'They could
easily have come down in that time."'

'‘Okay..." He thought for a minute, then snappedimgers. "You had a
superstitious dread of being left in the lurch ags soon after your
previous experience. They'd forgive you for thatulgn't they?'

'l suppose it might work." Certainly they would enstand she didn't
want to go through another trauma like that. 'Matyley'd believe it.’

'‘Well," he said, as if it were all settled, 'weéttbr get moving. Do you
want to make your phone calls from your hotel? THetake care of
the bill.’

'It's my bill. | pay my own way.'
‘You're my wife now.'

'If I'm your wife, it's hardly appropriate for yaw be paying me
wages, then, except maybe a bit of housekeepingyion



Slightly impatient, he said, 'Of course I'll pay—"'

‘Actually, Quinn, | really don't want to be paid fenjoying a tropical
holiday.'

'It's part of the deal, Stefanie,' he said curtly.

7 never said so." She'd turned down his offer oprenuptial
agreement, finding something tacky in formalisirgit strange
bargain.

'l took it for granted—'
'Yes, it's a habit of yours.'

He looked angry and astonished at that, and slebilip, realising it
hadn't been very tactful. But she refused to bamknd] meeting his
gaze without flinching. 'l won't accept wages.'

Quinn took a deep breath and looked at her hartiright,' he agreed
reluctantly, 'but if you need money at any time le&hive're on
Busiata, don't hesitate to ask.'

'l have some money,' she said, 'if | want to bwyhes or souvenirs.’
It was to have gone towards her home, hers andnBry#/hat else
would she spend it on, now?

'‘But you still get paid at the end—otherwise thaldeoff.'

He looked as though he meant that. And if he wadingito
compromise so should she be. Besides, she'd bengdoaick not
having earned for six months unless she coulddorde sort of work
on Busiata. She might need something to tide her.ov

'‘Okay,' she said.



'You have a stubborn streak.' He sounded as ifjbstddiscovered
something that didn't exactly please him.

'So do you,' she retorted. 'So don't throw stones.'

Only hours later they were on their way to Fijidghen Busiata.

It wasn't necessary to make any part of the joulmegargo boat.

After some time spent waiting in the transit loursgeNandi, they

boarded a much smaller plane with three other peapd were flown

across another vast expanse of blue ocean unitgaof turquoise

surrounding a smudge of green became visible ormdnizon, and

soon they were circling the island, then comintpitand on a grassy
airstrip.

The pilot let some steps down from the plane ahpdaeStefanie to
the ground. The light was dazzling and the air libamd warm, laden
with a faint scent of flowers.

Quinn came down the steps behind her and led hsvadong low
buildings spanned by a single palm- thatched rdwdsg an
intervening space where wooden benches providedseating.

A tall, wide-shouldered islander rose from one le¢ benches. He
was dressed in a short-sleeved white shirt withulgpi@s on the
shoulders, khaki shorts and a peaked cap. Stridivgard, he held
out his hand to QuinnSambudaMr Branson.'

‘Sambuda.'Quinn returned the greeting and shook the largel he
extended to him. 'Nice to see you again, Tipa.abief this is Tipa
Bori, Prince Tuisani's driver. It's very kind oktprince to send you,’
he added to the man.



Stefanie held out her hand, and had it engulfexilarge brown one.
‘Hello, Mr Bori.'

He grinned at her. 'Everyone calls me Tipa, MrsnBaa. We'll wait
for your luggage, and then we'll be on our way.'

The luggage was trundled over on a large cart,@udn and Tipa
took the cases from it. Following them round thieeotside of the
building, Stefanie blinked at the huge white limoesthat stood
there, polished and gleaming in the tropical suntligearby, other
disembarked plane passengers were climbing in&dtarled minibus.

After the bags were stowed by the driver, sheatih a long leather
seat with Quinn beside her, and Tipa drove smoathigty from the
airport.

Quinn looked down at her bemused expression amthepli ‘The
royal family travels in style,’” he murmured. 'Bliete's nowhere
much to go on the island. | think this chariot sgeemost of its time
sitting in the prince's garage.'

The narrow white road was bordered by dark greeshy plants and
tall ferns. Two barefoot children on a horse urtier bony mount to
the side as the car slowed to pass them. They wavedhouted the
same greeting that Tipa had used at the airpatase waved back.

They came to a town where the road was wider arsgtaéed, and
Stefanie glimpsed shops and other buildings, soméest or even
shabby, others double-storied and colonnaded. Téie forms of

transport seemed to be motor scooters and bicyidhesolder women
were uniformly encased in loose, long- sleevedtedtiloral dresses
with skirts to their ankles, but some younger owese knee-length
sarongs tucked about their breasts, and quite abeursported
sleeveless tops with shorts or miniskirts. And bo#gn and women
had wreathed their glossy black hair with flowers.



‘This is Iriata?' she asked Quinn.

‘The capital, yes. That big building over therehvilie dome-shaped
roof is Parliament House. Behind it and up theth#ire you can just
see part of the king's palace.' He leaned oveoitdt ff out to her, his

arm momentarily resting on her shoulder, his chdeaiost brushing

hers.

Distracted by the faint masculine scent of his skml the warm
weight of his arm, she hardly saw the white buidhe indicated,
partially obscured by tall palms.

Then they were winding uphill, past rows of housasd through
more trees brushing the roof of the limousine,INngoing through a
concrete- pillared gateway with no actual gate, @amé short drive
between flowering shrubs before coming to a stopside a
white-painted stucco house with a ter- racottaitrizof.

The door opened as Quinn helped Stefanie from #re and a
middle-aged island couple came down the two brégokss

The man, thin and wiry, was dressed similarly toalbut without the
epaulettes and peaked cap, and the woman woreoarftdldress
with a white apron tied about her substantial waist

'I'm your housekeeper, Mrs Branson,' the woman agxetl. ‘My
name is Winnie. And this is Roari, my husband. dip$ around the
house and the garden.’

Stefanie threw a surprised, questioning glanceuwanr®) but he just
gave a tiny shrug before holding out his hand tarRand then to the
housekeeper. Hastily Stefanie followed suit, cdlgfpronouncing
the local greeting as she smiled at the pair.



While Roari collected the heavy luggage, Winniekt&befanie and
Quinn along a cool passageway and threw open tbeafa large,
high-ceilinged room.

An enormous bed with polished brass ends dominatedwall, its
pristine white cover heavily appliqued with pasteleured flowers.
There were two massive carved wardrobes and a mgtdnessing
table, all in solid dark wood, and the polished rdofloor was
softened by patterned mats.

"Your bedroom," Winnie said. She crossed the rammnbther door
between the two wardrobes and opened that ontionpsg of shiny
white tiles and a large porcelain basin with braags. '"Your
bathroom.'

Quinn lowered the flight bags and computer casédn carried,
setting them down on the floor. Roari appearetiéndoorway, laden
with more luggage.

‘Thanks,' Quinn said. 'Just put them down there.'

On her way to the door, Winnie said, 'Anything ywant, let us
know. The telephone is near the bed, there. Dhat the kitchen, or 1
for an outside line. I'll make you some tea or atririks. Would you
like them outside on the terrace or here? Fiftegmutas, all right?'

‘That sounds good. The terrace,’ Quinn suggestkohcigg at
Stefanie for confirmation. 'Cold drinks?"

She nodded, then waited until the couple had cldsedioor behind
them before she blurted out, 'They expect us &pslegether!

‘Married couples usually do. Though in that beddvedmost have to
communicate by smoke signal.’

Stefanie refused to laugh. 'l am not sharing aviaddyou!'



‘All right,' he said easily. 'Only | don't wantriwake a big deal out of it
to the housekeeper.'

'So what are we going to do?'

'‘Don't worry, we'll think of something." He lookextound, then
strolled to the bathroom. She heard another doen @gmd went to
look.

The washbasin was almost big enough to bathe id, featured
enormous brass taps. An enormous old- fashionédsaabn a dais at
one side of the big bathroom, with a brass shoiiterg over it.

‘Looks like we have a solution,’ Quinn said. 'Cand have a look.'

The door Quinn had opened on the other side obdtieroom led to
another bedroom, and as he motioned her througbashhé was less
opulent, with only one wardrobe and a smaller dngstable. The
bed here was also a double, though not as gengrporuggbortioned,
its headboard carved wood, and the cover simildhéoone in the
other room, with a different pattern of flowers.

‘Which room do you want?' he asked her.

‘This one's fine,' she said. 'Are you sure it'sinatse? Winnie and
Roari—'

‘Winnie didn't say anything about us sharing théhtmom with
anyone else. I'm sure this is a spare room.'

'When you told me the government was providing askol didn't
expect staff to come with it.’

'l thought I'd mentioned it.'



Could she have forgotten? She'd certainly beempgdwgiss than full
attention the night before their wedding ceremolhaybe she'd
missed that bit. ‘Do we need a housekeeper? Withtbe two of us
I'm sure we can manage.'

‘The house staff comes along with free rent. Jobsearce here, and
the government creates employment wherever it\dandon't want
to do anyone out of a livelihood.' Quinn strolledhe wardrobe and
pulled open the door, revealing dark emptiness amdw of wire
hangers. 'Are you sure you wouldn't prefer the &ggom?"

'‘No, thanks.' She hesitated. 'l suppose we'll Havihink up some
excuse to be using different rooms.' Not much wg®rg they could
keep their sleeping arrangements a secret frorhdhsekeeper.

He turned and looked at her. 'I'll tell them | smoAnd that my new
bride is a light sleeper.’

‘Do you?'
'‘Not to my knowledge—no one's ever complained.

But as an explanation it'll have to do. Unless ywaun think of
something better.’

Stefanie shook her head. 'Thank you, Quinn.’

He gave her a narrow smile and came over to haf\btifting £
hand to touch her cheek. 'l want you to be comiiteteStefanie.' His
eyes darkened. 'l know | stressed the advantaggsuoof this...
situation, but you've helped me out and I'm gratéfutry to make
things easy for you.'

He put his hand in his pocket and stepped battkrihg your bags
through. Is that bed made up? We may have to aski@/to bring
some sheets for you.'



She checked the bed while he was gone, and founidudy fresh
sheets on it. After he brought her bags she skddlike a quick
shower." It had been a long trip and she felt stattwoolly-headed.

'‘Okay," he said. 'Let me know when you've finisheethe bathroom.’

It was just over five minutes before she knocked the
communicating door and called, 'It's all yours."'

As she changed into a cool, sleeveless yellow greltsd from her
suitcase, she heard the shower running again. I$tadter it had
stopped Quinn knocked on her door. 'Stefanie? Atergady?'

'‘Come in,' she invited him.

His hair was still damp, combed back. He'd shawed, put on a
slightly creased white cotton shirt, with easwiigt light grey
trousers. 'You look very fresh and sweet,' he twd approvingly.
'Like a daisy.'

If she were a daisy, Noelle would have been apiuskrose. Stefanie
pushed away the thought. She wasn't comparing himBwyan, was
she? Why should he compare her with his ex-fiancee?

They found Roari waiting at the end of the passayeWwe escorted
them to the rear of the house, where a wide temaseshaded by a
pergola threaded with leafy vines bearing vividngiatrumpets. On a
wrought-iron table two tall glasses stood alongsadgig of pale
golden liquid with ice cubes and lemon slices flugton top. As
Stefanie and Quinn sat down Winnie appeared withasket of
still-warm cupcakes.

A palette-shaped swimming pool with clear, gleamimgter lay
invitingly only yards away, and leafy shrubs bomtkthe area, some
of them bearing dazzling, brightly coloured flowefhe delicate,
waxy blooms of a pink frangipani tree in one conmevided a sweet



perfume that lingered in the warm, heavy air. Aéequiring if there
was anything else they would like, Winnie and Réeftithem.

Stefanie gazed at the lush, unfamiliar surroundargssaid, 'l feel as
iIf I've strayed onto a movie set.'

Quinn laughed. 'l told you, Busiata is the neatlesty to Paradise.’
He pushed the basket of cakes toward her. 'Trypbtieese. They're a
local specialty.’

She took one and bit through the pale golden chinsling the inside
light and moist and coconut- flavoured. 'Deliciowshe said after
swallowing the first mouthful. She picked up theagd that Winnie
had filled before she left, and sipped at the ediliquid. 'So is the
juice.'

'‘Mango and lime, freshly made.'

'l think | could get used to this," Stefanie adeditsavouring the
sweet yet tart flavour.

'l hope so." Quinn sat back in his chair, surveyingy. His gaze
slipped from her face, lingering with lazy appréicla on her bare
arms, the scooped neckline of her dress. Theryhklgls drooped and
he turned away, leaving her strangely disturbed.

He'd only recently lost his flancee—a woman withrfeore obvious
attractions than hers. A woman he'd been in lotk.vind Stefanie
was still mourning her own lost love. So that cotichave been
desire she'd seen in his eyes, and of course it'tvas answering
sexual stirring that was making her heart thump tedblood run
faster in her veins.

No, it was just...the unnatural situation, andiheagination working
overtime.



But when Quinn lifted his glass and took a longudta she had to
drag away her gaze from the firm curve of his thr@ng from the
open collar of his shirt, showing a vee of harderaiest.

He put down his glass. 'l have to see the CrowmcBriomorrow and
bring him up to speed on my plans. Do you think yam amuse
yourself for a few hours?'

‘Don't worry about me. | have to write a lettemyg family, and I'm

sure I'll find plenty to do.' She had briefly brokéhe news before
leaving Wellington that she and Quinn were marrgskured them
she was fine, and said she and her new husband taith a plane
and she'd tell them all about the whirlwind deaslater. It wasn't
going to be an easy letter to write...

'l can see you're going to be very easy to livéawit
You hardly know me yet.'

He smiled. 'l think I'm going to enjoy getting tadw you, Stefanie.'
As Winnie appeared from the house and glided $ylémivards them,
he added under his breath, his eyes holding a mgrmind we'd
better be careful what we say. You never know wightrbe around
to hear it.'



CHAPTER FIVE

STEFANIE spent some time unpacking her things, and suppibstd
Quinn was doing the same. Then dusk fell with adsandess that
took her by surprise, and through the trees outiéecould see lights
pricking the darkness—a cluster that must have tleeriownship,

and other single lights or a few together scattdrece and there
among the thick trees.

'‘We must be quite high up,' she said to Quinn @g dned in a room
that seemed too big for the two of them. Winnie daded them with
a rice and fish combination accompanied by fresiked taro leaves.

The table was a long oval, but Winnie had set glaceopposite sides
of it.

‘We're on the coolest part of the island. A lottlié government
ministers have houses in the area. | believe taisepbelongs to a
minor member of the extended royal family who sgembst of his
time in the States.'

Overhead a fan whirred faintly, creating a welcoweft of air.
Stefanie was suddenly aware of how far froin horhe svas,
cocooned with a stranger who was her husband.

We're just living here together—like flatmates, shaminded
herself—that was what Quinn had said. But somehlosv false
intimacy of sharing a meal seemed accentuated é\sitte of the
room. Her nerve-ends quivered when Quinn reachexsithe table
towards her, and then his fingers closed abousahleshaker and she
mentally kicked herself for being stupid. He'd hardoked at her
since she entered the room. Obviously he wasmitaiely aware of
her as she was of him.

Stefanie swallowed a mouthful of subtly flavourecer When she
spoke her voice was husky. 'lt's a beautiful house.



'I'm glad you like it." The reflected lights glimneel in his eyes as he
glanced up at her. 'That's a good start.’

‘How do we get about the island?’

‘A car will collect me each day, but motor vehictesthe island are
strictly limited, except two-wheelers. Have you ewaden a
scooter?’

'l suppose | could learn," she said dubiously.

'It's not hard. There are probably a couple inglw@ge, but wait until
| can give you some lessons before you try them.'

‘Do | need a driving licence?'

'Yes, but the test is easy. I'll organise it whemdure you won't Kill
yourself or anyone else.’

Which he would be the judge of, Stefanie supposegd a hint of
resentment. 'l wouldn't even try if | thought I'dl knyone,’ she said.

There was laughter in his eyes as he leaned bhitlean his chair,
regarding her. 'Figure of speech,' he said sodthirigsuppose it's
understandable if you're oversensitive at the mamen

'I'm not oversensitive!'

He looked thoughtful. "'Then I'm sorry. | don't méamub you up the
wrong way, Stefanie. We have to get along in tlsituation.'

'l know. Maybe | am a bit...touchy right now," slildwed, more than
willing to meet him halfway. 'And maybe you're trgi to assert
control over your life," she guessed shrewdly. Mobhd upset his
plans, thrown a spanner in the works, and he cdythadn't liked it.
'l can understand that.'



Quinn seemed faintly startled, then his eyes natbwCan you,

now?' he murmured. '‘But you don't want me contigliyours, is that
it?'

'In a nutshell.'

She smiled at him limpidly, and was rather reliewdten he gave a
short laugh. 'l can see I'd have my hands fultifdd," he said.

After the first course Winnie brought in bowls atit salad and
whipped cream, and Stefanie looked up to thank'Aed the rice
and fish was delicious,' she told the woman.

Winnie smiled and carried the used plates away.

When they'd finished Stefanie offered to help wasgh but the
housekeeper looked quite shocked, vehemently deglibefore
bustling away to the kitchen with a tray full ottering crockery.

Quinn said, 'You did say you could get used to ¢p@aited on.'

‘Well, it's not that easy. I'm beginning to feetylaand pampered
already.'

‘Somehow | don't think you're lazy. You've eveghtito feel tired
tonight, though. Don't let me keep you if you wemgo up to bed.'

They had eaten later than she was accustomedhough the time
difference meant that she no longer had any ides thile hour would
have been back home. It did seem to have beergadwentful day,
and her head felt a bit floaty. Just the mentiotirefiness made her
yawn. She lifted her hand to cover it. 'l think fllyvshe said
gratefully.

She read for a while after getting into bed, uttté print began to
dance before her eyes, and she put down the babtuamed off the



lamp that stood on a polished wooden bedside t#@bkaint hum
sounded in the distance, and she wondered if ittiiagenerator for
the electricity. Tomorrow she'd find out. And exgothe place,
inside and out.

She was almost asleep when she heard water rumring bathroom
and, briefly opening her eyes, saw a thin slivdigbit under the door.
Minutes later the other door closed.

Soon afterwards she drifted off.

The next morning she slept in, and when she dressgdentured out
of her room the house was quiet, but a yeasty sleelher to the
kitchen.

Winnie was standing over a sink, paring some yelfowit. The
woman turned at her entrance, and hastily put ddwven knife,
dropping the peeled fruit into a bowl with someesth 'Morning, Mrs
Branson. You want breakfast?'

‘There's no hurry," Stefanie assured her. 'Finieatwou're doing.
What are those?' She walked over to peer intodiad. b

'‘Pawpaws. Too many in the garden—I'm pickling them.

The firm golden globes were bigger than the pawpstvesd seen in
the fruit shops back home, and looked lusciousulé€Cbhave one for
my breakfast?'

'‘Okay.' Despite Stefanie's instruction, Winnie weshing her hands
and snatching a towel from a hook on the wall tp them. She

scooped out one of the slippery fruit with a spampened a cupboard
for a plate and deftly sliced the pawpaw, thengdis& halved lime on



the side, and added a shining spoon and fork frdraaer. 'I'll take it
into the dining room for you.'

'‘No, please.' Stefanie held out her hand and Wimalectantly
handed her the plate. 'Has Qui—has my husband left?

'‘Oh, yes, a while back.'

‘Then-..." Stefanie looked at the scrubbed woodbletin the centre
of the room, with high-backed carved wooden chigarsking it'.. .if
you don't mind I'll have this here. Then | can talk/ou.'

Winnie looked surprised. 'Okay," she said uncdstaitYou want
anything else? Toast? Juice? Coffee?'

'‘Coffee would be nice. Why don't you have a cupryelf, and sit
down with me?'

The coffee was ready by the time she had finishedoawpaw, and
the housekeeper took one of the chairs. When tinaglch second cup
she was beginning to relax, readily answering 8tefa questions
about the house and the island.

'‘Does everyone on Busiata speak English?' Stefmked. All the
people she'd met so far had been very fluent, aithattractive
difference that was more a matter of fully roundeavels than a
definite accent.

‘Some of the old people only know Busiatan. Butrgwee learns
English in our schools. It's good, because lot8a$iatans go to
Australia or New Zealand for work or education. ® no
university on the island, or technical college. Amad enough jobs.'

Later Stefanie toured the house, declining Winm#&r to show her
around but avoiding the door that led to Winnie &udri's quarters



In a separate wing, distanced from the house biicat £overed
walkway.

A large, high-ceilinged lounge faced the drivewagd the dining
room opened to a long, narrow glassed-in room shdge the

overhanging roof, furnished with cushioned cane irshaa

glass-topped table, and potplants. The big insgetesied windows
had all been thrown open to the air, and the viewrthill across
dense tropical vegetation allowed a distant glimpse an

unbelievably blue, crushed- chiffon sea spanglded sunlight.

A faint smell of furniture polish pervaded the heuand there wasn't
a speck of dust.

The garden was equally well cared for, with noiga ®f caterpillar
attacks on the glossy shrubs, and scarcely a dwmadrt

When she couldn't put it off any longer, she savmdan the airy
garden room to write to her family. It wasn't edsyt after several
attempts she had two pages that she hoped lookethcing without
telling outright lies.

Quinn came home at lunchtime, driven in a sleek dare sedan by a
uniformed islander. Winnie had set the table on téreace, and
served a ham salad accompanied by thick sliceeshfhome-made
bread and a jug of iced water.

'‘How was your morning?' Stefanie asked, watchingh@spread a
dewy butter curl over his bread.

His eyes gleamed with humour as he glanced uprattheery wifely

guestion." He put down his knife. 'The equipmemtsked for has
arrived, and later this week I'll be interviewingsaort list of
candidates for staffing of the computer centre.’



'I'm going to need something to do," Stefanie s&iinnie has the
house all under control, and there's nary a weddeigarden.’

‘You're not bored already?'

'Of course not—it's all new, and | haven't evenlerqa any of the
island yet. But | can't sit about admiring the viamd waiting for the
next meal for half a year!'

You'll find something.' He picked up a fork andned his attention
to the meal. 'Don't sweat it.'

All very well for him, Stefanie thought. He hadeal job to do and
knew how to go about it. She picked up her own famk viciously
speared a tiny tomato, spurting juice onto hersidrgsst over the
centre of her left breast. 'Damn!'

Quinn looked up as she dipped her napkin into ted water and
rubbed at the stain. "You okay?'

‘Yes.' Her voice was crisp. She crumpled the napkith dropped it
onto the table.

'It's a pretty dress. Suits you.' His gaze idlyaaar her, lingering on
the spot that was now wet and cold. She saw his dgeken, his
lashes flicker, and looked down at herself, flughas she saw the
effect the icy water had produced, her erect nigbidarly visible
through the wet fabric.

Hastily she pushed back her chair. 'I'll go andhgea

She ran upstairs, flung off the dress and stuffadto the clothes
basket in the bathroom along with her damp bra,@ndn a fresh
one and a baggy T-shirt with light cotton trousers.



When she returned to the terrace, her cheekdlasted from her
haste, Quinn had finished his salad and was leagagst one of the
white supporting posts of the pergola, a glassaiéwin his hand. As
she sat down again he said quietly, 'I'm sorryfaste.'

'It's all right." She picked up her fork, not longiat him. 'l should
have thought. | didn't realise...'

He came and resumed his seat opposite her. ‘Maghghauld talk
about this. | can't promise the same sort of thig't happen again.
It was a natural, instinctive male reaction.' Hag®l. ‘'lcanpromise |
won't act on those inconvenient impulses.'

'l know you won't." It was only a short time sindeelle had dumped
him, and presumably he was still in love with hend she was sure
he wasn't a man who would force sex on a womare @side from

the fact that he needed her here and wouldn't veafrighten her

away.

Not that she'd been frightened by the unmistakablaiality of his

riveted gaze. In fact she'd felt a be- wilderingbwerful reaction of

her own, a surge of answering attraction. It wassheck at that, as
much as embarrassment at her predicament, thagemadher fleeing
from him.

Pure sex, chemistry, or whatever you wanted toicalhused surely
by the unnatural situation they had put themseinis Certainly it
could have nothing to do with love—both of them evstill licking
wounds from their previous disastrous relationships

It was a startling complication. Surely she shdwdgte been dead to
this kind of feeling for some time. Instead it seehstronger even
than with Bryan. And given the circumstances, toald be risky. As
Quinn had warned her, any woman who wanted mora frion than
he'd offered her was running the risk of getting.hu



And Stefanie had enough acquaintance with huheatrtoment not to
go courting it again.

'I'm glad you tryst me," Quinn said. 'And believe,nh have the
greatest respect for you, Stefanie. The last thiwgnt is to offend
you.'

'l told you, it's all right,' she assured him. 'hot offended.’

She couldn't tell him she'd actualiged it.

The car called for Quinn again, and he said, "Wadcdrop you off in
Iriata if you want to have a look around the towater I'll teach you
to ride a scooter.'

She spent a couple of hours exploring the littlpiteh There were
two banks, a post office, several general stored anhuge
supermarket, plus a number of shops selling calbuig-dyed and
screen-printed sarongs, and nearly all of them laysgl linen
featuring the appliqued embroidery that she'd seethe bedspreads
in the house.

When she finally made her way to the pink-paintéficc® building
Quinn had pointed out to her she was carrying @ lparcel and
another, smaller one.

A pleasantly efficient dark-haired young woman ushbeher to a big
room where Quinn was setting up a bank of computars long
bench.

'‘Been shopping?' he enquired, glancing at her.

'l found a great little place run by a woman whaokt@a design course
in New Zealand.'



‘Uh-huh." Quinn picked up another cable and undel wire twist
fastening the coils together.

'‘She's set up an export business in Busiatan @pdgcialising in
applique.’

'It's a tradition here. A lot of it about.'

‘Yes, in pastels and floral designs, but she's @waging the women
to branch out into more modern designs. They saiegwell in

Australia and New Zealand, apparently, and nowssmarketing in
Japan.’

'‘Good for her.' Quinn screwed a fitting into thelbaf a machine and
straightened, smiling at her. 'So what did you buy?

Stefanie unwrapped the parcel, displaying the Wwalging she'd
bought, appliqued with a swirling abstract designivid greens and
blues with flashes of silver and a narrow curven stf pure white.

'l thought it might go in that sunroom at the fromtthe house.' She
spread out the hanging, squinting down at it.dlt 8f reflects the
view of the bush and the sea. Do you like it?'

He straightened to look at it. 'Very much. You hayeod taste.
What's in the other parcel, or is it private?'

‘Not really." She unwrapped the colourful tie-dyeshrong,
instinctively holding it against her as she hadhi& shop, stretching
the material across the top of her bust. 'Whatalotiink?"

His eyes looked hooded. 'l think,' he drawled,stits you very
nicely.'

Abruptly, he turned to unravel another cable.



Flushing, Stefanie dropped the sarong and bundihl purchases
up. 'Can | do anything to help?' she asked aswhed, hoping the
colour had faded from her cheeks.

'I'm nearly done.' His voice was muffled as hepgetethe back of
another machine. 'If you wait a while I'll get tbaver to take us
home.'

When they got back to the house Winnie handed harga cream
envelope. 'A message from the palace.’

It must have been hand-delivered—the front borgingtbut 'Mr and
Mrs Q. Branson' in flowing copperplate lettering.

'‘Open it," Quinn said.

She lifted the lightly closed flap and drew ouheck sheet of cream
paper. 'We're invited to dinner at the palace,tsltehim. 'Tonight at
eight o'clock. Do we need to reply?’

'‘No, it's a royal command, so they'll just expextBut there's plenty
of time for that scooter lesson.’

He'd been right about there being scooters in @age. Quinn
wheeled out one and showed Stefanie how the centrotked. 'It's
pretty simple, really. If you hop on I'll ride pdh and help you out.’

He held the machine while she settled herself, therbed on behind
her.

She could feel him at her back, his chest warm soidl, and he
leaned forward, his hands over hers, his breathingfi her hair
against her Qheek as he took her through thersggstocedure. '‘And



to accelerate or slow down just roll your handsigdyack or forward
Oh the handles.’

'‘Okay." Following his succinct instructions, sheuaght the engine to
life, then started off in rather wobbly fashion dothe drive. His
hands moved over hers, easing up the speed anghgtrang the
wheel.

'It seems back to front,' she complained breathlietd have thought
forward would make it go faster.'

'You'll get used to it." His cheek brushed henghsly raspy but not
unpleasant. 'We'll slow down and turn at the gaéo the lawn.’

As they swung onto the grass he removed his haodshers to rest
them on her waist. 'You're doing great,’ he engeaaher. 'Try a
circle back to the driveway.'

After half an hour he said, 'Okay, that's enoughtlie first lesson.
Drive it to the garage and stop.'

When they climbed off she looked up at him. 'ThaM@u're a good
teacher.’

'l told you it's simple. Next time we'll take itoon the road. Slowly,
though.' He reached out and brushed a waywarddstghair from
her face, his warm fingers lightly touching herekas he tucked the
strand behind her ear. 'You're a quick learner.'

Stefanie stepped back, a strange fluttering fealinger stomach.
'‘We'd better get ready for this palace dinner. Witke very formal?’

‘Not nervous, are you?'

'l suppose | am a bit.'



'You'll be fine." He casually hung his arm about &g they left the
garage, his hand cupping her shoulder. 'Just besglhL

Still, she took some care over her appearance,imgaahd drying her
hair, then pinning it up with an imitation tortosteell comb, and
draping a fine gold mesh scarf about the necklinté@apricot dress
she'd worn for the wedding ceremony. Slipping a told bangle

onto her left wrist, she noticed the gleaming plaand that Quinn
had put on her finger only yesterday. Already ste'dome used to
it. There was no need for a jacket here. The eveanmgas still warm,

just a little less humid than in the daytime. Shd but on pantihose
because she was afraid bare legs might not be \sgapif in palace
circles, but the clipging nylon felt rather stifyn

Quinn knocked on the bathroom door and she cd(zmme in.’'

He was wearing a lightweight tuxedo with dark paatsl a bow tie.
He looked magnificent, virile and confident, ane $&lt something
that was almost like pride. This, she realisedragath a small shock,
was her husband—albeit temporarily and in name.only

‘All ready?' he asked her.

'Yes.' She picked up a small evening bag, and Quemed the door
for her. On the stairs he took her hand and tudketb the crook of
his arm, closing his warm fingers over hers.

Just inside the big carved door, the man who hagrithem from
the airport waited, his peaked cap held in big brdvands. The
prince must have sent his own car for them.

'‘Nice to see you again, Tipa,' Stefanie greeted him

He smiled at her. 'You're looking great tonight, sMBranson.
'‘Bakarebu.’



'Bakarebu?’
'‘Beautiful.'

She laughedBinaka, Tipa." She'd learned the Busiatan word fc
'thank you' from the housekeeper.

When they were in the car Quinn turned to her.dBipight, you do
look beautiful. | should have told you before.’

She shook her head. 'There's no need.' She kneaalitesl good, but
she'd never been the head-turner that Noelle wasidédlen clutch of
sadness squeezed her heart, and she turned awasrrassed by
stupid tears pricking at her eyes.

Quinn's hand closed over hers. 'What is it?'
She blinked rapidly. '‘Nothing.' She turned a sraitéhim. ‘I'm fine.'

He leaned closer, searching her face. The intefitiie car was dim
and she hoped he couldn't see her clearly. Buaide'S'ou're crying.'
He must have seen the sheen of tears in her eyssfirtders
tightened. He lifted his other hand and his thunied a tiny drop of
moisture from her cheekbone. Under his breath e samething
fierce. 'Bryan?'

Her voice trembled. 'Noelle, actually. Just evenghl guess.’

'If you don't feel up to this tonight I'll tell thdriver to take us back.’
'‘We can't run out on a royal dinner!'

"'l say you were taken ill.'

‘No, I'm all right. Honestly.'



‘Sure?’
'l was just being silly. It's over now.'

Unexpectedly he raised her hand to his lips ansisgicka brief kiss on
it. "You're not silly." His voice deepened. 'Yowessy brave and rather
gallant.'

Touched by the gesture, she could almost have agad. But then
the car swept through an imposing pillared gatewlagre uniformed
soldiers stood guard, and up a long, broad drivetway sprawling
two-storied building bathed in floodlights.

As palaces went it was of modest proportions, buBlusiata it was
certainly impressive, with its national flag fluitegy proudly from a
pole at the top of a square turret.

Quinn escorted her up stone steps to wide-flungdod beaten
brass, flanked by more guards, and he paused to thiear invitation
to the statuesque personage hovering at the eatranc

A young woman, dressed in a narrow ankle- bruskstand-print

skirt under a long-sleeved white tunic decorateth wace edgings,
led them to a reception lounge, lavishly decoratgth woven

hangings and elaborate carved panels. The kingiarfdmily sat in a
semi-circle of huge carved chairs. One of the n@rug and came to
meet them, and Quinn introduced Stefanie to hirhisIs Prince
Tuisani.'

'I'm so pleased to meet you, Mrs Branson.' Thecprimas a big man
with a friendly smile. 'And may | offer my congrédtions on your
recent marriage. | wish you both every happiness.'

Feeling hypocritical, Stefanie returned the smid ¢ghe handshake
he offered, murmuring, 'Thank you very much.'



'‘Come,' he said, 'my parents are waiting to meet yo

The king greeted Quinn like an old friend, hearshaking his hand,
and the queen was gracious to Stefanie, both of tféering further
congratulations. Then another lot of guests artiadl the prince
procured glasses of chilled fruit juice for QuinmdaStefanie from
one of the circulating waiters, and resumed his sea

Dinner was served at a long table, with the rogalsted at another
that formed the top of a T. Stefanie had Quinn pa side and a
talkative young Busiatan man on the other. Brigttt handsome and
not unaware of it, he said he was in the civil sy without
explaining exactly what he did.

Course after course was served, and at Quinn'peiad suggestion
Stefanie merely tasted each dish. 'There's a lo¢ haocome,' he told
her quietly, and she guessed it might give offehske refused one.

The young man at her other side explained to heresof the less
familiar ingredients, queried her extensively abloet background,
and recounted several humorous incidents fromdys dt university
in New Zealand. Once or twice Stefanie laugheddlou

His brown eyes dancing, he grinned back at herrsisted, 'It's true!
It's all true! You must believe me.'

When they rose from the table Quinn pulled backdhmair and then
closed his hand about hers. 'You seem to be emgjoparself.'

'l am, actually.’'

He leaned closer, murmuring, 'Remember we're s@opos be
newly-weds, and presumably still in the honeymaaiges.. darling.’

He straightened on the last, slightly louder wasdree Crown Prince
approached.



‘Mrs Branson,' Prince Tuisani said, beaming at quinn tells me
you are a librarian and that you would be integkgteour collection
of historical documents.'

'l would love to see them.'

'‘My father has given permission for you to visit palace library. I'm

afraid you will find the archives in not very goodier. Perhaps you
might be able to advise us. | believe we have rdesbme better
organisation of our records.'

'l would be delighted," Stefanie agreed eagenyasl telling...my
husband, | need some kind of occupation.'

'‘Good. Will tomorrow be suitable? | can send afoaryou. Perhaps
after one o'clock?’

‘Thank you very much. | hope | can help.'

‘Thankyou.Now please excuse me, | must speak to some aftbar
guests.'

‘You've passed muster," Quinn told her. 'They rhase liked you.
Not that I'm surprised.' He placed a proprietoniahd on her waist.
‘Come over here and I'll introduce you to some npa@ple.’

She met another civil servant and his wife, a memlb@arliament,
and a visiting Australian diplomat, and later cedtfor a while with
one of the tall, full- figured princesses, brieflpndering if she was
the one who had been involved in the coffee-plastandal, the
reason the Busiatans had insisted Quinn be married.

Like many of her countrywomen, the princess hadbegucated
abroad. 'lt's good for us to see the world," ska $pefanie, 'but it's
unfortunate that so many of our young people deafit to come
back.'



'Did you?' Stefanie asked curiously.

'l knew | must. But | like to fly to Suva sometimes Auckland or
Sydney, do a bit of shopping and go to a concesbarething. Then
after a week or two I'm ready to come home. It'senpeeaceful here. |
hope you won't find it too quiet.'

I'm sure | won't. | come from a small town andsit't so different,
except that Busiata is prettier.'

In the back of the limousine on the way home Siefaaid, 'The
royal family are rather nice, aren't they?' 'YesaiMhaining that
balance between dignity and friendliness is quiteud.’

'‘Most of the islanders seem naturally friendlykélthem.’
‘They like you too. Especially your friend at tharger table.'

Stefanie laughed. 'He was fun. I'm sorry if you fedglected, but he
really hardly stopped talking.'

'He certainly monopolised you. As a new bride Bgdnthought you'd
be engrossed in your husband,” Quinn said. He solmadimost
disapproving.

'But I'm not real—'

Before she could finish the sentence Quinn's heatted out the
moonlight outside the car, and his mouth closed bee astonished
lips while his hands gripped her shoulders.



CHAPTER SIX
STEFANIE'S heart lurched in her breast and her blood sizzled.

The kiss lasted only a second, and then Quinn viespering in her
ear, 'We're not alone, remember.'

He drew away, and she looked at the back of Thessl and nodded,
swallowing. 'Sorry,' she murmured.

When they got out he led her up the steps to thedyan arm about
her waist. He'd told Winnie not to wait up, and tlo®r had been left
unlatched. Apparently there was no need to lockrupusiata.

He dropped his arm and closed the door behind them.
'I'm sorry,' she repeated. 'I'll try to watch whaay in future.’

'Right." He sounded crisp, curt. ‘We both shouid.doing to have a
nightcap.' No alcohol had been served at the paldeeroyal family,
she'd gathered, was strictly teetotal. 'Do you vearything?'

'‘No, thanks.' She felt slightly chilled at his pelbut distant manner. 'l
think I'll go straight to bed.’

‘Goodnight, then.' He waited while she ascendedsthies, making
her self-conscious as she felt his steady gazéhéitop she turned,
and he was still watching, an enigmatic expressiorhis granite-
carved features. He lifted a hand, and then walkedrds the dining
room.

When Quinn arrived for lunch the following day Steife was in the
garden room, standing on a chair while she hunggpdique she'd
bought the day before. She saw the car arrivegdidatt hear Quinn as



he came into the room, and when he spoke she jurdpagbing the
wall hanging.

In one stride he was beside her, his hands on &ist,\v8teadying her.
'l didn't mean to startle you. | was only sayingjdie

She looked down at him from her perch on the chitis.okay. Just
pass me the hanging, would you?"

He didn't move immediately, and the warmth of hasds seeped
through her thin T-shirt to her skin.

'l do it," he said. His grip tightened and shstinctively clutched his
shoulders as he lifted her down.

For a moment longer he held her, only inches sépgréhem, his
eyes holding hers with a long, unreadable look.nTiher hands slid
from his shoulders and he released her, turningiti up the
hanging. He didn't even need the chair to reaclhdod& she had put
in place.

After lunch the prince's car called for Stefaniel anok her to the
palace, where she was met by the prince himselieandrted to the
library. It was a huge room where books both old amatively new
were lined along deep shelves with little sign agital order. The
archives were housed in an attic room above it, @ntsisted of
shelves and cupboards crammed with books, foleerszlopes and
boxes. Some looked as though they had been gaghdust for fifty

years or more. Rolled maps and charts and old ipgsistood in
corners or leaned against the shelves, and the longceilinged

space was unbearably hot.

'It would take weeks just to see what's therefagte told Quinn that
evening as they sat with their after-dinner cofiee¢he glassed-in



room, while a huge coppery moon rose rapidly froendarkened sea.
'‘And no one could work in that stuffy attic. Eveytg will have to be
carried down to the library for sorting.'

‘Not by you," Quinn said.

He wasn't laying down the law to her, was he? Hedhifted. 'I'd
like to help sort the archives. I've already tdid prince I'm willing.'

'If you want to do it, fine. But they'll have tol someone else for the
heavy work.'

'‘How am | supposed to tell them that?'

'If you don't, | will.'

Stefanie gave a little laugh. 'That sounds awflillg a husband.’
Quinn gave her a glinting smile. "That's what | ang don't forget it.'

Absurdly, Stefanie's heart seemed to skip a coofpbeats. She put
her coffee cup back in the saucer and said dulc¥iyur word is my
command, O lord and master.’

It was his turn to laugh. 'l wish you meant that.'

'Is that the kind of wife you really want?' Bite yotongue, she
scolded herself. The wife he really wanted was Nogbu fool.

Quinn shook his head. 'I'm very satisfied for thenrment with the
wife | have. | couldn't have made a better choice.’

For the moment. Well, he'd said she was idealferpart he'd asked
her to play, and he still thought so. She shoukkhaeen pleased.
Instead she felt inexplicably annoyed. "You souedyvsmug,' she
told him.



'l meant it as a compliment.'

Which was how she should have taken it. Probabhag the heat that
was making her unusually touchy and faintly irrieab

And of course there was the constant, nagging athBryan's
defection, always there in the background. Or yeaays. But at
times she'd almost forgotten the hard, heavy weigide her.

'l don't mean to bully you," Quinn said. '‘But | bgiit you here and |
feel responsible. It's only fair that | take cafeyour comfort, and |
won't allow you to be exploited or overworked. Intovant you to
regret... anything.'

'I'm responsible for myself, Quinn.' But she ket fioice mild, not
wanting to start a quarrel. Making an effort toarglshe added, 'l
think I'm going to like it here. Already | feel bet about...things. |
suppose it's being away from everything familiagthaing that might
remind me...'

'I'm glad. I'm finding it easier too. You're a vesstful person to be
with, Stefanie.’

She supposed that was a compliment too. It dicdhitessarily mean
unexciting, she scolded herself. But she doubtéd foeind Noelle
restful. Stimulating, maybe. She sighed soundlessly

They were silent for a while, watching the moonvgrsmaller and
paler as it climbed up the sky. Stars spread actiossvelvety
expanse, coldly glittering.

'How are the interviews going?' Stefanie askedh&testarted seeing
prospective job candidates.



‘They're all dead keen but none of them are prppgrdlified. There
hasn't been much work for computer technicians asidda until
now.'

‘It will change the island, won't it, this scheme?'

'‘Even a place as remote as this can't just opifabe world economy
these days. At least they're taking charge of their destiny.'

'l guess that's important."'

‘They're very proud that Busiata was never col@hises quite an
achievement for a tiny nation state.’

A few days later Prince Tui, as he invited her & bim, formally
requested Stefanie's help in cataloguing the aeshiwffering a
modest wage. She accepted, glad that while shaevashe could be
financially independent of Quinn without depletingr savings after
all.

Two burly members of the palace guard carriechallarchives down
from the attic, lining them up on the library flowr neat rows, and
every weekday Tipa called for Stefanie in the miadimousine.

After a few more lessons on the scooter she wandier licence, but
the prince insisted she continue to use the trabhdpo provided.
Remembering what Quinn had told her about the eynpot

problem, she supposed there wasn't enough othereisehe

chauffeur to do.

She and Quinn breakfasted together, and were dnigere for lunch
and again in time for dinner. A car would be wagthor her at five,
but Quinn usually arrived home somewhat later thlae did. They
got into the habit of having a short swim in thgivate pool before



lunch and dinner. Quinn swam a dozen lengths witly,| purposeful
overarm strokes while Stefanie gently breast-sttakdloated on her
back.

One day she was tucking a towel about herself gafashion when
Quinn heaved himself out of the pool, his shouldéging. He

straightened and strolled over to where he'd drdppetowel on the
tiles. Swinging round as he lifted it, he caught ¢i@ze on him.

She'd been admiring the lithe masculinity of hisdygothe taut
haunches and strong thighs that streamed with watring, she
realised as he raised his brows enquiringly.

He stood with the towel in his hands, and his maniitked as he
returned the stare, his eyes turning a deeper gubem his gaze
slipped down her bare legs and up again over heeltawrapped
body.

Hastily Stefanie turned away, going to the housghtimge. Stupid to
have looked at him that way, except that any nomv@han would
have noticed that Quinn looked awfully good wearordy swim

briefs.

They'd been two weeks on the island when Quinnestggd that on
Saturday they might ride higher into the hills & tscooters, and
explore. 'We could pack a picnic," he suggesteda&%® Winnie to

make us one. It should be cooler up there, ané‘tharwaterfall if we

can find it, so bring your swimsuit.'

They found the waterfall, after bumping over inciegly rough and
narrow roads until the scooters were slowed td gaae. Eventually
they abandoned them when the road became no mameatharrow
track among enormous yellow-flowered hibiscus aagbed-leaved
banana trees with spectacular blood- red blooms €ainly part of the



journey had taken them past houses where childtareds and
giggled and calletbambudal'and adults straightened from working
in their taro patches to wave.

Now all signs of habitation had been left behinaj ¢he only sound
was the rustle of a mountain breeze in the busheédhe occasional
plop of a hibiscus blossom falling on the damp path

Quinn had stuffed their things into a canvas pakwas leading the
way, sweeping overhanging branches aside and [gpltiem for
Stefanie.

The path became steeper and she stopped, pamtnegyou sure
about this waterfall?'

'It's on the map,' he told her. 'Look." He pulled folded chart from
his pocket.

She regarded the dotted line that was presumabdy ttack,
eventually stopping at a wavy blue line and a Meng Busiatan
word with the English words beside it: '‘Bridal Véilaterfall'.

‘Original,’ she remarked dryly. 'There are at least falls with the
same name back home in New Zealand.'

'l don't suppose it's a translation of the Busiatame. If that has
anything to do with brides—' He stopped there drat ber a glance
before stuffing the map back into his pocket. 'Wewd be nearly
there. In fact, | think | can hear it. Isn't thétsound of water?'

Stefanie listened intently. A bird was calling savhere distantly—a
fluting two notes, repeated. And yes, there wasiat fsound of
rushing water. 'All right,' she said. 'After youabtluff.'

‘There's no hurry. Have | been going too fast fmr?



'‘No, not at all. If there's cool water around hérgant to get to it—
Oh!" She jumped and instinctively moved closer to him.

Automatically he put a steadying arm about her klers. 'What is
it?'

‘Something just whipped into the bushes over thel@oked horribly
like a snake.'

‘There aren't any on Busiata.'
‘Are you sure?'

‘According to my information. New Zealand isn't thrdy place in the
world that doesn't have them. It's probably a dzar

‘An awfully big one!
'l believe they can be quite large. But they'reniess.’

She had seen lizards in the garden—small, dartidgsicent blue
creatures with gleaming black eyes, and bigger gremes that
crawled up the outer walls of the house, blinkimghe sun.

‘A lizard, you reckon?' she queried, easing fromhwold, although
she'd been grateful for the solid feel of his nialék and the strong
fingers curling about her shoulder.

‘There aren't too many nasties here. A couple tofdospiders, and
round the reef you have to watch for spiny thigs,told. But apart
from that, as | said, it's pretty close to Paratise

'‘Okay." She cast a wary glance at the spot whee&l deen the
creature, and sidled past. 'l believe you.'

T won't let you walk into any danger, Stefanie,alssured her.



‘Thanks, Tarzan,' she muttered, and heard him laafily.

The waterfall, when they found it, was worth thektrit spilled from

a mossy cleft at the top of a bluff, spreadingaarfiy white droplets
that seemed airily suspended before plunging inteataral rock

basin, wet mosses and ferns trembling and dripmmigpe cliff beside
it.

A fallen tree trunk lying on the ground made a natiseat for
Stefanie and Quinn to have their picnic lunch. Theyre packing
away the remains when a party of teenagers andggowhildren
burst from the path and greeted them with shy snliéfore the boys
stripped off their T-shirts and the girls their skes, and they plunged
into the pool wearing shorts, slips or bathingssuit

While Stefanie and Quinn watched they played absplashing,
swimming fish-like underwater, the older ones damach other to
climb the cliff and dive from rocky outcrops.

A little girl wearing a soaked white slip came adtthe water and
stood staring at the strangers, a forefinger hoakiedher mouth.

‘Sambuda,Stefanie said. 'What's your name?'

The child giggled and looked down at her bare tthessy whispered,
‘Siona.’

'Siona? That's pretty.'

The girl giggled again, and came a bit closer. "dquretty lady,' she
said.

‘Thank you. How old are you, Siona?'

‘Urn...four years. Soon I'm going to school.'



'Siona!' one of the older boys called, and sheetriThe boy said
something rapidly in Busiatan, and she replied.

'Is that your brother?' Stefanie asked her.
Siona nodded. 'He say don't bother you.'

'It's all right." Turning to the boy, Stefanie tdioh, 'It's all right. She's
not bothering us.'

By the time the others came out of the water an@ getting ready to
go, Siona was sitting between Stefanie and Quiappity chatting.

After they had all left Quinn said, "You like kid$p you?'
‘Mostly. Don't you?'

'l guess so. She seemed a particularly charmirld.dbid you and
Bryan plan to have a family?'

'l think we both took that for granted. Didn't yand Noelle?'

He didn't answer for a moment. 'l suppose | wamgpik for granted
too. I'm not sure how Noelle felt about anythingyw

She knew what he meant. You thought you knew aopeend then
found that they had a secret life you knew nothabgut. So who
were you to judge anyone else's feelings?

Quinn stood up. 'Want me to turn my back while ygrt your
swimsuit on?"

'I'm wearing it." She started to take off her shard T-shirt.

'‘Me too.' He quickly stripped, and was in the poeiore her.



When she followed the water felt cold, but she sadjusted to the
temperature, stroking in leisurely fashion towattle waterfall,

keeping to its outskirts. After a while she got antl laid her towel on
the mossy ground, stretching out on her front tonakthe sun that
struck through the space above the pool to dry her.

Shortly afterwards Quinn joined her, lying on hiagck, and they
stayed there without speaking for some time.

Almost asleep, Stefanie twisted and sat up, notimgno doze off
and get burnt. She flung back her damp hair andecgpiated the
waterfall, mesmerised by its constant yet ever-ghmgnmovement.

Quinn shifted to pillow his head on his hands, anaimured, 'l must
say, it's a perfect spot for a honeymoon.'

‘Yes." And without warning her eyes filled with hetars, burning
down her cheeks before she could hide them.

'‘Damn!" Quinn jerked upright beside her. 'That weasupid thing to
say...'

She lifted a hand to wipe at the tears, her thelwsting on a choked
sob. And his arms came about her, pulling her soviarm, bare
chest, his hands stroking her arms and shoulders.

She stiffened momentarily, shocked at her los®ofrol, bewildered
by the unexpected flood of grief. But he didn'dallher to pull away,
his cheek brushing her temple as he held her closit go,' he said
quietly. 'It's time.'

The storm of weeping washed over her, and she gdnmpo his firm
embrace and let him comfort her, glad of the strammgs cradling her
until the sobs gradually abated and she was resérgausted,
against him. 'Sorry,' she said, her voice muffled.



'‘No need. It had to come eventually.'
'Did it come to you?' she asked him, doubting it.

'‘Not exactly the same way. | got a bottle of whigkye night and
drank myself into a state of forgetful- ness. Sdmmgt I've never
done before, and an experience | wouldn't wantefmeat. But |
suppose it had much the same effect.'

She picked up a corner of the crumpled towel arpkdiher nose,
easing away from him. 'l must look a sight."

His arms still loosely holding her, Quinn smiledo:' He smoothed a
tangled skein of her hair back from her hot fagebit pink and
pathetic.'

Pathetic. Stefanie grimaced.

Quinn's smile turned to a crooked little grin. Hppeed his head and
kissed her nose. His lips wandered to her cheekdide back a
fraction, and his eyes changed, darkened—and withite, breath-

stopping slowness, he lowered his head againhistthouth touched
her swollen, trembling one.

She felt drained and listless, but Quinn's mouthving gently,
persuasively on hers brought warmth and life segparck into her
soul. Tentatively she responded, and his kiss bedamer, parting
her throbbing lips.

Time spun away, and the trees around them seemextéde, the
sound of the waterfall becoming a distant hush. &hdd feel the
texture of Quinn's bare skin where her palm restetlis chest. His
hand smoothed her back, then shaped the inware aiiriver waist,
and finally found the soft mound of her breast.



Her heartbeat accelerated, and she felt his hghteti, knew that he
could feel her reaction, even before his thumbkée over the
hardened centre of her breast, scarcely shieldedebglamp satin of
her swimsuit.

Stefanie made a small sound in her throat, andifted his position,
gently bore her back to the soft, cushiony mosg,raade her mouth
open for him.

Her hands moved over his chest to his shouldeng]lyi sliding
behind his neck, her arms clinging. His body wasmwvand heavy,
his legs muscular and tantalisingly rough agaiestthighs, and she
could feel his burgeoning arousal.

Sensation washed over her, sweeping away thougges memory.
All that mattered was this burning, consuming pbgisneed. A need
she instinctively knew that Quinn could satisfyeShdn't want to
think any more, just plunge into this dizzying nsiedm, let herself
be swept away by the things his mouth, his handse&ger male
body were doing to her.

He slipped the strap of her swimsuit from her steuland lifted his
head, pushed down the material further and lookdteg her bare
breast now cupped in his big hand.

Then his glittering gaze moved to her face, hef-tlaked eyes and
parted, kiss-warmed lips. 'Stefanie..." he saiddedg. She saw him
swallow, and his jaw went taut as he looked atHersaid something
under his breath, and then his hand left her gkafied up the strap
back onto her shoulder. He closed his eyes mombntgiving his
head a little shake.

And then he was rolling away, sitting up, rubbingsh across his
forehead as he bent his head, saying as if the wasdwrenched
from between his teeth, 'Sorry.'



Stefanie struggled up too, drawing her knees imreling arms,
trying not to shiver despite the sun's warmth. n\grShe hadn't
exactly fought him off.

The whole thing—such as it was—had been totallyualut

Quinn lifted his head, meeting her dazed eyes witlanked green
fire in his. He said huskily, 'l didn't intend tm dhat. It wasn't
supposed to happen.’

Stefanie licked her lips. What had just happenedh®ecause we're
not supposed to be...'

'‘Lovers?' he suggested as she hesitated. 'Thgkil§ we're only
supposed to be married." His mouth twisted. 'lrongn't it?'
Thrusting a hand over his hair, he said againyySor

'It's as much my fault as yours.' She'd been mesith his arms with
practically nothing on, and she certainly hadnjeoted when he'd
started to kiss her.

'It was unfair. You were feeling vulnerable anddk advantage.' He
stood up, hauling on his shirt, and turned to puallhis shorts. 'You
didn't know what you were doing.'

Had he?

Slowly she got up too, reached for her own clo#mes put them on,
still feeling disoriented and very confused. Howldoshe have gone
so quickly from crying her eyes out over Bryan tas§onately
kissing Quinn2Wanting Quinn? She'd never been the kind of gi
who went easily from one love affair to anotherfdat the only man
she'd been seriously involved with had been Bryter a few
innocent experimental relationships.



She'd thought their marriage would have a solidshascause they'd
known each other so long and love had crept ugnemtrather than
arriving in a blinding flash. Yet it had all been i#lusion.

And maybe this was too. Quinn was right, ofcourssather of them
was ready to embark on an affair only weeks afeandjilted, and
she should be glad he'd called a halt.

Quinn picked up the pack and slung it to his sheuldComing?'

She followed him back along the track to the saspteardly noticing
the leaves that brushed her shoulder, sometimeshasks or hair.
He seemed preoccupied too, silently checking onvwhtdr a brief
glance behind, or simply lifting a branch out of hay.

Once they remounted the scooters she was gladeafigbessity to
concentrate on negotiating the ruts and treacheregsroots that
made the dirt road tricky, until they reached aenuopulated part of
the island and a better surface.

Back at the house, Quinn said he had some wor&ttdh aip on, and
disappeared into his room.

Stefanie went to her own, and sat on the bed kengtime, trying to
work out her muddled feelings, without a great adgauccess.

'l was wondering,' she told Quinn at lunch a fewsdkter, 'if you
could set up a computer database for me to useenatchiving
project. Prince Tui said to ask you.'

‘Sure.' He looked up from his salad. 'Do they heemputer there?’

'He said they could bring one from the palace effi¢o the library.'



'‘How urgent is it? I'm pretty snowed under rightwio
'l know. As soon as you can manage it, though.'

'You'll need to show me exactly what you need. \Wdda have a look
tonight.'

The prince sent his car for them after dinner, @hén they arrived
accompanied them to the library, but after checkivag the computer
already sitting at one end of the long solid tabléhe centre of the
room was adequate for the job, he left them.

Quinn switched on the machine and pulled two chaxs'Tell me
what you want.'

'l need to index by subject, date, author—whereeth® one—and
title, and to cross-reference entries.’

'‘Well, there's a basic database program in hetts $ee if we can set
it up to deal with your type of materials.'

Sitting shoulder to shoulder with him, she watchige format take
shape on the screen.

For over an hour he refined and customised thesysntil Stefanie
was satisfied. 'Yes,' she said, leaning forwardatTooks great!'

She turned to him as she sat back again, disceacértfind him
closer than she'd expected, his face only incloes frers.

Abruptly Quinn pushed his chair further from thélée—and from
hers. 'I'll save it and set up a screen shortauda.'

‘Thank you.' She suddenly realised how warm thevas;, even with a
fan twirling overhead. Standing up, she went toghpers she'd laid



out on the table during the day, randomly shifengardboard folder,
only to put it back in exactly the same place.

Quinn said, 'Let's make sure it all works. Do yavér something
there you want to list?"

Stefanie indicated the dozens of documents, arkégiap a sheaf of
yellowing paper. 'This is one of the Reverend Buffosermons.'

‘The old boy himself?' Quinn looked intrigued assteod up and
indicated she should take his chair.

'In his own handwriting,' she confirmed, carefudlacing the brittle
pages beside the computer.

Quinn closed a hand on the back of the chair, hisckles briefly
brushing her shoulder-blade, and bent forward & pethe crabbed
writing.

She shifted slightly, willing away the tingling sation from her
skin.

'Is it all right to touch?' Quinn asked, readyifothe page and view
the next sheet.

'‘As long as you treat it very gently.'

'l know how to be gentle,' he promised, turning plager. After a
couple of seconds he laughed softly. 'He seemsat@ hhought
Busiata was a den of iniquity.' He glanced at #ueh table. 'Are the
archives all in English?’

‘There are some in Busiatan, although they didameha written
language before the missionaries came. I'm puttinge aside for a
translator. Now...l start here?'



Quinn took her patiently through the process, qriaeing his hand
over hers to guide the pointer. His breath sti@dsp of hair at her
temple, and her skin prickled again. She took &kgbreath of her
own, fixing her gaze on the screen before her smily that her eyes
watered.

Then Quinn straightened and stepped back and tgidagjamming
both hands in his pockets.

‘Type in your note at the cursor point,’ he said, Poice slightly
strained.

She hit a wrong key and had to 'Undo' and try agEne next time
she got it right.

'‘Good," Quinn said coolly. "You can shut it downmiodHe moved
away, glancing at the piles of material on thedahk there much
more of this stuff?’

'Heaps. I'm not sure if | can finish the job insgl® months, but |
suppose once the system is in place someone elkktake over.'

He picked up a shabby, leather-bound book, angietdined with
sea-water, and she said, 'That's the ship's lagp frowhaler that
foundered on the reef in the 1870s."

Quinn opened the book, careful to support the s@ing she thought
what nice hands he had, remembering how he'd cuppedver her
breast at the waterfall while he kissed her. Ad bald, he did know
how to be gentle.

She gazed at his bent head while he skimmed a @agarently
absorbed in the words of a long-dead mariner.

'It gives you a strange feeling, doesn't it?' hd,daoking across the
table at Stefanie.



'It's a thrill, seeing words written by someone Jikied so long ago.
You'll never meet, and yet you feel in an eerig¢ sbway that you
know them.'

Quinn nodded. 'l "know" people all around the watldprobably
never meet, who | communicate with through therimege My work
establishes connections over space, yours doesatine over the
boundaries of time.'

‘Yes.' Silently she wondered if the two of them Vdoever feel that

connection with each other. They lived side by sidaintaining an

invisible wall between them which they were carefat to breach.

Underneath their daily lives Stefanie sensed aidanthat she

instinctively knew Quinn felt too, like a tightroséretched between
them that neither dared to set foot on, becausasttoo far from the
ground and they couldn't see a safety net.



CHAPTER SEVEN

QUINN worked long hours, sometimes not arriving home! itnwvas
time for the evening meal. He moved a desk intabeidroom, and
often when she put down her book to go to sleegfaBie could see
his light was on, reflecting off the bushes outsatel attracting
insects that whirred and floated in circles and etimmes hurled
themselves at the screens.

He came home one day from work to find Stefanidrglto a young
Busiatan man in the airy front room. She'd opemeddoor to him
half an hour ago and was leafing through a coldlyrfacketed book
when Quinn walked in.

She looked up, saw him glance at the jug of calit fuice on the
table between the two lounging chairs, and raise Iwows
enquiringly.

The man beside her got to his feet. 'Mr Bransomwy Ho you do? |
have been talking to your lovely wife—'

‘About what?' Quinn asked sharply, glancing ateBtet

'l am a representative of the Scripture Institutehe Pacific. We
have a special offer that I've been explaining ts Branson—'

'You're a salesman?'

'‘We bring the scriptures to the people. The king éadorsed our
organisation. This family bible—'

'‘We don't have a family.’

Stefanie said, 'l already told Mr Harding—"Ah—'eél'man beamed
'—but when you are newly married is a good timeug. Then, when



you have your first child—' As he spoke, he pickgdthe briefcase
standing by his chair, starting to rummage inside i

'‘We'll wait, thanks," Quinn said. 'Stefanie—if ywoi'finished with
that—?'

Taking the hint, Stefanie closed the book in herdad handed it
back to the salesman. 'Thank you," she said. 'Magb#er time.'

"'l leave my card," he said, looking disappointed
Quinn said, 'I'll see Mr Harding out.’

When he came back Stefanie had poured herself endtimk and
one for him. "You gave him short shrift,' she said.

'l didn't think they had door-to-door sales he@ulnn dropped into
the chair and picked up his glass. 'Why did youniet in?"

'l didn't see any harniDo you own a bible?’
'‘Doesn't everyone? Do you think you were wise?'
'‘Wise?' Stefanie looked blankly at him.

With a touch of impatience he said, 'l told you hibw Busiatans are
about morality between men and women. Having adégéte with a
good-looking young man isn't very discreet behavimn a newly
married woman.'

At his censorious tone Stefanie laughed disbelgdyinHave you
ever seen a Busiatan under fifty whaost good-looking? | only
offered him a cold drink while | looked at what ln&d to offer—and
you didn't give me a chance to say if | wantedug or not, either.’

Quinn looked at her. 'Did you want to?'



'‘Probably not. But you took the decision out of Inaynds.'
'I'd assumed you'd have spoken up if you wereasted.’

She probably would have. But she wasn't readyttthéesubject go.
'‘When my husband had just said "No, thanks"? Whatldv the
Busiatans make of that? Aren't they into the obddigves thing?'

‘Very likely." Quinn smiled faintly. 'But you're ti9
‘Hardly.'

‘That's what | thought. Pity.' He sipped at higiklri
Stefanie gave him an eloquent look.

He returned her a teasing glance. 'You rise begilytif
‘You asked for it.'

‘True. | like seeing you take the bait. Your eyearkle and the way
you tilt your chin makes me want to—'

'‘Punch it?' she suggested pugnaciously.

'No.' For an instant his smiling gaze settled onrheuth, and the air
stilled.

Then the moment passed and he settled back irhhis d thought
Inviting salesmen in was the ploy of desperateglphousewives.'

'S0?" Stefanie parried.
His brows arched. 'You have a job—'

'Yes, but...'



‘But?'

'Oh, nothing,' she muttered discontentedly, pickipdher glass.
‘Tell me.'

'Why?' she demanded.

Quinn frowned slightly. "You think I'm not interest? But | am,
Stefanie.’

'‘Really?' Hearing with startled shame the sharpimelssr own voice,
she immediately backtracked. 'l know you're vergybut's all right,
really. It's not as though—well, as though thia isormal marriage.'

He looked at her carefully. 'Have | made you uniyaipefanie?'

'I'm not unhappy. But...do you think we can berfdg, not just two
people living in the same house?’

'Friends,' he said. 'l thought we were. Or are yaying you want
more than that?'

'‘No,' she denied hastily. 'No.'

He looked away, veiling his eyes. 'l suppose you&eling
neglected—'

' don't mean that.'

'‘No, you're right. | promised you a holiday. Youra only working
after all, you're bored when you're not, and ifsta me to do
something about it. | scolded you for not actirige la newly-wed.
Maybe it's time | took my own advice. I'll try t@ dbetter.’



‘You don't have to keep an eye on me because Fedb&he didn't
want his grudging company. 'I'm not going to creatsother
coffee-planter scandal in reverse.'

'l wasn't suggesting you would. If you ever do tet bored, |
thought I'd made it clear that you needn't lookifer afield.'

"'l keep itin mind,’ she assured him with deoeptalm. 'But | doubt
I'll ever bethatbored!'

It was a nasty crack, and she was relieved wheam afpioment he
laughed. 'All right, I'll let you have that oneguiess | shouldn't have
brought the subject up.'

* * *

The following Saturday they took their scooterse of the island's
well-populated coral beaches, and Quinn taught8iefto snorkel.

He was patient and thorough and rather aloof, &edcsuldn't help
noticing how scrupulous he was about not touchergimnecessarily
when he showed her how to use the mask and brgathibe, or

adjusted the fit of her rubber flippers. She colltelp laughing as
they awkwardly approached the water, lifting tiveabbed flippers to
negotiate the soft sand.

Quinn grinned down at her. 'l know, it's ludicrobst they'll help a
lot.’

Then he led her into the lagoon and they explorsileat undersea
world of brilliant coral and anemones. Sometimetdehed her arm
and pointed to a striped, iridescent fish dartiggdr a particularly

striking coral formation. His fingers slipped orr neet skin. When he
grasped her hand to steer her in another direcsbas, followed

willingly, her fingers curling about his.



When they came out at last, pulling off their magRainn bent to
remove her flippers for her. She looked down atvieder-sleeked
head and resisted an urge to touch him, run hgefsalong the
gleaming skin of his strong shoulders.

Then he straightened and handed her flippers tdTtaank you,' she
said. 'l could have managed.’

‘Next time. You're still new at this." He quicklgmoved his own
flippers. Straightening, he hooked an arm looseboua her

shoulders, then removed it as though he'd recaledetermination
to adopt a hands-off policy. Stefanie felt an uonactable depression
settle around her heart.

Some islanders who had speared fish and crabs amdweking
them on the sand over a driftwood fire beckonedaBite and Quinn
over to share their bounty.

The fresh seafood was wonderfully tasty, washedndesth milk
from coconuts gathered on the spot by children elimabed the tall,
skinny palms as easily as they swam in the lagoon.

‘Do you spear-fish too?' Stefanie asked Quinn &g iiturned to the
scooters later.

He shook his head. 'Tried it but | seem to havesedsout on the
hunting, shooting, fishing instinct. | suppose ulkbdo it if | was

starving on a desert island or something, but ag,gpdidn't interest
me. The islanders catch fish for the table, of seuor sell them to
make a living.'

'l guess that's different,’ Stefanie agreed. Sbevimuld be content to
explore the inner reef, swimming among striped geaand-black,
butter-yellow and green fish without feeling angeito kill them.



They got to know their neighbours, and spent pleasunday
afternoons lounging on porches or in chairs seeutrées, talking to
the background strum of a guitar.

Children would come and go, staring shyly or datmgsk questions
before darting away to their own pursuits. Theres wa television

station, but a couple of vicTeo hire shops in theital did a thriving

trade in action adventure films, old cartoon feasuand vintage
musicals.

'l wonder what kind of picture they're getting bbétrest of the world.’
Stefanie commented one night.

‘A very odd one, | should think," Quinn answered.

One balmy tropical evening they attended a song-damce fest held
in a nearby village. Groups of performers came frailes around,
and although no prizes were awarded, dozens obstgup turned up
to cheer and clap. Stefanie and Quinn sat amonigldreders on the
dry ground.

A woman ran forward with a flower and tucked i@t man's skimpy
waist-cloth, then retired giggling to sit among F&ends. While the
women were dancing a man stood up and danced dafaee with

one of them for a few minutes, coming closer anasel with

outstretched arms but never quite touching. Whemdrd back to the
crowd another followed, choosing a different woman.

People laughed, and it wasn't hard to guess aishef the remarks
that were called out, even when they were in BasiaFlirting was
much the same all over the world.

Watching another of the women's groups performfaBte heard
Quinn give a low laugh, and felt the vibration axghiher shoulder.
She turned an enquiring look on him.



He took his eyes from the dancers and brought bigimcloser to her
ear to murmur, 'The missionaries did their beststamp out

fornication and debauchery, but they never realipaged to turn the
islanders into a bunch of puritans, did they?'

Stefanie turned back to the dancers, every ondéehtwearing a
long, all-enveloping dress covering her from nexlatkle, shoulder
to wrist. But each woman also had a broad sash dhelit her
seductively swaying hips. Fluttering hands movedimson from
breast to waist, then lifted into the air as thenga boldly smiled and
made graceful beckoning gestures.

She sent Quinn a smile of agreement, her eyes mgeleis in silent
amusement.

Then it was the men's turn again, their dances t-ch@sping,

knee-lifting, foot-stamping exhibitions of virilityrhe church-going,
Reverend Burford- influenced modern Busiatans migbivn on

overt sexuality, but their traditional dances aodgs told a different
story about the past.

The insistent rhythms and uninhibited gestures nsdfanie's blood
run faster. She became very conscious of Quinm@aldér pressed
against hers, his strong thigh only inches from dwen. She could
even feel him breathing. Her whole body began tglé with
warmth, a stirring of excitement.

She tried to blot out the feelings, alarmed at tilemd of them.
Propinquity, she told herself, that's all it is. Arconvenient and
potentially embarrassing sexual attraction. Mayte well-known
rebound syndrome.

Nothing lasting. Nothing deep or meaningful. Inetlwords, not
what she wanted at all. And Quinn had warned hat lle wasn't
looking for anything of the kind.



The dancing over, food was spread out on clean waonats and

Stefanie handed over a box of baked nut squares shhared, before
accepting the invitation To tuck into rice cakdies of fresh fruit,

and strips of dried fish and salted pork.

Quinn reached up and plucked a scarlet hibiscus &no overhanging
branch, and tucked it into the knot of hair thagf&tie had loosely
fastened at her nape for coolness.

She blinked at him, and he grinned. 'Practicallgrgwother woman
has at least one flower. | was beginning to feeliss.'

But the light in his eyes was disturbing, and ragegheld hers for a
long moment before he looked away, leaving heirigeshaken and
more disturbed than ever.

It was dark by the time they made for home in tlmvgof a huge
orange moon. Riding their scooters in and out ef shadows of
overhanging palms, they caught occasional glimpsésthe
night-black lagoon showing glimmers of white whehe waves
broke over the reef.

On a lonely stretch of road closed in by thick-wgry banana palms
and the rampant island shrubs, Stefanie's scquiéiesed a couple of
times and the motor died.

Quinn did a U-turn and came back to her. 'Troubt&®'killed his
own engine.

'It can't be petrol." She knew he'd checked thetin beer before they
left the house.

'‘Let's have a look.'

But the motor was unresponsive, no matter whatdéwe'll leave it
and pick it up in the morning,' he said, wheelihg machine to the



side of the road. 'Hop on the back of mine and baltb me.' He was
already straddling his machine, waiting for here 3bok a deep
breath and did as he'd said, winding her arms lgp@dmut his waist.

He started up the motor and took off. A bump inrtbed startled her
and involuntarily she tightened her grip, her bte@sessing against
his back.

'‘Okay?' he asked over his shoulder.

‘Yes.' He was very warm and she could smell thanckeent of his
skin through his cotton shirt. Shewas temptedydkr cheek on his
shoulder. Instead she lifted her head, lettingatimel created by their
movement cool her face and blow her hair back frmnforehead.
She felt light and free and almost happy, ridimgtigh the night with
her arms about Quinn's solid waist, her heart tmgdguietly against
his back.

The road was winding uphill, the scooter headlamgipg out the
plants at its edge, and briefly lighting on palettéring moths. Then
they were through the gate and sweeping into tlea garage.

Stefanie released her hold and got off. 'Thanks.'

The light was doused and Quinn's shadowy bulk apgddzeside her.
'‘No problem—well, none that | can't handle.’

They moved out into the moonlight and she saidu'fank you can
fix it tomorrow?'

'l wasn't talking about the scooter, but | suspeat's a fuel blockage.'
‘What were you talking about, then?’

Heading rapidly towards the house, he suddenlypstd@nd looked
down at her. 'You.'



‘Me?'

He made an impatient gesture. 'Us, then. ThistsniuaWVhen | said |
could stand six months of celibacy, | have to adin&dn't envisaged
it would be so hard to keep my word."'

'Oh. | see." She did see, all too clearly. 'Ibtishat easy for me
either,' she confessed.

Quinn drew in a breath. She heard it.

'l guess,' she said hesitantly, ‘we're both sdllbit off balance. |
mean... we've hardly had time to get over what Bapg, have we?
And we've been thrown into this..."

'‘Actually | dragged you into it.'
'l had a choice. | could have said no.'
You can still say no to... anything more | asiofi. Remember that.'

Didn't he trust himself not to make further demanh8ke thought her
heart skipped a beat or two. 'l know that. But flauen't asked.’

There was a tiny silence. In an odd voice he askexlyou want me
to?'

'‘No!" she answered quickly, too quickly. 'lt...wdnt be sensible,
would it? There's too much we both need to workufh.'

‘You're right, of course. Sorry | brought the sabjap.’
'‘Getting it out in the open might help clear the' ai

He turned and started walking again. '‘Maybe.'



They were invited to the palace to celebrate thg'kibirthday at an
afternoon function with hundreds of others. The flgigeption room
was thronged with people paying their respects, tmed crowd

overflowed to the grounds where food and drink wezely available

at long tables, each one with a whole roasted pig @entrepiece.

Nibbling on a piece of fresh pineapple while Quwas engaged in
conversation with a local doctor, Stefanie moved the shade of a
huge breadfruit tree.

'‘Mrs Branson—nice to meet you again.’

She turned and recognised her talkative table beighfrom the first
royal dinner that she and Quinn had attended.

He beamed at her. 'I'm Tembua Tualala. We have méftes, |
remember. How nice to see you again, Mr Tualala.'

'‘No, you must call me Tom. That's my New Zealanth&a
‘Then I'm Stefanie."'
'‘How are you liking Busiata, Stefanie?'

‘Very much. My husband told me it was the neatesgtto Paradise
he'd ever seen, and he was right.’

'‘Ah, your husband...' Tom looked about. 'l see 'him.

Quinn turned his head just then, said somethinipeéoman he was
with and strode over, his hand closing lightly ardbtefanie’'s arm.
‘You okay?'

‘Yes. You remember Mr Tualala—Tom? We met at thiagea
before.'



'l remember." He gave the other man a nod of acladgement
before turning back to her. 'Would you like a driked tea or a fruit
juice?'

'‘Juice would be nice.'

She expected him to leave and fetch it, but inskeadaid, 'It's over
there. Excuse us, won't you?' he added politelyoto. 'Maybe we'll
see you later.’

As he led her away through the crowd Stefanie sa&hsily, "What
was that about?'

He looked surprised. '"What?'
‘The jealous husband act, dragging me away froni,him

'‘Dragging you?' His hold on her arm was still ligdnimere touch just
above her elbow.

‘You know what | mean. We were only talking, foralien's sake!
And in full view of half the island's population.oNone could have
thought I was flirting with the man.’

'‘Couldn’t they?' He slanted her a strange glance.

'If you were enjoying yourself | can only apologise¢hought you
found him a bit of a bore at that dinner.’

'He did talk a lot, but he'd scarcely got in twordsthis time before
you were over there looking all proprietorial an
dog-in-the-mangerish. | thought any second you gt beating
your chest and saying "This my woman!"

‘And I'd hoped you might be grateful for being te=d. Shall | take
you back to him?'



'Of course not. | just thought you were rather td6the mark.' She
recalled him behaving similarly with Noelle, ancgted up at him
with wary curiosity, but there was none of the @dikexuality in his
gaze that she'd seen then. None of the deep hghthtad disturbed
her the night of the dance fest.

And thank goodness for that, she told herself, rigngoa small stirring

of chagrin. Hadn't they agreed that in the circamses it was better
to remain just friends? Anything else would be ld#sn sensible.
Quinn had said when he'd asked her to accompanyakihis wife

that she should regard it as a job. Living in avitd intimacy and in

the heady, perfume-laden air of the tropics, itmtasurprising that a
faint sexual tension underlaid their relationsHgut a temporary
madness might lead to an even bigger mess thaantheshe'd run
away from. And a temporary madness, surely, wasthat her

feelings for Quinn amounted to.

'‘What's the matter?' he asked her as they stopgiedebone of the
tables.

'‘Nothing. The pineapple juice looks nice.’

Quinn poured it for her, and another for himsé&heéers," he said,
raising his glass. 'l hope you're enjoying the ypdits interesting.'

Stefanie looked around at the colourful crowd, nedshem in bright

island prints. She was wearing a cool, short-slgéaevieite dress that
complemented the faint tan she'd acquired desfilter@l use of sun.
block. 'Funny, isn't it? A few months ago | woul@ver have

imagined that now I'd be in a place like this, with

‘A man like me?' he finished, the skin about hissayrinkling. 'Is it so
bad?'

'It's not bad at all, as you know very well. | IdBasiata. What about
you?'



'l have no regrets.' He lowered his eyelids angesdpat his drink.
‘None?'

He looked beyond her, his eyes glazing in thougfuu were right.
It's probably a good thing that Noelle found oublbbe we committed
ourselves to marriage that she was making a mistake

'l hope she hasn't made another one,' Stefaniarsantlintarily, her
brow creasing.

Quinn glanced at her curiously as they moved away fthe table.
*You worry about her?’

'‘We've been best friends for a long time. | caglp bbeing fond of her
in spite of...everything.'

‘You've known Bryan a long time too.'
'Yes.'

His .mouth tightened. 'Are you stftbnd of him?' His voice sounded
harsh, almost sneering, although he hadn't raised i

Stefanie hesitated. It dawned on her that if sleg bad bgen truly in
love with Bryan, she wasn't any longer. The suddsight took her
breath, gave her a feeling of freedom, a lift & kreart.

Raising her eyes to Quinn, she centred on himax,cémost smiling
look. 'I'm still fond of him," she acknowledgedyefally examining
her emotions, feeling honesty was important. kiwewn him almost
as long as | have Noelle, and | can't just wipeaduhose years. All
my feelings for him.’

She paused again, sorting the words to articulatetly how she felt.
If she stated baldly that she'd fallen out of lewt Bryan, it would



sound as though she was giving Quinn a sexualaithmit, wouldn't
it? And she wasn't sure how he would receive than if she dared
do it.

Quinn's eyes had gone dark. 'So..." he drawledsBeaitnever found
out what he intended to say, because they wereechdy an

acquaintance and Quinn paused to talk. But as stemnd there his
arm came about her waist in a rather proprietaragl, and when they
moved on again he didn't remove it.

Later there was entertainment—a brass band, waditdancing and
a performance of precision marching by the palazedy while the
king and queen watched from chairs set on the pafawtico.

Afterwards the king made a speech, and then péagjan to drift off
home.

The afternoon was waning. As their scooters puitarde by side
along the road near the seashore, the sun wasihgwénrowing a
pink sheen on the water and colouring the sky.aBiefslowed to
look, and Quinn said, 'Want to stop?"'

'Yes.'

They swerved off the road onto a bumpy flatfishaa@nd brought
their machines to a halt facing the sea.

'‘Let's walk.' Stefanie bent down to pull off hendals.

'If you like." Quinn swung off his scooter, therm@ved his own
shoes and rolled his trousers to the ankle. Theyt dewn the short,
shallow slope to the white, gritty coral sand, atdlled along near
the water.

Soon the road was hidden by palm trees and undetig@rowding
the edge of the sand. The few ribbons of cloutiensky turned fiery,
and a wave foamed in a semi-circle ahead of theavihg an arc of



pink bubbles behind. Stefanie paused and poppedvithéher bare
toe.

Quinn stopped too, and looped an arm about herldéisuas they
watched the sun touch the sea, then inch belowdheon. Another
wave washed over their ankles but they scarcelgeubt

When the last sliver of burning gold disappeareth@gaid quietly,

‘Enough for you?'

'l suppose so,' Stefanie said regretfully. 'That wavonderful sunset.'
It had soothed her soul, and she liked the fe€@uhn's sheltering

arm,

'‘Sure was.' He turned without taking his arm fram land they began
walking back the way they'd come. Already it wasldu

A couple of fishermen were wading into the watemed carried
between them. The palm trees rustled and clackadbreeze drifting
from the sea, the lagoon flattening now and turniegden,
colourless. Stefanie gave a small shiver.

‘Are you cold?' Quinn's palm rubbed at the slighhggflesh on her
arm,

'It> just got suddenly cooler now the sun's gondg [Bhaven't been
really cold since we got here. No one could be col@usiata.’

‘No,' he said. 'No one could.’

Something sharp pierced her foot, and she drew lomeath and
stopped walking.

‘What is it?' Quinn's arm slipped from her shouldegrip her arm as
she bent, lifting her foot.



'l don't know. | stepped on something.’

‘Let me see.' He went down on one knee, takinguhide in his hands
as she steadied herself on his shoulder. 'It'sllrige

'Not much.’

‘Damn, | can't see properly in this light. Don't paur foot down. I'll
carry you.'

'It's nothing—you've no need—'

But he was already standing, swinging her intoahnms. "You don't
want any of this sand getting into the wound. Cpmsoning can be
really nasty.'

She put her arms around his neck and he walkedtbgesand to the
scooters, staggering slightly when his feet satitime soft, dry part
of the beach.

He grunted, and Stefanie laughed softly. "You wdrndp me, will
you?'

'l won't let you go—promise.' He smiled down at.tf&ne quelled a
desire to tighten her arms and bring his face c|dse lips to hers.

Being held like this was arousing sensations that lsnew were
entirely inappropriate.

He reached the firmer ground and lowered her tosted of her
scooter, then bent again to examine her foot. Habfed in his
pockets and produced a folded handkerchief, shiomktj and tied it
about her foot in a makeshift bandage. 'Will youdixe to drive
home, or do you want to ride with me?'



She remembered the last time she'd been pilliosepger, and
crushed the thought and the piercing, unexpectaging it brought
with it. 'I'll be all right.’

When they got back to the house she insisted opirigninside
herself, but let Quinn clean the wound and batha disinfectant
while she perched on the wide edge of the big paircéath.

Then he sat beside her and held her foot in hisvldfe he patted it
dry with a clean towel and pressed a large plaster it. 'l think it's a
coral cut. We'll have to keep an eye on it and hbdeesn't become
infected, though there doesn't seem to be anyithirg

‘Not now," Stefanie said wryly. "You were very thogh.'
'Did it hurt?' Quinn looked up. "You never murmuted
'It had to be done. No use making a fuss.'

'I'm sorry if it was painful. You're very brave.'

He still held her foot, and unexpectedly he besti@ad and dropped
a kiss on the upper curve of the arch.

Stefanie almost choked on a breath, and he liftednad, casting her
a single, glittering glance. 'There," he said IgHAll better.’



CHAPTER EIGHT

SHAKEN, Stefanie got to her feet, or rather her one doot] gingerly
lowering the other to the ground. His arm came &beuagain, and
she said, 'l can manage.'

'Sure? I'll clean up in here.' His tone was quétsual, but she'd seen
what was in his eyes before he hid it from her. Bblgbled into her
room, went over to the bed, and was sitting oretiige of it when he
came in a few minutes later.

'‘Can | get you anything?' he asked. 'Or help yah¢odining room?”
His face was mask-like now, his eyes hooded.

'I'm not hungry.' They'd given Winnie an extra adfyso that she too
could celebrate the sovereign's birthday. 'Theresuah a lot of food
there today.'

'l don't really want any more to eat either.' Helgtd to the window,

looking out at the gathering darkness, and thametliand leaned on
the frame, his hands in his pockets as he studeed'8ure you're
okay?'

‘Yes, thank you. You'd make a good nurse.’

And a good husband. Noelle must have been craleat@ him. He
was all any woman could want— kind, consideratengf, capable.
'Is there anything you can't do?'

He laughed softly. 'Plenty. For one thing, appdyehtan't hold a
woman." He didn't sound sorry for himself, just kyry
self-deprecating.

'I'm sure that's not true.' Stefanie could harely kis face now, with
his back to the remaining light. She too must beghiadow. She said,
'‘Noelle had never been the faithful type.’



'l suppose not. y/hen we met she was with somelseé e
'‘But she didn't want to be.’
'Did Noelle tell you that?'

'She said you stepped in when her boyfriend waskdrand
threatening her. She was awfully impressed at howhandled the
situation. And grateful. Maybe she mistook thatléwme.'

'You could be right," he agreed. After a momensdud, 'WWhat about
you, Stefanie? Are you the faithful type?'

'l think so." She had been sure she'd have hamuabl¢ keeping her
wedding vows—the ones she would have exchangedBwitan. 'l
believe in commitment to one person. In keepingmses.'

'‘Even if the other person doesn't share that comemt, and breaks
promises? Could you still love them?'

‘Love isn't something that can be turned on andiladfa tap.'
'‘Possibly it's something that dries up and withtas lack of
nourishment and support, though,’ Quinn suggegtexpping one
foot against the other ankle.

'l suppose that can happen.’

‘But not to you?'

'l hope not.'

He was silent for a moment. '"You said you didrtéma to let Bryan
ruin your life.'



'l don't. Il get over what happened and move ionfime." She
hesitated, but this conversation was already tagcon the intimate.
'‘Was Noelle the first woman to let you down?"

'I'd never been engaged before. Never asked artganarry me.'

So why Noelle? She was so different from him. Timgkaloud,

Stefanie said, 'She's very pretty. And...sweetéllMmever lost her
temper, always saw the good in other people. SomstStefanie had
thought she was too trusting, too ready to belien@eople, too
generous with her emotions, and that was why hex &fairs never
lasted.

‘She was," Quinn agreed unemotionally, 'irresistibl
Stefanie swallowed, finding that her throat hurtan imagine.'

'‘Can you?' He straightened. 'l think I'll have amswBut I'm afraid
you'd better keep that foot out of the water fdag or two. Will you
be all right?'

‘Yes. I'm not really crippled. Enjoy your swim.'

She stayed where she was for several minutesrefigteft the room,
until she heard him close the back door leadinfegoool area.

After a while she got up and tested her foot. I§ s sore now, but
it didn't appreciate her putting weight on it. Simaped into the
kitchen and poured herself a glass of water to #esdryness in her
throat. Outside she could hear Quinn vigorouslyrawing laps. She
pictured his lithe body powering through the watidwe way the
muscles in his shoulders flexed, and how he lookeeh he came out
of the pool, with his hair slicked to seal-like thkaess, his long legs
streaming with water, and his lean flanks and theniatakable
maleness encased in wet nylon.



Her hand tightened on the glass, and warmth spitmadigh her.
What was she doing, fantasising about Quinn?

Quinn... her husband. Legally.

And that was all, she reminded herself. He'd magerfectly clear

tjiat he had no need of anything more than heratige on a piece of
paper and her presence at his side for six momtbs.dNo strings, no
permanence.

And yet he'd said he was finding his vow of celyddficult, and
sometimes the way he looked at her...

The way he'd looked at Noelle? No, it wasn't theesa

And that ought to make her tread warily. Otherwsbe could get
herself into a real mess.

She was so deep in thought she hadn't realisedhbatounds of
splashing outside had stopped. How long had she $iaading there
with the empty glass in her hand, staring at ngthin

Quinn opened the door and stepped into the roosnhdir roughly
rubbed half-dry and the towel slung around his hips

'Did you get hungry after all?' he enquired, clgstihe door behind
him.

‘Just thirsty." She put the glass down on the @uftiow was the
pool?’

'It helped cool me off. How's the foot?'

'‘Better, but | can't walk on it yet.'



‘Take it easy.' His gaze lingered on her bare thet) swept back to
her face. 'We won't go out tomorrow.'

In deference to local custom they didn't use tl®t®rs on Sundays,
instead usually taking a long, leisurely strolleStodded.

'I'd better change,' Quinn said abruptly. 'I'm gmg.'

She couldn't help watching him cross the room, dbvadmiring the
masculine grace of his barefoot walk.

Unexpectedly he swung round as he reached the dgpratching
her eye. His eyelids flickered and she saw his Isleosi brace. 'Don't
look at me like that,' he said.

Stefanie's cheeks flooded with heat.
'‘Unless,' he added softly, 'you want me to do sbimgtabout it.’

It was only fifteen minutes or so since he'd tadd he'd found Noelle

irresistible. Yet despite the occasional flare®{usal awareness—no
doubt ignited more by proximity and frustrationnhenything— he'd

had very little trouble resisting Stefanie.

Her chin lifting, she said, 'l don't need any fangftom you, Quinn.’
'‘Well," he said with a crooked grin, ‘any time yhange your mind...'
Stefanie shook her head. 'l don't think so.’

He shrugged slightly and turned again, disappearimtg the
passageway.

Her heart thumping, Stefanie gripped the edge @fthk. Damn, he
knew how she reacted to him. As any normal womamavyaevith him



swanning around half-naked like that. How could Bhee let him
see it?

Friends, she'd said. And Quinn had said, Maybe.
And yet he was the one who had dictated the tefrtieea bargain.

He'd known she wouldn't have agreed otherwise gsiessed. Had
he, even then, thought this might happen? Maybatedwon it?

No, of course not. He'd made it very clear at taet shat he had no
such expectation, and when he'd kissed her he batbgsed
sincerely. Quinn hadn't planned for this any mbentshe had. It was
something they should probably have allowed fortbat had taken
them both unawares.

She went back to her room, unwilling to face hinaiagonight, and
was already in bed and reading when she heard diien in the
bathroom. When the water ceased to run there v&mod silence,
and then he knocked on her door.

'Yes?'

He opened the door but didn't move into the roémything | can do
for you before | go to bed?'

‘Thanks, no. | have everything | need.’

'l wish | could say the same.' He paused, watcheg ‘Goodnight,
then.'

'‘Goodnight, Quinn." She remained staring at the dodil the light
beneath it went black, then tried to return hesrdaton to her romantic
novel. But she kept losing track of the plot, ardisg Quinn's face
instead of the hero's.



When she came out the next morning he had brealdady on the
terrace, and was lounging in a chair, staringepttol. He looked up.
'‘Ah, there you are. Ready for breakfast?'

'Have you been waiting for me?'

‘The food can't get cold, and | like having companh¥yreakfast.' He
got up and pulled out a chair for her.

She wondered if he was accustomed to feminine coynE
breakfast, but stopped herself from asking.

Quinn resumed his seat. 'l thought we'd have adayy

Stefanie dug a fork into a piece of banana amoagrtixed fruit on
her plate. 'Maybe we'll have visitors.'

‘That's possible." The locals were very friendly drospitable, but
unless specifically pressed they seldom came tbdhee.

When breakfast was over Quinn insisted on doingdibkes alone,
after settling Stefanie on a shaded lounger withak that he fetched
from her room.

A little later he returned, pulled up a low tableaut a covered jug
of iced juice and a glass beside her. 'l shoule lzalook at that foot,’
he told her.

'It only hurts when | walk on it.'

'Still, I'll get the first-aid box and renew theedsing.’

He did the job with the same competence he'd eduhihe day
before, but this time didn't follow it up with aski.



Then he brought his laptop and sat at the outdamualet apparently
absorbed in his work. Stefanie watched him for aleyvhthen
wrenched her attention back to her book.

When she heard him quietly swear she looked upat\W/wrong?'

‘The battery's run out. Can | get you anything ahim fetching
another one?'

'l should write another letter to my family. If yaould bring me a
pad from my bedside table, and a pen...?'

He brought them for her, and inserted the new bhatieo his

computer. Stefanie put down her book and beganngriter letter.
At least she had plenty to write about, descrilbivegisland, the king's
family, the people and her work.

After her first mail reached them, she'd receivedagitated missive
from her mother, with an excited note from Traceg @ scrawled
note from her father, and Gwenda had sent a sepaestrained but
puzzled letter. Stefanie hoped her cheerful welgttgrs and the two
phone calls she'd made had allayed their fearseor

Looking up as she turned to a second page of ggiecriof the king's
birthday celebrations, she found Quinn's gaze on he

Quinn returned his attention to the screen befong &nd she went on
writing.

It should have been a restful scene, two peoplerbbd in their
separate tasks in companionable silence, withuheskining on the
clear water of the pool and the bees humming artfeagibiscus.

Instead Stefanie found herself intensely awareénhefway the pool
ripples reflected a glancing pattern of light onirfls casual cream
shirt, of the slight movement as he flexed hisuader the table, and



the tiny sounds of his fingers hitting the compWteys. Then he sat
back and thrust a hand through his hair, givingatssigh.

Hi's* eyes were dark and brooding. Suddenly he @didack his
chair, the metal feet screeching on the tiles, stodd up. 'l need a
drink," he muttered. 'A real one. How about you?'

Stefanie shook her head. 'I'll stick with juiceanks.’

He strode off to the house, and when he came @b agth a glass
half filled with amber liquid she had the feeling'dhalready downed
one.

Looking grim, he placed the glass beside his cosmpaind went on
working until after twelve.

Finally he picked up the almost empty glass, switlee melted ice in
the bottom, and tossed the remains down his thitaatch?'

Stefanie had finished her letter and returned tdbek. She swung
her legs off the lounger. 'I'll make lunch.’

‘You're sure?' He watched critically as she begdimip towards the
kitchen.

'I'm okay, honestly. Don't worry about me. Are sarthes all right?'
'Fine. Be careful.’

She heaped a platter with salad sandwiches, arstidadad side plates
and a bowl of fruit to a tray. When she appeargtieédoorway to the
patio, Quinn pushed his computer aside and leaptMqu should
have called me to carry that!

'l managed perfectly well." Stefanie put a coupfesandwich
triangles on her empty plate and retired back ¢ddknger.



Quinn passed her some more later, and when theme avdy two
sandwiches left on the serving dish asked, 'Waa®Pon

'Thanks.'

She made to move, but Quinn said, 'Stay there,'modght the
serving plate to her.

Instead of returning to the table he put the plattevn beside her and
sat on the lounger near her legs while he finighedast sandwich.
'l take your plate," he offered, his hand goimgt, but she was
already sitting forward, prepared to place the gnmpate with the
serving dish, and his fingers accidentally brushess her breast.

Stefanie made a tiny, choked sound and droppeddie on the tiles,
where it smashed loudly into three pieces.

Quinn said something under his breath. ‘My fault.’
'l dropped it.'

‘Yes,' he said, and dragged his gaze from the hrpleees of china to
her face. 'You're no prude, Stefanie.’

'l was startled. | know it was an accident,' stsiged him. "You didn't
mean to...'

'‘No...I didn't." His gaze slid momentarily to thedst that still tingled
from his inadvertent touch. 'Only startled?' he muired.

Stefanie refused to look down. She knew quite whiht he meant.
Her cotton blouse was thin and he'd have had tdibe not to notice
her reaction. Her bra felt tight, her skin supes#are.

Trying to stay calm, she said huskily, 'lt's jugtheysical reflex.’



‘You're not the only one.’

She did look down then, at him. And away again @mnsas she
realised what she was doing.

Quinn gave a small laugh. He took her hand infos so firmly that
she couldn't have pulled away if she'd wanted tdy Ghe didn't.

Her breath was stuck in her throat, but his eyesdily held hers. He
placed her hand at the top of his thigh, andstiél didn't resist. Then
he moved it to the apex, and through the sun-war@edc of his
trousers she felt his arousal surge against her @shis hand cradled
hers.

Her heart thundering, she bit down hard on her tdigeand Quinn
closed his eyes, threw his head back, and let ¢anng shuddering
sigh.

'‘Quinn." Her voice sounded reedy and wavering.

He turned his head, his eyes opening slowly, giite at her.
‘Stefanie.’

'‘No.' She got the word past her trembling lips Soone

She moved her hand inside his, trying to lift itagyvand after a
moment he helped her, but his fingers curled styoagout hers,
holding her in an almost painful grip. 'No?' he eated harshly.
‘You're as aroused as | am." His eyes raked her &acl then lingered
openly on the tell-tale outline under her shirt.

‘You're a very sexy man,' she admitted in a loncepiand we're
living in...in an unnatural situation here. But ydan't really want
me.'



His brows rose. 'l thought I'd just given you—ifuib excuse the
expression—some hard evidence to the contrary.’

Another time she might have laughed, even thouglihtimour in his
eyes held a definite note of satire. But this was $erious for
laughter. 'You've been deprived for months. It \asmpulse that
you'll probably regret later.’

'‘Only if you did." He released her and stood upjdting his hands
into his pockets. 'But | certainly won't force yduthink I'd better
have a cold shower.' He stooped and gathered upladkes and the
shards of china, before making for the house.

Just before reaching the door he turned. '‘By thg'v@ said in a
deceptively mild tone, 'you're wrong, you know. 9tuas no sudden
impulse. Yesterday you said | was like a dog inrtfaager, implying

that | don't want you for myself, but you couldn& more wrong

about that. | do want you, Stefanie—very much. vehdone for

weeks now. And | think you know it.'

Stefanie stared after him, while the heat left bleeeks and her
heartbeat gradually steadied.

Be sensible. Yes, he 'wants' you—but only in a diga, physical
way, and perhaps for a bit of comfort.

The same way you want him?
Well...but men are different.

Oh, yes, the inner voice jeered at her. What'sféreint about it? He
was right, you were just as aroused as he wasn¥atly fainted with
pleasure when he put your hand on him, went weakeknees,
knowing you could do that to him.



And if you didn't feel something for the man, yoookv very well
you'd have hated it.

Stefanie dropped her head into her hands. Wasskilple she was
falling in love with Quinn?

He was away a long time, and when he came bacdtder a swift,
unreadable glance and went to lean on one of {hygosting posts of
the pergola, his face more than half averted fremims arms folded.

After a while he said, 'Should | apologise?"
‘There's no need. I'm sorry if | led you on—onjeti lead me.'

He turned his head, smiling at her a little. doin't have to apologise,
you certainly don't. | did promise you | wouldrn¥pect you to be a
real wife. You're entitled to insist on sticking tioe terms of the
contract.’

It was a bit like stepping under a cold shower élérf she'd needed
any reinforcement of the fact that his wanting lhad nothing to do
with loving her, he'd just brutally given it. Thbgd a contract, and it
would run out in three more months. Then Quinn etgréto be free.
And after the requisite two years to obtain a fdroli@orce they
would have no further ties to each other.

A gaping black hole seemed to open up inside higreathought. She
stood up. 'I'm going inside. It's getting too hetd'

Quinn gave her a searching look, then his eyes teaihie ground in
front of her and he said, '‘Don't move!'



Startled, she stood still as he strode over, lagnt straightened again
with a small, sharp triangle of china in his fingiet missed that bit.
You don't want another sore foot.'

'‘No. Thank you." Automatically she looked down ase there were
more pieces. Quinn was doing the same. Then hpeddpack. 'All
clear, | think.'

She went away from him, into the dimness of theriot, at first
hardly able to see a thing. Stopping to orientdiérshe glanced back
and saw Quinn standing where she had left hintjdirs hand tightly
clenched, his shoulders rigid.

Stefanie wrenched her eyes away and blundered thengassage.

She spent the remainder of the afternoon in thégamen room at
the front of the house, trying to continue her negdout mostly
staring into space.

The following day while Quinn was efficiently dra@sg her foot after
work she noticed that he too had a plaster onsadfee centre of his
palm.'What did you do to your hand?' she asked him.

'It's nothing. There, that's healing nicely. Nonswf infection.' He
turned to get a fresh plaster and press it ovenoend.

‘Thanks. Can | do the same for you?'
'It's a clean cut and | can easily look after itsedy.'

'‘We're a right pair,' she commented as he put daayirst-aid box.
'‘Are you sure—'

'l told you, it's all right!'



Stefanie blinked, and Quinn closed the cupboarti wibang, then
turned. 'l didn't mean to snap at you. Thanks $&iray, but forget it,
will you?' He sounded suddenly weary.

She didn't mention his hand again, but later thgiitnshe recalled
that yesterday he'd picked up the nasty littlerfragt of broken china
and held it in his palm, and how when she'd lookadk at him a
minute later he'd been standing with his hand daggtly into a fist.

Within a couple of days Quinn wasn't wearing a tglaany more.
Her foot took longer to heal completely, but shd ha ill effects.

Quinn often shut himself up in his bedroom at nigldrking on the

laptop, and Stefanie took to bringing work home, tooxes full of

papers and books~that she spread on the dining &alol sat sorting
through, making notes.

The next time the prince dropped in to check onpifogress of the
archiving project, she told him, 'l need a trarsidor the Busiatan
documents. And I'd like to suggest that someonailldharite a
history of the island. All the material is here now

'‘Perhaps you would be interested?’

Stefanie shook her head. 'lt should be done bgal.lé person who
knows both languages and was brought up in thareultd probably
miss things, or put wrong interpretations on them.'

'I'll find someone,' he promised. '‘Our civil seevis full of educated
people with not enough to do.’

A few days later the prince came into the librahvifom Tualala at
his side, the young man looking pleased and eadgere is our
translator and historian, Mrs Branson.'



Despite his talkative nature, Tom proved a godskEedyvas energetic
and willing, and Stefanie handed over all the dosnts written in the
native language for him to classify and make nétes. He was a
keen researcher, and if he was puzzled by someaiartérm or
obscure reference, he would take it to an oldandtr and make sure
he had it right.

She was enthusiastically describing Tom's thoroaghnand
translation skills to Quinn over dinner one niglieam he looked up as
he swallowed the last of his roast pork, then daytl, 'And he's also
smitten with you.'

'Oh, don't be silly, he just likes his job. Thenge said half the civil
servants don't have enough to do. This is prob#idyfirst time
Tom's been really challenged since he got his @edfe's loving it.'

'So long as that's all he loves.'

Stefanie shook her head. 'You're barking up thengrtvee.' She
finished her meal, pushed her plate aside and eelafdr a glass of
water.

'First you call me a dog in the manger, and nowhdarking up the
wrong tree,’ Quinn remarked. 'Do you have any moaaine
analogies you'd like to apply to me?'

Stefanie gave him a look of trepidation and sawirihi@ic humour in
his eyes. She was so relieved that she couldiptiGeghing.

Quinn sat back in his chair. 'That's better,' he.sa

She knew he'd done it deliberately to ease theaenisat had made
living together so uncomfortable lately. A tightriobthat seemed to
have been fastened immovably about her chest e that fraught
Sunday afternoon relaxed a trifle. 'Yes,' she saiply, letting him



know that she understood perfectly. On impulseagtted, 'l do like
you, Quinn.'

His smile turned a little sardonic. 'Like.’

'If I hadn't | would never have come here with ygau make me feel
quite...safe.'

A strange expression killed the smile on his lifisseems to be my
forte.'

Stefanie clearly remembered his fiercely protectittéude towards
his ex-fiancee. 'Well, it's nice,' she said lamely.

'Nice.' Scorn coloured his voice. 'Hell.'
'Pardon?’

‘Never mind.' He looked up as Winnie entered tloarravith a bowl
of compote for dessert. When she'd gone again heduthe
conversation to something else.

Every weekday Quinn collected any mail from thetdgce in the
capital. Stefanie didn't receive much, but her rapttent a regular
letter along with any mail that had arrived at hdoreher. Mostly it
was from her bank or the tax department—or occafiypeome firm
from whom she'd once bought something, assuringha¢rshe was
one of their most valued customers. She had toly fexv people
where she was, and given the address only to helyfa

She was sitting in the garden room late one afsrn@ombing
tangles out of her damp hair, when Quinn came hamdestraight to
her.



'‘Been swimming already?' he asked her.
‘Mm. It was so hot.'

'‘Mail for you.' He handed her an envelope. 'l thitlikhave a dip
myself.’

When he came back, freshly changed into a T-shatcatton pants,
the envelope had fallen to the floor and her fisgezld the letter on
her lap, but her gaze was fixed on the tall thngstpalm trees
silhouetted against the sky, with the gleam anttegliof the sea
peeking intermittently between their spiky leaves.

‘Are you all right?' he asked her, stopping nearchair.

‘Yes.' Not taking her eyes from the view outsides said, 'They're
married. Bryan and Noelle—my mother says they gartried.'



CHAPTER NINE

QUINN didn't move for several seconds. 'Well..." he faitl, at last.
‘That's that, then.'

He went to stand with his back to the windows, wehee could see
her. '"How do you feel about it?'

Stefanie dragged her gaze from the distant hotztis face—a face
that was quite expressionless, giving her no dugg emotions. 'As
if a door has closed.'

'‘Leaving you out in the cold?' He paused, and shvedered if he had
just described his own reaction. 'They say when do@r closes
another opens.’

'l know."' She didn't feel cold, just empty and gdelkpectant—as if
she'd finally shed invisible fetters, but was wsgtifor something.
She didn't know what that was. 'I'm all right,' shed, reassuring him.
‘How about you?"

A shoulder briefly lifted. 'l don't give a damn vitthey do," he told
her. 'l wish Noelle every happiness.'

She wondered if it was true. Looking away from hghe carefully
folded the letter, but couldn't find the eriVelop@uinn moved
swiftly, picking it up from the floor where she'dopped it, and
handed it to her.

'‘Would you like to go for a walk?' he asked.

'Yes.' She hadn't known what she needed until ggesied it, but
something physical to do was exactly right. "Yess!'

'I'll tell Winnie to leave dinner for us and go affity, in case we're
late getting back.'



He held her hand as they walked, going uphill fngttacit consent,
following the road that wound among the trees, kegem the shade
although the power of the sun was waning now. GDuaan said,
'‘Am | going too fast?'

'No." Even though she could feel a film of sweaheit temples and
her breath was coming fast, she didn't want to slown. This wasn't
the time for a leisurely stroll.

They passed a little group of houses, and peopledvat them from
the verandahs, children calling greetings. Theyagldvack but didn't
stop. Eventually they came to a place where the doapped sheerly
away, and the trees were low enough that they csitilon a small
grassy area and watch the sun dip to the limitbesan.

Quinn's arm came around her shoulders, and shedweser and
hooked her own arm about his waist. Something bhatlgnded for
him too. And despite his apparently unemotionakpsion of the
news, maybe he needed comfort.

When the last lingering colour began to leach fittv sea Quinn
stirred. 'We'd better get back.’

‘Yes,' she agreed, though reluctantly.

He pulled her to her feet, then unexpectedly dippsdhead and
pressed his mouth to hers.

It was a strangely desperate-seeming kiss, withuaderlying
fierceness about it, but lasted only a moment leefa@ wordlessly
released her and took her hand in his.

The downhill walk was quicker, and the temperatcoeler. The
lights of the house looked welcoming as they enfeesd in the
kitchen Winnie had left the meal ready to serve.



'‘Why don't we eat here?' Stefanie suggested.
'‘Good idea. I'll shower first, though.'

She took another short swim while he was in theveingthen tied a
cool cotton sarong about her body, tucking in thdseabove her
breasts. The tiles were cool to her bare feet aspstided about
putting the meal on the table.

Quinn came back in a fresh Polo shirt and lightlsaemioured pants,
but no shoes.

They didn't talk much, clearing up afterwards tbget The strange,
waiting sense of expectancy hadn't left her—if amg it had grown
more intense. She watched Quinn hang up a teast@hghing it
precisely on its rail, and then he turned to her saud, 'What do you
want to do now?"

| want to make love with you.

The thought was so compelling, so clear, she it she'd spoken it
aloud, the echo of it vibrating in the air.

Courage failing, she said instead, 'l don't kndis.tbo early to go to
bed.’

'l guess. But | don't want to work tonight.'
‘Neither do I
He seemed to hesitate. 'Can we talk?'

'Of course.' He'd given her what she needed eakli@ybe what he'd
needed then too. But if now he wanted to talk sas @ertainly ready
to accommodate him. 'Shall we go back to the gardem?"'



They sat in semi-darkness, the light in the roohire"them on, but
none where they settled themselves on either ditteecsmall glass
table, both facing the deeper darkness outside.

An extravagant display of winking and glitteringust, distant and
flashy, spread across the sky above the gracdhdusttes of the
palm trees. One bright point of light left its ptaand streaked in a
long arc across the blackness.

'Oh, look!" Stefanie involuntarily pointed. And evas she did so the
shooting star died to nothingness.

'It's supposed to be a sign, isn't it?' Quinn said.

'l guess.' A sign of a love that died? Somethinghtrand shining that
inevitably burned itself out?

Maybe falling in love was always like that. A tennaxy, blinding
flash and sparkle that left nothing behind but mguof cold rock
floating aimlessly in endless darkness.

No. Her parents' love was perhaps not as incandesseit might
once have been, but its banked fire had warmecan&thood and
still kept their marriage strong.

Sometimes you had to trust life. Trust another ger&ven after a
betrayal by someone you'd loved. You couldn't bwebitterness and
suspicion, afraid of letting yourself be hurt agafraid of living.

They had been sitting quietly side by side for s¢ime when Quinn
stirred. 'Stefanie...maybe it isn't the right tirbeit then there may
never be a right time to ask you this.’

'‘Ask me what?' She looked at him, and he turnedhéasl slowly to
face her. 'Forgive me if you find it crass andwaltome at this
moment. But to me it seems right.'! He paused, drad ssaw his



shoulders move, heard him breathe in. His voicpeleed. 'l want to
make our marriage real. | want you to be my wifiey.lover.'There
was a long, throbbing silence. A winged insectwhiteelf against the
window, blatting at it several times, then flew afto the night.
Stefanie moistened her lips. It isn't unwelconshé said. She
dropped her gaze and discovered her hands werytigjamped
together in her lap. Carefully she looked upstttti unwelcome at all.'

He moved so abruptly she thought he was goinggio lg and snatch
her into his arms. Instead he held out his handhaég and she
undamped her fingers and put hers into his stréagpc

‘Thank you," he said. 'I'm not asking you to say jave me, but |
hope that may come, in time.'

Stefanie swallowed. He wasn't saying he loved hikeg she noted,
shaking off a faint chill that threatened to sgb# moment. When
she'd passed on her mother's news he'd said hegiidna damn, but
Noelle—beautiful, enchanting, irresistible Noellarust still have a
small place in his mind, his heart. Perhaps a lpsgeof it.

No doubt he was speaking for himself too when Ieelsahoped love
would come in time. He wouldn't lie to her, and tbat she could
only be grateful.

‘Yes,' she said, saying yes to the unknown, tddedings, to trusting
him, to looking forward and not back. To letting gbthe past and
loving Quinn. 'Yes.'

He "stood up then, and pulled her to her feet.r@seno hurry,' he
said, 'but I'd like to seal this in the time-horediwvay.'

He drew her into his arms quite slowly, and shehkst body arch
against the enclosing curve of his right arm, laeeflifting to his.



The light fell on him, and she looked up and sasvexpression was
grave and questioning. Then he bent his head andlsbed her eyes
and Quinn's lips found hers in a kiss full of temess and promise.

The chill of apprehension melted away in a warra tfidesire as she
returned the kiss in kind, her lips parting willipginder the pressure
of his mouth, her head tucked into his shouldermte gathered her
closer.

His mouth was firm but determinedly gentle, an@fadt minute or so
he kissed her forehead and murmured against her'€kay?'

'Yes.' She could dimly see the pulse at the basaesahroat, a tiny
trip-hammer beating on a level with her mouth. lspuely she put
her lips to the spot.

She felt the shudder that passed through Quina'g, lamd the quick,
audible breath that he took. 'Don't,' he ground ‘tlrtless...'

Stefanie drew back, raising her head but curvinganes about his
neck. 'Unless?' she queried softly, and withouhgiviim a chance to
reply she reached up and pressed her mouth aghis. to

He gave a sound that was half a groan, half a seadiflugh, and then
he was kissing her with unalloyed passion, opehggmouth fully,
exploring it, holding her tight while her body sawgh taut, heart-
stopping anticipation, tiny ripples of excitemenbtning everywhere
over her skin.

Her hand spread across the back of his neck, igers enjoying the
unexpected silkiness of his hair, then slipping itite collar of his
shirt.

Quinn gave another little grunt, and the hand atvia@st moved
lower and behind her, lifting her to him as hetgllthis feet, until she



could feel unmistakably the physical effect theskgas having on
him.

Boldly she moved against him, letting him know sfated him too.

He wrenched his mouth away from hers once more, iand
thickened, uneven voice demanded, 'Stefanie—arsym? Do you
want this right now?'

She still had her arms about him. Hiding her hogfagainst his shirt,
she said, 'I'm sure.' She had never wanted anysaimguch—so very
much.

He tugged at her hair, gathering a handful of itred she had to lift
her face and look at him. His eyes blazed, studyieg Then he
nodded, as if what he saw satisfied any doubtenTat's go find a
bed," he said.

He took her to his, his arm holding her close tm hWwhile they
walked. Stefanie wondered if she were dreaming yahdvery sense
was alert. She could hear the small clacking safradbreeze-blown
palm tree outside the window, the clear call of somght
bird—even, she was sure, the distant waves huttiegselves onto
the reef. The scent of frangipani and jasmine ettifin through the
insect screens, and she could smell the soap tnah@ad used In
the shower, mingled with his own unique, male araima had
entered her nostrils while she was kissing himptamt aphrodisiac.

The wooden slat blinds were pulled up and starlidjled the room,
almost bright enough to read by. Quinn didn't skvégen the bedside
lamp on, but led her over to the window where tgltispilled in on
them, and said, 'l want to undress you.'

‘And | you,' she answered him. Already her handeeviiing his
Polo shirt away from his trousers, sliding it upgeowis ribs. But he



didn't let her complete the action, instead hauthrgy shirt over his
head himself and dropping it on the floor.

She ran her fingertips lightly over his chest wiilge hands rested on
her waist, his thumbs caressing her ribcage.

Her leisurely exploration reached the buckle ofidek and she began
working it free, and his hands went to tug at thetlof her sarong.

He loosened it and the fabric fell to her hips.

She continued with her self-imposed task, tryingytmre the way he
was looking at her, but feeling her breasts peaktiagle although he
wasn't touching her any more.

The leather tongue of his belt slipped from theahletickle, and she
fumbled for the zip of his pants, heard the putfeiabric on the mat
before he kicked the trousers away. Then he ptiledarong down
over her hips, letting it float to the floor.

He smoothed away the triangle of cotton she wore, Hands
lingering on the flare of her hips, the smooth sififer thighs, until
the minimal garment joined the little heap of clothat their feet.

And then she turned her attention to the briefs itbde low on his
lean hips, and knelt to pull them down over hislesk

‘Stefanie!" He touched her hair, and then he walkrg too, his

hands moving from her hair to cup her face foreackly possessive
kiss, before shaping the curve of her shoulderrauk, and at last,
resting on her yearning breasts.

Her head went back, her eyes closed, lips partedsénsations he
aroused almost unbearable as his hands cradldteéler his thumbs
finding the proudbuds at the centre, and then lmatmwas on hers



again, seeking and hungry, and she wound her drmd &ais neck to
keep her balance, and to keep him with her. Clo$et. Closer.

They were still, not close enough, and when hegedder onto his
bare thighs, his hands finding the shallow groovéer spine, the
roundness of her behind, the blood drummed in le@msvand she
cried out against his mouth.

He tore it momentarily away from hers. 'Are youraht?'
'Yes,'she said frantically. 'Oh, yes!'

He kissed her again, more deeply, and next timgdyged his head
dipped and she felt his mouth on her breasts, divé fasp of his
shaven cheek, the delicious tug of his lips angden This time her
cry of pleasure spiralled into the darkness andsleehim to her, her
fingers buried in his hair.

Then his mouth was back on hers, and his strong dftad her,
bringing her upright with him, his erection pregsagainst her. 'The
bed,' he muttered, and swung her into his armsshadelt the rush
of slightly cooler air before he lowered her to #wftness of the
mattress.

He flung off the covers and settled her on the cottion sheet.
‘Should | slow down?' he asked as he lay beside her

'‘Why?' Stefanie demanded starkly, turning to runiaad over him,
tracing the outline of his ribs, his hip, the tautiscles of his thigh.
‘Do you want to slow down?"'

'l want to do this right...for you.' He returneck tbaress, his fingers
awakening sensitive, quivering nerves all over her.

'It is right for me," she assured him. 'It's lovely.'



‘Youare lovely,' he replied, his voice deep and natiegeven. 'You
have a beautiful body, Stefanie.’

She wouldn't think about Noelle and her lush, feafgmininity—she
wouldn't. Winding her arms about his neck, shedddsim, willing
him to forget everything, everyone but her, archagginst him until
he made a guttural sound in his throat and publealydrom her.

For a few brief moments he wasn't touching her moye, and she
waited, hardly breathing, until his shadow liftedeo her and she
said, 'Yes, now!" And cried out with relief as $bkthe smooth glide
of his passage to her inner softness.

And she welcomed him, welcomed the hard thrusiraf the waves
of pleasure that rippled through her body, gathéntnl a flood, a
burst of light, until her head was flung back agathe pillow as she
writhed against him, felt him surge and peak add over the crest
with her in his arms.

When the sweet storm abated they were both panting.

Still holding her, he eased away. For a momentfstieeool as he
moved, then he draped the sheet over them andherogain in his
arms, one hand stroking her thigh, hip, breasttk again. Lazy
caresses, soothing at first but soon becoming ieggitouilding

sensations that she'd thought had all been useth dpeir first

cataclysmic mating.

Softly she said, 'I've always liked your hands.'

'You have?' He rested one on her hip, his thuntingathe shape of
the bone through the covering of flesh. 'I'm glathat. Because my
hands like you— like touching you. Especially heamd here, and
here." He found curves and hollows and planescleiger fingers
creating invisible flames that seemed to start uride skinand
flicker over her, from her toes to her sweat-devesdples. He kissed



that away and then he kissed her cheek, her eybkdshroat, before
taking her sobbing breath in his mouth. She fdtithimate touch of
his fingers and gave a small cry of pleasure.

Quinn lifted his mouth. 'I'm not hurting you?'

He stilled, ready to move away again, and she lokadis shoulders.
‘No, it's wonderful. But | wangou!

She thought he smiled. "You have me,' he said.yBuehrt and soul.’
He lowered his mouth once more to hers.

If only he meant it. She brushed away the intrysiviéter little
thought that men would say anything in the thrdelsist. Maybe at
this precise moment he did mean it. Maybe all tibwd any other
woman had been driven from his mind by the buribiedpgical urge
that possessed him.

His tongue parted her lips again, diving into heyuth, and she
opened herself to him in every way, accepting hssmpn, his need,
meeting it with her own in the sweet, tantalisinggldof desire.

Everything faded from her mind but the urgent, axeriming
craving for release, mingling with the contradigtaeed to make this
exquisite anticipation, so clo8e to the summit t&apure, last for
ever.

Of course it didn't. They reached the peak alnmagtther, his climax
stimulated by her small, shuddering cries of faiéint, and hers
intensified and prolonged by the knowledge thatdwewas out of
control, his whole body shaking in her arms.

They came down to the outer slopes of passion gilygistill locked
together.



Then he moved and she reluctantly let him go, atumed away,
then padded off to the bathroom.

When he came back she was lying under the sheatyuelaxed and
satisfied. He slipped an arm beneath her shoultedshe snuggled
close. 'No regrets?' he said in a low voice.

'No." She put a hand on his chest, liking the &&éiim. "You don't
regret it, do you?'

His laughter shook his chest under her palm. ‘Nt & told you, I've
wanted you for ages. It's been sheer torture liwntpis house with
you, trying not to touch you. And it was my ownggtufault, making
promises | couldn't keep.'

"You didn't do too badly. When did you...prepanetfos?’

He stirred. 'After you told me that keeping to agreement was hard
for you too. | could stand it so long as | thoughtvas only me. |
knew then that if you ever invited me to breakdbetract it would be
hell to resist. A man can only take so much, arnzhse | weakened...'

'I'm glad you did.' She kissed his shoulder. Thanned.
‘Tired?'

'It's a nice tiredness. | haven't felt so relaxechonths.'
'D' you mind if | keep holding you while you gosteep?'

'I'd like that." She nuzzled her cheek against &nd curled herself
into his body, closing her eyes.

* * %



When she opened them again hours later light wearstng into the
room. She lay on her back, and Quinn was proppednenelbow,
watching her. They weren't touching any more, betytwere only
inches apart, with acres of bed on either sid@eint

'l thought about waking you up,' Quinn said. '‘Butdsn't sure how
you'd react. We have a lot to learn about eachr 6the

'‘We've already learned a lot from living togetharmonths.’

‘There's heaps more | want to know about you.'ddehed out and
traced the line of her lips with one finger. "Yomouth looks...
swollen. Was that me?' He took his hand away.

'‘Guess so.' She experimentally ran her tongue loelips. 'I'm not
sore.’

‘Not anywhere?'
‘No.'

He shifted, coming closer so that his body toudnexs, hip to hip.
His hand found her waist, stroked up over her glece her breast.
'‘Would you mind a repeat of last night?'

'‘No." His hand felt good there, lightly touching he

He smiled down at her. ‘Are you always this talkativhen you first
wake?'

She raised her arms and hung them loosely abouteak. "Who
wants to talk?"

Quinn laughed. And then he kissed her.



It was different from the previous night, but jas satisfying. His
lips, his hands went everywhere, and this timeetiveas no hiding
from the glitter of desire in his eyes when he gurack the sheet to
look at her.

But Stefanie knew the same feverish sheen wasrnmeyes as she
looked back at him, boldly and without fear. He wasgnificent, and

when she took him into her again his arms wrapgedlose until she
was panting and twisting beneath him, and therohed over onto

his back, giving her freedom to move and enjoypleasure to the
full. She lay against him, spent, before he flipgegin over again and
drove to his own equally overwhelming climax.

'‘We're so good together," he told her, lying quiatjain beside her,
holding her hand. He lifted it to his lips and nkezkza kiss into her
palm. 'Why have we wasted all this time?'

'‘Maybe it's better for the waiting,' she hazardsd.t it worth it?'

‘Definitely it's worth it.' He leaned over and ladsher nose, his hand
lingering on the curve of her waist. 'But | guessshould get up.'

‘Yes.' Outside the world waited, and today it waoddbrighter.



CHAPTERTEN

STEFANIE always thought of the following weeks as her honegn.
She went to work, and so did Quinn, and when shedzome she'd
wait for him and they'd swim together, playing abiouthe pool and
teasing each other with fleeting touches, knowihgvas really
foreplay.

At dinner she sometimes found herself with a fargotplate of
half-finished food in front of her, because thelp&en talking and
she'd stopped eating.

They both still worked at night quite often, buti@nis light no
longer burned until after midnight, drawing ghostlying insects
into the yellow glow that played over the bushedsiole the
bedrooms.

While Stefanie bent over the dining table, makiotes on cards, he
would enter the room quietly and slide his armsuaber, drop a kiss
on her neck and whisper, 'Do you have to finish, thiacan we go to
bed?'

Most times she'd turn in his arms and tell himdilda't have to finish
tonight. And they would end up in bed together, arkimg on
another phase in their journey of discovery of eattier.

On Saturdays, instead of the popular beaches Wiadfréhe island's
population swam and snorkelled, canoed and fisthey, sought out
tiny secluded bays reached only by scrambling thinountracked
bush, or unpopulated areas of the highlands. Tloey mabitually
shared the same scooter, Stefanie riding pilliah Wwer arms around
Quinn's waist, her cheek pressed against his séouldhey would
leave the scooter at the roadside and trek to sbrady, cool spot
among the trees where no one would discover thgmglon the rug
that Quinn spread for them, they would read orslee make love



hidden by pink-leaved bushes, a canopy of banamse$emoving
against the dazzling sky above them.

Several times they visited the waterfall again, a8tkfanie
remembered how Quinn had comforted her in her auipg of grief,
and then kissed her with unexpected passion. Tisegd there again,
standing in the water, and dried off afterwardgl@mossy ground.
But it was a fairly public spot, and sometimes otheople would
arrive without warning. They had to be circumspéet avoid
shocking the locals.

On Sundays they visited nearby friends, but whem®looked over
at her and fractionally lifted an eyebrow, his egesding a silent
message, Stefanie would flush and make excusefaeells, and
they'd go home with their hands entwined, andifatl each other's
arms almost as soon as they were in the door.

While Stefanie and Tom worked on the documentshawdks in the
palace archives a team of carpenters added neweshtal the attic
room for efficient storage and insulated the cgilior coolness.
Everything had been entered in the computer ankidolaap in case of
disaster, and Stefanie and Tom began putting tlder® and boxes
and books onto the shelves in the right order. #&® confident he
would continue to keep the records up to date.

Quinn's project was up and running and Prince Tuiftmnd an
expatriate Busiatan to take over the administratreek that Quinn
had set up. 'Nearly time to go home, Stefanie h@said.

The thought inexplicably depressed her. 'Yes.' @ddn't say any
more.

'‘We'll go to my apartment when we get to New Zedjaokay?' he
asked her, quite casually. 'l hope you'll like it.'



'I'm sure | will." A real marriage, he'd said. Tima¢ant a permanent
one, didn't it? So why did she have this irratichear that when they
left Busiata everything would change?

The king gave them a farewell party, and Stefaras surprised and
touched at the number of people who came, and\aevhelming
number of gifts that were pressed upon them.

The following day they boarded the plane for therjey to New
Zealand.

When they landed in Auckland it was early mornihige air was cool
and the sky grey. A taxi took them to Quinn's aparit on the fifth
floor of a tall building.

The distant hum of traffic rose to the windows &nel skyline was
obscured by towers of concrete and glass. Between df the
adjacent buildings Stefanie caught a narrow glingfsghips in the
harbour.

The rooms were small and the furniture, Quinn s#&eén she asked
him, had come with the place. It was comfortablg¢ bland,

predominantly fawn and brown. After the bright, dgbatterns
favoured by the Busiatans, it looked drab and atdss.

'It's a bit different from Busiata." Quinn slippat arms about her
waist, his lips finding the indentation just belber ear.

She put her hands over his and leaned back adgmmst'll miss it.'
The warm tropical nights, the lazy clacking of th&lm trees; the
white sands and most of all the people, friendly anmhurried, always
with time for a chat or a joke. She stirred. 'l&ttbr start unpacking,
and then I'll phone my parents and let them knowen®me.'



In the bedroom she paused before opening the saitbat Quinn had
placed at the foot of the bed. The coverlet watepatd in a jagged
fawn and black design, with touches of metallicdgdlhe bed wasn't
as big as the one they'd shared in his room atBydiut plenty big
enough for two.

A fleeting picture of Quinn and Noelle, naked antinened, flashed
into her mind. She shook her head to banish it.pNimt in being

oversensitive about the past. She was Quinn's mofe, in every

sense, and if Noelle had once shared his bed dmaWover. There
was no going back—not for any of them.

She had brought home the wall hanging that sheljtidoon the
island. She would hang it in here, to remind het @uinn of the
coral beaches and blue waters of Busiata, of thent@pical nights
they had shared, and the hours they'd spent in @heln's arms in
secluded spots around the island. She would makeldce as much
theirs as their temporary tropical home had be&erevthey had first
made love and become truly married.

But that night for the first time she found herssiff and cold in
Quinn's arms, trying to respond to his lovemakingt Iailing
miserably.

'‘What is it?' he said at last, his hands stillikighat's the matter?"
'It's been a long day.' She tried to tell herdedt wvas all it was.
'‘Why didn't you just tell me you weren't in the nd@b

'l didn't know until now. I'm sorry, Quinn.'

'It's okay.' He kissed her forehead. 'Go to sleep.'

But it was a long time before she was able to sleep



Patti had extracted a promise that Stefanie wondltylQuinn to see
her parents. And Quinn admitted that his mothehtwpressed for a
visit. 'We might as well get them over with," heghe next day. 'We
can see our families this week, and then we'llesetirselves in and
I'll start hunting for an office and hiring staff.’

‘And | can look for a job.'

He looked at her thoughtfully. 'How would you feddout working
for me?'

‘For you?'

'l told you | intend to employ staff. Your orgartiemal and research
skills would be very useful. There's a vast amaeininformation
available on the internet, but it isn't always eftmypeople to find
what they want.'

‘There are lots of search engines on the intehradt Index what's
available.’

‘Too many of them are either confusing to use theralimited. It's

something I'd quite like to work on, and you'reespert on indexing
and cross- referencing. If you're interested,pdy you a salary, of
course.’

'It does sound interesting." And the prospect ofkvng alongside
Quinn, being with him every day, was alluring.

When they arrived at the Varney home, Patti opeéhedioor as they
were walking up the path, Quinn's arm about Stefarshoulders.

Patti flew down the steps and hugged her daugier you all right,
darling? You look wonderful!" Surprise etched herce. She turned



her gaze to Quinn. 'lt was such a shock when ddeusyou were
married!

'I'm sorry about that,' he said calmly. 'But | wasout to leave the
country, you see, and | couldn't bear to go withoert' He smiled
warmly down at Stefanie, who smiled gratefully baciently

thanking him for saving her pride. Why they'd reallot married
could remain a secret for ever now.

Patti looked suspiciously from one to the othethaim, and seemed
to relax. 'Well, come into the house. We're alehier

Tracey came running down the steps, squealing éleghd at her
older sister's return, and Stephen Varney met timethe doorway,
giving Stefanie a searching glance before he kissrdcheek and
shook Quinn's hand. Gwenda and her husband weee ttthe ‘Mind
the bulge,' she warned as Stefanie went to hudTies.damned baby
Is already overdue and I'm as big as a house.'

‘You look great,’ Stefanie assured her. 'Pregnaunityg you.'

They had a leisurely family lunch, and when théadsswere disposed
of Stefanie and Quinn showed everyone photograpBsisiata and
handed out presents—a carved desk set for herrfatdmne
appliqued bed linen for her mother, sarongs fortWersisters and a
shirt for Gwenda's husband. Handing over an exiguagipliqued cot
cover and an island- style baby's rattle to Gweiglafanie saw a
startled expression cross her sister's face anchéwed go to her
rounded belly.

‘Gwenda? Are you all right?'

‘Just a bit of indigestion, | think. I've been hayit off and on since
lunch.’



But a little later it became obvious that Gwendas vg®ing into
labour.

'He was just waiting for his aunty Stef to come kdrshe joked as
her chalk-faced husband held her hand and theofetste family
gathered about her. 'l suppose we'd better stakitly about going
to the hospital." She clutched at her stomach againanother
contraction began. 'Zane,' she said to her hustandd better phone
them and let them know we're on our way.'

'‘Good idea.' Zane jumped up immediately, gave hie w clumsy
kiss and a pat on the shoulder, and hurried otiteofoom.

Patti looked worried, her hands twisting togethidave you got a
bag? Should someone fetch it?'

'In the car.! Gwenda gasped. 'l brought it alorgf jn case this
happened.’

Patti reached out to touch her arm. 'Poor darlsg.Bad? Shall | get
you a cup of tea?'

‘Thanks. That...would be nice. Tracey, why dontt fielp her?'

Tracey gave her sister a scared look and thankiullgt after her
mother.

When they'd both gone Gwenda took Stefanie's haumkis. 'Stef,’
she said, 'can you come to the hospital with meWady Zane looks,
| think he might be one of those husbands who [faind Mum said
she'd be there but you know how she is...'

Gwenda, the capable one of the family, wasn't rigefo capable
now. 'lI'd love to," Stefanie said immediately. 8lm@ed to Quinn, and
he nodded. 'Of course I'll come." They were expgcto stay the

night anyway.



Zane arrived back, clutching Gwenda's bag and t@planxious.
'‘What if we don't make it?' he blurted out. 'lt'sleour's drive to the
hospital.’

'You've done the classes with me,"” Gwenda remirded "You'll
cope if you have to, Zane.'

'I'll drive you,' Quinn suggested. 'So you can @mate on helping
your wife.'

‘And I'll come too," Stefanie added firmly, integpng Gwenda's
silent plea for support. ‘We'd better take somarctewels along just
in case.’

Patti turned to her husband. 'Stephen...'
‘We'll follow in our car,' he promised.

The towels weren't needed after all, because inetite the baby
wasn't born until an hour after they had reachedhbspital, with
Zane, Patti and Stefanie in the birthing room whkile others sat in
the corridor.

Both her husband and her mother had surprised Gavbypdoeing

remarkably calm and supportive. Only when it waeatr, the baby
wrapped in a blanket and placed in its mother'ssafatti and Zane
both became tearful, making Gwenda laugh. 'Heke, tém," she said
to Stefanie, and the nurse standing nearby nodgdging to transfer
the tiny bundle from mother to aunt, and while Gdeerand her
husband hugged each other Patti gratefully acceptisdue from the
nurse to wipe her eyes.

Stefanie was still holding her new nephew wherrdéiseof the family
was allowed in to meet him. She was gazing enragtimto his
plump face and sleepy, fathomless eyes, and dabKtup until her
father and sister came to admire him.



Then she raised her eyes and they met Quinn's gtawe, and she
smiled.

Something quivered in his face, and she saw hinlewahis gaze

going to the baby in her arms, before she turndthtal it back to its
mother. While the others gathered about the bedtsipped back and
felt Quinn's arm close about her. 'How was it?asleed her in a low
voice.

‘Tough but worth it. | know Gwenda thinks so. Laakher.'

Her sister's face was aglow, her eyes lit with lagseshe looked from
her husband to her baby.

Quinn's hand tightened on Stefanie's shoulder.ist=# her temple.
'She's certainly happy, and her husband's a difenan.’

He was, flushed and proud. Stefanie laughed quighenda was
afraid he might faint, but he was great. He helpexda lot.’

Quinn would cope equally well, she thought. Sheldiwtimagine
him fainting. He'd be good to have around at ahbk#talm and
competent and very protective. A piercing sensemjing assailed
her. She wanted Quinn's child—children. Did he wsmthave
children with her?

Stefanie and Quinn called again at the hospitahth morning, and
then travelled further south to see his parents.

His father was a tall, grey-haired man and his motias small and
rounded. Stefanie noticed the wedding photograpbpiof the piano
in the sitting room, where a much younger Mrs Boarlsoked rather
like Noelle...



Both of them were polite and perhaps a bit warfyrsi, obviously as
puzzled by their son's hasty marriage as StefapagEnts had been.
Wine was served with dinner, and maybe that edsedtmosphere.
Afterwards the men walked around the flowerbeds shaplied the
seed business, and Quinn's mother brought out ilyfphoto album
for Stefanie.

There were pictures of Quinn as a smiling, darkrelaboy growing
from toddlerhood to near-teenage. In some of thenhdd his arm
around a younger girl, thin and with hollowed eges a halo of fair
hair.

‘Janey, Quinn's little sister," his mother saideadgily. 'l suppose he's
told you—she died.’

'Yes,' Stefanie said. 'I'm so sorry." She was stab¢& discover that
her impression that Quinn hardly remembered hiersisust have
been quite wrong. And they had obviously been close

‘Yes. Quinn was awfully good with her—he lookecafier from the
time she was born. He was only three but he urmimfsthe needed
special care. There was something wrong with harthgou see,
from birth. Now | believe there's an operation tlvayn do, but she
didn't live long enough for that.'

‘That's terribly sad.' Stefanie felt the inadequeiclger response, but
it was difficult to know what to say.

'l was afraid of sending her to school, but sheteio be like other
children, and Quinn looked out for her. When he waly nine he
came home from school one day bleeding and dirty lanking
terribly fierce, but he wouldn't say what had hamgzk Janey told us,
though. Some children had been teasing her ancadedvinto them
with his fists. He wouldn't let anyone hurt histers



Mrs Branson sighed and shook her head. 'After sehe just closed
right up for such a long time. He was just at tlye avhere it's
embarrassing for a boy to cry. Sometimes | think bgll bottling it
up.' She turned another page and said with antedfobrightness,
'‘Quinn mentioned you have sisters.'

'Yes, there are three of us, all girls. I'm theestgdbut my next sister
just had her first baby while Quinn and | were witl parents.'

'Oh, that's nice. Quinn should have a family. Haedke a good father.
You're not...?'

'I'm not pregnant, no."' Quinn had made sure of that

'‘Oh, | shouldn't ask." Mrs Branson flushed. Mayhe'a thought that
was why Quinn had married Stefanie so hurriedly—treld slept
with her on the rebound and felt obliged to.

‘You're his mother—you're entitled to ask.'

‘Thank you, dear.' Mrs Branson patted her hancckosaéd the aloum.
'l always thought he needed a wife he could carea® he did
Janey...someone to soften him again. That's winouight maybe
little Noefte was...'

'‘Right for him?' Stefanie guessed.

'‘Oh, dear.' Mrs Branson looked dismayed and embsech 'l don't
want to upset you!'

'It's all right. I'm not upset,’ Stefanie assured h

Quinn's mother looked relieved. 'You seem a nindeustanding sort
of girl. After we lost Janey, all of a sudden Quseemed to be an
adult, and | couldn't reach him any more.’



She must have felt she'd lost both her children.

Two days later they were back in Ratanui, drawipg autside
Gwenda and Zane's house. As she usually did, $eefarocked
briefly on the door before opening it and goingigfint in.

Hearing voices in the kitchen, she led Quinn thiotagthe rear of the
house, and came up short in the doorway.

Gwenda, the new baby in her arms, was seated aduhd table with
Zane beside her. Among the four cups on the taldiéye teddy bear
with a ribbon about its neck lay in a nest of gifapping.

And opposite Gwenda and Zane sat Bryan and Noelle.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

FOR a moment no one moved or spoke. Gwesida'e showed her
total horror, and Bryan flushed.

Then Zane jumped up. 'Hi!" he said much too hgar¥ou're back,
then, you two! Um...Noelle and Bryan brought al@ag@resent for
Junior.'

It was the sort of thing Noelle did automaticallyr fanyone she
knew—what everyone in Ratanui did when a friendheighbour
brought home a new baby. And Noelle had known Guaefiod as
long as she had Stefanie. Stefanie shouldn't haea burprised to
find her here, but why did it have to be today?

'‘We're just having coffee,' Zane said. 'Want some?'

Stefanie didn't, but she let Quinn answer yes futh lof them and
took the chair Zane had vacated when he offeredtt,Quinn sitting
between her and Noelle. Stefanie watched him tuhst ex- fiancee.

'‘How are you, Noelle?' he asked.

She blinked her violet eyes at him. 'Fine, thank.ydaking her
apprehensive gaze away from him, she let it skitteards Stefanie,
focusing somewhere near her left shoulder beforetimg her
erstwhile friend's eyes with a pleading look. 'Hang you, Stefanie?’

‘Very happy,' Stefanie replied. '‘As I'm sure yoel.'ar

Noelle gave a nervous giggle and said breathle8alg, were just
telling Zane and Gwenda, we're going to have a lbady

Stefanie examined her feelings and decided thae thvas nothing
there. 'That's nice." Steeling herself, she lookédBryan. Still



nothing. Except, now, a sort of relief. She smifeting it suddenly
easy. 'Congratulations, Bryan. You must be quitsted.’

He seemed taken aback. 'Yes. Thanks.' He jiggkeddifee cup, then
lifted and emptied it.

'‘Not for a while yet, of course,’ Noelle said. 'lmot even three
months on.'

Stefanie supposed that Noelle wanted them to krmshadn't been
pregnant when she'd run off with Bryan. Well, tiveds pretty
obvious. Her figure was only a tad more rounded thefore, making
her even more lush and adorable. The delicate fusher cheeks
made her as pretty as a chocolate-box picture, aviikart-catching
air of quivering sensitivity, and Stefanie couldm&lp being aware
that Quinn had scarcely taken his eyes from hidiamcee since
they'd walked in. Even without looking at him shensed the
direction of his hard stare. And he hadn't spokeriyan at all.

Perhaps Bryan noticed too. He cleared his thraésard, 'l hear you
two have just come back from Busiata. Some bigegtopr other,
Quinn?'

Quinn didn't answer immediately, and Stefanie tdriie him,
wondering if he'd heard.

He wrenched his attention from Noelle and switchiedo her
husband, his eyes holding such hostility that Siefdelt herself
recoil, and Bryan jerked slightly in his chair. 8/eQuinn said. He
lifted an arm to lay it along the back of Stefamiehair. 'lt's a
beautiful place and we had a great time, didn'tdaeljng?'

It was an instant before she realised he was asldgeker. The only
time he'd called her that was at the palace dimian they'd first
arrived on Busiata. But he was looking at her nbis,eyes lit with



some fierce, urgent message that she interpretefdlas up to me,
damn you!

Switching on a smile, she agreed, 'Yes, a wondand. It's a perfect
place for...for a honeymoon.’

Noelle was looking from her to Quinn, a tiny frovaetween her
carefully shaped brows, her cupid's-bow mouth atrmpositing. '‘But
Isn't it very hot there? And primitive?"

'‘Primitive—not at all. But very hot," Quinn agresahoothly. 'That's
how we like it—hot.' He looked down again at Stéfaand his mouth
curved into an intimate grin as he murmured, 'Dar’?’

Stefanie very nearly laughed at Noelle's almosgmaht expression.
But she was also angry at Quinn for using her twesoff the other
woman. She dropped a hand to his thigh, makirapk like a caress,
and giving him a painful little pinch.

She felt his reaction, heard the quick intake eflin, though his face
gave nothing away.

Bryan cleared his throat again. 'Well, we'll beaun way. Are you
going to finish that coffee, Noelle?’

'I've had enough.' She scrambled up hastily, apggrist as eager
to leave as he was. 'Thanks, Gwenda, and Zange twar baby's as
cute as yours when it's born." She flashed themls® fsmile, then
skimmed it over Quinn and Stefanie. 'lt was niceirsg you two

again.'

Stefanie nodded, quite unable to return the comwesit lie, and
made an effort to smile back. Quinn watched Zarmeuthem out,
and as they disappeared along the passageway Gwaittan an
anguished whisper, 'I'm so sorry! | was hoping liledl they'd be
gone before you arrived.'



Stefanie picked up her untouched coffee. 'We wetmf to run into
each other eventually. Don't worry about it.'

'I've only been civil to them,' Gwenda said. 'l ddelieve in carrying

on feuds. It was decent of them to bring the bapyesent, though.
Makes me feel a bit awful. | think Noelle's lonebgcause none of
our friends want anything to do with her and Bryan.

Zane came back, letting out a whistle. 'Sorry alboat.'

'‘No problem," Quinn assured him evenly. 'We hay@esent too.
Stefanie?' His gaze flickered to her, not quite tingeher eyes.

She'd been holding the parcel on her lap—so tighghe now
realised, that its jaunty blue bow was creasedflatteéned.

‘Another one?' Gwenda exclaimed. 'You've alreadgrgus presents
for him.'

'We couldn't resist this." She and Quinn had sgottee
ferocious-looking, fat stuffed cat with uneven butteyes and one
bent ear in a shop window on their journey nortid avhen they'd
stopped laughing she had promptly bought it, dedpg warning her
that it would terrify her poor nephew.

She handed the package over, trying not to notiaewhen Quinn
forgot to smile his jaw was so tightly clenched sloalld see the
rigidity of the muscles.

And that he never looked at her.

* % %

Two hours later they were on their way back to Aacl. Quinn sat
in grim silence, and every so often the needleherdashboard crept



well over the speed limit, until he apparently netl and reduced the
pressure of his foot on the accelerator.

Tongue-tied and despondent, Stefanie watched #gengarms and
small towns and rows of telephone lines flash md #ied to tell
herself that Quinn wasn't eaten up with regrets.

They were gliding up a steep rise when anothepaased them and
had to cut in rather too quickly as a milk tankmarhed over the brow
of the hill.

Quinn braked and let fly an expletive Stefanie hader heard him
use before. 'Bloody fool!" he added savagely.

Tacitly Stefanie agreed, but she'd never known Qtorbe obviously
bad-tempered before—except after Noelle had runwifi Bryan,
and he'd come down from Auckland, demanding to kii&tefanie
knew where his fiancee was, and told her frank&y tie was bloody
furious.

And now, although as usual he was reining in hmspier, he was
rather obviously in a quiet, towering rage.

Stefanie bit her lip. Of course none of them ha@nbexactly
overwhelmed with joy to see each other today, amtiont any
warning. Bryan had been acutely uncomfortable, abief herself
tongue-tied with embarrassment, and Noelle's braghiles totally
failed to hide the fact that she was wishing hésmhewhere else.

Quinn and Stefanie's arrival had spoiled Noell&sagure in telling

Zane and Gwenda her exciting news. Poor NoellepiBethe core of

anger that still surfaced sometimes, Stefanie foundrd to hate her.
She'd looked so scared when Quinn sat down besidarmd her eyes
when she'd forced them to meet Stefanie's had éeelogetic and

miserable.



Noelle had never been brave. And it wasn't only nvao felt she
needed protection. Even Gwenda was sorry for hesius® now she
had no friends in her home town.

All through their childhood and right up until tiséunning betrayal
that tore them apart Stefanie had been Noellendyi confidante,
champion. But Stefanie couldn't help her now. Thewyld never,
surely, be truly friends again. She swallowed draed lump in her
throat, trying not to feel the hurt of that.

Tears shimmered in her eyes. She tried to blinknthevay but one
slid down her cheek, and she turned to the sideavin the view of
green paddocks and tranquilly grazing cows blurriag she
surreptitiously wiped her eyes with her fingers.

It didn't help, and she had to fumble for her bagh® floor and find a
tissue. Quinn glanced at her, said something uhdebreath and
flattened the accelerator to the floor, passingeaiy sheep truck with
a roar before slackening speed again. By the thmeehad dealt with
her emotions and dared to look at him again hisresgion was
grimmer than ever, his mouth clamped in a harsd s hands fists
about the steering wheel.

The journey seemed interminable, but at last haggat the car and
hauled their luggage out of the boot, curtly rafigsbtefanie's offer to
help.

He took the bags into the bedroom and she followatias soon as
he'd dumped the luggage onthe carpet he went Istraigp the
bathroom and she heard the shower running.

Stefanie put away her shoulder bag, then slippétiefjacket and
hung it in the wardrobe. Closing the mirrored dabre caught sight
of herself, her face pale but her cheekbones fllisard her eyes
slightly pink. Damn.



Hurrying to the kitchen, she splashed cold water dwer eyes, then
dabbed at them with a towel and took two deep bhseéiefore
returning to the bedroom.

She went in and found Quinn had finished showerng was
standing by his chest of drawers, a towel loosastened about his
hips as he threw a few items of clothing onto ted.b

He slammed the drawer shut and turned, stopping a&ae saw her.
'l thought you were in the kitchen.' His gaze wasost accusing, his
eyes narrowing on her face, and she knew the catdrvghe'd used
on her eyes hadn't done much good.

'Only for a minute." She took a step towards ttike Ihuddle of bags,
with some vague idea of starting to unpack.

His abrupt movement made her look at him againstizde to the
bed, tugging impatiently at his towel and throwihgn the floor.

Stefanie paused, both wary and fascinated. She'l sien naked
before, male and potent and sexy, but he'd newedately flaunted
himself like this, challenging her to react.

Reaching out, he grabbed a pair of underpants hafflted* and
straightened with them in his hand, his dark ga@agto her face.
'‘Enjoying yourself?' he jeered.

He was still angry. And he was aroused. The shoshex,guessed,
had been a cold one, but it hadn't helped a loertian her dousing
of her reddened eyes had.

She wasn't all that pleased with him either. A# time they'd sat,
tortured and grimly civilised, at her sister's glfbtefanie might not
have existed for him any more. He'd asked her tcertizeir marriage
real, but the very first time he'd laid eyes on IMo@again he'd



scarcely been able to tear them away from her. [8ohwwoman had
caused this unmistakable physical arousal?

Jealousy coursed through her in a hot, evil tides hothing she'd
ever known. Her cheekbones burned and her chestsfél her heart
would burst through it. Tilting her chin, she sdfdbviouslyyou're
ready to enjoy yourself.'

His hand closed on the garment he h&dn tgoad me, Stefanie!' he
warned, his eyes glittering. "You might get morartlyou bargained
for.'

She knew how he felt, because she felt exactlysémee; a violent,
volatile, dangerous mix of emotions—rage, desymirt and desire.
And if his desire was really for Noelle—only divedt to Stefanie
because she was here and Noelle wasn't—well,sitheal called her
by her own name. Sheasn'tNoelle and they both knew it.

And this might be her last card.

Recklessly she looked back at him, unflinching @lede in her eyes.
'‘Well,' she said, in a husky, deliberately proviv@atvoice, 'so might
you.'

For just an instant his face reflected shockedetiisb Then he said
gratingly, 'Sorry. I'm not in the mood.’

Stefanie laughed. It was such a patent lie. Andhgleeled some kind
of release from the unbearable tension that shimdmngibly in the
air.

It snapped him. He flung the underpants after tiseagided towel,
strode over to her and hauled her into his naketsacovering her
mouth with his and smothering the laughter in & Klsat had no
preliminary and no gentleness.



A kiss to which she responded in kind, the darkn8awithin her
leaping to meet the primitive fire of passion iimhiShe arched
against him, her hands sliding to his hips, themwgr his ribs as he
drove the kiss deeper, hotter, until her ears hudnene she was
breathing fast into his mouth.

His hands thrust into her hair and he dragged bistmto her throat,
pressed a kiss on her shoulder, then nipped thaeteskin of her
breast with his teeth so that for an instant shefaint thrill of fear,

but the sensation was wholly pleasurable.

Quinn was shaking, and so was she.

His head jerked up and his eyes blazed at hers.skould stop me,’
he said, his voice guttural, almost inaudible tiglounis clenched
teeth.

'‘Can't you stop yourself?' she taunted him, hes eyde and bright.

'‘Damn you, no!" His hand still in her hair, tightdjtching a fistful of
it, he kissed her again, as dev- astatingly asreefind then he lifted
her and practically tossed her onto the bed, trappper there with his
legs as he tore every scrap of clothing from hiee. I$edhi stitches rip
and felt elastic give way, and didn't care. Neitthidrhe. She knew he
was beyond caring about anything but a driving riedaliry his body
in hers. She could see it in his tightly clenchaeasmiling face and
ferally glittering eyes.

Poised over her, he muttered, "You asked for this.'

Fearlessly she stared back at him, her eyes haieml 'So when are
you going to give it to me?"

‘Stefanie! The cry seemed wrenched from deep inside him,edatg
and anguished.



Every muscle taut and strained as piano wire, B#dted for an age,
his face sheened with sweat and his eyes halfalose

Stefanie couldn't bear it. She moved her hips imyly, found him
with her hand to guide him. And he gave a greatmaral sank into
her, onto her, wrapped his arms about her and begarove inside
her.

Only seconds later they plunged into the goldee together,
consumed in each other for endless time, wave aft@re of
incandescent heat racking them until the last exh@hudders
gradually, inevitably subsided.

Stefanie lay exhausted, her eyes closed, her videahg) in a state of
complete lethargy.

And for the first time ever Quinn immediately rereovhimself from
her, his arms falling away as he rolled over tohehis back. When
she tiredly peeked, hardly able to lift her heaidg,| he was lying
utterly still, his forearm flung over his eyes.

She must have fallen asleep within minutes. Whenvaebke it was
fully daylight and Quinn wasn't there.

Stifling unease, she had a shower and made thddbbeslsed in jeans
and a shirt, trying to appear nonchalant, she wessearch of her
husband.

Quinn was in the kitchen, an empty coffee cup amfrof him. He'd

been staring into space, but when she appeardtkiddorway he
looked up, his eyes so devoid of any emotion tippeared strangely
opaque. He had a suit on. A tie. He looked devagigthandsome,
and just the sight of him made her heart squeghe ti

'Hello,' she said. She had difficulty getting therd/past her throat.
Her voice sounded husky.



‘Good morning.'
'‘Are you going out?' she asked.

The newspaper was folded in front of him. He loodledn at it as if
he'd forgotten it was there. "There's an officecepadvertised that
seems promising. | thought | should look at it.'

'l see." There was an inch of coffee left in thecpkator. Quinn
couldn't be on his first cup—they always filled tlug to halfway.
Stefanie went over and emptied it into a mug, swatt off the
machine and went back to the table.

About to sit down, she paused, staring at the saidtng of paper
lying on the wooden surface. A cheque.

She saw the name of Quinn's bank, and her name mahdwriting
with decisive downstrokes and bold, rounded loops.

Her temples went cold, and her hands closed claynafbut the
coffee mug. 'What's that?'

‘Your payment under our agreement.’

Stefanie put the mug down on the table in casedstygped it. Hot
coffee splashed over her hand but she scarcelgambtil don't want
it. Things have changed.'

'‘One part of the agreement has been well and toubken, |
agree—by mutual consent. But we had a contracyandnore than
fulfilled your part. The money's yours—you earnedio what you
like with it.'

What she would like to do was to tear up the cheapeethrow the
pieces in his face.



She reached out to pick it up and do just that,Host/oice stopped
her. She still hadn't sat down, and he stood dpde her, his hands
curled over the back of his chair, the knucklestahiHis face was
pale too. He looked as if he was feeling sick.

'I'm truly sorry about last night, Stefanie. Motea you'll ever
know.'

'For God's sake!" she snapped. 'lIt was hardly rape!
'It was worse than that.'
‘Worse?"

'l seem to have made a habit of taking advantagewfvhen you're
In no state to resist. Last night— what | did wa$ougivable.'

Because he'd used her—substituted her for Noellayb®l he'd
closed his eyes and pretended sVvees Noelle. And now he was
racked with guilt.

'l knew what you were doing,' Stefanie said thifdynd you gave me
the chance to stop you.' She could barely speakpéom, as if

someone had driven a blunt knife into her throdtc@urse she had
known—or guessed—that his passion last night had belisplaced
emotion, misdirected because Noelle wasn't availabld she was.
But hearing him practically admit it was more hukrthan she'd ever
dreamed. 'l know you would have stopped,' she §aldl asked you

to.'

'l can't understand why you didn't. It's all right) not expecting you
to explain. | guess you needed some kind of...caithal hope it
helped. But that doesn't excuse me for being totsdlifish and
manipulative. It wasn't a mistake that | didn't asgthing. | did it on
purpose...and I'm sorry. | can promise you it'svéey first time for
me, but | could have made you pregnant.'



The room seemed to tilt. That was what he was gy
for—feeling so quilty about? Not using a contraoeg
Deliberately? What did that mean?

'It's...unlikely,’ she said, her head still swimmias she tried to
concentrate on the point that was obviously wogyiim. ‘One time.'

'If you are—' his voice suddenly deepened '—Idinst by you, to
whatever degree you want. But that cheque givesypou freedom.
What you do now—' he paused, and she saw him smwakleis

entirely your choice.’

'‘My choice?' She had chosen to be his wife in egenge of the word.
And she'd hoped that meant permanence. For evél.ddath.

Did he want her to leave? Had seeing Noelle prdgddm that this
makeshift marriage was in truth the sham it hadesieout to be, that
he could never love another woman—certainly notwbenan he'd
legally tied himself to?

Her hands clutched the chair in front of her, beeatie room seemed
to be spinning and she needed to hang onto sorgetAmd she
needed tahink. Because something wasn't making sense. But ¢
could feel her insides splintering into tiny, paihpieces, making
logical thought impossible.

Why had she thought her heart was broken when Blgtirher?
What she'd felt then was nothing compared withwilag she was
tearing apart inside now. Quinn had called her matee because she
hadn't become hysterical when Bryan jilted her. Singply hadn't
known what real love was. How could anyone suraivejection like
this? Afraid of howling her anguish out loud, sh&ntped her teeth
together and tried to breathe.

‘Last night,' Quinn said, 'I'd have done anythm$e¢ep you, to make
you stay with me and have my child...children e told light of day



| see how desperately wrong that was. | know lt@gohe adequately
for such appalling behaviour. You must decide iuycan ever

forgive me. And...if you want to leave...| canaivle you, but | don't
want to be here to see it.'

He picked up the newspaper and folded it once nfimening down
at it and aligning the edges as though it was tbst important thing
in the world.

'‘What made you think | wouldn't have stayed anywaye asked
him, dimly realising that she was missing somethingj.

Reluctantly he looked at her. "You cried. Yesterdayhe car after...'

Yesterday? What did yesterday have to do with angth She
wrenched her thoughts back. 'After we met Bryan Idadlle? Well,
what aboutyou?'Gaining a little confidence, she said it with fierc
demand. She had the right.

‘Me?'

‘You hardly took your eyes off Noelle all the tirtleey were there.
And you looked about ready to kill Bryan if he sae¢h as moved in a
way you didn't like.'

'Of coursel want to kill him! After what he did to you I'weanted to
punch him to kingdom come, ifyou'd only let me. Ehare you were
being nice to him, smiling at him, congratulatinghbon his baby.
And | remembered how | felt when | saw you holdyayr sister's
and realised | wanted to see you hold our bab¥ &any child like
that. | already knew | loved you...'

'‘What?'

He didn't seem to hear her strangled exclamatdrthat moment |
knew for sure that this was never going to go awat, it was quite



different from what I'd felt for Noelle or for angther woman—
stronger, deeper, truer. | love your courage, anat ynaturity, and
your unexpected passion. Everything about you,yemew thing |
discover each day.'

Something bright seemed to burst behind her eyédly@urious, she
cried, 'Thenwhywere you staring at Noelle like that?'

He seemed taken aback. 'Was | staring? | suppess.| Trying to
work out what I'd ever seen in her, to remember ivdwer thought |
was in love with her. She seemed like a strangegisomeone I'd ever
been close to. All | could feel for her was a sariveary pity and
exasperation. | couldn't live with her. | never w&mlive with any
woman but you.'

‘She's like your sister," Stefanie said.

'‘My sister?'" He stared. 'Maybe you're right,’ hencsaled.
‘Superficially. In a way | felt about her the whysed to about Janey.
| suppose for a while Noelle filled that space thaémed to have
been hollowed out in my heart ever since | wasdbir.'

'Has the hollow feeling come back again since NoRltched you?'
she asked with some trepidation.

‘Not until last night...when | realised what I'dngg making love to
you like that.’

She waited for him to say more, because he seebued t, but then
he closed his lips tightly and said, 'I'll leavauyto think things over.’

Stefanie guessed what he was doing. He'd told éndovred her, but
hadn't asked for her response. Last night he'dactally out of
character, and now he was determined not to resoeimotional
blackmail. He wouldn't ask for her compassion, ceelher
declaration of love.



'‘Quinn?'

He had reached the door, but his fingers stilledh@nhandle. His
voice muffled, he said, 'Yes.'

'l wasn't crying over Bryan yesterday. I'd alreddye with all that. |
never cared for him half as much as | do for yomas crying for lost
friendship, and because Noelle needs friends nogv this time
there's no way | can help her, but mostly...| wgehg because | was
afraid you were still in love with her, that I'dvex have all of your
heart. And | couldn't bear that, because | love tgaumuch.’

He turned around very slowly. 'You love me?"'
‘You never said it to me before today,' she accused

'l thought you didn't want to hear it.' He lookexzdd. 'That it was too
soon. | only hoped that one day you would be re@bg.first time we
made love | couldn't help telling you my feelindsut you didn't give
me any answer.'

You have mdje'd told herBody, heart and soul.

'l didn't believe it,’ she confessed. 'l thoughatthvas passion
speaking.'

He tossed aside the paper he still held and crdesatdbom swiftly to
take her in his arms. 'Believe me," he said, ‘balsly adore you, and
if you love me even half as much I'll be happy.'

‘Twice as much,' she argued, her arms sliding albisuteck. 'What
on earth did you think last night was all about,fe? | was trying to
make sure you couldn't leave me, to bind you toantle chains of
gold.'



'‘Chains of gold?' His eyes gleamed. 'Sounds kidut.his voice was
unsteady.

'It's a quotation, | think. | read it somewhere.'

'You don't need chains of any sort,’ he said, arssek her
thoroughly, completely, with passion but underlyitgnderness.
Then he rubbed his cheek against her temple. '®elusb right in my
arms. You always did, from the time | first kissgali properly at the
waterfall. I'm bound to you for ever, and chaingoh wouldn't make
that any more so. I've offered you your freedomegiait it cost me,
and | don't think | could ever do it again.’

'l am free,' she told him. 'Free to love you. Thatir gift to each
other—a never-ending gift we can share for alllmas.' She reached
up and kissed his mouth, whispered, 'Are you gtilhg out?’

'Hell, no! I'm taking you back to bed.’
She laughed at him. "You need to find us an office.

'l needyou,"he argued, swinging her up into his arms and tpkar
to the bedroom. '‘More than I'll ever need anyttiorghe rest of my
life. Later we'll go and have a look at the placegether. | may
never go anywhere without you again.’

‘That would be nice,' she murmured as he loweredohthe bed and
lay beside her. 'I'd like to come with you.'

'l hope to arrange that very soon,' he promised, samothered her
laughter with his mouth as she flung her arms abontand joyously
returned his kiss.



