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Jade Napier resented her millionaire father's dmtiso hire a
bodyguard to protect her. She resented the rastrecit placed on her
life. Why, she was practically a prisoner in hemawome! But more
than anything, she resented the bodyguard hinigetfonly did Kent
Solomon let her know he'd taken the job reluctartiy seemed to
believe every bit of bad press about her -- allriee/spaper stories
about her supposed affairs and irresponsible behaide told her in
no uncertain terms that he was immune to her chasmiertunately,
Jade had to admit she wasn't immune to his... Aagdyhumiliated,
she determined to make Kent Solomon's job as diffas she could.
But, somehow, he always seemed to be one step ahead



CHAPTER ONE

LAUGHING, Jade caught the wedding bouquet to a surge airmgu
cheers, breathing the peppery scent of yellow ampl@ freesias that
dominated over the rest of the blooms.

‘You've had it now, Jade! That means you're next!

Fresh laughter rippled across the small Cotswoldtattyard with the
bride's playful warning, and a fountain of animassdjuiry rose up
from among the hundred or so guests.

'‘Care to name anyone, Jade? It isn't Juan Rodrigaé2' And then
the question of questions, 'Does Daddy approve?'

With feigned, smiling insouciance, she ignored rthvegll-meaning
remarks, picking her way past a sea of curioussfagmst the
panther-like vigilance of the Press. There was gdihe Press. And
no more voracious than at a society wedding, shgoreed with cold
resignation, the dark, floppy-brimmed hat castinghadow, hiding
the poignant pain in her face as she hugged hdyneadded friend.

‘Congratulations,’ she whispered, then with cotibdeation handed
the flowers to the matronly figure at the girl'desi*You'd better have
these," she recommended, knowing the woman's pendoa
pressing flowers would surely extend to her dautghteredding
bouquet. Apart from which, she couldn't envisagséiémaking any
wedding plans again in a hurry, loving and trustimgman so
completely as Roberta.

‘Thank you, Jade.' They were accepted with coatggrithough the
woman's less than friendly attitude conveyed wigaitviords didn't
dare. That Jade Napier wouldn't have been on tlaelivwe list if she
had had anything to do with it; that she was aib#idence upon her
daughter who, swathed in white, arm locked ineabig with her
new husband's, was radiating a happiness Jadewlekiyed with a



wrenching envy, the veiled golden hair adding tatthngelical

quality about her friend which she knew she heismlild never hope
to emulate—and that no one would believe even & 8fed to.

Including the man standing alone near the coniferged wall, who

she sensed had been watching her with disconcentiegsity for the

past few minutes.

With the advantage of high-heeled shoes addingtdive feet eight
inches, she looked past the other guests to mesttagat were cold
and decidedly unwavering, features that were taongt and
hard-hewn to be termed handsome. Striking was trd that sprang
instantly to her mind with her swift, deliberateseassment of his
appearance. Strong, tawny hair—thick and wavy—taaceful
countenance set off by deep-gold skin, he was Uikk a
cliff-face—rugged, hard and invincible. No fat, jusolid muscle
beneath the light lounge suit that fitted-perfeatiyer the imposing
lines of his physique, his very clothes setting hpart from the rest
of the male contingent in their grey toppers aiid,tavidence that he
was a man who didn't bow easily to convention. Hesmit even
wearing a carnation!

Such blatant disregard for protocol sent a smallestof excitement
through her, appealing to her own streak of retagdiness. There was
something vaguely familiar about him, though—soueaghat she
dismissed it— realising, as he dipped his head fliarién
acknowledgement, just how obvious her interesinmtiad been.

Blushing, quickly she glanced away, ostensibly tatoh the
newly-weds stepping into the gleaming black salammscious of
cameras clicking, confetti being thrown, while dmg recalcitrant
bridesmaid ran, giggling, out of her mother's reaanoss the grass.

Jade could still sense the man watching her, ardgknced back,
oddly unsettled. But she was curious too, anctiitme she didn't look
away, returning his gaze with steady blue eyes spakred on by a



need to know where she might have seen him befffiexred him the
demurest of smiles.

Most men, she knew, usually melted or fled from dligker of
interest from her. This man did neither, the impmus lines of his
mouth evoking such a ghost of a response thagihinaasily not have
existed, his expression coolly amused as he olddhe sudden
panic in her face, the fear that she had playedést card and lost.
No man had ever shown such total immunity to héorieé

Suddenly, to know who he was became of paramoupobitance,
something stronger than pride impelling her to pushway through
the happy, oblivious crowd. Pulse beating with amknown

nervousness, she came into the shade of the cgnied felt that
cool gaze sweep the full length of her body—overlitue floral silk
suit that swirled gently around her calves.

'‘Quite spectacular.' His voice was cordial-riche theep, articulate
tones suggesting an intellectual background—a Ihamd-
confidence that was clearly de-fined in that strange and jaw and
that firm, incisive mouth—even though he was smgilimow; in the

poised self-assurance of his stance. 'Not many womeelld have the
courage to wear four-inch heels with that magniftdeeight.'

Even more out of character, Jade felt warm coloaemng up her
throat, absently aware of the congratulatory voies laughter on
the air behind them, of the fresh breeze unsetthegconifers as she
responded with an almost self-derisive smile.

'‘My motto is if a man can't look me in the eyestthhis problem,'
she disclosed with quiet teasing, wholly conscithet she would
pose none for him. Even in her heels, this manadgyer by a good
three or four inches, and, tilting her head, shgqueed rather
pointedly now, ‘Do we know each other?’



Eyes that, from this distance, were a cold slaésg-gvere surveying
her oval face, taking in the stark contrast of rakair and fair skin,
the heavy-fringed blue eyes, soft curve of cheekfalh, well-shaped
mouth and the rather haughty nose that kept hen tveing truly
beautiful like Roberta.

'l don't know,' he said, his tone implying a barehgual interest. 'Do
we?'

His response unhinged her and for a moment shé& &itsw what to
say. About to introduce herself, she held "backh&es he didn't
know who she was, and suddenly, more than anytsmgwanted to
remain anonymous to him, at least for the time dpesking instead,
‘Are you a friend of Roberta's?'

A sudden gust caught the wide-brimmed hat and arshot up,
drawing that disconcerting gaze to the generougecaf her breast.
'‘No.'

The groom's, then, she thought, feeling her attertgopknow more

about him being strangely thwarted when he suppiatding further.

Not even his name. Clearly, for some reason, hebsagy as cagey
as she was, she sensed, refusing to nurture traesudlarming

notion that it was simply out of a plain lack ofarest in her.

‘That was a very magnanimous gesture of yoursiust' That strong
chin jerked in the direction of the woman still tiolg the bouquet.
'‘Or was it merely out of fear of tempting fate?"

Silently those grey eyes were mocking her, andliffeel her chin
almost in defiance, the cynical twist of her smdencealing a
poignant emotion as she breathed, 'Or just the gvnoan.'

The tawny head dippetlouche,'he said quietly, and the smile tha
irradiated his features displayed a charm thatwiaslly lethal, the
tug of a vibrant magnetism creating a havoc ofsegms inside of her.



'Roberta’'s lucky,’ she said, with a wistfulness &lag@l no way

intended, glancing back as a chorus of cheersagatgirowning the

sound of the bridal saloon purring away. 'She's\skndonathan since
childhood... since we were at school together.' Gést girls' school
in England, and from where she, Jade, had emegygdt of the

so-called 'privileged set’, for men to exploit ahd public to judge

and the tabloids to make mincemeat of.

‘That's no recommendation,' he said sagely, as lifdd detected that
small twist of sadness in her voice. 'Apart fromichkh | seldom
believe in luck.'

No, he wouldn't, she thought, her eyes guardedaold That restless
vitality and force she sensed behind that poweatfiylsique typified

him as a go-getter, a man who, when his mind wageng about
something, wouldn't let luck or any other elementiance stand in
his way.

That earlier excitement she had felt flowed ineslfr surge along her
veins. Perhaps it was those qualities she knewedbimvher own
father—even if they were often directed againstHdat had helped
her to recognise them in this man. She only knawfthr once in her
life she felt sure about something she wanted.c8ukin't let him get
away.

‘That makes us two of a kind!" She laughed, a lidnff in response to
his comment about luck, holding her hat again @&sgtusty May
breeze took her skirts, catching them againstégs. 'Weddings are
great...' She was using every ounce of charm sbsegeed, flashing
even white teeth in a smile of stunning brilliancebut they always
leave me feeling deflated afterwards—Ilike pre-luncbcktail
gatherings one leaves feeling all dressed up vatthere to go!

He smiled absently, whether in agreement or oytatiteness she
wasn't sure.



'l find it hard to believe a girl like you would evbe deflated for
long.' Raw appreciation of her burned in his etlesigh there was a
mocking, almost cynical curve to his lips. 'Whethis boyfriend that
was mentioned? Or isn't he with you? Doesn't heyydetting you
out alone with all that fetching elegance and Style

She gave a small nervous laugh, sensing his cormaptino be

double-edged. But Juan hadn't come with her—ancddogreater

reason than that there wasn't as much betweenas@®ople wanted
to make out.

Unbalanced, though, by that unprovoked cynicismmesshat
carelessly she answered, 'Juan isn't the worryind. KVhat about
you? Are you with... ?* She made a deliberate stiogtancing past
him, though she had already deduced that he hademale
companion with him, and he wasn't wearing a ring.

'‘No, I'm alone,' he supplied laconically, slippiaghand into his
trouser pocket, adding with almost sardonic chamould you have
come across to me if | weren't?'

His bluntness galled. Barely aware of the slamnahgar doors and
the shriek of a bridesmaid above the general bfizoversation,
agitatedly Jade brought her tongue across hergoprbu're very..
.sure of yourself.'

A tawny brow lifted in a censuring arc. 'So are you

Yes, but not usually. Never before! her mind scrednat him,

because she wouldn't normally have approached amy-+et alone
one so devastating! But she couldn't tell him tilsatiggling for a

mien of calm as his mouth tugged in a mere tokea srhile and he
said, 'Don't get a complex. I'm sure most men woeldattered. The
truth is, little lady, that you're too rich, toompered, and far too
undisciplined for me.’



Jade flinched, but said steadily, "You know whonl?a

He surveyed the blue eyes—that spark of pique thdt the

underlying defeat and desolation—and shrugged.sbeveryone?
The daughter of one of Europe's leading grocerprmmwith an
empire stretching from here to eternity isn't elyaahnewsworthy.
Educated in English schools and university. Homesandon, Italy

and the States. Twenty-two—unmarried. One youngehbr—and
a reputation. I'm sorry to disappoint you, Jade,'ou much too old
and conservative for the type of lifestyle you leaddart from which,

I'm really not the partying type.’

He could have got those facts about her from amgl®u of gossip
columns, but the storing of such thoroughly compnrsiive data by
such a hard-bitten stranger made her feel unedsy, with cutting

dexterity he had reminded her of the scandal thdffiied the papers
about her eighteen months ago. Of the accideravintlg that crazy
party. An 'orgy', one tabloid had termed it, heraaming off the road
afterwards and injuring an innocent bystander adiying kindling to

its cruel speculation. Reporters, always greedyafor gossip about
her before, had hounded her ever since, makingagenut of even
the most innocent situation.

Pain furrowing her brow, Jade lifted her gaze ts, Her lashes
concealing the deep hurt within her as she consttlaow old he
probably was. Certainly no more than thirty-five sx. And most
definitely a man who wouldn't be out of place angvd) no matter
what he had said to the contrary. 'You really stiotibelieve all you
read,' she advised with an injured little smilging again.

'‘Oh, | try not to." His smile was without humoutf'm' very
open-minded, believe me.'

But not about her, she realised with bitter acaggg#adetecting the
scepticism in that deep voice. And who could bldrime when that



photograph of her—half- naked at that riotous paityad been so
startlingly published to damn her, appearing in plapers the day
after that accident for all the world to see?

‘Then perhaps you should stop being so conservatigidry living a
little," she suggested with deliberate tartnesdyagrassed because
she had made such a fool of herself when obviduslfradn't been
interested, maintaining the reputation she had ptedhbecause he
clearly wouldn't have believed anything else. Ahé souldn't tell
him the truth. 'Perhaps if you let your hair downd change it might
rejuvenate you a bit,' she breathed causticalldlh@aring to admit
that no one looked less in need of rejuvenation tteadid. ‘As for the
money..." she shrugged, adopting a hard front—the she had
nurtured, the one the world expected... 'you resghiguldn't let it
make you feetooinferior...'

Some dark challenge flared in his eyes, makingshddenly afraid.
Why on earth did she have to say a thing like tlshi® rebuked
herself, and was relieved to hear someone callgrg—some girl

she'd barely recognised from her schooldays—aiad, tgl be able to
get herself out of this awkward situation, she muned with

well-rehearsed composure, 'If you'll excuse me..

With cool, innate courtesy the man bowed his haadindefinable
curve to his lower lip. '‘Perhaps I'll see you amhun

It was merely a parting statement—spoken for somgtio say, that
grey gaze lancing across her now with only a casrhisal so that
only she bore witness to the bitter ache deep dowide her as she
uttered woundedly—meaningfully, 'l don't think so.'

He wasn't at the reception.



In a palatial country hotel, to everyone else Rt®rwedding
reception was a grand and joyous occasion, and tiiedeto look
happy for her friend's sake, but it took every dhoé energy she
possessed.

The episode with that stranger had depressed hatvias the simple
truth, and she couldn't understand why she had kdtect her so
much. She was used to the things the papers said hér; the cheap
sensationalism churned out to make dramatic readirgof the

mundane aspects of her life. But it wasn't untinan with that

intense. sexual magnetism and strength of charatiecause there
had been strength there, and quite dauntingly sos—smaayed into
believing the worst about her that she realisedt wl@auel hand fate
had dealt her eighteen months ago. It hadn't beserany easier,
either, by Russ's jilting her as he had.

‘All alone?' Roberta's innocent observation was akparody of her
own thoughts, and with a swift draught of champatpae dismissed
the past. She had survived Russ's broken promisast wholly
unscathed. But that unsettling meeting with thatnma the
churchyard earlier refused to be dismissed soye&st hopes that by
not raising the issue of his identity with Robentauld attach less
significance to it dashed when the other girl ereliwith a rustle of
white satin, 'So where's Tarzan? That stupendasdg man | saw
you with outside the church?'

Jade looked, puzzled, down into her friend's radieatures. 'l was
hoping you could have told me.’

The other girl shrugged. 'l asked Jonathan andalieismust have
been someone you'd brought who you were keepirig ghurself.'

Surprise and bewilderment tinged Jade's voice. 'W@an. ... he
wasn't a friend of his?'



"Fraid not. | would have asked him to have intraethme if he were!"

Uneasy, Jade laughed at her friend's teasing afiusi having any
interest in any other man. She knew that Jonathiaiteon would be

the only one Roberta would ever have eyes for. tHerasiness,
though, persisted— especially as that strangerrélated such full
and accurate facts about her—that familiarity alnont still nagging

at her even when she was driving back to Londaar thiat afternoon
so that all she could do was dismiss her entirporese to it—to
him—as an over-reaction, brought on by the emoticineumstances
of the day.

The huge Hampstead house appeared to be deseredlatie came
downstairs the next morning, apart from the maidsbrved her
breakfast, alone at the long polished table irdiheng-room.

Where her brother was was anybody's guess. Rufpefdhough,

was in Paris on business and, brushing a few crdrobsthe lap of
her pink shellsuit, Jade opened the morning's post, finding

nothing that couldn't be handled by her fatheris@®al secretary,
took the letters into his study to await the othie¥s arrival, just as
the telephone rang on the desk.

‘Jade? Are you all right?" Rufus Napier's autocratice came
unusually anxiously from the French capital. THexying gained her
assurance that she was, he ignored her surpriged gfor an update
on the morning's mail. 'Look, | don't want to alayou,’ he said,
when the business side of things was completet|“teuhad kidnap
threats during the past couple of days— with yothastarget. I'm
leaving strict instructions therefore that you'reot nto go

out—anywhere—without someone else going with yaa.tHat

clear?'Kidnap threats? Jade swallowed, her skiwlicrg while she

tried to grasp what he had said about a chaperon.



'Oh, Dad! Like who?' she contested when she hau/eged from the
initial chilling impact of his news, because, quateply, there wasn't
anyone—only Henry, the family chauffeur, and he wasis late

sixties and really not that suitable a candidateofter any real

protection, she thought with a grimace. Besidesretthad been
kidnap threats once before—years ago, in heryieat at university,
and they had turned out to be a hoax. Calmly naweminded him
of both these facts. 'Anyway, | don't want to heovask Henry or one
of the maids to come with me every time | want ¢e' ghe tried to
continue in protest, but her father's voice cut in.

‘You'll do as you're told!" Wincing, she could \adise him clearly at
the other end of the line, red-faced and angryingino quarter as
usual. 'While you're still my daughter and livingder my roof you'll
behave exactly as | say. I'm hiring a bodyguardyéar,' he went on,
controlling her life, she thought with poignant dion, as he
controlled everything under the huge umbrella & @mpire—his
management, his staff, his associates, even thesh&had wanted to
marry. 'Someone trained in tip-top security whkéep you away
from unwise situations...'

'‘Dad! | don'tneeda bodyguard,’ Jade opposed, feeling that Ruf
Napier was being unduly overcautious, holding theng inches
from her ear to avoid being deafened by his angtlowing at the
same time as a voice from the doorway drawled,

'I'm afraid you've already got one.’

Startled, Jade swung round, her black hair casgamer shell-pink
nylon, her shocked eyes recognising the man to wstoerhad been
talking at that wedding the previous day, leanimy-+arms
folded—against the door-jamb.



"You' In total confusion she let the receiver clatiack on to its rest,
her stunned exclamation answered by the briefestoos as he
straightened, moving with a lithe, casual easetimtostudy.

'Kent Solomon."

She didn't take the hand he calmly extended, tamksd and
embarrassed to do anything but stare up at thosegty defined
features, seeing only mockery in the hard brillawot his eyes, on
that carved, derisive mouth. The fact that he wias wearing a
tracksuit was evidence that he had obviously befieal about her
private tennis tuition on Wednesday mornings, b {oose,
predominantly blue garment, coupled with the fdwttshe was
wearing sports shoes and had therefore traded adefddent inches
today, made his build and stature seem more imgdkan ever.

'‘Why didn't you tell me you were working for my tiat?' she asked
accusingly, feeling the sheer impact of his masdyliunsettling
beyond words.

'l wasn't,’ he said laconically, in that velvet-@iio voice. 'And
yesterday | wasn't even sure | wanted the job.'

Jade's chin lifted, eyes glittering like cold sapgd pink colour
invading the pale translucency of her cheeks. "Wete you change
your mind?"'

The phone ringing made her jump, and distracteléy@cked it up
again.

... the devil do you think you're doing cutting oféwhen I'm talking
to you?'

With resigned docility, Jade took the verbal castan being hurled
down the line, her attempts to apologise drownatkath a tide of



unreasoning paternal anger, exasperation turnirgutprise as the
receiver was taken easily from her tight, tensgdis.

‘Solomon. It's all right—I startled her coming M/ith an unexpected
authority he was explaining what she herself hagnbgnable to,
while Rufus Napier was evidently listening—and lgeplacated.
And with calculated dexterity! she marvelled, néweless resenting
her unwelcome rescuer as she heard him utteringeé farting

comment in conclusion.

'l know you're being paid to protect me—but thagsiot mean from
my own father!" she breathed, flabbergasted bynk@ent command
over what had, after all, been a private call.

His mouth curled with infuriating smugness, whilgamst the far
wall the elaborate antique grandfather clock sloldgan to chime
the hour. 'You didn't seem to be doing very well.'

Which was an understatement, she decided, knowiagsould be
grateful to him, but his undeserved treatment afthe day before
stopped her from being civil.

'‘Nevertheless-' She broke off as he reached roenddhplace the
phone back on its rest, suddenly too conscioushaf potent
masculinity—of the subtle, limey aftershave lotibe had used.
Neither did it help remembering the overtures she made to him
yesterday—a member of her father's security staffd—ane who
didn't even like her to boot!

'‘Whenever you're ready..." With cool complaisaneewas putting
himself at her disposal, though behind that relagedrtesy she
sensed that there would be very little complaisdaut him. 'Unless,
of course, you won't be needing me until after yeattended to your
more..." he hesitated, looking mockingly down atplost she was still
clutching '... personal matters.’



His meaning was all too clear, and impatiently Xagdsed the letters
down on to the desk behind her, anger glitteringen eyes as she
swung to face him. 'No, | answer them all in persa@me by one, and
with exquisite attention to taste!' she flung amhihis opinion
patently clear to her—Ilike every cheap newspapporter's—that
any man she was seen with was—or would at some liereher
lover, and there had been so many in tow over #st pighteen
months. But she could never begin to explain thatkept them all at
arm's length; that she wasn't interested in anythein either
emotionally or sexually, and that apart from thdleas surrender to
Russ—for whom she'd been prepared to give up dvags—her
so-called 'romances' were just a facade—a sham-+eter to the
world that she didn't care. 'Then when | get borgainetimes | might
condescend to look in on how the business is doipgstfor the fun
of it!'

Her dark hair gleamed as she tossed a glance himather nostrils
flaring, her features tense from his totally unjiest antagonism.
How dared he come in here and prejudge her whetidmet even
know her? she fumed, refraining from informing hihat she did
work sometimes—and darn hard!—learning the ropebusiness
management, even if her own father didn't whollgarel her as a
serious successor to his business. But if KentrSofohad classed
her as one of the idle rich, interested only inaplee, his opinion
based merely on the fictional scoops of prejudicgabrters, then
who was she to disappoint him? Nor could she atbrtierself then
that it wasn't only his biased ideas about her Wwinnade her resent
him so much, it was the way she'd made such aranacteristic play
for him after that wedding the previous day—a thamg had never
done with any man—only to be so shamefully and erakaingly
rejected by him, that made the whole situatiomsoleérable.

"'l be ready in five minutes,' she conveyed tmhiand I'll be taking
the Porsche." She was going to add by way of acamiation, If
you'd rather wait for me out there, but didn't,aeling in a



deliberately superior tone that even made her erimgrself, 'Get it
out of the garage for me, will you? You'll find theys on the hall
table next to the silver vase.’

The challenge in the steely grey of his eyes mateswallow, that
lift of a brow a subtle warning to her that he watme kind of man
who took orders lightly from anyone.

Still, he was being paid to! she rationalised, foand justify her
untypically reproachable behaviour, feeling hisegeaking over the
pink sheen of her suit with such unashamed inselémat she felt her
cheeks start to flame, saw the cynical satisfaatiornis lips as she
swept past him out of the room.

He was waiting for her, arms folded, as she camefahe house into
the sunshine, leaning with a confident lazy airiegfathe gleaming
silver metalwork of the Porsche.

'It suits you." Though her statement was tinged w#ércasm, she
meant it, wondering if he took jobs like this faetopportunities they
could lead to, the people he could meet, the expersars he might
have the use of, and was unable to help addingl, I'Atbet you'd just
love to drive it, wouldn't you?'

She was acting like a real rich bitch, she thoughbdt he'd
precipitated her behaviour—catching the keys hemed on to her
open palm as he straightened and with that carebesssmoved away
from her door, pulling it open after him. And thaas as far as his
courtesy was going to extend, she was made tseaalen she was
left to close it herself, fixing her gaze challemgly on Kent as he
came around the bonnet.

‘That isn't the only thing I'd like to do.' His vasrgrazed the air over
the growl of the powerful engine as he climbed ®mside her,



slamming his door, a snatched glance at him rawgad tight
grimness to the carved line of his mouth.

'‘Would you mind explaining yourself?' she invitbdf with a dryness
in her throat as she put the car into gear—asdtlenly registered
with her fully why he was there: because someorghtipossibly
want to kidnap her, even to do her harm. Rigidl képt her gaze on
the narrow suburban road, considering, for the firse, just how
safe she was with Kent Solomon—even how effectisaihwanted
guardianship might be.

‘Some other time," he drawled in response to hleraremulous
challenge. "Your father's paying me for your protet not for a
detailed account of my personal opinion of hisdrah.'

Jade's lips compressed as his words cut into kemhipcord. 'Feel

better for that?' she retorted, wishing she wasyghe who could put

her foot down and scare him witless, except thatdstin't think very

much would frighten Kent Solomon, and more impditarshe had

never driven recklessly in her life. Which was whyad been so
unjust, being blamed for that accident, she redi@avith a stab of

bitterness, earning the contempt of some of hendis, the media and
the public—and the man who was sitting beside ber.n

'What exactly are your qualifications?' she engligtancing in her
rear-view mirror, unaware of how the severity of hair—tied back
In a pony tail—revealed every taut muscle of heefahe small,
anxious crease between her eyes.

'What is this? A second interview?'

He sounded amused, and she darted a look at hinthdre was no
emotion at all in that granite-hewn face. Howevesr fears were
subsiding a little in assuring herself that, whergwe had come from,



Rufus Napier would have had him vetted, double-kbeécand
approved before he'd even stepped out of bed!

'‘No." She turned the wheel, changing lanes to @gbra busy
junction, her indicator ticking rhythmically in thpdush interior of the
car. 'l just like to know what sort of man my fatkéired, that's all.’

He laughed softly, a strangely warm sound that aesmball shiver of
awareness across her skin. 'What sort do you prtefler was silent
long enough to witness the colour that crept up Ivdr face with the
pin-pointed reminder of how obviously she had tte@dnake a play
for him the previous day. Then, 'lI've been throtigh Forced-spent
most of my time with Special Branch, until | finalpulled out a few
years ago. Nowadays | work for myself.'

'For whoever pays the most,’ she assumed aloudjmgfto show any
sign of being impressed.

‘Something like that." She shot him a swift, asagsglance, caught
the lazy amusement in the directness of his ankelbguickly away,
realising that he had misinterpreted that tensidrer when she heard
him say, 'Don't worry. I'm more than experiencedugyh to deal with
anything that might threaten your pretty head dvelime.’

She didn't need to be convinced. Resenting himgihaine did, her
instincts nevertheless assured her that there willd any situation
he couldn't handle, and with a small shiver shedeoad absently if
he carried a gun.

Having to be continually watched by him, thoughitated her, and
during her tuition at the tennis club, though hetkeis attendance
very low-key, observing those around her with aeghit yet subtle
vigilance, so that no one would have guessed thetexature of his
work, Jade felt his presence as an uncomfortalbtasion into her



private life—a dark shadow eclipsing the normagbtispirit of the
lesson.

‘You've lost your usual spark this morning, Jathe' middle-aged
coach commented after his exhaustive attempts tarove her
backhand proved futile. "You're all at sixes angess today.'

Jade grimaced, stooping to pick up her sports Bagt one of those
mornings,' she responded with a wan smile, unabléivtulge the
reason for her lack of enthusiasm today.

Nor did it help to ease her frustration when, cagroff court with her
racket slung over her shoulder, she encounteretl Eppearing as if
from nowhere to remark, 'l can certainly see whwy ybink you

needtuition. You're supposed to keep your eye enbtl, not on
everything but.".

His amusement needling her, she looked up at tistsldngly
sculpted features, feeling that tug of familiaritgeme elusive
fragment of memory in the dark recesses of her mind

'l know,' she said poignantly, too aware of himhasfell into step
beside her just as a triumphant shout rang outndekthem as
someone scored a point on another court. 'Butattser off-putting
knowing there's someone watching every move | make.

He grimaced at her pouting displeasure, his svgfiraisal of her
sweat-slicked arms and magnificently long legs béneéhe short
white tennis dress making her pulse leap in stgrtlesponse.

‘You'd better get used to it,' he said drily. 'HaldThey had come
into the main club building—outside the ladies'wsboroom. 'Is this
the only door in and out of there?' he demanddahtav, indicating
towards it with a jerk of his chin.



'Yes, why?' That restraining hand on her bare awused her voice to
falter, her throat contract. 'Ohg,'she breathed, exasperated, as tt
reason for his asking dawned. 'Planning on follgamme in there as
well?'

He didn't answer, but released her to push the date, sending a
cursory glance towards the deserted curtained lasbibefore
motioning with his head for her to proceed.

‘Thanks,' she said brittly, brushing past him waitimgling awareness
of his proximity—and his strength too, since,-withe outstretched
arm, he was holding open a door so fiercely spthagit normally

took both of hers to even move it. And, glancingmker shoulder,
she uttered in a voice that was still surprisingigteady, 'l suppose it

would be a rather superfluous exercise to say "maway".

She didn't wait for his response, glad of the dbat was already
closing behind her, granting her a few peacefulutds to herself.

Jeremy was in when she arrived back at the hoetsimg in the
Regency-styled splendour of the drawing- room.

'Like your keeper?' her brother taunted, easingliis casually clad
frame up from an armchair to switch off a sleazzjaumber he had
been listening to. He'd had a new haircut too, deded, as he came
back across the wide room, seeing the dark waliegacross those
flagrantly handsome features that made every gltHfér him on
sight. 'Big, isn't he?' he remarked in a way shewknonveyed both
envy and dissatisfaction, besides letting her ktloat he had been
watching from the window when she had driven inhvient. 'As
well as expensive.'

Identical blue eyes clashed, Jade's puzzled. "dthgbu mean?’ she
asked.



‘Just that | overheard Pater talking to him ongthene. Do you know
how much he's paying that guy to look after yowIrtvited her to
guess, and when she shook her head delivered shammenal
figure that made her eyebrows shoot up.

'‘What?' she breathed, shaken for a moment. Whag¢ suayl security
guard worth that much?

'‘Father wanted him in particular. He knew him franay back-' it was
almost as though Jeremy had read her mind '—andtfre difficulty

| could gather he was having with him over the ghbguessed this
Solomon guy wasn't too keen on taking the job.'

No, he'd told her that himself, she remembered—awd, too, she
had asked him what had changed his mind. Well, sfewknew. The
money! But that still didn't explain why her fath@as paying him
such an exorbitant sum.

‘Don't worry, Sis—you're worth it.' Her brother gawher an
uncustomary squeeze, though awkwardly, Jade sesiseg, Rufus
Napier had never encouraged any outward displayaffettion in

either her or her brother. 'Anyway, you know Patbe-doesn't take
anyone at face value, and apparently Kent was Usitds's security
man when he was in the Cabinet, so he knew what be'
getting—the best.'

Which would explain why she thought she had seenldafore, Jade
mused, if he'd worked with her politician uncleéhalgh she couldn't
recall seeing that much of her late mother's brethet alone his
bodyguard—before he'd retired from his high offiwe live in
Canada. It did, however, go some way to clarifyimgreason for her
father's generosity, because Jeremy was right: féidier had no real
faith in anyone. Probably, she thought, becausatdiad to claw his
way out of a deprived childhood and adolescencedate the empire
over which he presided now, and one didrf't gdte¢@ millionaire at



twenty-four and go on to build a multi-million-poditonglomerate
without meeting a lot of unscrupulous people althregway. She just
wished he hadn't singled out Kent Solomon from agnitvem, that
was all.

'‘Don't fret. You'll get used to having a chaperdaremy must have
seen the discontentment in her face, remindingiharpt so many
words, that, as the primary heir to the Napienfog, his own security
man had become like his shadow for the past eightemnths. Ever
since the morning after that ill-fated party... Woan even wind up
buddies after a while." Jade came out of her uromedcreverie to
catch her brother's glib comment.

'‘No, thank you," she said stiffly, unable ever isualise a time when
she might find herself on a social footing with Ken

An eyebrow lifted, black against skin that was atnas fair as her
own. 'Not the approachable type?' He shrugged. wel, perhaps
Father picked him initially for that inaccessibleadjty, although-' He
broke off, looking unusually embarrassed.

'‘Although what?' Suspicion coloured Jade's voiag, Her brother
merely shook his head.

‘Nothing, Sis—keep your hair on. | was only intimgtthat... well...
he does look like a man who isn't exactly unschibalethe ways of
women—and you know what the papers say about JageeiN

Jade smiled humourlessly, the forced little gestorcealing the

bitter scars she kept hidden from the world. YBs,lksnew very well.

But it was wrong of Jeremy to remind her of thacduse he knew
how the media could blow things up out of all prdjm—qget things

entirely wrong. He knew, better than anyone...

‘Just make surgou stay out of them,' she advised in an attempt
draw the subject away from herself and feelingshes so often did,



years older than her brother, though he was in daty sixteen
months her junior. The truth was, though, that be'&n spoilt, it hurt
to admit to herself—while she had been pushed asiaed felt, ever
since she was a child—at times even ignored. Anaagn't only
through her father's own admission to wanting a sdove
everything, or through her mother's untimely desfiortly after
Jeremy was born— although that couldn't have heldad she had
never been close to Rufus Napier, being packed toff
boarding-school before she had even turned eidtegnTwhen she'd
been growing up, turning into a woman, with morantla decent
attraction—as he called it—for the opposite sexhbdn't known
what to do with her, becoming possessive to thatpmfi obsession,
having every man she brought home vetted like sonminal
unworthy of his daughter—though he hadn't showrahgirmmer of
affection himself, ruining her relationships andesetually her
chances of happiness with Russ McKenzie. And if tKéolomon
could push her aside too—reject her like some uesth little
tramp—then heaven help her! She didn't have toHikeeither! But
oh, boy, if he thought he was going to have an e@ly as her
bodyguard, was she going to make him work for hosmay!



CHAPTER TWO
JADE put her plan into definite action the followingyda

With her father still in Paris and Henry and thdl®daherefore, at her
disposal, she had the chauffeur drive them up & West End,
deciding that shopping for a new summer wardrobelgvbe a good
way of warming Kent up.

'‘Don't hang around. We'll get a taxi back," shd tbke white-haired
Henry, who had been with the Napier household g &s she could
remember. 'You know me,' she reminded him with desi©Once |
start buying, | can't stop-' which was a slightggeration purely for
Kent's benefit '—so | can't imagine we'll be legwery much before
five.'

And it was only nine-thirty now, she thought withsmall tug of
satisfaction when Kent glanced at his watch andieed with barely
concealed disbelief, 'What time did you say?"

She gave him a demure smile as the purr of thertilegdrolls was
lost in the roar of the morning traffic. 'What's thnatter, Kent? Don't
you like shopping?'

A breeze from an alleyway between the eternal shofiled the
tawny hair. 'No more than the next man,’ he comatknktily, that
grimace saying it all.

‘Sorry!" She had to shout above the noise of ayadastdouble-decker
bus groaning away from some changing lights. 'hdickalise...'

The look he gave her held a glimmer of challenge,' guickly she
assumed an interest in a window and some shoewlld rather
have gone barefooted than been seen in, becaubadt® strongest
suspicion that he knew exactly what she was up to.



A trek around the shoe-shops, however, seemedaldi@od way to

start, and she made sure she left none unexploeédhing the

satisfaction of seeing Kent lingering outside, stindow-shopper
to anyone passing, those powerfully honed sensesated behind a
totally relaxed air.

With the purchase of a pair of Indian sandals tkbe spent nearly an
hour in her favourite bookshop browsing throughrbe titles with
more than deliberate preoccupation, the stray gkasbe sent Kent—
likewise outwardly absorbed in another section dfe t
shop—revealing that he looked anything but boradfact, at one
point he appeared to be having a very lengthy dson with the
shop's manager, Jade was more than a little sedptis notice,
particularly as he seemed to have completely foegathe was there.
Well, would this be a good test of his abilities!

Abandoning the book she had been fully intendinQug, she took
her opportunity and made a quick exit, dartingitid the cavalcade
of shoppers and tourists along the West End street.

She didn't want him continually watching—followingueging her!
If she had to have a bodyguard then let it be som&blse—anyone
but Kent Solomon. For a start, he disturbed hetdamuch. And if
she telephoned her father and said she'd lostrhthrei crowd—then,
highly recommended as he'd come, he wouldn't hast more
minutes on Rufus Napier's payroll! Apart from thetfthat she hadn't
ruled out the possibility that this whole scare migjsist a ploy of her
father's to have her watched...

‘Trying to give me the slip?'

Kent's voice behind her made her jump and she eglabkmall sigh
as he caught up with her. 'Can anyone do that?'



His mouth drew down at her tetchy remark and heemady for
someone to pass between them, moving back to her.ayo.'

No. And she should have known better than to hawe,tshe thought
defeatedly, shuddering from the hard resolve irrdydy.

'If you're trying to get me fired, Jade, then fdrgehe recommended,
steering her out of the path of two teenagers ngspast them for a
bus.

For a moment he was too close, that limey scehinefimpinging on
her senses so that quickly she pulled free, hert Heanmering
absurdly. 'Why should | want to do that?'

He made no comment, the subtle gold of his watdbhazg the
sunlight as he pushed back his shirt-cuff, sayitig,lunchtime. If |
may make the suggestion that we go somewhere amaaite to
eat...'

Of course. He had to be hungry, she thought, becstus was. But it
was worth going without a snack today just to maike suffer a little

as recompense for his prejudiced opinions about, she

thought—nher pride irreparable as, impetuously, stered, 'Lunch?
I'm far too busy for that.'

Was that dismay she read behind the cool masksdfelatures? His
emotions were too cleverly concealed to tell.

''ve got too much shopping to do today,' she preated, heading
towards an exclusive boutique with a victorioudifeeling that he
could do nothing but follow her, and once inside skamined every
item displayed, emerging with one tiny bag—a slésse designer
top— to show for her efforts, and a deliberatelylsd) 'l wasn't too
long, was 1?'



She knew she was acting insufferably, egged ondrywounded
pride.

'‘Why ever should you entertain that idea?' His ibi@zsmile did
nothing to warm the cool grey eyes; nevertheleds'ddlood raced.

If he ever smiled like that at a woman and megnghe would be
utterly smitten! she thought, responding only watlcareless little
shrug, 'Only because so many of you men complamd' make of
that what you will! she thought with a galling rerder of just what
he believed about her so that her conscience vezsies she treated
him to a similar wait outside several more shopgsging that he had
to be dying from boredom by now, if nothing else.

Surprisingly, though, he appeared remarkably urdghed and
certainly none the worse for missing a meal, wélle was beginning
to feel decidedly weary, and her stomach was makingy little
grumbling noises, craving the sustenance it had deaied.

Still, that wasn't going to keep her from hewup de graceshe
determined, gritting her teeth against her ownatigort as she made
for her favourite store.

'‘What the...?' She winced from Kent's coarse inve@s they came
out of the lift, guessing with a small slice of gd&re that a long,
embarrassing wait in the lingerie department wasorhething he
relished at all.

'l need a new bikini,' she said nonchalantly, préteg she hadn't
heard, 'but at least you've got something bettéodk at now,' and
without waiting for his reply she shot off in theretion of the
swimwear, leaving him standing there among thes maiilsatin and
wispy lace.

Having made her selection, she peered through akcim the
fitting-room curtain. She could see Kent, handshia pockets,



hovering uncertainly between the half- slips andaa of very
exclusive briefs.

Good, she thought as she tried on another bikinesging, with a
bittersweet satisfaction, how uncomfortable he mbist feeling.

Peering out again, she could see that he wagnstiile same area. A
young woman browsing through the slips glancedisndirection a

couple of times before he looked her way, and wihewlid flashed

him such a brilliant smile that Jade felt a surfjdat emotion race
through her, particularly when Kent responded, &xpression

half-indulgent, half-amused.

Why couldn't he look awkward as any other man w@wde fumed
inwardly, because, for all her efforts to embarraiss, she had to
admit that he looked frustratingly unperturbed. Megbuld she soon
change that! she decided, as, almost on cue, bémndurtain, the
assistant was asking her if she wanted anythirgpassed in.

‘No, I've made up my mind now, thank you," Jadernstd, grimacing
at herself, wondering what the woman must thinkefdeliberately
protracted attempts to select a bikini, becausenalty she would
have been in and out again in five minutes. Calnthqugh,
furthering her plan, she said, 'Do you think yowldoask my
boyfriend to come over here, please? He's staralirgthere by the
slips.'

'Oh, the dishy one,' the voice commented with adisnote of envy.
Then, 'Certainly, madam," followed by the sound refreating
footsteps while Jade considered her reflectiom@énldng mirror.

The bikini was black and scanty—scanty enough tkerany man
blush on sight—the satiny, pre-shaped bra, edgdd gald braid,
flattering her full, high breasts, while the braideelt of the briefs
hung loosely to one side, the gold strands restgagnst one creamy
thigh.



"You wanted me for something?'

Jade tensed as Kent spoke to her from the otheosithe curtain, the
sultry features looking back at her from the miteart with a nervous
excitement that lent a bright glitter to her eyes.

'Yes." With a boldness she was suddenly far froelirfg, she
whipped back the curtain and came out. 'What do think?' she
enquired in a voice dangerously close to shakieging the shock in
his eyes and then something else that darkenegrédyearound the
glittering ebony of his pupils.

Slowly and deliberately his gaze tugged down ower lhody, its

touch a tangible warmth over her breasts and \@adthips and the
long, long legs, emphasised by the daring cut efhefs—and his
lips took on a decidedly mocking twist.

‘The bikini's all right,)! he drawled, his smile ding her
pink-cheeked embarrassment which his insolent exaton had
produced. 'But with a figure like that I'm surpdsgou're even
considering something that skimpy.'

Jade's colour deepened, Kent's disparaging rerfayikd raw into

her already whipped pride. 'Sour grapes, Kent?uleeed in a voice
very close to trembling, her eyes guarded, herlika@a dark curtain
against the pale sensuality of her skin.

He shrugged. 'l thought that maxim only appliedsdoonething that
was... unobtainable.’

He couldn't have made his meaning clearer if he tned, his

unleashed criticism of her morals hurting her ntben anything else
he could have said, and, squaring her shoulders, gdsture
unwittingly accentuating the upward thrust of heedsts, in bitter
defence she flung back at him, 'Believe me, it H®¥kere you're



concerned, anyway!" And she knew, she thought,caoing, the
connotations he would draw from that!

For a moment, from the set of that jaw, he looked he would have
liked to rip the scanty two-piece from her bodyhtithere in the shop,
just to prove her wrong. But then, his anger cdlgtp he gave a
good imitation of a smile, his lips deriding agaas he said
phlegmatically, 'That wasn't the impression youegawe when we
met on Tuesday.'

His cruel reminder stung, along with the shamingnoly of his
rejection. Cheeks scorched crimson, she exhaladged, 'God! Just
because a woman speaks to you it doesn't meanStteebroke off,
torn pride rendering her speechless, and, notttiagyoung assistant
looking at them rather interestedly, swept back the cubicle with a
protesting jangle of brass curtain rings.

Good grief, who did the man think he was? Tearskpd against her
eyelids as she pulled off the offending bikinijdat, frustration and
a lack of nourishment all adding to his calcula#gadeavours to make
her feel rotten. It didn't help, either, admittitigat that was exactly
what she had been trying to do all day to him. Amrtlhe couldn't
have meant all the things he'd said, she consideithda glance at
her nubile nakedness in the long mirror. She wasn'iodest, but she
knew she had a reasonable figure and with a suitideln of her pulse
she knew without a doubt, that when she had foste out of the
cubicle—surprising him like that—there had been istakable
desire in his eyes.

‘Tired?' he enquired smugly when she collapsedawsted and
hungry, against the back seat of the taxi, and shgposed she
deserved it, but wouldn't give him the satisfactmna response,
keeping her eyes trained on the noisy rush-hotfrdi@round Marble
Arch so that she wouldn't see the mocking triunmphis face.



Her father had given her strict instructions toystavay from the
office, and after that day of discomfort she hadnpkd for Kent
which had backfired on her Jade was only too glaspend the next
couple of days at home.

He was there, of course, like a dark, obtrusivelshathough he had
his own suite upstairs and kept very much to it whe knew he
wouldn't be needed, leaving her to relax alonééngrounds behind
the house as the weather had suddenly turned ergbedarm for
May. It was with unexpected dismay, therefore, s came out
through the patio doors one morning and saw himvgled there on a
sun-lounger, feeling his gaze lift from the"*newppa he was
reading to run disturbingly over the white one-piswimsuit she
wore under the gaping Chinese silk wrap.

‘Very nice,' he drawled, 'but | didn't think youake me literally,’
watching her as she tossed the wrap on to anathegér and padded
barefoot over to the shimmering pool.

'‘Disappointed, Kent?' Her words were as barbedh@sdse-bushes
climbing the pergola beyond the manicured lawnswds referring
to the bikini she'd purchased but couldn't bringsék to put on, and
she was glad now that she hadn't as the casuakaairbis eyes sent a
tingling warmth across her skin. 'Is that why yauthkis job? Because
it pays well for doing next to nothing?' She sergicathing glance
back at him, unwittingly struck by the dauntingnéss of that
near-naked, muscle-packed physique. 'Or do yougeissome kick
out of seeing rich and privileged women withoutiticéothes?"

Without giving him a chance to reply, she plungeddiong into the
pool, the cool water a stinging shock as she sediatossing her
soaked hair out of her eyes to see Kent, face whitefury, twisting



away from his bed like a riled alligator, comingafter her with an
ominous plunge.

'‘No!" Realising that this time she had goaded lnanfar, she started
splashing away, but she didn't stand a chance stgais powerful

front crawl, and she let out a shriek as he gralfitsedoy the ankle,
halting her progress and then, with a painful gngher arm, dragged
her, protesting fearfully, into shallower water—tte cold, curving

marble of the steps.

'‘Now say that to me again!

His eyes were blazing like twin fires, teeth cleedlwith a savage
anger that was the least of her worries becaus@hlédying almost on
top of her and she could feel the pulsing angdn®hard body, feel
its hair- coarsened warmth stirring a riotous erognt in her even
while her shocked brain rejected it.

'‘Kent, don't. I..." She groaned from the hard eafgine step cutting
into her back beneath the water, from the bruisemacity of his
fingers.

'Why not? You're always so ready with the smartaids®,' he rasped,
his chest lifting heavily. 'So now let's see yolk §gour way out of
this!'

With contemptuous ease he curtailed her effortisvist out of his
grasp, pinning her to the step, smothering heregtdbeneath the
fierce, unyielding pressure of his mouth.

His kiss was punishing—and humiliating—but thereswaa cruel
expertise in the way he coaxed her mouth to opethé¢ohard
demands of his, her heart thudding in her breastiddenly he slid an
arm under her to relieve her of the cold, thrusstane beneath her
back, drawing her hard against the startling sditgud his body.



Oh, God, what was he doing to her? No man hadlessed her like
this! Not even Russ! Her mind screamed, struggtorgits sanity,
while her body responded to him with a shamelegssrakenation of
its own. Eagerly her hands came up to clutch aslmsilders, and she
strained towards him, burning with the sizzling utges engendered
by his warm, wet strength.

She was breathing raggedly as he tipped her bagkimcaccess to the
smooth column of her throat, his lips moving dowroas the creamy
slope of her shoulder, insidiously gentle, holdingr like some

paralysed moth beneath its predator's silken erabiBgt when he

slipped the thin strap off her shoulder logic read with a sudden
panicky, 'No!'

Surprisingly, he stopped and lifted his head, tasiré in his eyes
somehow at variance with the mocking line of hisutho

‘Beautiful Jade.' His voice caressed like the awmater, and lying
there, flushed and impassioned, with the peaks ef lireasts
thrusting against the soft swimsuit, betraying hshe saw a
complexity of emotions cross his face and caughtwhanting in his
voice, even through the condemnation, as he bréatHew many
men have had you here like this?'

She didn't need to be too experienced to realisedroused he was,
but shame at her own reaction to his kiss had le¢ortmg
tremblingly, 'I'll have you fired for this!"

He merely smiled at that, and ran a contemptibtgdr over the
milky flesh he'd exposed above the now dangerdoshline of her
swimsuit. 'And | was under the impression you wdnteinclude me
in your list of fawning suitors. Or did the attract pale in finding out
| was just a cheap security guard?'



A cool breeze played across her wet skin and siversldl, absently
catching the sound of a mower starting up on thetcdt of lawn
behind the tennis court.

'‘Cheap? Hardly,' she sneered, remembering how rheaclhbrother
had said Kent was being paid. When an eyebrow irosgierying
disapproval, however, she said quickly, 'Jeremy—ekerheard,’
hoping he didn't think her father would be guilty such an
indiscretion. She looked at him obliquely. 'So wimatkes you worth
that much, Kent?'She saw a shadow of indecisiorsscitbose
hard-hewn features, watching rivulets running ddwsineck from
the wet, tawny hair. But it was another voice thiatke the silence,
surprising them both with, "Very cosy. | know | dayou could
become pals, Sis, but—well, that's fast work! Stiath it, Solomon.
She could be worth millions some day.’

Wearing only his swimming-briefs, Jeremy was gmgndown at
them from the poolside, a slight, pale figure agtikKent who,
showing none of the embarrassment Jade was fedladymoved
calmly away from her and was now wading up thesstagt of the
pool.

'‘Not what you think, little brother,’ he assertedthwsuch cool
dismissal of anything between them that Jade bsltially spurned.

'He's right—you're wrong,"' she endorsed to Jeramystill flushed
and agitated, she followed Kent's example and gbbbthe pool.

'‘Aren't you staying with us?'

Other voices revealed the 'us' to mean anothergyotem and two
girls, also wearing swimwear, coming across theopdhe girls
looking hungrily at Kent, who was just stoopingoiok up a towel as
they sauntered past.



'‘No, thanks," Jade retorted, still smarting frorosth comments he'd
made to Kent. Apart from which, she seldom got oith vhis
friends—or he with hers.

With her wrap tied around her wet body, she igndfedt and went
back into the house, starting when she heard e \oeehind her just
as she was crossing the hall. 'You didn't staytieere long.'

'‘No,' she said, turning round. He was wearing devowelling robe
now that was gaping to the waist, the sight of tmat-roughened
chest making her breath catch in her lungs frormtesory of how a
few moments ago... She forced the thought out af rhend,
expressing with a mien of composure, T apologisenfy brother.’

‘Why?' A lazy smile curled his lips. 'For interringt us?

"You know what | meant.' A bright flush stole agd®r cheeks. She
could still feel the angry warmth of him against.hee tends to be a
bit tactless at times. | think it stems from his$ having enough to do.’
Because he couldn't stick at anything for any londpan a few
months, she thought, as he'd already opted outnfersity and
showed little interest in his father's business iesrpalthough she
didn't tell Kent that, substituting instead, 'Ferelmy, most of the
time, life is just one big game.’

‘The voice of wisdom?' From the mockery in his eghs knew
exactly what he was thinking. He held preciselyghme view about
her.

‘Do you have some private opinions to express erstibject?' she
contested fiercely, slicing a glance at him ascahsertingly, he
began to accompany her up the wide staircase.

‘Yes,' he averred, taking her up on her challetgkink it's a direct
result of too much too soon—materially, that is—ged with a lack
of parental discipline ... and love." His hesitatiorought her gaze



skimming across to his, her fingers tightening lom brass banister.
He was looking away, though, at the elaborate cesnand the walls
hung with original paintings which had fetched pless sums at art
auctions all over Europe and he said, 'All the nyanehe world can't

replace a parent's direct involvement in a chilg@isringing.’

Jade tensed as though he had intruded into sorgdtianwas much
too personal. 'And you're an expert on the subjestippose?' She
gave a tight little laugh. 'And exactly how manyldten do you have,
Dr Spock?

He allowed her sarcasm to wash over him, sayingtigui'One. |
have an eight-year-old son.'

His totally unexpected reply threw her as they géapoutside her
room. 'Then you're.. .married?' For some reasonhstum't even
bothered to consider that he might be. So why thihing
disappointment?

'‘Divorced, actually," he relayed, breaking the $mappressive
silence, 'although | have custody of Piers.’

Oh, God, don't let it show—the relief! Jade praggently in the grip
of a chilling self-censure for experiencing sucprafound emotion
over a man she didn't even like. Floundering, sheé to change
course, returning to their previous topic, and seha waveringly
repeated, 'A lack of love and discipline? Are yatinnating that that's
what's wrong with me?"'

Momentarily he regarded the riot of damp hair fragnthe pale,
spirited features, the clinging pastel silk accatiig her generous
curves. And he said simply, 'l don't know. Is it?"

The grey eyes met hers, so dark and perceptivehbgtseemed to
reach right down into her soul, evoking a needen $o infinitely
acute that she wanted to cry out her lonelinesshandonging—the



years of bitter rejection—but not for a moment coshe let Kent
Soloifion realise that he had come pretty closguessing the truth,
and, fighting shy of his question, she tilted h@indo announce with
feigned indifference, 'l shan't be needing you enoye today, Kent.
Take the rest of the day off.'

She opened her door, about to step into her room, His
towelling-clad arm came up across the aperturbaoshe had to take
a swift step back to avoid touching him.

He could see through her too well, she thought wsitnddering
awareness of his body-warmth and that faint scérhtrine that
clung to his skin, of the penetrating intensityhf eyes that made her
heart thunder in her breast as for one wild morakatwondered if he
was going to kiss her again. But then he let ms fail, allowing her
access to her room, and the tense little episodeower.

Jade heard the tapping on her door just as sheteging out of the
shower, and, throwing on a robe, answered it @ Jeremy standing
there.

'‘Er—are you alone?' Tentatively, it seemed, he agdnover her
satin-clad shoulder. 'Can | come in?'

Jade stood aside to allow him entry. 'Of coursey8Houldn't | be?"
'‘Where's Kent?' he asked as she was closing the doo

'l gave him the rest of the day off." She frownhkdr expression
turning to one of disbelief. "You didn't really hkihe was in here, did
you?' she exhaled with something nearing disdéihat you saw-'



'l know what | saw—and | know what | heard,' he aeked drily.
‘There's something else you should know aboutginabesides how
much he's being paid for his very privileged protec'

'Like what?' Jade demanded, her pulse suddenlplthrg from an
ominous foreboding. 'Not something else you jhsppenedto
overhear?'

'l couldn't help it,’ Jeremy was justifying. 'It svan the same
telephone conversation. Apparently keeping youobihe hands of
kidnappers wasn't the only thing Father had in nwieén he was
hired. | heard him telling Kent to see to it thatuydidn't get too
involved with Juan Rodriguez-'

'How can he stop me?' Jade interrupted in angrgpexation. She
had known Juan only a few months, it was true, igavnet the
thirty-year-old Venezuelan property magnate wheffriend had
introduced them at one of her parties, and though lsiew her
feelings for the South American didn't extend tweloshe still
objected to anyone trying to destroy her friendstitih him.

'‘Precisely what Kent must have asked," Jeremy wamsising,
'‘because Father boomed down the phone at him—agunateé—"If all
else fails, bloody well seduce her yourself!™

Jade stared at her brother. He couldn't! He wouttin'a thing like
that, she tried to reason, while another part okhew that if it suited
her father's purposes he most certainly would. Rudfus Napier
disapproved of Juan Rodriguez almost as much dsdisgpproved
of Russ! So was this talk of kidnapping just a pbgyher father to
keep her closely watched? That kiss this morninghm pool a
calculated act on Kent's part to try to seduce Igfhehow she
doubted the latter. That kiss had been instigatediyp by anger; she
was at least able to realise that. Even so, likeak, helpless fool she
had responded to it—and he knew it—knew that she twtally



susceptible to him if he did decide to take thatrse of action to try
and break up her relationship with Juan.

Well, let him try! she fumed silently, repressingats of aching
bitterness from her father's continuing disregdrdes wishes to live
her own life. She wouldn't play so easily into than's hands next
time. And that meant keeping out of his way—whidmswlifficult, to
say the least, when he was being paid to sticletdike a limpet! she
thought disparagingly, expressing her exasperatnan following
week when Henry drove them to the West End hot@rev/she was
meeting Roberta for tea.

‘Can't you go off and see a show or something?teh®lained to
Kent as a green-liveried footman came hurrying ssthe pavement
to open her door.

'No.' His answer was firm and concise as he steppedf the Rolls
behind her. 'Don't imagine I'm enjoying this,' la@svhen they were
through the revolving door, ‘any more than you &hat are you
worried about anyway? That someone might see usrastdke me
for one of your lovers?'

Beneath the chic blue silk dress Jade felt a shudgdingle run
down her spine. 'How could they?' she retortedingfaahead at the
pink and green decor of the palm court they wetererg. 'As you
pointed out, you're so muablder than | am." This with deliberate
emphasis. 'No one would imagine for a moment tbatdyreally be

my type.'
‘Ah, but we know differently, don't we?' he murnaifeehind her.

Jade tensed, shame surfacing, but was unable teeafi®cause a
young frock-tailed waiter—obviously new and unaagted with her
regular visits there— had" come across and wasigskeir name.



'‘We aren't together,’ she snapped a little too meindly, instantly
regretting sounding so short with the younger maste gave hers
and left Kent standing there, aware from the pyi¢&kling down her
back that he was still watching her as she wasdede table where
Roberta was waiting.

'You look ravishing!" the other girl commented, rdvén London to
buy furnishings for her new home—and looking softiyned, too,
after her eight-day honeymoon in Venice, Jade nfuedly, as her
friend asked, 'What have you been doing for thé wask?'

Jade simply shrugged, murmuring, 'The usual,’ timgnthe waiter
who was repositioning her chair. She didn't wanélicRoberta about
the suspicious kidnap threats—or that her life beeh well and truly
turned upside-down by the likes of a man calledtked that she'd
deliberately avoided going anywhere in particulgrahe past week
so as not to feel so chained to her unwelcome astlirding
chaperon.

She was relieved, therefore, when her friend tuthecconversation
to the boundlessness of newly-wedded bliss, puskenig's private
troubles to the back of her mind until Roberta sdygl exclaimed,
‘There's that man! What a coincidence? You knoesotie who was
at the wedding! He's here—at that table over there!

Heart sinking, Jade glanced past the fronds okariant palm to the
table near the far wall. He was sitting alone, nequd newspaper over
the leisurely tea he had ordered, his broad shoukleek beneath the
quality cut of his jacket, that relaxed poise ueabd belie the
acuteness of mind and body, the whipcord strengttinil the lithe
economy of his movements.

‘That's no coincidence, Roberta,' she sighed dnvesoft strains of a
piano drifting down to them through the green bahde of the



balcony that ran along three sides of the room's'ldebodyguard
Father hired for me," and briefly she went on tplax why.

'‘Oh, you poor thing. That's what comes of beinggsaous,' Roberta
sympathised, setting the fine china teapot dowithenwhite cloth.

'‘What a stupendously attractive man to have argund though! |

wouldn't mind him guarding my body any day of theek!'

"You would—if he despised you for what you werepBaa.'

Damn! Why had she sounded as if it mattered? Jadied herself,

seeing through the twist of steam from her teabasympathy in her
friend's eyes, and knowing why. Too vulnerableiszldse the truth
even to Roberta eighteen months ago, she guesaetheh friend

probably believed most of the gossip the colummstste about her.
Believed the boyfriends who would never openly ddrat they had
made it with Jade Napier, too proud to admit tmgegranted nothing
more than a suffered goodnight kiss. And, of couitse impeccable
Roberta was excited by having such an infamousdri@ather than
appalled by it, Jade realised with a sigh.

'‘Now there's someone he doesn't despise! Whotf® tha

Jade's gasp was drowned by the acoustics of theceijnged
room—>by the piano solo and the echoing ring of keog. The
woman who had just brought Kent to his feet museHhaeen in her
early thirties, with blonde shoulder-length hainty loosely against
the jacket of a very stylish cream suit. But frane tway she was
looking up at him, so radiantly, as he kissed Ihere, pulled out her
chair, it was evident to Jade that this was noaaseeting.

'l don't know," she murmured with feigned indiffece, glancing
away with a sudden sharp twinge below her ribsaBlehe'd made a
note of her itinerary for the week and invited gii$friend to join him
there that afternoon.



Suddenly the delicate pastries tasted like sawddasshe willed
herself to look at Roberta; at the frescoes adgriine pink walls
above the balcony; at the pianist—anywhere buhattivo at that
table so obviously absorbed in each other's compamyil suddenly
she had an idea. If she left now, then Kent wowadehto leave too,
wouldn't he?

Adrenalin pumped through her, making her ignoreirarer little
voice that told her she was being unreasonablte lfad any ideas on
breaking up her friendship with Juan, then sheé&l tseit that his
didn't run too smoothly either!

'‘Could you telephone my chauffeur to come and pnek up right
away?' With a smile adding charm to a wealth-irespiconfidence,
she slipped the waiter a generous tip with the remdf the car
phone, knowing that Henry would be waiting nearabg would be
round in minutes.

‘Jade! How could you?' the other girl—realising—edthed, grabbing
the various bags beside her chair as her frienst@tson settling both
halves of the bill and got up.

Very easily, Jade thought with a sick satisfaci@snshe saw Kent
summoning his own waiter, clearly aware of what Waspening.

‘Jade.' His deep voice beckoned as she would halkeav out
without sparing him a glance, and stiffly, with Rota in tow,
somehow she made it over to his table.

‘Jade, meet Karen Williams. Karen..." With supematourtesy Kent
had risen and was introducing his companion to goth, and Jade
felt cool blue eyes studying her with smiling sespn before they
turned adoringly back to Kent.

'l thought you said you were working, darling?'



There was a definite reproof behind the glittersrgile that drew
only a smooth, 'Oh, but | am,' from Kent.

'Of course | should have recognised you as sobsas you,' Karen
was addressing Jade, 'but you're so much tallarltimagined you'd
be from your photographs.' This with a deliberat®sy of her height
as if it were something to be sympathised overe dadught, nettled.
''ve read so much about you, though, | feel | knawm very well.'
And she believed every word she'd read, that adveraphasis
conveyed as, completely ignoring Roberta, the wogilanced back
at Kent, breathing, 'Really, darling... if you waatget your name in
the papers then this is the one sure way of kickmgublicity.'

‘Let me worry about that, Karen.' Though Kent'sceowvas toneless,
it seemed almost to be defending her, Jade feh, asudden, absurd
warmth trickling through her blood.

'Of course.' Rebuked, the woman was all smiles rid@.one can
handle things better than you do. But don't forgeat you promised
me, Kent—or our little trip to the States next nfor@®r are you likely
to be putting that off now in favour of full-timeaby-sitting?’

She laughed, a little forced laugh that didn't fdadle, even if it had
managed to fool Kent—which she doubted. The womasa @razy

about him, anyone could see that; it was evideshfthe way she
looked at him—and from that totally bitchy attitudevardsner,Jade

thought with angry colour creeping up her thro&b imer cheeks.

'Oh, yes. He's very good at it." Before she cotdd berself the words
were tumbling from her lips. 'He's the best ch#gighologist around!
But when it comes to bedtime stories, however,ethen't one he's
told me | don't already know.'

Behind her she heard her friend's small shockeg-desard Roberta
briefly excusing herself before she scuttled quicklvay. Didn't



Roberta realise that when one didn't have a rdpuotét protect one
didn't have anything to lose? she thought with parg bitterness,
seeing the same shock mirrored in the other woneg®e's. But it was
the dark anger graven across Kent's face that nhaderealise
chillingly that this time she'd really oversteppgbd mark.

'I'l' be in touch,' he muttered with tight-lippedigness to Karen,
tossing some notes down on to the bill the waiser telivered on a
saucer before hustling Jade out to where Henrywedisng with the
Rolls.

‘What the devil were you trying to do?' Kent hadtaduntil the car
was in motion before laying into her with a thorbugdmonishing.
'Isn't it enough living with wharthe gossip columstsi say about you,
without openly bragging about your moral behavitst hand? For
goodness' sake! Where's your self-respect? Or gon'thaveany?"
he challenged as the car purred slowly througlttimgested city.

Feeling unaccountably ashamed, Jade stared oet @fihdow, glad
that the sliding glass partition between them aedrd was closed so
that the chauffeur wouldn't hear what was beind.sai

Was he really concerned about her reputation? €2vyhat damage
she might have done to his love-life? That was @bbpnearer the
truth, she thought, longing to tell him that shel imad self-respect
once, before it had been strangled and torn to epieby

circumstances, by a father whose only interesttavasotect his son's
reputation over everything else, and by the betrafyéhe one man
she had ever loved—or thought she had. But thatdMoave been
like admitting defeat—vulnerability—to her persemgt and she
would never, never do that. So she murmured fllye deserved it.
If they'd had saucers of cream on the menu shelgapty have felt
more at home!'



'‘Perhaps she did." Surprisingly Kent was agreeswgn if he was
ignoring her implication that Karen Williams wasralicious little
cat. 'Nevertheless, a woman with all you've got—hddn't mean
money," he interjected roughly, 'shouldn't findetessary to have to
stoop to the same level.'

'So I'm a woman now, am |?' she returned with aqurative smile,
warmed by that subtle and unexpected complimem fiom. Then,
'‘What was she? Another spoilt, idle rich bitch yeere lucky enough
to find yourself looking after?"

She knew she was being extraordinarily catty hkerselverreacting
to Karen Williams' attitude towards her— and wasnite why, or
even why she felt a sudden twisting inside whentKesponded in
her defence, 'Karen isn't idle, or particularhhriéind yes, | look after
her,' he extended in a matter-of-fact tone theut ridt in the way you
mean.’

Meaning what? Jade wondered, experiencing anotherps
twinge—a let-down like she'd felt the other day wine had told her
he was married, only now it was worse because ihde been she
would have pulled the reins on this devastatingetion to him—but

she hadn't, and something like intuition warnedthat if she became
involved with this man, left her emotions open itm in any way, she
would know pain greater than any she had knownbhetause she
understood exactly what he had meant.



CHAPTER THREE

JADE was practising her tennis with her father's peaksacretary the
following morning, her dissatisfaction over winniagother game
too easily increasing two-fold as she turned and ksant watching
from behind the wire fencing.

'‘Would | like a partner like that!' the other ggtpressed, joining Jade
on her side of the hard court. 'But unfortunatelfyctalls.' She sent a
drooling smile up at Kent who, with flawless cogstestood aside to
let her through the gate before coming through &ifmsn to the
court.

'You need someone who can stretch you a bit moeetemarked,
when the other girl was out of earshot. And, stogpo pick up the
spare racket on the bench, 'Mind if | give you eng@’

'‘No, of course not.!' Uneasy, Jade watched him slip his

track-suit-top, wishing she could have refused. Bighe had he
would have guessed how much he disturbed her, esdlssed, her
gaze drawn unwittingly to the movement of muscledath the white
T-shirt, to those bare forearms feathered with tavaair. And

anyway, she did need some hard competition, artigiebably be
able to give her that—and more.

She was right. 'l think | liked you better when yware letting me
think | could beat you!" Her breathless laughtergraut across the
court and the still, warm morning after a dashryand reach another
driving volley she hadn't a cat in hell's chancéitfng back.

'‘Had enough?' he grinned, stepping lithely ovemtiieto where she
stood, having discarded her racket, towelling laenpl face and arms.

'I'm no masochist!" she breathed, tired but surgig invigorated,
and with a tentative glance in his direction, "Tksah



‘My pleasure.'

His blazing smile quickened her already stimuldbabd and she
looked quickly away, her nostrils flaring with thezent of his
sweat-dampened skin.

‘All part of the job?' Tension gave an edge to\werds—apparent
even above the trilling of a sparrow in the honeksralong the top
of the boundary wall behind the court—and she hehed hard,
impatient breath Kent inhaled.

‘Kidnapping's no joke, Jade,' he said soberlynigyis own racket
down with a small dull clack on top of hers. 'H'serious business,
and my job is to see that it doesn't happen, onge avahe other.
Personally, I'd prefer it if we could maintain yaafety in a friendly
and reasonable atmosphere—that way | think you'eeathat it'll be
a hell of a lot easier on both of us. If you donte stooped to retrieve
his tracksuit-top, shrugging casually into ityou'd better know now
that I've wrestled with a darn sight tougher chimacthan you—and
won.'

She could believe it! She swallowed, her gaze eskity over the
broad shoulders beneath the corded strength dfituat, down over
the tapering waist and hips to his long legs. Hs exery inch the
hard-bitten vigilante, the trained authority—mintbeaody superbly
tuned to outwit and outmanoeuvre in the dangerousam jungle for
which he'd been primed.

'‘Am | supposed to tremble in fear?' she challengextching him
gather up the rackets, but on a note of teasing),oae to which he
was quick to respond.

‘Not in fear, Jade, surely?'

It was a quietly sensual taunt as they were corafhthe court and,
tensing, Jade sucked in her breath. No, he'd gleadognised the



desire in her when he'd kissed her in the pool they, she
remembered uneasily, wondering, as she'd been wogdever
since, what the woman he'd married had been like, vad divorced
who, what had happened to split them up.

'l thought you weren't interested," she threw bslcakily over her
shoulder as he stood aside to let her precedehinoudh the gate, her
stomach muscles contracting as she realised the tssy
conversation with him was leading.

'Oh, I'm interested,' she was startled to hearday those grey eyes
sweeping over her with such shocking appraisal ¢hat felt that
treacherous chemistry flare and pulse into lifehdiViman wouldn't
be? But having an affair right now with you, littkgrl, is one
complication | can easily do without.'

His words cut through Jade like serrated steelatfair? Was that all
he thought she was worthy of? Pain tautened heurfesaas they
approached the pergola. She already knew the artswdiat. An
anguish as sharp at the thorns among the buddseg mver the rustic
structure slowed her steps. If he was being pagkthuce her, then
she would control the shots, she thought bitteslyme reckless
rebellion prompting her to murmur, 'How easily, K&He stopped
dead, his face drawn with a harshness that madeldoknlike a
granite statue, making her heart thunder in hendtreBut then
suddenly he was tossing the rackets down and, améhpurposeful
stride, pulled her roughly into his arms.

The earth seemed to tilt as he dragged her agaimsttugging her
head back by the thick ponytail to expose her moathis. Only he
didn't kiss her. His lips were but a hair's breddtim hers, his breath
warm and stirring on her skin, those hooded gressdixed on her
trembling mouth, aware of the dizzying heat rushingpugh her
blood, the desire that rocked her, leaving her waa#t helpless,
craving his kiss.



She murmured a soft sound—wanting as she'd neverteda
anything! But suddenly he thrust her from him, andorcefully that

she almost stumbled against the twisted framewfbitkeopergola, the
drone of a lazy bee muffled by the pounding induas.

'‘Does that answer your question?' He spoke witlostiforutish calm.
Clearly he didn't want to get involved, whatever H&ther had
demanded, his cool im- perviousness towards hesstlimpossible
to bear. If she felt such an attraction to himntkarely it had to be
mutual? she agonised, her eyes darkened by deasitecatured
disappointment as she murmured in soft appeaino 'Kent...'

'‘No.-' He was viewing her with a grim determinatiiresson's over
for today, Jade—that includes the human biologyai@ryou offering
me that lovely body to advance my own education@aBse if you
are, young lady, you're-asking for a good old-faskd caning.'

Humiliation unimaginable washed over her. Achinghwiejection,
she made to dart away, too hurt to notice the Idwsach of the
rose-bush that was hanging from its frame, andysive a small cry
as the thorns snagged the cap-sleeve of her desss)g viciously
into her arm.

'‘Hell" She would have ignored the pain—and Kent®arse
imprecation—if he hadn't caught her wrist, holdihgr there to
inspect the damage.

'I'm all right..." She couldn't bear the gentlenafskis touch after the
cruelty of his rebuff, closing her eyes againsasthe took a crisp,
clean handkerchief out of his pocket and beganidghbtarefully at
the wound.

‘There. Just make sure you bathe it properly as asoyou're back
inside." The handkerchief he repocketed was stam#dpin pricks
of blood, startling red against the white.



‘Thanks.' But he still hadn't let her go, and heamess was sending
little frissonsthrough her body.

He smiled. 'l seem to be having more than my fhare of your
gratitude this morning,' he remarked, but with aflection in his
voice that made her glance quickly up at him.

Amazingly, touching her like that had affected ha® that prior,
calculated embrace had failed to, her mind regmgiehe constraint
in the tight contours of his face, the desire—qlyickeiled—as he
gazed down into the yearning bleakness of hers.

'One day, Jade,' he said softly, his thumb cargsgia sensitive
underside of her arm, 'some man's going to takenfae than you're
intending to give, and it's going to hurt—with gttal H. A girl in
your position's too vulnerable to be as indiscriagas you think you
can be. It's an unscrupulous world out there, wathlot of
unscrupulous characters in it, and sooner or jaialre going to fall
prey to one of them.’

'Like Juan Rodriguez?' Determinedly, Jade shruggédhis hand,
bringing up the other man's name as a shield agaersdangerous
attraction for Kent, unable to tell him that it walban act because she
hadbeen hurt—and bitterly; that sometimes she fedtwbauld rather
have been poor than face the disloyalty, lies arat-protectiveness
that being an heiress to millions had brought, rgldimply, 'Isn't he
one of the reasons why you were hired?'

An eyebrow arched then fell as he guessed the esoofcher
information. "Your father doesn't trust him," hatetl in phlegmatic
tones.

'‘My father doesn't trust anyone,’ Jade emphasisedjng away,
hurting from more than just the soreness of heatshes. But of



course, she thought, that wasn't strictly true. tdested Kent
Solomon.

‘Your father doesn't approve of him." With one dféss movement
he had scooped up the rackets, falling into step thwer across the
vast lawn. 'And from what little I've seen of th&hooth-talking

South American, | can't say | blame him.’

Jade's lips tightened, while it dawned that he nast known of
Juan through the media's interest in the man'sowsrproperty
developments. 'You don't know anything about hshé& snapped,
resenting the disparaging way in which he had refeto Juan—even
if her feelings for him didn't run to love. 'At letehe's one man who's
interested in me—for me—and not just because fteisray money!'
She didn't realise she sounded so bitter untilfslhé¢he keen glance
Kent sliced at her, those danger-honed sensesisetaat she feared
he might easily guess the truth. 'Anyway,' sheioaetd, striving to
keep her voice lighter, 'didn't you ever do anyghyour father didn't
approve of?'

'Frequently,’ he responded with glaring honestyt, fiever anything
which | knew myself wouldn't be any good for me—tjast of sheer
determination to rebel.'

Jade curbed an instant retort as they came pagtothle across the
patio to the house. Was she only seeing Juan bebaudather didn't
approve of him? To rebel in some way for the wayae destroyed
her relationship with Russ? True, she could nevaralise herself
falling head over heels for the Venezuelan, andcan&ainly didn't
feel any strong sexual attraction to him— not likes spellbinding
attraction she'd felt for Kent from the beginnif@p was it simply
rebellion, or just that she was safe with Juan Roéz—safe from
fortune-hunters—safe from falling in love?



She didn't like the way being with Kent was forcimgr to examine
her motives for everything she did of late, and thetermined bid to
show herself that she wasn't bothered by it sheeccaluan and
arranged to see him the very next day.

‘Juan's been working day and night for weeks,'isftemed Kent
after she had parked the car the following morrang they were
making their way through the luxurious corridors Rbdriguez
Enterprises. 'He's working on the second phaskatfdevelopment
on the Thames. Consequently, that's why | haveatt swuch of him,’
she appended, keen to let Kent think that it walsrdugh any lack of
interest on her part.

'‘Quite a workaholic," was his dry, rather derogatmmment which
she didn't get chance to respond to because theéydaahed the
executive suite at the top of the building wheesedtvner, clearly
having seeing her drive in, was already openingltia.

'Hello, Juan,’ she greeted the raven-haired méme &sssed both her
cheeks in a Latin flourish of affection. And to KeiNow that you've
insisted on seeing me safely to the door, would mpind waiting in
the car?' His only response to her aggravated ovesra narrowing
of grey eyes as they shifted from her to Juan.

'‘What are you imagining, Senor Solomon, that I'nthim market for
kidnapping Jade?' He'd sounded shocked when siié'tditn about
the threats—that weren't yet public knowledge—dherphone the
previous day, but now amusement played beneathsJueat, ebony
moustache, laced the heavily accented voice. 'dntdscourse, you
do not want her to be alone with me because yoa tiery definite...
what's the word... designs... on her yourself?'

‘Juan!" Blushing, Jade looked quickly at Kent te $éne showed any
unease in the light of that remark, but there wasen



'It wouldn't be the first time a boyfriend's bedriree centre of a big
fat ransom demand,' was all he responded with, théminfuriating
collectedness, 'Or even a fiance.'

An indignant flush showed itself across Juan's deakure”. 'lI've got
enough money of my own—heaven's above! What wowlart with
hers?'

Beneath the light open-necked shirt, Kent's shadiffed. "You tell
me," he invited laconically, but he went, leaviragld biting her lip in
angry frustration.

'I'm sorry, Juan..." She offered an apologetic ghhringing dark
glinting eyes unwittingly to the exclusive red silkher suit. She felt
his arm go around her, steering her into the pbaffbe beyond.

'Forget it, my love. He's employed to suspect emeey he consoled,
smiling that tooth-gleaming smile. 'l want to talbout us. About this
trip to Caracas and whether you've decided torstiyising to come...'
his hand went to his heart '.. .and put a poorionidire out of his

misery.'

Jade laughed, but there was a crease betweendgens\she pulled
gently away from him.

‘Juan, I..." She let her sentence trail away, wggtthat he'd stop
asking her—take no for an answer. She didn't wanhurt his

feelings, but she knew that to go away with hinn,fowever short a
time, might lead him to believe her own feelings hiom were far

more serious than they were. '"You know | like yout, .. but there are
things | want to do before | get too seriously ilveal with anyone.
Like build some sort of career-'

‘What on earth for?' It might have been her fataking, dismissing
her capabilities. "You don'heedto,’ Juan stressed with rathe
single-minded male reasoning. 'Doesn't Daddy pewad adequate



allowance for you? As | want to provide for you—aasnan should
provide for the woman he loves. Where is the ¢iel hewsmen call
capricious and fun-loving? All | get from you thetsys,' he groaned,
with a circular motion of his finger towards his mwlever Latin
head, 'is bees-nez, bees- nez, bees-nez!'

Jade laughed again, taking his attitude lightlyolPJuan,' she
sympathised. 'Afraid of a bit of female competiftbn

Still, whether he was or not, she thought afterwahd nevertheless
wanted to discuss his latest development schenfrehett, so that it

was almost two hours later that she came dowretodh, sliding in to

see Kent slipping a notepad and pen into his trouseket.

'‘Been doodling, Kent?' she enquired, feeling odgilyity about
keeping him out there so long, despite her carétess

Seemingly unperturbed, he calmly snapped his skatite place,
saying nothing as she started the car and pulley.aw

'For someone who claims to be so busy he certé&isy you long

enough,’ he commented as they came on to the wath sending a
studied glance over the impeccable red silk duitu'st congratulate
you, though, on how you've managed to emerge |Igog&ocool. It

must be difficult after all that fiery Latin passio

Anger bubbled through Jade. So he thought she kad making
love!

'You were very rude to him,' she complained, bngghe car easily
into the general flow of traffic. 'But then thatikat you're being paid
for, isn't it—to try and drive him out of my afféeahs?’

'l wouldn't dream of breaking up such a suitablécmawWhy did he
sound so thoroughly uninterested? If it Was lackinbérest, she



thought, wondering if she was wrong when he sugdeaild quietly,
more seriously, 'Are you going to marry him, Jade?’

Did he want her to tell him that she wasn't? Was thhat he was
hoping? Pulling into a residential side-street wit@ herself sharply
to stop being so fanciful. Of course he wasn't.

'l don't know,' she evaded, not wanting him to krtbat she wasn't
affected by Juan in that way. 'He hasn't askedenebyt-' She broke
off as a car suddenly pulled out of a side-turnmgking her swerve
to avoid an impact, and she braked hard, screedbirsghalt at a
haphazard angle just short of someone's front garad.

‘Are you all right?'

Tense and shaky, battling for control, she liftedt head from her
arms on the steering-wheel to meet the cool conaerent's face.
But she couldn't stop trembling, reliving the nighte of that other
accident—the way the papers blew it up, the gthk, blame—and
she felt Kent's hand on her arm, hearing the spagak as he moved
nearer and said, surprisingly softly, 'It's allntiglt wasn't your fault.'

Stupidly, she felt an almost uncontrollable urgpubher head on his
shoulder and cry, trying to arrange her featurés nmore composed
lines as she sat back on the seat.

'‘Come on. I'll drive," Kent said peremptorily.

'No." White-faced, still shaking, feebly Jade tritedprotest. 'I'm all
right...'

'‘Like hell'" The slam of his door endorsed his firmeention to take
over.

Weak-kneed, unfastening her seatbelt, Jade gaaraliin the other
side, quietly relieved that he had insisted.



'‘Come on,' he said, manoeuvring the car with ar #& suggested
he was used to handling such a powerful vehidliebtly you lunch.’

‘That isn't necessary,’ she assured him, wondeximg she was
allowing him to take control when normally she r@sd anyone
trying to run her life.

Nevertheless, she didn't argue when he said siriy,me be the
judge of that.’

He took her out into the country to a public hoo$ethe beaten

track—a long, low thatched building where patronsreveating

outside in the unusually hot May sunshine, andcaels cooking

smells wafted towards them as they crossed theatkweal area at the
side.

'It probably isn't what you're used to,” Kent comied as they
stepped through the low, rustic porchway, 'but tdeyan excellent
home-cooked roast.'

And he just couldn't resist making that remark, Idobe? Jade
realised with an injurious little stab, unable ®hadding with an
affectedly sweet smile, 'Besides which, a bodygsgrdcket doesn't
guite stretch to the Hilton.'

'‘Only if your employer's Rufus Napier.' Blatantly reminded her of
the excessive fee his protection was costing itbefa'But | never
could get used to the over-stuffed formality ofsaglaces.’

And he'd know them well, of course, Jade guessedusatodian of
the rich and politically famous, although she waspgsingly
grateful herself to be away from the fulsome caytef the hotel
waiters who knew her well.

From a cosy little nook, she watched him orderlmgday's 'special’
from the bar, wondering what sort of man lay behhmat supremely



masculine exterior. He had been*'living under thms roof with her
for well over a week now, and she still didn't knegry much about
him. He was a very private person; that much sklekdow from
those long hours he spent in his suite—doing heakeew
what!—when he was off duty. She'd also gleanednfommments
he'd made, that he was from a working-class backgtobut behind
that basic, calculated toughness of the man thasean autonomous
self-assurance more characteristic of men like JArah her father
who had made it to the top of the financial ladder.

'‘Where were you born?' she ventured to ask him when were
tucking into their delicious and beautifully presmhmeal.

'‘Within earshot of Bow-' he smiled one of his bheatching smiles
'—which makes me a true Cockney.'

But that pure enunciation and perfect command rguage wasn't
associated with a lad who had been dragged ugigadlst end. Which
said a lot for how hard he must have worked to adgand educate
himself, Jade decided, especially when he wenb aay, 'My father
was a fish merchant and my mother worked as amedss, but they
were close. We all were. They're retired now."' Kimg of them
seemed to bring a distant curve to his lips. "Thaarried, had Piers
and got divorced.' And that was clearly all he wamg to offer with
regard to his marriage, Jade realised, disappoiutezh, lifting his
glass of cool, amber lager, his gaze flickeringrdwer, he changed
the subject, saying, 'Now tell me something | daiready know
about you.'

She ignored the derogatory implication she deteateldis voice,
saying only, 'It's all rather boring really. | waa® young to remember
my mother-' this with a small note of wistfulnessand then as soon
as | was old enough Dad packed me off to school.’

‘You don't get on with him too well, do you?'



‘You're very astute,' she said somewhat tartlyabse it was obvious,
although her stomach flipped as those grey eyesharstacross the
table and he said with almost sensual softness,

'It's my job to be.'

Of course. Deliberately, she looked away, up atcthEper pots and
rustic farm implements hanging from the gnarlednigavondering
how even the slightest modulation of his voice daunbke her pulse
throb. 'All he wanted was an heir to follow on hetbusiness, and
when he got his wish | suppose | was rather supmrf to his plans. |
don't seem to be able to convince him that I'mnalividual too," she
complained, looking directly at Kent now. 'That aman isn't just
something decorative—something to give birth owdfe2 mornings
and flower-arranging while the men get on with thh@re interesting
things in life like running the country and cregtinnew
enterprises—having something really worthwhile how for their
achievements. I'd just like him to realise that likk the same
opportunities he's been planning for Jeremy evereshe was born.’

'You surprise me."' Across the table Kent was stugltier obliquely.

'‘Why?' Her blue eyes were challenging. 'Becausetlyought | was
only interested in skiing, sunbathing and spendnogey?'

His lips tugged downwards. 'Something like that.'

'‘Which goes to show you're just as influenced bgitwiou read as the
next person,' she reproved against a backgroumaughter from a
crowded table in the far corner. '‘But our grocdmgin's been Dad's
life, and I'm proud of it—of him! And | want to agrit on— promote
it, get personally involved with my name on the dolwaom door, and
all Dad believes is that a woman's place is inhtbmene, or looking
pretty on some man's arm—so does Juan.' With asbiglhet her fork



toy absently with a piece of potato on her plathat do you think?"
she heard herself asking before she could chedeher

Finishing his lunch, he slipped his hands intogaskets and sat back
against his chair. '‘Does it matter what | think®?'émquired in softly
challenging tones.

‘Just wondering,' she said with a shrug, tryingtadét him think that
it mattered at all, though it was a surprise, eteeherself, to realise
that it did.

'l think a woman should have the right to followarareer she wants
to—without question or argument,’ he answered.

‘Then can you tell my father that?' she laughed's'idinned all his
hopes on Jeremy, who just wants to sit around a
scribble—anything and everything that comes int® lead! | just
hope he manages to measure up to all that's expbetteim," she
commiserated, finishing her low-alcohol wine.

She half expected him to make some barbed comimeinbhe didn't,
commenting only with, 'All a parent can do is hdpe children turn
out to be responsible adults— that's really alt toants.'

Was he intimating that she and Jeremy hadn't? sihel@ved, gazing
absently at a large vase of gaily coloured spriogydrs that stood in
front of the basket of laid but unlit logs in thege inglenook, aching
to tell him the truth. That the lifestyle she cadtitthe reputation she
upheld, was really only a cover-up- wanting to ditopfacade and let
him see the real, vulnerable human being beneatishe didn't dare.

‘That near-miss we had today...' Cruelly he brohghtattention back
to him and those earlier, frightening moments adhr. "Things like
that happen all the time. Do you always get in sushate?’



Only since that accident | causethde didn't know what stopped he
from saying it. But she wasn't supposed to haved;awas she?
Nevertheless, those steely eyes were so intensddbperately for a
moment she wanted to open up to him, tell him abharng—her
affection-starved soul feeding on the attentiort tis man was
suddenly sparing the time to give her. But, of seuthat was one of
the techniques of his training, Jade reminded Hersigh cold
reasoning, and he only had the time becausé&dtketo be with
her—paid an exorbitant fee to do so. Apart fromackishe felt she'd
already exposed too much of herself as it was.

Familiarity rang that distant bell in her again—ttishock of tawny
hair, those eyes, that mouth—a feeling so acuteithmought the
urgent entreaty to her lips, 'Whdravel seen you before?'

His shrug was dismissive. 'l've been around.'

That wasn't what he had said when she'd asked thihaawedding,
and for some unknown reason she felt absurdly ynézsgpecially
when he changed the subject, saying, 'Do you waythmg else?'

She didn't, and after settling the bill Kent esedrher out into the
sunshine.

They had crossed a stone bridge before turningh@@ub's car park
earlier and, seeing her attention caught by thekbpg ribbon of
river that flowed beneath it, he said, 'Want taetakook?"

The river was surprisingly shallow at that point-earh and gin-clear,
flashes of silver betraying the lightning movemaeaftish darting for

cover in the shadows of the bridge as she and &tepped to look
over.

'‘Oh, look!" Pointing, Jade laughed at the sightoé female duck
paddling downstream towards them with a whole rafstluffy
brown chicks bobbing behind her. 'It's got one,,tttwee...twelve



babies to contend with! Oh, Kent, aren't they cute/tsh I'd saved
some of my roll.'

‘And then you'd have had competition from the ttdwe assured her
with a lazy smile. He was leaning with one armloawall, but all his
attention was fixed on her. 'Do you like babiesle®a

His question was like a bolt out of the blue, hi®® so deeply
mocking that she tore hers away, glad that heeldas hid her face
as she stared down at the sun- streaked waterhertineart racing
stupidly, her private dreams of sharing a happyilfaiife with
someone in the future well hidden behind a cargl€sdy if they're
ducks.'

A curious wasp sang close to her ear and she lughaway,

sensing, even though she wasn't looking at Keasglgrey eyes still
studying her thoughtfully. Well, let them! she ated truculently.
He already knew how profoundly he could affect Héut if he

thought he could probe deeper into her emotionis thiit talk about
babies...

'‘Oh, no!'
'‘What is it? What's wrong?'

‘My earring..." The wasp had been worrying hermmagaid in flipping
it away she had knocked the earring loose, heraligmaramount as
the platinum and diamond- studded little heartthé water to a
chorus of expectant quacking as the ducks shottoviarestigate.

'‘Well, that should put the fishing rights up byeavfthousand a year,
Kent commented drily, unaware of exactly how pessl those
earrings were—to her anyway. 'Hey, where are yongjyo

He had caught her by the arm before she could $#teadown the
bank beside the bridge. 'l have to get it bacle' gtotested.



'How?' Both his tone and his expression implied stee had taken
leave of her senses. 'Did you mark the exact spetrevit went in?
Where it fell?'

‘That's not the point,' she argued. 'lI've got tatgeack...'

She made a small sound of frustration as he caeditwi restrain her.
'For heaven's sake!' he breathed. "You could gghandesigned, set
anddelivered before we..." His sentence tailed affifrexasperation,
but he was already stooping to remove his own slaoessocks,
rolling up his trousers to his knees. 'If I'm stilwn there in an hour
trade these to the first passer-by," he grimadedsting the light,
casual shoes into her hands. 'They aren't goihg tauch good to me
if | come up out of there with webbed feet.'

In spite of everything, Jade laughed, a light sotinad followed him
down the bank to the water.

It had to be cold, she thought, but he didn't firas he waded in,
unlike the duck, which shot off with a protestingckle, chicks in
tow, under the bridge.

‘You've frightened them,' she teased from abowyas met by such
a promising glance to do more—and to her!'—if shet k& that she
held herself in check, feeling that if she didattgh about it she'd cry.

‘Any luck?' she called out after a while, noticitige way the sun
struck fire through the rich tawny hair as he seduthe water
immediately below her. She took his silence foregation as he
disappeared beneath the bridge, trying to imagiaa &r even Russ
getting their feet wet in a cold, weedy river tarieve an earring,
especially when she'd been fully intending to gafier it herself.

Somehow she couldn't see either of them beingathiatg. ..



‘You've found it!" Joy lit her face as suddenly Kemerged from
under the bridge, all other thoughts swept awayheysight of the
glittering object he was holding above his head.

‘The current washed it a little way downstream,taked up to her,
wading back now towards the bank. 'You're lucky edmeh didn't
see it shining and think it was a minnow, othervasmebody could
have been tucking into one hell of an expensivettro

She laughed exuberantly now, her mood only tempeyeddefrisson
of awareness that shot through her as he stepped tgpthe bridge
and she met the untamed rawness of his masculfiitutton had
come loose on his shirt, exposing the featheriniganf on his chest,
his virility mirrored, too, in those strong, tanneds, darkly encased
by the hairs that clung wetly to them.

'Here.' He had dried the earring with his handkefcland since she
was still clutching his shoes Jade couldn't stop & he clipped the
little diamond heart gently back on to her lobey amore than she
could stop her body from trembling at his touchthe emotion that
was welling up inside her.

'Hey... ?' He used a finger to tilt her chin, nioiicthe two silver beads
glistening on her lower lids. 'l wouldn't have tigbti a girl with so
many expensive trinkets would get so wound up ms#ng one."No,'
she sniffed, 'you wouldn't, would you?' And withubleyes fixing
levelly—reprovingly—on grey, 'Only these just hapge have been
my mother's.’

She wasn't sure what was going through that kesn,ldyut a furrow
deepened between the tawny brows, chasing mockemg that
strong face. Quickly he rolled down his trouserslegptrieving his
shoes and socks, and then with a curious modulatibrs voice he
muttered, 'For goodness' sake, let's get backeorotd!"



CHAPTER FOUR

FOLLOWING her father's instructions, Jade continued to stagy
from the office, though time spent at home in utmgry idleness
was making her restless and edgy. Her father wdHsirstParis,
involved in the final negotiations of an agreemeot the
development of a massive food-processing plantamée, and this
morning, Jade noticed, it had made headline news one of the
tabloids, along with the report on the latest &f dompanies in the
Napier Group to realise healthy profits in spite tbe recent
recession.

‘The family fortune just goes on getting biggerdswleremy's dry
comment as he tossed down a newspaper and gotouap tfre

breakfast table just as Kent entered the room.sBo& make you
sick,' he subsequently remarked to the older nsm®ging the way
money makes money?'

Opening the patio doors to let in the warm morrangJade flinched
from her brother's blatant impudence. Kent lookedised, though,
she thought as she turned round, her gaze skimatirig own will
over the blue shirt and darker blue cords huggieddan hips as he
drawled in response, 'Not half as much as it applgrappears to
have made you.'

And he meant sick in the true sense, she realsedjng the pale
skin and darkly circled eyes of her brother.

'‘What time did you get in last night?' she enquiréeeling
responsible for him while her father was away, etlerugh he was
old enough to look after himself.

'‘What would you do with her, Kent?' Jeremy was igmp her,
obviously less offended by Kent's remark than hieus,she'd been
aware of a silent respect building in her brotloetiie older man ever



since the day Kent had taken an interest in seaeiales Jeremy had
written, along with his discovery of Kent's mutliking for jazz. 'I'm
sure she means well, but honestly! It's like livimgth one's
conscience!" And then, to Jade's humiliation, "Vidlon't you marry
her, Kent, and take her somewhere else to live3lira you'd only
have to snap your fingers and you'd be made f@r lif

‘Jeremy!'

He'd gone out, slamming the door, before eithéhem could utter a
word.

'I'm sorry.' Jade met Kent's cool gaze with flughembarrassment,
nodding approval at his gesture to help himsel€dfiee from the
silver pot on the sideboard.

'Stop apologising for him. It isn't your fault.'

He signalled his intention to refill her cup, binesshook her head.
'He isn't usually so difficult,’ she said.

'‘No,' he agreed, as if he'd already guessed. @usgid yourself that
he's always come first with your father, so propatlbconsciously
now he feels he's taking second place to you becaiuthe moment
you're getting all the attention.'

‘All the attention!" She shot an incredulous glaatéim standing
there, calmly sipping his coffee. 'Is that what gall it—having to be
watched over day and night for fear of probablechepaths? If this
whole kidnapping thing isn't just a scheme by nili¢ato make sure
you keep me in line.'

'‘Believe me, it isn't.' He sent a swift downwardrgle over her light,
loose top and yellow leggings. 'And these peopa‘'apsychopaths,’
he warned. 'They're probably shrewd, hard-headeellantuals
who'll stop at nothing to get what they want.’



And that was for Rufus Napier to refrain from siggithe French
agreement on the grounds that to do so would bawigp his own
nationals of jobs at home. There had been anotmeatt only
yesterday, telephoned to her father in Paris, #tera of which now
led them to suspect that some militant group wasloethem.

'So why doesn't Dad do as they're asking?' sheedtt® a rare
moment of self-pity. 'They have a point,' she enspdeal, although
she knew why he wouldn't; knew, too, that she wotiltave wanted
or expected him to, even before Kent replied.

'‘Because one should never give in to threats, Jatlatever the
reason. When one does, that's where democracyaaeddictatorship
begins.'

He was right, she thought—as strong and determaseler father,
too, in many ways—her eyes unconsciously followiagery
movement of those lean, sinewy hands as he draisedip and set it
down with a small ringing sound into its saucer.

'I'm sorry," she said again. 'I'm afraid I'm notyvgood company at
the moment. It's just that I'm sdored.." Which was an
understatement, she thought with a deep, frustsitgg since over
the past couple of days her movements had beene$evestricted,

with her father leaving orders that she was topmos all routine
engagements, which, as well as keeping away frenotiice, meant
no tennis lessons, no lunches or teas in the Wektdf anything else
that she normally did on a regular basis wherarwrements might
easily be noted. 'All right, so you believe we ddaii give in to

threats," she breathed, feeling like a caged animeal nerves
stretched to the limit. 'Then | shouldn't let thetop me leading a
normal life." And on a small emphatic note thatnsee¢ wrenched
from inside her, 'l just want to go out on my own!'



'‘No!" Suddenly, as she moved purposefully towanesdoor, he was
in front of her, his broad-shouldered frame anngible obstruction.

'‘No?' Tentatively, she licked her lips. Would he t@rce to stop her?
Not that she'd be stupid enough to do it. But wdwdd. ?

'‘No." His voice was firm, the hands on her showddérard and
determined, resolute grey eyes meeting the tortaieellion of blue.
'I'm not your jaoler, Jade,' he conveyed softlysthere to protect
you. But if it's being in my company that's gettimgyou day after
day, then | can assure you it's certainly no piéoiene either! If you
think | like being so close to you—constantly hayto guard that
lovely body without-'

Without what? There was raw emotion in his face, stiticed, dizzy
from his nearness, that tension-locked aggressndisg a reckless
desire leaping through her as the nexY momentushed her to him,
showing her exactly what he meant.

She uttered a small sound in her throat, the waafliss mouth over
hers creating a frenzy of need in her that shehhandagined herself
capable of experiencing, her arms going up arousdéck as his
locked her tightly to him. Fingers sliding up tath, caress, revel in
the thick, springy texture of his hair, she moveahtonly against
him, driven wild from his hard, impassioned stréngtviting the
hands that slid down over her hips, pressing hkimo igniting a fire
in her veins, her blood singing in response becaisskiss was not
the cold-blooded, punishing thing it had been #e time, but an
open message of desire that suddenly had himdifter up into his
arms and carrying her to thehaise-longuebeside the French
windows, passion sending a violent tremor throughbbdy.

'‘Kent..." Riven with need, she reached up and tedidihhe rough
texture of his jaw, the warm column of his throbger fingers
clutching tensely at his shoulder as he slippedhiaisd under the



loose silk top and found the heated silk of herrifficher tensing
ribcage.

She gave a small cry, glorying in the ecstasy o&twhose strong,
warm hands were doing to her, feeling the tendamdamf her breast
respond with aching sweetness to his touch aswisgetl against
him, craving even closer contact with the taut, cfes hardness of
his body.

‘Sweet Jade..." His voice was husky, his hair &mliglks he lifted his
head to look at her lying flushed and dishevelle@ss his arm. 'My
beautiful, bewitching Jade.'

She smiled tentatively up at him, half intimidatadthe intensity of

passion in his face, revelling in the knowledge theidesire matched
hers when her fingers met the firm, warm flesh lbéiméhe shirt she
had pulled out of his waistband, dragging a shuddegroan from

him that seemed to shake his powerful body.

'‘Good grief! You know how to turn a man on, dowtu9' he breathed
almost in reproof, catching her to him then andnalag her mouth

with a passion that left her floundering in a séamexperience, his
skilled hands working a technique of denial andisabthat brought
small sobs of frustration from her lips.

No man had ever been able to drive her so crazlgifobefore! Not
Juan—not even Russ with his self-centred parodigvamaking that
had left her disenchanted and unfulfilled. Everhaédn't brought her
to the point where she couldn't have stopped idsivanted to, but
she had reached it now with Kent, clawing her ndoi&n the velvety
flesh of his back in a mindless fever of the sensdsle from
seemingly far away a voice she recognised as hewas frantically
begging, 'Oh, please, please, please...'



Just how far he would have taken things she wasrmevknow,
because suddenly the door was opening on the sitteeof the room,
and a meekly embarrassed voice was uttering, '‘Qh! slorry,
madam...'

Quickly Jade sat up, moving away from Kent anddhase-longue
with a flurried adjustment of her clothes, wondgrimw he could
manage to sound so unperturbed as he called dat'sTall right,
Emma—come in.'

She wished he hadn't, feeling the little maid'saug glances in her
direction as Emma piled the used breakfast dishe® der trolley.

And that wasn't all. Jade realised, noticing theres®y coveting looks
the girl was sending towards Kent.

‘Thank you, Emma, that will be all.’

From the sideboard where she was pretending toarege some
flowers, Jade heard Kent's authoritative dismigsadl now it would
be all over the house that not only was she slgemiith her
bodyguard, but allowing him to give orders as welié despaired, as
the girl uttered a complaisant, 'Yes sir,' and vrit

Still shaken from the frightening intensity of hexsponse to his
lovemaking, and the fact that she would have let take it to its

natural conclusion if he had intended to, she urfrem the

sideboard to express tremulously, 'lI'd prefer yoifi left me to direct
members of the staff.'

He shrugged, immaculate, as always again havirggugtad his own
clothes and raked back his hair. 'You didn't seenbé entirely
capable of directing anything.'

He was right, of course, but Emma’'s coming in ke had unsettled
her beyond belief, her struggle for the composure lsadn't yet



recovered combining with frustration to make heapsaonduly. 'And
whose fault was that?'

He smiled. 'l was under the impression it was elytimutual,’ he said
softly. Yes, it was, she accepted, and her bodlyasthed for his, so
much that it was an immense effort to refrain fromssing the
carpeted space between them and pressing hersklirta his arms,
though she was more than glad she had when hie smddenly
faded and as if he'd been giving it some consiaerdie uttered, 'I'm
sorry. | shouldn't have let it happen.’

Of course, he would be regretting it now, she tiulganing back
against the dresser for support as the cold remthdéhe didn't want
to get emotionally involved with her had a weakgnaffect on her
limbs.

'So why did you?' she challenged, hurt. And, afta@a he would

guess how much, 'To alleviate my boredom? Or wertesuddenly

considering that Jeremy's suggestion might betaactive idea after
all?’Anguish trickled through her from the mere gesgion that that
might be a possibility, too great to be wholly agged even though
he shook his head.

'Oh, don't miscalculate my motives,' he said. 'Tdt that | can't
resist that dangerous desirability of yours islaitable solely to the
fact that you're a very beautiful woman and I'myvenuch a
man—>but I've certainly no intention of considerimyself as Mr
Jade Napier— now, or at any time in the future.’

She couldn't understand why his words should teati@ously into
her, and only pride prevented her from revealingsitshe supplied
with barbed-edged poignancy, 'Just as my lover.'



'‘No, not even that." Surprisingly, it took everynca of his
will-power, it seemed, for him to say it, the heavall of his chest
clenched by an inner tension.

And it wasn't just her reputation that was respaasfor his grim
resolve. Intuitively, she knew he would be too gla man—too
self-sufficient—to tag on to someone as rich asvea® he'd need to
be the mainstay in any relationship he formed aithkoman—or on
an equal footing at least. And while she'd dreaofadeeting such a
man—vulnerable as she was to the hollow insincenly
fortune-hunters—what she had never stopped to densvas that
such a man might not want her, and both anger andnavilling
respect for him combined with some other emoticlotm an aching
void inside her as she wondered how much, if arsyrdiuctance to
even give her a chance had to do with Karen Wikiam

'In that case, may | remind you that you're stilrety my father's
employee?' Her voice shook as she tried to injeotesdegree of
authority into it, trying not to acknowledge hovettvay he could so
easily discard her could hurt. 'l've got a lot totdday, and I'll never
be ready for tonight if | waste any more time tatkio you.'

She was almost at the door when she heard his dezpdulous
tones behind her. "You aren't still seriously iclieg to go to that
party?'

Jade stopped dead, her back stiffening. 'Yes, iagpens | am,' she
retaliated, turning to meet the dark, smoulderingea in his eyes.
Already she had had one heated argument with han tbns subject
the previous night, after Juan had first telephonitd the invitation.

‘After what your father's advised about keepindoas a profile as
possible? And from what I've read about Rodrighéxzthing's hardly
likely to be particularly small or hush-hush, 1®'it



She gave a small, tense laugh, unable to tell hiat she was
desperate for Juan's company—for this party— alSieldsagainst
these emotions that were consuming her liam, and, with a
provocative little pout, 'Poor Kent,' she teasaftaid it'll be too big
for you to handle? Or is it what my father's gotogsay that you're
afraid of?' Her eyes were glittering like gemstoagshe smiled up at
him, breathing in a conspiratorial whisper, 'So hmouch do | have to
pay you not to tell him?"'

A muscle tugged at the side of his jaw, giving adhigne to his
mouth. 'Both you and your brother are the same. Yauok
everything can be bought, don't you?'

Inwardly she winced from his cold, unyielding viedher. 'Can't it?'
she nevertheless uttered with bitter cynicism.

He seemed about to say something in responsebbiatiusly thought
better of it, saying only, 'So you're adamant algmirig.'

It sounded so much like a threat that Jade's @mmreaup with staunch
determination. 'Why not? | intend to hasemefun!" she snapped.
‘And if you don't think it's safe, then protect mdat's what you're
being paid for, isn't it?'

She turned away, pulling open the door Emma hazkeddehind her,
wanting to get out of the room so that he woulde& the strain that
arguing with him had wrought on her pale, tenseufes, this
illogical pain in knowing that he wasn't concerriadany way for
her— just keen to follow orders to keep her awaynfrJuan,
flinching as she heard him rasp behind her, 'Yallyare the most
self-indulgent little...'

‘Little what?' She swung round, hiding her injur@ide behind a
forced defiance. 'Bitch?’



'Yes, damn you!" His face was flushed with anget,dine failed to
see why—why her taking what he considered to bles rihould
produce such a reaction in him—until it dawned thatas simply
because she was making his job harder for himwthatall. And if he
thought she was self-indulgent, she thought, sstedgdv him the real
meaning of the word! And that very afternoon shartdred one of
the company's executive jets to take her to a gesalon in Paris,
from where she emerged hours later, fully massagedjcured and
with her dark hair swept up into an elegant Fremibat to

complement the exquisite make-up which was metriby mocking

appraisal from Kent.

‘Very nice,' he drawled, looking almost amusedtesjsined him in
the little street cafe where he had been waitingnly hope your
boyfriend thinks it's worth it.'

And that was that—with scarcely another word todsethey took the
taxi to the airstrip and flew back across the Clegnso that Jade
couldn't help feeling miserably that her outrageeunsgeavours to
shock and provoke him had, once again, somehowfibeatk

The party—as Jade recalled Kent anticipating eariewas
extremely well attended. Even so, one glance ardbedounge of
the elaborate Essex mansion showed that there tveamther man
there with the charismatic presence of the tawngetdaman at her
side. A man who made heads turn with that compmeliothority,
great looks and arresting physical magnetism, addip to an
intensely powerful sexuality that was only stremgid by the
custom-tailored elegance of a dark suit, pristifetevshirt and silk
tie.

‘Jade, darling! You look spectacular beyond speech!

Despairing with herself for being so aware of Heaperon, Jade took
Juan's florid greeting as a welcome distraction.



‘Thank you, dearest—but it'sords,' she corrected laughingly,
unaffected by that wickedly dark gaze that touchedpale creamy
shoulders, the blaze of emeralds at her throdtindyirakishly down
over the soft layers of emerald silk chiffon to Inestching sandals.
So why should that cool, studied interest she was@of from Kent
make her heart beat so ridiculously fast, shargeher senses to that
devastating sexual aura surrounding him?

'It is my luck to have a teacher as beautiful & tou envy me, no?’
Juan's teeth glinted beneath his moustache, thimgglook he gave
Kent couldn't boast the same warmth.

Kent made no answer, only with a lazy half-smilat ttaused Juan's
gaze to dart suspiciously to Jade and then baklemnd again, so that
she was embarrassed to feel a rush of hot coloodithg her cheeks.
Yet why should she feel like this just because lael kissed
her—touched her? she demanded firmly of herseli]ll s
iImmeasurably unsettled by the intensity of pas$ienhad wrung
from her that morning. So she was relieved to daan saying. 'OK,
Solomon. Go now and unwind yourself with a few gé&ssof my
champagne. It's the best of its vintage, as I'a gau'll agree, if you
know anything about champagne-' his tone assumat Klent
wouldn't '—but you can rest assured, as | trieccdaavince you
before, that your baby is safer than safe with me,’

His arm went protectively around her, and siledgyle cursed that
imperfect English that had provided Juan with sarchunwise choice
of noun, catching the flicker of mockery in Ken¢'ges before he
looked away from her to Juan and drawled, 'I'letgkur word for it,
Rodriguez—on both counts.’

He meant the champagne as well, since he hadadsmt her
bringing the Porsche instead of drawing attentmherself with the
Rolls, saying that he'd drive back—because, of s®uhis job
demanded that he watch and stay sober. Neverthslesscouldn't



prevent a futile little wish that she could smaskwvd that inimitable
self-control, gaining some satisfaction in payinglback with a
small triumphant smile as the other man's armeigéd around her,
drawing her away.

So why suddenly did she feel so bereft, wishingas Kent's arms
around her instead of these that didn't move hemyhway? Why
couldn't she feel half the desire for Juan thatavasng her so crazy
for her bodyguard when Juan made no secret of m@iher, while
Kent Solomon was both impervious and immune?

‘What's wrong with you, my love?' Juan breatheteabanded her a
glass of his recommended champagne, soundingle iltpatient
because somehow she'd failed to concentrate ontsmyeéne had
been saying. "You seem tense and fretful tonight.’

Awkwardly, Jade laughed. 'lt's just the threatss’ Bluffed. "They've
been making me edgy, | suppose,' saying anythidgti@act from the
truth, from the shocking fact that she was dangayaanfatuated with
Kent. For what other crazy reason would she fe#kbiies in her
tummy just from the most casual physical conta¢chwim? Warm
towards him when he showed indulgence towards Hhethér,
finding herself respecting him—and for the veryupdes that kept
him distant and aloof from her, despising her—whigs why she
vowed he must never find out. If he did, then hghthuse her just as
Russ had—despite all his claims to be unimpresgdwbmoney. At
best, he might simply pity her, while remaining dbyo his bitchy
Karen—and she knew she'd never be able to starftlithéiation of
that. Consequently, when Juan urged her out iregydrden for the
purpose of trying to persuade her to go away wiith thie following
day, she began to consider whether it might bebt#st idea—the
solution that might help her break away from Kent.

'I'm not sure. 1..."My love, what have you to [@skstantly Juan had
picked up on her wavering uncertainty. 'l have adsetaken the



liberty of reserving a seat in case you change yond—two, if you
feel you need that... muscle-

man to protect you when I'm-'

'‘No!" It was a small, panicky sound over the soétle of leaves from
some acacias in the dusky garden and which sheedtvaover up by
adding quickly, 'I'll be perfectly safe in Caract& only here that
some crank's trying to frighten me undercover—aton't tell him
about this trip, because Dad's obsessed with kgepawatched day
and night, and he'll insist-'

'‘My dear, you sound almost afraid of the man.on'®be silly." He
had got the adjective right—just got the contexong this time,
because it was her own feelings, where they woliithately lead
her, that she was afraid of, and though she wesgett keen on going
to Venezuela—knew it was wrong to use Juan's aifela shield
against her escalating feelings for Kent—almostiregeher better
judgement she heard herself murmuring, 'All right,come with
you. I'll meet you at the airport in the morningddme on that plane
before he's even missed me. Just as long as ydiger¢hat this
doesn't change our relationship in any way. It'Hl strictly
platonic—is that understood?'

'Understood.

It wasn't, she thought despairingly, seeing thatilfar hot gleam in
Juan's eyes, deliberately turning her head to awsittiss so that his
lips met only the cool satin of her cheek. She ‘tidrowever, resist
the arm that guided her back inside, hoping thattKeould notice
and read more into the embrace than there was,hwimcsome
illogical way, she felt, would help ease the sharhafemory of the
intimacy she had practically begged from him eaiilethe day. It
didn't help, however, when she noticed him somee/oarthe other
side of the room—uninterested, if not unaware—smwiliazily at



some redhead who had just approached him, and co@eemotion
clawed viciously at her insides.

After that she danced until her feet were sorewdmog her

frustrations—along with her anxieties over the dieti she had
made—in more champagne than she would have norowilidered
wise. And it was only when Juan excused himse#ttend to some
departing guests that Jade pulled out of the etiemgek number and
stepped backwards into Kent's tautly muscled frame.

'‘Had enough?' He grimaced at her hot, flushed feata tower of
cool command from his head right down to the darkeccable
sheen on his shoes.

'‘No,' she countered, deliberately opposing himugfmoher body was
refusing to, responding with shocking profundity ttee strong,

steadying arm across her back. 'l intend to dandedance all night.’
And tomorrow she would be free! She'd already detithat she
wouldn't tell anyone beforehand—not even Jeremg'dSting him

from the other side of the Atlantic.

Wondering why the prospect of getting away shouakenher feel
less than jubilant, she forced herself not to thatlout it as Kent
commented, 'You look hot. Let me get you a drink.'

Dared she risk another? 'l don't know..." After sitie didn't want to
be flying off to South America with a hangover ietmorning, and,
contrary to what she had just told him, she intentteleave very
soon to get the things together that she would faetie trip.

'You refuse one drink with me? Why? Scared of upgelover-boy?
| wonder what he'd say if he knew that only thigmnag | had you-'

'Stop it!"" Anger flared in her eyes with the paihhos ultimate
rejection. She wanted to forget it! To put this hshaming
infatuation with him behind her, her desperation do so



strengthening her confidence in her decision ttogdenezuela with
Juan. "You wouldn't tell him... ?'

It was half a warning, half a plea to him as slatised that if he did it
would terminate any hope she had of getting awamy finim.

'‘And spoil our beautiful friendship?' He laughednfr deep in his
chest, though no amusement registered in the hagreégof his eyes.
Briefly his gaze fell to the glittering necklacedalifted again. '"What
would you like? Something long and cool?'

Jade nodded, and watched as he shouldered hishweagh the rest
of the party, across the wide room, aware of aaltlile deep down in
her stomach. After tonight she would probably nesssx him again.
Which was what she wanted, wasn't it? So why... ?

'Hello, Jade.' Lost in her own thoughts, she stieaitesomeone spoke
to her—the ravishing redhead she had seen talkitigkent earlier
and who had probably recognised her from newspalpetographs,
she thought, thoOgh she'd never met the womandekow do you
manage to engage the attentions of the sexiestAgakan at this
party when you've already got the richest eatingobwyour hand?'
She laughed, looking covetously towards Kent, wiag already on
his way back to them. 'The moody, mysterious tyipait he? |
suppose having a daddy supplying food to pracyi¢ché entirevorld
means you don't get quite the charming brush-offdnee me!'

'Here.'

Deaf to that jealously feminine laughter hanginglmmair, Jade was
only alive to Kent's lethal proximity as she waff &one with him
again—to the cold glass he was placing in her hand.

'‘Been swapping secrets with my tedious admirer8hmeed wryly.



She laughed, the situation suddenly striking hefuasy. 'Perhaps
you need protecting more than | do?' she whispégetkring forward

just a little too much and giggling as his handseap to steady her,
though sensations rocketed through her from thefdst touch of

those hands on her bare shoulders.

'‘Perhaps,' he said quietly, some vulnerable ematitmat strong face
making her heart lurch sharply- making her wonflaeimeant from
her as he lifted his glass in a salutary gestuckvaith a smile that
gave a sudden, breathcatching warmth to his feapn@posed, 'No
hard feelings, Jade?'

Almost she fancied that those words had a ringiradlity about

them—as though he knew somehow that their relatipngas about
to change. As though he'd guessed! she thoughilygumhurmuring

some nervous response and putting her glass ttipsebefore he
could detect the deepening colour in her cheeks.

'‘Heavens!" she breathed, gasping and coughing tbeedark red
liquid. 'Whatever's this supposed to be?'

He laughed at the faces she was pulling. 'lt's argunch.’

'You can say that again!' It had a kick like a walgllion! It was,
however, delicious—long and cold andfruity—and s
thirst-quenching after dancing all night that it svan effort
restraining herself from gulping it all down in oge.

'l protect you, Kent." She supposed it was tlmlzol talking, a
mixture of champagne and whatever-it- was punchimgaker do
things she wouldn't normally do—say, not altogetiware of how
her hand had come to be touching the fine matefidiis shirt,
registering the steady rhythm of his heart beneatile somehow
her fingers were getting caught up in the smodkhadihis tie. 'If any
woman wants to get at you, they'll have to getuglome first. Do



you think I'll make a good bodyguard? As good-' 8bow, one of
her feet got in the way of the other and she stathlalgainst him,

giggling.

‘You're drunk, darling.' Over the music and livebices of the other
guests, those deep tones breathed softly intodier h

'‘No, I'm not. I..." As well as battling with theva his hard warmth
was causing in her, her words wouldn't come outehaily. Her jaw
felt like it did after she'd been to the dentist #me anaesthetic hadn't
quite worn off, though that gentlest of admonishtaan his voice
had her pressing on indignantly, 'Contrar-ary tawgou might hear,

| rarely drink anything very strong.'

'‘No?' He gave her a disbelieving smile. 'Then wh#ils?*' He
dropped a glance down at the glass she was stdirfgp 'Scotch
mist?’

Reminded, Jade lifted the long glass and swalloitsedemaining
contents in one gulp, brandishing it in the dir@ctiof a passing
waiter before Kent prised it from her fingers, wahyuietly rasped,
'‘Behave yourself,' setting it down on a nearbyeatith his own.

She laughed again, feeling marvellously light-headéren't 1?' she
pouted, trying to look innocent, excited by the vi@ywas looking at
her in that deliciously disapproving fashion, simgkhis head. 'You
called me darling. Was she really saying thisito“hDaring to press
her body so close to his, caressing the strongdidine nap of his
neck? Or was she dreaming? It felt like a dream.

'‘Did I?' His voice was so warm and deep, acting Ak aphrodisiac
on her senses.

‘You know you did.'



Why wasn't he answering her? Instead he was lookireg her
head—now somewhere else across the room, and tth@udace felt
numb and the light-headedness in her skull seemée paralysing
her faculties she could sense the restlessnessni-é&n unusual
agitation—the guardedness of the jungle animal mmatcfor danger,
waiting to slay or be slain.

Of course, he was doing his damned duty...

Unconsciously, she dropped her head against thiegstiolumn of his
throat and groaned, 'Kent, be human for once.'dd& imagine that
arm around her tightening? She wasn't sure, oalyttte scent of his
skin was erotically drugging, the flexing musclégis chest seeming
to amplify the heavy beat of his heart against lasran unwelcome
and familiar voice came to her as if through a ddog.

‘Jade! She is all right?"

Juan! She had forgotten about him! Reluctantly, |§texl her head
from the cushion of that warm shoulder, rememberthgpugh an
eternity of time, the agreement she had made gty with him.

'It's nothing a good night's sleep won't cure.'

Grief, she couldn't even see properly! she realibedring Kent's
cool statement, blinking to try and focus on Juato looked
unusually stern.

‘Then | take her home.' Purposefully, he caughblgehe arm so that
she swayed unsteadily towards him, and was grédtafthat stronger
arm that seemed to be the only thing holding her up

‘After the amount you've been drinking?' Kent'sceowas strung
with unequivocal authority. 'You're way above thanit,

Rodriguez—and totally unfit to drive anyone anywheind if you
weren't, Jade's car only seats two, and as I'nghmrd to stay with



her I hardly think that leaves room for anyone dlsdess, of course,
you're planning to squeeze into the back, butkenjiour vintage
champagne, it isn't a thing I'd recommend.'

He had left Juan no room for argument, either, dededed through
the swirling jJumble of her thoughts, giving the 8oAmerican a big
smile—all she felt up to—and nodding her agreemant in an
effort to chase away the displeasure on his faaadd forward with
her hand on his arm and whispered, 'T'morrow,' veand why she
was having so much difficulty articulating her werd

‘You weren' very nice t'im.' She wagged a disappigpfinger at Kent
as he guided her out to the car, grabbing at thlke bbhis jacket in a
fit of giggling as she nearly fell down some stepst for that iron
arm clamping her securely to his side. 'Griefdl f0...'

'So what?"

She didn't notice the calculating look he gavedseshe tried to shake
away the giddiness in her head, trying to rememlbat she had had
to drink. Not that much, surely? 'l don't know,' IHer words tailed
off as they reached the Porsche, its bodywork glegwhere the
moonlight spilled across it.

Kent unlocked the passenger door, his arm stiliradder, but as she
went to step in her legs seemed to buckle undeaufrebrgiggling, she

fell against the car, something like electricityeseng to pulse

through her numbed senses as he lifted her, cgighm emerald

chiffon against his body.

'Mmm, you're strong," she breathed, excited bystiength, her arms
going willingly around his neck.

‘You'd better believe it." There was somethingdlthg, yet ominous
too, in the way he said that, but she was too dazasnder about it



as she was lowered into the Porsche and belteditm steady,
capable hands.

'‘Why did we have to leave s'soon—I wasn' readgh®'heard herself
slur in protest as he climbed in and started the ca

He didn't answer her, though, pulling away in gsilenand Jade
dropped her head wearily against the rest, stavutgrom beneath
heavy lids at the shadowy countryside flitting by.

Countryside? Something tugged at her brain but ewduhang on,
wouldn't register—and her head rolled round on st to meet
Kent's dark, purposeful profile.

Dark—Ilike the devil. Dark and exciting. She gigglasndering why
he wouldn't look at her, wondering why he wasrsittihere looking
so demonic. So...

She couldn't make her eyes stay open, no mattehlaodvshe willed
them to, aware only of that confident thrust of powas the Porsche
growled into the night, receptive, doing his bidglinarrying her into
dark, darkest oblivion.



CHAPTER FIVE

WHEN Jade opened her eyes, she didn't know where sheSha

could hear sporadic sounds that she couldn't gartee to terms with,
only aware that the wood- panelled room in whichsfas lying with

its chintzy curtained window where the sun streameskeemed to
sway occasionally, and that as soon as she liedhdad everything
started to spin.

She felt sick—dreadfully sick—and, leaning over $irge of the bed,
she found the bowl that had been put on the calbeside it,
presumably for that purpose, which she graspeditiraninto it until
her retching stomach ached.

'Oh, God,' she groaned, lying back, wishing thezeavsome way she
could alleviate the foul taste in her mouth, thbearable feeling of
dehydration—only fully aware then that she was dakecept for her
briefs. So where were the rest of her clothes?wimol had undressed
her? Had Kent? And where was she? She racked &iesptrying to
remember, wondering why it hurt so much to think.

The room, though, had stopped spinning as soonealsexl lain back,
but she could still sense that peculiar, indefiaabbvement at times,
and it wasn't until her straining ears suddenhogeised the quiet
lapping of water that she realised she was on & boa

'‘Oh, no."' She tried to sit up—too quickly, the result of efinbrought

on another spasm of vomiting after which she cskapagainst the
pillows again with another anguished groan, justaageep voice
spoke from the doorway.

'I'm sorry | had to do this to you but, believe rtiegre wasn't any
other way.'

Kent had come in and was bending over her wittaasgbf water and
a couple of white tablets on a tray, and, frownidggle grasped the



tumbler, hardly aware of how calm and imposing bekéd in a
long-sleeved black shirt and black trousers as &elved her drink
thirstily—as if he'd known.

'‘Where am 1?' she puzzled, as soon as she couddatdkeath to
speak. 'Where have you brought me? What happe@a®'hand
went to her temple, the crease deepening betweeryles as she
tried to remember, tried to think through the sycathe inside her
head.

‘You should have done as | said and stayed at hasbenight, and
you wouldn't be asking me all these questions. Rilerrich girl...'
There was something daunting in the silky voicdhad grey gaze
flicked over her, assessed her confusion. 'Hayen'tworked it out
yet?' he said, the quiet ruthlessness of his tenetpating her torpid
senses, awakening a cold, basic instinct of fear.

Jade thought of the threats; of his caginess tealetoo much of
himself and his own reference to the kidnapperadgbard-headed
intellectuals. How had he known? And then there Ie@eh his firm
Insistence that she take her own car to that psvty? So that he
wouldn't have the added complication of Henry...8r Hingers
tightened around her glass; her wild reasoning @dgmed to
confirm her fear of the worst, and almost inauddihe uttered, 'So it
was you?'He seemed not to hear, thrusting thedoayaining the
tablets towards her, saying, 'Don't you think ydétter take these?'

Afraid, she shook her head, her darkly circled eyest and
mistrusting so that he said by way of reassurafidegy're only
effervescents. They'll probably do you some good.’

Still refusing, she dumped the empty glass backherntray he was
holding, asking in wounded entreaty, 'Why? Whatdycan you
possibly hope to gain out of doing this?'



He answered without hesitation, his words piercingr like
sharpened spears. 'l would have thought it woulddy@ous—even
to you.'

His gaze slid over her pale, pained features tarthamy slope of her
shoulders, making her clutch the single duvet telgrto her naked
breasts. 'Where are my clothes?'

'‘Don't you mean your gown?' His mouth quirked, st he looked
more like the man she'd believed had been protgtian—the man
she'd trusted—rather than this ruthless kidnapper was a stranger
to her now and who, still seemingly amused, wasngayAt least,

that was all you were wearing—apart from that scarece of green
nonsense | thought you'd feel happier if | left As.for the dress... |
thought that that would be best withheld until hcat least rest
assured that you won't be foolish enough to tryramcaway.'

As she slumped back against the padded headbemithdg totally
washed out, it dawned on her with a measure ofriserphat her
watch, and the emerald earrings and necklace &leed wearing,
were on the cabinet beside the bed. Absently, aee dpollowed the
sun's path across the chintzy duvet to the vardigiak wall and
ceiling where it struck light from the tastefulifigs. 'Is that why you
drugged me?"'

'‘Not drugs, Jade.' The double bed creaked, it'sresatyielding as,

disconcertingly, Kent sat down beside her. 'A sanfling called

vodka. Undetectable in grenadine punch and effecémough in

guantity to render you incapable of offering an
opposition—especially after several glasses of gzne.’

So that was why she'd felt so giggly and light-leehdshe
remembered, as the events of the previous nightedtao trickle
slowly back. He'd got her drunk—deliberately—sottha could
carry out his plan with comparative ease!



Unbidden tears welled into her eyes. Oh, why ditlit so much to
realise he'd been disloyal? 'So why didn't you jushp me on the
head?' she asked censuringly, lowering her eyd¢satdie wouldn't
see the emotion betraying her.

'‘Because the last thing | wanted to do was hurt'you

She could almost have believed the sincerity invbise, surprised
accusation bringing her tortured eyes to his, tifaness of his tone
loosening the tears she couldn't have held back fion even if she
had wanted to. What the hell did he think he wasglahen, if this
wasn't hurting her?

'So.. .how—how much are you demanding?' she fali@@ wanting
to know the answer.

A deep groove scored the intellectual brow. 'What?'

Perhaps he didn't like her choice of words! sheugho irefully.
Perhaps it was thinking himself above the commoduator that
made him look at her with such distaste, but undedeshe pressed
on. 'You've got a price, haven't you?' Resolutbly l€ted her chin,
deter- " mined that she wouldn't show any outwasat bf him— of
what he was doing. 'Every kidnapper has a cost—oause! Are
there several of you, or only one? And were youkgy this out all
that time ago when you were involved with UncleaSi Was it part
of a long-term plan to get him and the rest of amity to trust you?'
And then, 'What do you want from us?' she finisiredrembling,
agonised appeal.

His features took on a look of chiselled stone, la@dnuttered some
imprecation beneath his breath that she didn'hcatc

‘What | want, Jade,' he began, with the life rahgrto that strong
face now, 'is for you to stay here until you cameao your senses
and realise that someone out there is very serahmit using



criminal intervention to stop your father from siggm that French
agreement—because, damn you for thinking it—baértainly isn't
me!' Stunned, disbelieving, she stared up at himeasent on, 'Your
father gave me sanction to take any steps | de@eesssary to keep
you out of the hands of unscrupulous people, amehd carrying out
his wishes with your consent or without it. I'vedhaothing but
uncooperation from you from the minute | took tjub—and since
you clearly aren't grown-up enough to determinetistggod for you
and what isn't, then someone else is going to hawm® it for you.
And if that means holding you against your will iugbu come Jo
your senses, realise that it isn't safe to carryinolulging in that
pampered, partying existence of yours while thdseats are still
hanging over you—so be it.’

‘Then you..." Words failed her as unbelievableefetiverrode the
other emotions oozing through her. ‘It isn't yQu...

'Did you really imagine it was?' Bathed in sunligiitat strong face
expressed wry contempt at the answer he read inllreeyes, and he
swore again, more explicitly this time. 'For hedsesake, Jade!
You're not exactly the best judge of character,yantg? | might not
belong to your "jet set", but I'm afraid you've dbe wrong guy!
Perhaps it's your friend Rodriguez you were soy@éadgneak away
with that you should be directing those suspiciongrds!

‘Juan? Don't be ridiculous!" Relief was giving wayanger now as it
began to dawn on her how shrewd this man really Wasi knew
about the trip... ?'

'‘Not knew—guessed. Oh, come on, Jade,' he saidtbin@s those
grey eyes acknowledged her amazement, ‘it dide@trrauch working
out. He was flying off today and he wanted yoijiwhim—I can't say
| blame him for that—but, because | know what dquittle rebel
you are, it was obvious that you'd ignore all thgérly advice you'd
been given and plan a last-minute little escapadgot with him.



Maybe he's OK, where any criminal dealings are eomed, but he
does have a few suspect associates who havenbegst fully
investigated, and until they are..." His shouldféed in a dismissive
gesture and he stood up, towering above her witialléentimidation,
the matter settled— at least where he was concerned

‘And don't you think Juan will have telephoned mbeane, and then
called the police when | didn't show up at the @itp Jade tried to
reason through her debilitating sickness. She wasiné what the
time was, but from the height of that sun she'¢gtsheost of the
morning away. '‘And ifhe hasn't-' her eyes flashed anger as s
realised that she was still his prisoner, if nattfe reason she'd first
thought '—then Jeremy will—when | eventually faldome home.'

'‘My thinking entirely,’ Kent was saying with impdrable
self-possession, 'so | took the precaution of tedeprg Paris on the
way here last night to let your father know whaeswes I'd decided
to take.'

"You what?' Her black hair fell starkly around kelour-drained face
as she looked up at him, flabbergasted by how miatige he could
be, even with someone as wary as her father—haivrh@haged to
secure his complete trust.

'Yes. So no doubt he'll have given some plausigbéamation to your
brother for your absence by now— but whether In@aght to extend
one to your boyfriend, frankly | don't care. If beuldn't see the risks
he was subjecting you to in trying to lure you wfthout proper
protection-'

'He wasn't,’ Jade intervened in Juan's defenc@altmy idea to go
without you-' She broke off, colouring as Kent stadher intently,
wondering if he had any inkling of the reason why.



‘Then you've only got yourself to blame for being senseless,
haven't you?' he reprehended, as though he wékenetdo a child.

‘And after the concern you've caused your fathesoitldn't surprise
me if he didn't make a point of letting Rodriguémk that you'd

ditched him in favour of my attentions instead.’

Jade swallowed, her quickening pulse doing nothodhelp her
sickly head. 'He'd never think that!" she retohietly, discomfited by
the sudden, vague recollection that she'd behathdmrbrashly with
Kent—and in front of Juan—at the party the previaught.
'‘Anyway, he'd only have to pick up the phone andlsemy,"' she
informed him nevertheless. 'He knows I... don& jou in that way...'
She was picking her words carefully, finding thisbject wholly
disturbing since he was so close and since shelyiuag there
practically naked under the duvet.

'You know that's a lie as well as | do,' Kent dredylmaking her blush
from her neck down to the tips of her toes. 'And's@forgetting that
fickle reputation of yours, my sweet. But if he—amyone else—is in
any doubt where your affections lie, they need @dlg Emma—or
perhaps any other of the Napier household now—watlch that

you've already added me to your list of lovers argdprobably at this
very moment somewhere lost in the ecstasies ofmsalgassion.'

So it had all been staged—his lovemaking in thandin room
yesterday morning! He'd probably been planning #ien then,
which was why he'd seemed so unperturbed when Bmachavalked
in—and strangely that hurt more than anything bséad done.

'You bastard,' she uttered quietly.

That firm mouth moved wryly. 'Not half as much asngone else
might have been,' he told her without pulling ampghes, and she
knew he was talking about the people who had besking those
kidnap threats. Assiduously, then, he removed thl land tray,



taking them out of the room, returning to open @set concealed
within the polished panelling of the wall.

'Here.' He tossed a dark blue towelling bathroberdon the bed.
‘You can put this on as soon as you feel like ggttip. Can you
stomach anything to eat yet?'

Jade shook her head. 'Where are we?' she asketkumgeonly able
to detect through the small oblong window that tiaere moored
against a riverbank, the croaking of waterfowl dhd occasional
splash as something moved in the reeds the sobatéad baffled
her when she had been coming round.

'Welcome to my retreat.' His smile was sardonis. dn old barge |
had structurally renovated to my own specificatiand which | keep
moored here on the Hampshire Avon—the ideal placegétting

away from it all. It's a few miles from the near@fibge and so offers
perfect seclusion, and that-' he indicated towdhesreed-fringed
bank '—that's a little river island and no morentre refuge for
waterfowl. The only link with dry land on that sitiée jerked his
chin in the direction of what must have been thenxmaerbank '—is

by means of a dinghy, but I've removed the oargifetime being in
case you get any ideas about sneaking off alor tlare isn't a
telephone on board—I find them too much of an sibm into my

work—so if you do get designs on running off, I'fna&d there's
nothing left but to swim.’

He went out then without another word, and Jadeddaback
defeatedly against the headboard.

He'd thought of everything, hadn't he? From settimg scene to
ensure that Emma had seen her as a willing parysti&isses, she
realised with a dull ache of desolation; ringing Fether; even to
taking away her clothes! He'd given her his batbarafwas true, but
she could hardly swim ashore in that, and as hefddy said that was



her only chance of getting away he knew he was pretly safe bet
that she wouldn't even entertain the idea unlegs dgtdn't mind
emerging on the other side of the river in nothing a pair of
emerald satin briefs!

Damn him! she cursed torturedly, acknowledging tlezitable
isolation of the little island through the gap imetfloral curtains
where even now a solitary mallard that had waddigal vision sat
preening itself, confident in the knowledge that ltabitat would
remain undisturbed. He'd also said there was epheine either, she
recalled through her alcohol-anguished sensesgctefy on his
comment about it being an intrusion into his wdskit what work
was he talking about? And why would a simple bodydwant such
solitude?

The questions went round and round inside her braimanswered
because, feeling unwell, and slipping down on ® ghlows again,
she fell asleep, and dreamt that she was beindygenised from a
summer meadow by the brush of lips across her bhaw,senses
hanging on to an elusive limey scent—Kent's scemramswer a
murmured, aching response because somewhere, i sdner
distant dream, he had called her 'darling'.

And it was still a dream, she realised, disappdintben she opened
her eyes to see the sun playing further alongabe&owall although,

strangely, she thought she could still smell timagl scent hanging
on the air as if her dream had fused with reabsfore her nostrils
caught the stronger, tantalising smell of sometlemgking.

The door nearest her cabin revealed nothing moen tthe
engine-room, she discovered, when she was up assealt in the
robe, deciding that the afterdeck and tiller wdiddbeyond that. Her
own room she had already deduced—from its doulileabd tasteful
furnishings—to be the master bedroom. Which meaat,at least,
Kent had considered her comfort, she thought asvsisedrawn by



the cooking smells and sounds along the parquetdtbpassageway
to the galley.

'So you're up,' Kent sent her a cursory glancepaging at the robe
rolled back at the cuffs and bunched at the walsres it was too big
for her, his gaze touching briefly on her facd b#laring the smudges
of the previous night's make-up that lent a warteaviness to her
eyes. 'Are you hungry?’

She nodded, watching him shake a pan over one htecmall

electric stove, guessing that the grounding hettihdis profession
would have strengthened those already sharp itstinof

self-efficiency and survival. There wasn't any sgfranyone else's
occupation aboard, though—either feminine or othsew-she
noted, with a quick, covert glance through the tlenewvhere

room-dividing curtains were tied back to reveal thmall but

comfortably furnished saloon, and she uttered cstyo 'l thought
you said your son lived with you.'

'He does.'
'Where is he now?"

She watched him scrape some chopped tomatoes flmard on to
the sliced, sizzling onions. 'Staying with his gfparents in Surrey.'

'Not his mother?'

He glanced up, aware of that tentative little nibtt had crept into
her voice.

'‘When we split up, there was a complicated legssgleufor custody
which didn't do Piers any good at all. He was dolyr at the time.
Valerie never adapted to motherhood very well, iatcally, when

she left, she left us both. When she lost the ch®efought for
guardianship, she bowed out gracefully enough,daialt seem too



concerned one way or the other afterwards whetieisaw her son
or not. Now, though, she's decided to emigrateustralia with her
new husband and has been threatening to takevitarser—with or

without the court's sanction. She'd seize any mosire could to
prove | was an unfit father for the boy.'

Which was why getting involved with her, Jade, wamething he
wanted to steer clear of, she realised with a sudd#ing poignancy,
expressing her realisation aloud.

‘Exactly." Calmly Kent carried on preparing thedhnoblivious to
the sudden, injured clouding of her eyes. 'Gettmgelf involved
with a rather infamous little socialite wouldn't daich to enhance
my reputation with the courts.'

Jade's lashes came down to hide the bitter emth@nwelled up
within her as his remark touched a raw nerve. Beh the didn't know
the truth, did he? Anyway, she didn't think a jalels as he had,
coupled with a river home miles from anywhere, wionhve helped
sway the court's decision in his favour either, she said only, 'So
why take the risk?'

'l was paid to—remember?' Casually he reached hmastor some
tomato puree on a shelf behind, the smallest glimmé

affection—warmth—which she craved from him as elesas those
evocative snatches of his cologne.

‘Sorry—forgot. How stupid of me."' The acidity inrheoice hid its
trembling emotion as she watched the steam rismogn fthe
saucepan, because until then, angry as she washavemay he had
got her drunk just so that he could get her hdre,lead been half
hoping he'd taken such drastic action becauseréallg cared about
her safety. No, darn it, she thought, giving ith® inevitable, not just
her safety—her\



But he didn't. Money was all he was interested ias-far as she was
concerned, anyway and frustration, pain and resamttrmpelled her
to throw back, 'At least now | can see why you jechjat the chance
to work for my father, coming from a place likeshNo wonder you
wanted a taste of how the other half live— and ¢gdainly shown
you that! | only hope you've earned enough to kempin the way
you obviously want to become accustomed, becaulimmaires'
daughters with their lives in danger are in ratsteort supply! And
for the reason she'd first come looking for himo u think you
could tell me where the bathroom is?' she askedingdwith a
grievous acerbity, 'l suddenly feel very sick.'

She felt better after she'd freshened up, evéreifigd have nothing to
wear but his robe! At least, though, he'd suppliest with a
toothbrush, and she was thankful even for that Ism@ainfort,
surprised, too, that the small space of the clbset been so well
utilised as to incorporate a bath and shower—agttishade full use
of the latter.

Now, though, stepping into the corridor and feelbmdder than she
had earlier, she decided to explore the confindsoprison.

The door next to hers was open anyway, a sligintigller version of
her own cabin and which, at one time, must haveeskeas the main
guest room, although Kent had utilised it as aystfdsorts. A desk,
littered with papers and containing a portable wyper, a
dictaphone and a brass and glass lamp, stoodheeaindow, while
a single folding berth for additional sleeping sp&mok up the wall
on its left-hand side. Books lined several shelvdezens of
them—a closer inspection revealing a good supplyrafel and
political volumes, dictionaries and a lot of fiatitbo, some printed in
foreign languages—»but all by the same author, r@anurow of



them. Her eyes scanned the entire collection, loertima round O of
amazement as suddenly, startlingly, it dawned.

Hearing a sound in the doorway, she swung roundfdagures as
shocked as Kent's were inscrutable as he murmooadgerned, '‘Are
you all right?

Later, she realised how long she'd been and thétpnebably come
looking for her because of her earlier commengialarcastic, about
feeling ill. But just then she thought he was merelfferring to the
shock on her face as, half dazed, she stammergtuYe Calvin
Wildblood?' Author of countless crime thrillers—jtiglal dramas; of
reputations brutally stripped by circumstance, aoanmorality,
human weakness and greed. What was it he'd saoev&adys | work
for myself." And how! Jade thought, totally shaké/at she hadn't
digested of his work in print she had watched avah the small
screen. Calvin Wildblood, political security mamrted international
bestseller, multi-millionaire, recluse. 'Why didgtiu tell me?' she
breathed, flabbergasted, embarrassed and annogetetcould let
her go on the way she had just now when he coudtddcatwenty
homes if he'd wanted them!

He shrugged. 'You seemed to have made up your amchabout me,
and it seemed a pity to disillusion you.' Just as gid—about me,
Jade thought unhappily, as he went on, 'Apart fndnch, the fewer
people who knew, the better. As you've probablysgad, | never
have had a propensity for being in the public eye.'

‘As I've read!" she corrected, taking the lift ofasvny brow as his
unpretentious acceptance of Jade Napier to hisfliatldicted fans.
Calvin Wildblood, who shunned publicity so muchttishe hadn't
been able to grasp why he'd seemed oddly familibet, leading her
to decide that it was probably from a rare photpgrshe'd seen in a
magazine lucky enough to have got an interview ith, rather
from any past association with her uncle.



‘Valerie couldn't understand that,' she came oueofreverie to hear
him telling her. 'We'd known each other since weenldds and |
thought we wanted the same things. It appeared id@tdl was
already established as an author while | waswbllking with the
Branch, and our marriage seemed stable enouglhéddiirst two or
three years—in fact until things really took offtiwthe writing. Then
she started wanting all the glitz and glamour shatthought being an
author's wife would automatically bring, and sheswd@sappointed
when she didn't get it—so disappointed, in fact #he went out and
found someone else.’

Silently Jade sympathised, suddenly rememberingvbrsls outside
that church about knowing someone a long time beng
recommendation for marriage. Valerie Solomon mustehbeen
crazy, leaving a man like Kent for a more glamorndaesshe thought,
and felt a tightening in her stomach to be enqgiridnd Karen
doesn't mind?"

'‘Karen's my agent,' he surprised her by respondmghat suddenly
what he had said that day when she had met the wthrean about
looking after her—'But not in the way you mean' -ekk@n a totally
different meaning in her mind. With a client likel&in Wildblood,
she was being looked after all right! But did thaan that he and
Karen weren't intimately involved?

She quelled a rash surge of hope to ask, 'So whyali take the job
of looking after me? You hardly needed the mong&ie could see
now, though, why he'd cost such an exorbitant suengage. 'And
you said yourself I'm hardly worth risking losingstody of your boy

for—so why put yourself in a position where you hilg Bemused,
her eyes searched his, dark and hungry for somelsag he had done
so because he'd felt that same devastating atinatctwards her that
she felt towards him, but his lashes drooped, gngrany emotion,

and that twist to his lips was almost self- degsiv



'l was between books,' he explained tonelesslyl ianneed of a
change,' trampling over her emotions, the neeeirhat was crying
out to him to see the other side of her as codigpassionately, he
went on, 'Constant mental activity with too much asfe's own

company can make one feel stagnant, and your fathequest
seemed ultimately to..." he seemed to be searbhirige right words

"... have a lot going for it. Fortunately, my paeclove kids and are
always willing to have Piers if I'm away—and if ytiaven't yet

grasped the picture...' there was a sudden relpufis voice, a flush
high on his cheekbones '... this place is whe@iewhen | need to
be alone to write—but if you're wondering I've mdhan ample

acreage for Piers to grow up in, in my own litterreer of Surrey.'

Which meant that he was aware of her thinking egrllade thought
sheepishly, and was putting her firmly in her plaarsd she couldn't
help feeling awkwardly conscious that she wouldehaanted to do
the same thing in his position, before he said 5imidow come and
get something inside you. You look all in.'

‘You can't keep me here,' she conveyed, watchimgwash up after
the tasty tagliatelle and tomato sauce he had rtltea for lunch.
'It—it's immoral.’

Kent pulled the plug out of the little sink benedik galley window.
‘What do you know about morality?' he queried cgityc looking
down at her, still sitting there at the table ie title dinette where
they had eaten, drying his hands. And without wgifor an answer,
'Here—if you want to make yourself useful you camthis away.'

Disturbed both by his remark and his cool regaadeJsnatched the
margarine tub he thrust at her, her breath catchsnghe got up and
opened the fridge. It might have been small, butas stocked to
capacity—with enough food for the two of them fotemast a week!

Slamming the door, she swung round, her eyes langeaccusing.
‘You've thought of everything, haven't you?' sheabred.



‘Just making sure you didn't want for anything,'sbheplied, with a
smile. 'Fortunately | have a very good friend ia thilage who likes
to sail up with her family and stock the larder fioe if she knows I'm
coming,' he explained, his eyes continuing to apprher with such
lethal sensuality that she licked her lips, theneuhbility of her
situation prompting her to snap,

‘Then at least let me have some proper clothes!

'‘Why?' he countered, with a sweeping glance dower tve large,
unflattering bathrobe. 'Worried that being nakedlamthat will
inflame my more fundamental instincts?'

A tingle of awareness ran down her spine, evenghder head came
up in an answering rebellion, and she knew he wadénd to the
betraying glitter in her eyes, or to that evidettiel pulse, where his
gaze rested, at the creamy hollow of her throat.

‘Don't worry," he said dismissively. 'You're qusegfe. Not that it isn't
tempting to give in to those natural instincts distover the glories
that all your previous lovers have unlocked, only-'

'Only what?' Jade quizzed brittly, wondering howwwld react if

she told him that there had only ever been onelesskhour of
abandonment for her—and that regretted—as sheamer®nly you

don't fancy a lawsuit for abduction complicatedabfurther case of
rape?’

'Rape?' Above the whistle of a kingfisher skimmthg water for
minnows, Kent's voice was laced with mocking saeqtn. He knew
how susceptible to him she was, the devastatingadegower he
could wield over her, even if he believed she'ccaot in the same
way to every reasonably attractive man she metlsteknew that if
she brought a case against him, even for abdudtiamguld be her
word against his. And who'd believe her, she woadlewith her



reputation—such as it was—over the higher esteemnoéminent
author like Kent if he said she had come away with willingly? To
start with, Emma could vouch for the intimacy oéithrelationship,
as he'd been so keen to point out to her earlnet,Jade was in no
doubt that if she tried to make serious allegatiagainst him her
father would take Kent's side as well. .

'‘What makes you think | won't bring some actioniasfayou?' she
returned adamantly nevertheless, fully expecting toi respond with
a solid affirmation of her own thoughts. Only hdrut.

'l was hoping..." a finger was beneath her chirgifg her insurgent
features to meet the hard, impregnable strengthsof.. that before
we leave here | could..." he took a deep breathake you see sen'se!
he finished, emphasising every syllable. He straakeof the galley
then, leaving Jade feeling not only defeated adauin,thoroughly
chastened too.

Well, perhaps he was right, she thought. Perhapshstd been
incautious and foolish—but only out of sheer frastm—and now,
with a small shudder, she began to wonder whetlsesuspicions
about Juan's friends might even be right too. Begthat didn't mean
that she had to suffer the indignity of being kipiped by him! she
thought, piqued, considering this dangerous intadoavith him, and
the chances—for her emotions' sake—of getting dveay him. But
he'd denied her her clothes, and even if she coaled borrowed
something of his without him knowing—found wherédhput the
oars to the dinghy, or somehow got ashore undesweIisteam—she
could only do so at night when he was asleep. Aecptoblem there
was that he was using one of the berths in thesatbrough which
she'd have to pass, as the hatch to the rear deeld discovered
-earlier, was securely locked—and she didn't ddhddt the slightest
sound would wake him, bring those trouble-smellsggses of his
into vigilant life.



Therefore, it seemed, the only course open to hertwsit it out, and
keep her frightening emotions towards him well unctentrol until
he'd decided it was safe for her to go.



CHAPTER SIX

PADDING barefoot into the bathroom to shower and retridwe
emerald briefs she had rinsed out the previoustniglle studied her
reflection in the mirror.

She looked better today, she thought, brushindnaierso that it fell,
sleek and shining, over the shoulders of the vaheos robe. She
even had colour in her cheeks. Probably becauselirigering
gueasiness yesterday had forced her to retire aadyshe had slept
like a log, so that now only a strong resentmemtaieed over being
held there as she followed the sound of clattetypepwriter keys
along the side-passage to the study.

Kent looked stunning in a pale summer shirt anltlgprds, the sun
coming in through the window highlighting the tawngir. He was
sitting, head bowed in concentration, making sometten

amendment to the page in his typewriter, and Jatisach turned
over as he enquired, without looking up, 'Did yatiyour breakfast?'

She had refused to when he had brought it to Hen earlier, saying
she'd rather starve than be his captive. But tji& sif the cool juice
with the softly scrambled eggs, toast and coffekgraved too much
for her newly restored appetite, and now she mdifedgl her chin in
mute rebellion as her gaze clashed with his adhesdesk.

'‘Good,' he expressed, understanding her bettershardid herself,
because, of course, she would have gained immatiséastion from

being able to say that she hadn't. 'Just give weenfiinutes and I'll be
with you. I think we'd both benefit from a breathfresh air.’

'‘Don't you have work to do?' she asked, with aatdtie typewriter,
surprised—and pleased, if she were honest—to ectilet he didn't
intend burying himself in his study and leaving herher own
devices. 'Won't youagentdisapprove?' She couldn't contain that ta



little emphasis, chiding herself for it when shevddent's mouth
twitch in awareness.

'l told you, I'm between books at the moment,' dierated, tossing
down his pen. 'I'm only making notes for sometHlhdpe starting in
the autumn. In fact you could be of some help towhde you're
here.'

'l could what?' Jade stared down at his arrogamyehead. 'After
you've kidnapped me? Got me drunk just so thatopald...' Words
failed her. 'You've got a nerve!' she breatheeriytflabbergasted.

'Haven't I?' Kent smiled, leaning back againstcheir with his hands
behind his head, looking up at her with a lazy, ris@pping

sensuality. 'And are you going to hold it againstfor doing what |

considered was best for your own good?"'

'I'm not a child!" she snapped, too conscious a¥ tightly his shirt
was pulling across his chest, showing that featigeaf dark hair
beneath it, and tensing as his gaze flitted cuysasver the
superfluous folds of the bathrobe and he said $gber

‘No, you're not, are you?'

Totally disarmed—as she was meant to be, Jade hihous
swallowing—she uttered, 'OK. What is it you wamkPid a little
more tightly, perching on one corner of his de$khat could |
possibly offer the illustrious Calvin Wildblood thae doesn't already
know?'

Those tawny brows lifted as he moved, bringinganms down again
with the subtle, evocative scent of his colognew@man's point of
view.'



Despite everything, Jade knew a small, inexplicdbtél in being
invited to help him. 'All right—shoot," she comgliestrangely
stimulated.

He did, explaining the intricacies of the plot amsking how she
would react in the same situation as his heroingmetang woman
betrayed by a man who had married her only foptheer she could
bring him. She did her best to give an opinion, ineled too

poignantly of herself and Russ—of his empty prosis&ying to

keep any emaotion out of her voice. 'Perhaps sheldghave known
better than to have got involved with him in thestfiplace,' she
appended ultimately, with a sad, ironic little smil

‘Do any of us ever?'

Outside, in the reeds, a couple of moorhens crogkedrelsomely
for a few moments, the protests gradually subsidingl all was

guiet again. Of course, he must have been hurtJade thought,
considering his messy divorce—the legal hassle tlaaidstrength of
character that had brought him through it so thatnkeeded no
self-debasing mask to hide behind as she did, noce=d her scars
from the world.

'‘Or is Jade Napier immune?’

His question was so penetrating that she lookecktytiway, forcing
a laughed, 'Fortunately! But then, as you pointadto me after our
tennis match that day, | have to be more carefuil thost, don't 1?'

He had picked up his pen and was tapping it idlpireg} the
typewriter, the sound light and rhythmic in the syrcabin. 'Is that
why you were planning to run off with a man likedRiguez?'

His hard accusation had Jade's breath catchingrituhgs, her back
stiffening. She wondered what he'd say if he knleat those plans
hadn't been the means to a wildly erotic holidathwhe other man,



but merely an attempt to run away from her configtemotions for
him.

'l thought we were talking about fiction,' she reded him with an
affected nonchalance, about to slip off the desk.

'‘We were—»but truth's stranger!" She gave a smaksihe caught her
wrist, dragging her down towards him, her hairifigllike a dark
cascade over the typewriter. '‘Does he turn youlm@demanded, his
grip relentless. 'Does he? Are you in love with-kHar is sex the only
requirement in a love-match for the girl who's udedhaving
everything?'

The hard surface of the desk was hurting her ellaowt, her features
contorted with pain. 'lt's hardly any of your bwess,' she groaned,
struggling, only succeeding in loosening the robehat it slipped
provocatively off one shoulder, exposing the fuppper swell of her
breast, the awareness of her own femininity agaiesit's virile
strength, his angry warmth and the armoured stekE hard tendons
of hand exciting her, so that she said in breatipesic, 'For heaven's
sake, Kent! Isn't it enough that you've got me legrainst my will?
Or do you plan on humiliating me further with biittaas well?'

She supposed it was the supplication in her vdieg tmade him
release her.

‘You're right,’ he rasped, getting up, 'it isn't foysiness,"' those
raggedly breathed words giving rise to a peculespbndency in her
as he moved lithely, silently, away from her dowa passageway.

So why be affected by him like this? Hopelesslyjelaastigated
herself for allowing herself to be so unutterabigwin to him. He
wouldn't feel anything for her if she were maroomath him for a
thousand years! she decided unhappily, almostdaadjiwith him as
he came out of the master bedroom just as she ovwag o).



'You'd better put them on—it's going to be hot thére,' he said
abruptly, thrusting some garments into her handreemoving off
towards the saloon.

Jade looked at what he had given her. It was onehisf
T-shirts—which was about four sizes too big! shaedowith a
grimace when she pulled it on. It was pleasinglyl cbowever, after
the thick towelling robe, yet hung so loosely otlee thin-striped
grey boxer shorts he'd supplied her with that om@ment of
ingenuity she raced through to the saloon andjfqhat deserted,
whipped the red plaited cords off the curtains degiarated it from
the dinette and galley and, using one to go ardandvaist, and the
other to tie back her hair, she came across theetsd saloon, up
through the open doors on to the foredeck.

'‘Mmm, that's better,"” Kent approved, stepping backooard from
checking their moorings, his gaze running appraebt over the
soft white top which she knew accentuated the fosomdness of her
breasts, and the shorts which, if not flatterirng thought, at least left
her legs—which one reporter had once describedrasg up to her
navel—gratifyingly exposed to the sun. 'Are younpliag to utilise
all my furnishings before you're through?'

Amused, Kent was referring to the curtain ties, dade responded
with a light but careless, 'If | have to,' nurse@ecret desire to pay
him back for abducting her, if only by showing atiaint disregard for

his precious retreat.

She had wanted to brighten herself up today, theuglhnich was the

main reason she'd taken them, after a day of figsick and looking

her worst, even the barge and its surroundings—wsine had also
had little interest in yesterday—evoking her cutyosow, which she

tried to hide from Kent as she glanced away francieam and black
paintwork and timber-framed windows, across therrto the main

bank.



The road running parallel with it was barely manart a towpath,
beyond which a field of Friesian cows munched pkdigein the
early morning sun. Beyond that, the still mistydacape spread away
to the lush dips and plains of what appeared ta felf-course, the
pale structure of its clubhouse with its dark tilexbf discreetly
shielded by a copse of cloaking trees.

‘That's where | exercise when I'm working," Kentinped out

shrewdly. 'A round of golf between chapters helpsideas gestate,
plus the fact that it's somewhere where | can |¢lawear—thanks to
an agreement | have with the owner—and then isy eaough to
hotfoot it here or there if | want to get out fapglies.’

It sounded idyllic, but Jade didn't tell him thaithough it did account
for the reason she'd seen no sign of her car omée bank. 'How
convenient for you!" she exhaled with the merasjdiof sarcasm.
'‘And didn'tanyone think it odd that you had a gfed female with you
the other night—or were you careful not to be seen?

‘Not careful, just considerate. To both of us,Shpplemented with a
wry smile. 'l brought you across here, then draaekland abandoned
the car outside the clubhouse. You hardly imaginetried you the
whole distance from there, did you? It's gettingf@na mile and a
half!'

She wasn't sure what she had imagined, but thatid#ting strength
that, nevertheless, had made it possible for himatoy such a tall
creature as she was without any difficulty at alhtsa strange little
tingle down her spine.

'‘And supposing | don't like the idea of having myabandone@' she
challenged, emphasising his own choice of words.

'‘Not yours—mine,' he said succinctly, then, seelmay puzzled
expression, went on, 'With those private plategoafs it would have



been like advertising to any would- be kidnappercdme and get
you, which is why | took the precaution of drivitg my place first
from that party and using my own car to bring ug/ddere. Yours is
tucked away quite safely in my garage.'

‘Thanks," she uttered, without meaning it, his dbghness
dumbfounding her. What kidnapper would have a chagainst a
shrewd, calculating brain like that?

'‘Believe me, the last thing | wanted to do was Hiaiei you,' he said
softly, reminding her of her earlier accusatiom, libok he gave her so
sensually disturbing that she was grateful fordiséraction of a reed
bunting darting out of the rushes by the starbbarw, its black head
and distinctive white collar holding her attentias it streaked off
along the river, bringing her gaze ultimately te tnisty spire of a
distant church in a village way, way downstreanoi you like to
see the garden?' Laughingly now, he gestured thttleasland.

Carelessly, Jade nodded. 'Why not?' After all, wizat she to lose?
Nothing, she acknowledged some time afterwardsyéwt much to
gain, because the island was a natural haven daiar wildlife.

A pair of brown ducks waddled, protesting, outltdit path as Kent
helped her ashore, and a small water- vole, disturby their
presence, streaked out of the reeds away from thershiny black
body moving smoothly across the water to the opediEnk.

‘Somehow | don't think we're very welcome,' Jadggssted more
light-heartedly now, feeling the soft grass bendhagéhglossy yellow
cups of marsh marigold as a cool sensuality berteatifeet.

'‘Most of the birds won't mind—as long as they see'ng keeping
your distance,' he told her from experience, sulydaaking her own
life—the socialising and the parties—seem no lass tsuperficial
compared with this natural sanctuary, so that shend herself



envying him this wonderful retreat, away from tlestrof the world,
that he could escape to as and when he wished.

‘Well, not entirely,’ he said when she expressedieg over this last
point, while keeping her sudden deductions aboubha life well
concealed. 'l do have Piers to think about.’

Of course—his son, she was reminded, wondering tatbas little
boy who had such a caring hulk of principles féather, when, from
behind, Kent's arm suddenly slid around her midsli@pping her in
her tracks, and in a low, warning voice he saidwNhat's one
creature you would be advised not to go near. Régpat lady's
privacy and she'll be only too glad to respect gour

Jade caught her breath, not only from being heldase to him, but
also from the sight of the beautiful, snowy mut@swe was pointing
out, sitting on an enormous clump of water weedugly incubating
her eggs.

'She's late this year," Kent whispered againshher 'She's usually
hatched her young a month earlier than this, buwvafkeep at a
respectable distance she won't feel threatened.'

'You mean the way | do?' It slipped out before stnadld stop it, her
gasp restrained, so as not to alarm the swan, hisearm tightened,
drawing her back against him.

‘Do you really feel threatened, Jade?' His breath acaress against
her skin, his voice—his warmth—so shatteringlynrdte that she
turned her head in unwitting invitation, cravinge tfeel of his lips
against her throat, for him to touch her, whiletla same time
praying desperately that he wouldn't.

And her prayers, it seemed, were answered whearhidell away
from her, and he said only, 'Let's leave her ircpeahall we?'



So why this aching disappointment? she thoughteaghg as
silently as he did, utterly abashed when he advisedaggedly
admonishing tones, 'And if you don't want to firmyself sharing my
bed tonight, then stop giving me the signals. Malid like to make
love to you, Pd prefer that pleasure when you anerd position to
make the excuse of a modern Sabine woman out of it.

Well, hadn't she as good as said that yesterda¢?rdaninded herself
when his words stung, along with the knowledge ef lbwn
weakness in still wanting a man who could treat e some
medieval female with no rights just because helveisg paid to.

'l wasn't aware | was giving you any signals,' siialiated in an
attempt to save face, which was a lie, and he kheskie thought, as
his gazed played cursorily over her betraying lisdasneath the soft,
all-too- revealing cotton.

'‘No?' was all he said sagely so that, embarradselé, moved away,
finding a clear, sunny spot on the other side ofump of bushes,
dropping down on to the grass, gazing absentlyreast.

The sun was burning the mist off the river andayethe church
spire in the distance had become clearly visilke, & slender grey
finger touching the perfect blue of the sky. Thentfascent of
willowherb reached her nostrils, its tall pink flevg stirring gently
near by. A cow lowed in the field opposite and rtingmur of a train
cutting its way somewhere across the Hampshiretcggide came
distantly on the breeze.

'‘Don't burn." Suddenly Kent was on his hauncheglbdeer. 'l know
it's only May, but we are having a heatwave andetlaee still plenty
of ultraviolet rays up there to damage that loyedle skin.’

And he had made sure beforehand of securing thepigtection for
it, she realised, resentful yet unavoidably impedsshen he tossed



her a tube of high-factor cream, suffering a comipfeof emotions
when he stretched his heavy frame out beside heshasstarted
applying the cream liberally to her limbs. A manondiearly found it
easy to relax—and whom she could so easily halsgé with if she
hadn't been so affected by his sheer physical ntisgmeshe thought,
gazing thoughtfully out across the spreading grelamket of the
golf-course to a red flag shimmering in the risivayves of heat. She'd
probably discovered more about him here, duringptie two days,
she calculated, amazed, than she had in the winoéehte'd been in
her father's employ.

'l didn't realise you played golf,' she said, halisp suddenly leaping
from the studied casualness with which his gazeeadoaver her
glistening legs. 'Do you have a handicap?'

'Only you at the moment." Amusement trickled thioulgs words,
bringing her gaze to the mocking grey of his.

‘It was your choice,' she retorted, replacing thp on the tube and
setting it down beside her, stretching out on hee sow with her

head propped up by an elbow, her attention caugtitdtranslucent
blue of a dragonfly as it hovered, undecided, dkemwillowherb.

'Yes... it was.'

Something in the way he said that made her lookhiab
quickly—query that enigmatic darkening of his ey@&s he really
saying that hevantednher with him... ?

Trying to stem the sudden urgency in her bloodsstiély pushed all
fanciful thoughts about his motives aside. He'd $amself that he
hadn't done it for anything but the money—a singhlersion from
the pressures o# his work.

'So you're stuck with me—and now I'm cramping ystyte. Good,’
she laughed with provocative satisfaction andjseaj his intention,



rolled away from him before his hand could meettatgjet, every
nerve pulsing with a reckless excitement as shelles own sensual
laughter on the air.

If he touched her...

Lying on her back, she closed her eyes againsththsiliating
thought of surrender to him. A man who, in effeeas holding her
against her will. However strong this infatuatiorthvhim, nothing
could detract from that. And despite that endusel-restraint of his
she didn't doubt for a moment that if he knew houwcmshe wanted
him propinquity alone would be enough to persuadeihto taking
her, and without any effect to his emotions whatsoeBut she didn't
want to think about that and, forcing it out of hmind, rather
tremulously she asked, 'Do you really not have adltap-
seriously?'

'Not any more.'

She turned her head in a swath of dark silk. "¥og&tting to be a
bore, do you know that?' she breathed with anartwist to her lips.
'l might have guessed! So you're very, very good.'

'‘Not really," Kent countered with an unassuminglenit's surprising
how much practice one can get in when one's sofférom a good
dose of writer's block.'

'l don't believe it!" Jade uttered with an increxid little laugh.

'You'd better.' Again that unpretentious self-mogké8Have you ever
played?’

The dry grass rustled beneath her as she shrutjgedried it once or
twice, but I'm afraid my swing's as undisciplinednay backhand.'



'Hmm.' He wasn't disputing that, she decided, leefieradded almost
casually, 'Remind me to give you a game some time.'

Some time? Like when? While he was keeping heresstally under
his guardianship here? Or did he mean some timerfAe promise
for the future—already broken, because after thiswas over for
him he didn't intend ever seeing her again?

Stupidly, tears pricked her eyelids and, starinqugne blurred blue
canopy of the sky, she whispered, 'I'll hold youhat,' pretending
because he was, because, crazily, it hurt too rfelkmit that he'd
never allow himself to become serious with the tgpegirl he fully
believed her to be.

After that she feigned sleep, keeping her breatbiren and regular,
allowing the herby scents, the sun and the rivers@inds to soothe
her tumultuous emotions. At some point she was avedrKent
moving, and tensed as she heard a twig snap, kgsfiinas a statue
until she heard the more distant, softer soundisfriibber soles
meeting the polished wood of the deck. And sleeptrhave really
claimed her then, because the next thing she khewas waking to
the sound of strange squeaks and rustlings, to Kiewlt kneeling
beside her in nothing but a pair of hip-huggingetdhiorts, unpacking
a wicker hamper.

'‘What's this?' she laughed tentatively, trying toohotice his tautly
fleshed body as she sat up and saw the white sptad out on the
grass with wine and glasses and a bowl of crispstigodressed
salad.

'Room service,' was his laconic response, and teif, to make a
point, 'l thought it best to keep you in the manmewhich you're

accustomed. | wouldn't want to give you cause for @nnecessary
complaint.’



Jade didn't say anything. What was there to sagrsbught. That
she'd have traded her privileged existence for peace and
perfection of his any day? she confided to hersefjsing to let his
cynicism spoil what promised to be a delicious hunc

It was. The grilled chicken portions he had brouglitwere as tender
and succulent as they looked, the bread rollsasadtstill warm, but
when he went to fill her glass with the white wste shook her head.

*You must be joking!" she breathed. After the otight she doubted
whether she'd ever be able to face alcohol again!

'l thought not." Calmly Kent filled his own glasadareturned the
bottle to its cooler, reaching round to pull somaghelse out of the
hamper.

Again, he'd thought of everything, Jade acknowlédgetching the
clear mineral water tumble from its bottle and fizio her glass—as
much in command over a simple picnic as he had theeaother night
when he had employed that ruthless intellect atelroenation to foil
her attempt to run away with Juan.

Afterwards, she couldn't recollect precisely whedyt talked about
during that meal, only that any tension betweemtBeemed to ease
with a mutual appreciation of their surroundings—thed day. And if
she found it difficult sometimes concentrating amsthing Kent
was saying, then he shouldn't play host to sudmlenhagnetism,
should he? she justified when, not for the firetej her gaze was
trapped by the smouldering directness of his.'lnmg for a swim.'
Already he was on his feet, bringing Jade's ga#&eskg over his
wide-shouldered torso, over the solid lines ofrhisscular thighs.

'‘Won't it be cold?' she asked, surprised.



And was made to feel stupidly naive when that hascaline gaze
burned down over her body and with a grimace he, Sahope so,
Jade. For both our sakes, | sincerely hope so.'

She flushed, but merely laughed up at him. Whicls e sort of
reaction he would have expected from a girl withr laleged
experience, she guessed, staggered to realiseffdt she was
having upon him as she watched him plunge intgthelear river.

‘Brrrr!'

Jade laughed out loud as he surfaced, shuddeBery.es you right!
she called out, her laughter unsympathetic.

‘Any more of that and you'll be joining me!" hedatened with wry
humour as he began slicing through the water, losvepful
movements sending angry ripples into the reeds.

She laughed at the idle threat—though a liftlsson arrowed
through her. Was she really foolish enough to wantcite some
sensual game with him?

The day was blistering, though, and after a whddeJfound the
temptation to join him too great to resist, andhmtminutes was
slipping into the water of her own accord.

‘Brave girl.' Kent was level with her as she gadp&dshock from the
stinging cold of the water. 'l must hand it to yoyed're game for
anything, aren't you, sweetheart? And | thoughs dike you only

got themselves dishevelled if there was an arnmgeofants waiting
around to make amends.'

‘Well, you thought wrong, didn't you?' she returnledt with little
antagonism, because she felt surprisingly good, tatignand
physically—which hardly made sense, she thoughénndhe'd been
carted off out of her own environment, againstvadt



'‘Obviously." Kent's mouth compressed with uncorexapproval.
'Have you any more surprises for me, Jade Napiegté&you going
to reveal them little by little—like rose petalsachned by the sun?'

'Oh, very poetic.' She sent him a withering glaacd swam briskly
away from him, catching his soft laughter as shecktout with only
one aim in mind now—that of getting warm.

It didn't take long. Nor was it too long before stealised the
disadvantages of swimming in the Hampshire Avonshs felt
something wrap itself like clinging tentacles ardier legs—around
one arm—hampering her movements, so that, unaldertay it off,
she pulled herself, frustrated and gasping, ohé¢anain bank.

'‘Good gracious! Whatever happened to you?' Kenlavaghing as he
hauled himself out beside her and started helpemgtd extricate
herself from the tenacious green strands. 'You likeka water baby.
Sorry, darling, | forgot to tell you that there waa$ot of weed in this
river.'

‘Thanks,' she breathed with tremulous sarcasmuked&ent's hand
was resting casually on her shoulder, making h&gsuguiver with
awareness as he picked off the remaining weed twéhother, his
body gleaming bronze in the sun.

'l also forgot to tell you that washing those cimtdies isn't
recommended. You've put a great pattern on th&irt:s1e drawled,
amused.

Jade followed his gaze downwards to her midriflydo discover
that he was right. The plaited cord had run, so¢ tthere were now
haphazard red streaks all around the middle oivthite shirt.

'‘Oh, my goodness! It wasn't any particular faveuoit yours, was it?'
she gibed after her initial, shocked reaction, etbcrpleased at
having ruined his T-shirt— and possibly his tiefksmas well—after



what he'd done to her, so that she uttered calgléi$svas only a
shapeless old thing anyway, wasn't it?'

‘It was virtually brand new, and you know it." Teewas a
heart-quickening promise of retribution in his wwihat, despite his
smile, should have warned her. 'And I'm sure Kavesuldn't
appreciate your description of her birthday gitbelieve she went to
a lot of trouble selecting that little piece of Wger wear.'

That hurt—unbelievably!—and heedlessly she snappEealigh,'
suffering agonies of torment as she plunged batk tine water,
Kent's muttered,

'You little...I" and his echoing plunge assuring tieat he had taken
enough and was intending to give back as goodeakasth given him.

Jade shrieked as he caught her just as she wasidiorg "back on to
the island, half laughing, half protesting as higguher down on to
the sweet warm grass, pinning her there with hég/bo

'Oh, yes, my love, we've been here before, hawa?t he laughed,
not cruelly—not in anger like that time he'd chaséer her in the
pool. This time he'd been driven by something mmcie basic and
fundamental, and which she had incited with hesiteg inviting it
now against the conflict of her will as she welcdntiee devastating
urgency of his kiss.

She sighed her acceptance deep into his mouthngaenvulsively
beneath his crushing weight, answering the mesbkegbody was
conveying so flagrantly to hereto conquer, to pexttetand possess.

'‘Oh, God," he groaned, no more in control thanwhs, his skin
flushed, his eyelids heavy with the weight of hesgion—nhis desire
mirrored in her own eyes, in her tumescent, achiegsts beneath
the clinging wet shirt. Sojnehow he had unfastethedcord around
her waist, allowing his hands unfettered acces$eo body, his



fingers moving surprisingly gently over the smos#tin of her waist
and ribcage, finding her breasts to elicit a shuddegroan of need
from deep in her throat.

Dear heaven, she wanted him! she thought torturediessing the
warm, wet velvet of his skin. She wanted to kis®.hiouch him.
Urgently her teeth bit into the damp, hard flesthisf shoulder, her
nails dragging provocatively down the erotic, hdasatin of his
back. She wanted to...

She drew in a trembling breath, shifting her positso that her lips
could follow the path of her hands to the dark bsmahning that firm
waist, feeling the muscles of his abdomen flexyingahim catch his
breath before he pushed her, with an almost angdigtoan, back on
to the grass, moulding her to him, caressing laetjrtg the damp,
sweet arousal of her body.

'‘Kent, please...' she begged, because suddenbpdstdpped and she
couldn't bear it, needing him, craving the ultimatiélment that only
his possession of her would bring. 'Please dooyt.'slt was a small,
agonised plea which he cruelly ignored, easing éiimg to study
her flushed face with cool, assessing eyes.

'‘And if | make love to you here—now—what then? Araipif not

legal accusation hereafter that it wouldn't havepeaed if | hadn't
brought you here? Or would it qualify me as youedsaaffaire de

coeuruntil something more fascinating comes along?"

'‘Don't.' Her breasts lifted on a sob, a small soagainst the gentle
stirring of the reeds beside them. 'You don't usided,’ she breathed
huskily.

'‘Don't 1?" She didn't think she had ever seen loiok Iso harrowed,
those strong features etched with deep slashesowofething
resembling pain. 'I'm trying to, Jade. I've begmnty to understand



the complexities of your emotional make-up since tlay | first
spoke to you outside that church. Wanting you—amahkng that if |
give in to this crazy weakness I'll just be oneitong line..." His
breath came raggedly from his lungs. 'Well, why?hétis arm slid
under her, pulling her roughly against him. 'If torsuffer eternal hell
for wanting you then | may as well go the whole laog be hanged!

That deep voice trembled beneath the burden offrostration;
nevertheless his meaning was clear enough.

'‘No, Kent...' Jade shuddered violently as the wispmerald beneath
her shorts yielded too easily to his seeking haadd,suddenly she
was tugging her shirt down, lines of anguishedrdegiaven on her
face. 'Kent, please... not like this," she beggedlising now that
whatever he believed about her the outcome woulthdsame, and
yet she couldn't bear the thought of his making ltavher in anger,
despising her as he did.

'‘Why not? Shy?' he taunted, an ironic smile mockiagattempts to
conceal the betraying arousal of her breasts. 'SBtgtdea little out of
character, isn't it, my love?'

‘You don't understand. There's only ever been-'

She choked back her rash admission, realising dinelasions he
would draw from it.

'Only ever been what?' he insisted, those thiclwbimnitting, his arm
flexing like strengthened steel under her back.

'Russ." His tenacious will alone seemed to dragtibf her. 'And only
on one occasion—a few days before we broke up.€l$rever been
anyone else.’

'‘What?' For a man who was adept at concealingrhitiens, Kent
looked considerably stunned. '"You mean you're ¢grymtell me it's



all a front? That you're really all lace and puriehind that
discreditable little name you've carved out for ngalf? Come off it,
Jade! I'd really love to believe that of you, sviregirt—but a girl who
gets herself in the papers as a regdtanme fatalewith more

conguests than Napoleon, and winds up half- nakedrties, doesn't
usually carry away any blue ribbons for propriétyhat happened
with you and that fiance of yours, anyway? Couldh&tstand the
pace?'

She flinched from the raw accusation in his vobzé,nevertheless he
was still being kind, she thought, in not spellihgut. He knew as
well as anyone of the speculation surrounding heokdn
engagement, her fiance's failure to deny the rumthat it was on
grounds of her unreasonable behaviour following #itaident, only
concealing his own calculated reasons for jiltieg. h

‘There was only one party like you're referringdent—and it wasn't
mine.' Her voice was husky, barely above a whisper.

'‘Go on," he pressed, when she failed to expand tatsdy,
puzzlement lining his strong features.

'Oh, there have been lots pérties'Hadn't she needed them to hid
her trampled pride behind? 'But never any like thra. Dad was
away as usual and I'd been spending the weekeidRaberta. |
drove back quite late, and Jeremy had a housefpéople. | didn't
know at the time, but he'd been squandering hosvalthce- gambling,
he owed some rather dubious people a lot of maa®y,a couple of
them turned up that night, wanting him to settleget involved in
something... | don't know...some illegal businesad-avhen he
refused they started threatening him.

'l wouldn't even have been downstairs if I'd beble & sleep, but
there was so much noise going on, | decided tcogendor a swim in
the indoor pool we used to have then. | couldreneyet to it. There



were people everywhere—all pretty far gone witmkland trying to
get me to join in—and someone tried to tug my rotfeand nearly
my bikini with it.

'‘When | managed to get into the drawing-room, hiwderemy there
in a terribly frightened state, and he told me theout the debt he
was in. He was scared those riien he owed the mimneypuld come

back, so | persuaded him to let me drive him to@lHfor the night.

By the time we were on the road, though, | decitdeduld be best to
let Dad handle it as he was only in 'Birminghanmaaronference.

'‘When Jeremy knew where | was taking him, he wasmsaded about
what Dad would say—that he might cut off his allowe

altogether—that he tried to stop me. He grabbedtiez| and the car
veered off and hit that bridge, and that pedessidfered shock and
minor grazes. Then that photograph of me appeardtea papers
making it look like a direct result of that party—aarvellous

headline for the gossip columnists—although the faat | hadn't

been drinking wasn't reported for three days, amehtit only

appeared on page five! | couldn't do much withoatkimg things

look bad for Jeremy," she finished with a poignstab of emotion,
remembering Rufus Napier's insistence that she'tdatid further

disgrace to the family name.

'‘And when you told your... boyfriend..." Kent spake noun with
almost detrimental emphasis '...he didn't beliega?y There was
such a mixture of puzzling disbelief in his fackgswvasn't sure
whether he did altogether himself.

She laughed, a short, humourless little sounddh'dtell him," she
uttered, and saw incredulity flare in Kent's eyBglieve it or not,
Kent, the reason he left me had nothing to do waati opinion he'd
formed about me because of my so-called behavidwat was only a
convenient excuse, and | gave him the satisfadctidetting everyone
believe it. It was easier than telling the wholeaahe truth.'



He had shifted on to his side, his arm supportiisghead. 'Which
was?' he pressed, the line deepening between ¢lisays.

She didn't want to tell him, but the words justtiepuring out of her.
‘That Dad said he was just a gold- digger and Haad he'd do
everything to stop us marrying. When | refuseddbdve it he said
he'd offer to buy Russ out of my life and we'd dde. said he'd
proveto me that Russ was the type who'd trade angy#ts long as the
cheque was high enough—even me,' she said, theopdimat first
bitter lesson cutting through the layers of her eomal scars. She
took a deep breath, searing and uneven. 'Russomasogfore the ink
was even dry.'

'So your father was right,' Kent said quietly.

Strangely, she hadn't consciously acknowledgeeéfdrbe, too hurt to
see Rufus Napier as anything other than the destroy her
happiness—quiltier even than the selfish, mercerRRogs. Yet,
incredibly, everhiscruel betrayal had lost most of its poignancy nov

'So it's all a big act?' Kent's tone was no lesnthngry. 'The
sex-kitten charade. To get even with Russ— andyeotiter darn
man who dares come within a yard of that inveighegininity.'

"That's not true!'

'Isn't it?" His tone conveyed otherwise. 'Eitheattbr some warped
way of punishing yourself for being weak enougffiadbin love—or
your father for failing to give you the love yowtight he was duty
bound to supply— or even both.’

That wasn't true. Was it? reluctantly Jade begamaiader, unhappy
with the way Kent was forcing her to see thingsulieerself, things
she wasn't sure she liked.



'So why tell me?' His tone was gentler now aboeestilash of a fish
jumping in the river, though his face was an intasle mask—and
her answer came from nowhere, without questiorhauit dispute.

Because | love yadut throbbed from the depths of her being—
soul-wrenching admission that shook her with itemsity—but she
couldn't tell him as much, murmuring only, tremwudty) 'I—I
thought you were going to rape me.'

He swore explicitly. 'Do you really think that I'd-He broke off,
breathing hard.

No, she didn't, Jade acknowledged privately. Heweadknesses, it
was true. But mishandling a vulnerable female wasre of them.

‘You little fool," she thought he muttered undex limeath, as, bending
down, he brushed her lips gently with his, the gesso tender that
she shivered and murmured her tortured desire,imgdns loving,
his arms around her now, more than ever. But witatah of his
breath he drew away, saying almost tonelessly, 'téaetting cold.
You'd better get inside and have a warm shower.'

And that said it all, Jade thought abjectly, as etwplied with his
suggestion and went back on board, trying to igtleeesignificance
of this latest rejection. She couldn't, thoughgpked by the thought
that, while he might have made love to her whed helieved her to
be as sexually sophisticated as himself, that gagaif-discipline of
his would never allow him to seduce an inexperidritge fraud like
she was just for sheer gratification—because theg all it would
have been— for him anyway! she accepted torturously final
action proving it more positively than if he'd wen it in smoke
signals across the sky!



CHAPTER SEVEN

WHEN she came out of the shower, Jade found Kent cgrrgut
some maintenance in the engine-room.

'Is there anything | can help you with?' she vadened tentatively,

feeling, as his cool gaze flicked over the cleasuaashirt and shorts
he had given her, that she had revealed far todrolicerself to him

that afternoon.

‘Not unless you want to get yourself dirty.' He gdner a wan smile.
‘There's no problem here. Just making a routineclch&hanks
anyway,' he said, examining hoses on the engiregkaig pumps
and tightening the odd nut.

‘Do you ever cruise on her?' she asked, wonderinghe seemed so
cool towards her—so aloof.

'‘Hardly ever.' He was carefully oiling somethingiwihe know-how
of the experienced barge-man. 'She's only evenearfimoorings if |
want to take on water and more fuel. She's justaaepto work
uninterrupted, which | find a boon when I'm plottiout a new book.’

'‘How long does it take you?' Suddenly she wantéelimn everything

about his fascinating work—how he found his idel&s his research,

and in doing so she saw that cool, detached fagBlis slipping as

the minutes ticked by, and it wasn't until he cdteslihis watch that

they realised over an hour had passed, so that mdenggested that
they have something to eat she happily agreed.

'‘Boat maintenance is hungry work!" she joked, atmmgetting that

she had no choice about being there with him, thoshe

experienced a sudden tightening of her stomach Wkersponded
lightly with,

'In that case come and help me get dinner.'



In the galley, watching him take provisions frone tupboards and
the well-stocked fridge, Jade started as that gege was suddenly
recommending, '‘Perhaps while I'm doing the mains®you could
rustle up a hot sweet.’

At her sides, her hands clenched into tense btlés. 'l can't cook,’
she admitted, her expression sheepish. And cattlsnghprecation,
his look of utter disbelief, ‘Well, I've never haol' she justified
emphatically.

‘Then it's time someone taught you,' was all he, saud he proceeded
to do just that, so that together they producedwishing, if not
entirely presentable meal. It was her tense awaseoiehim, though,
Jade blamed for the way her souffle sank, an implt keep her
mind on what she was doing because that lethal etesgm of his
disturbed her too much in the intimate, confinedcgpof the galley.
And she felt it in him too— that sexual tension—s&aw his eyes
every time their glances accidentally clashed, déan the rasp of
his breath from even the most innocuous physicataam between
them, which was why he became the cold, indiffestranger again
as soon as the evening set in, excusing himsetiegrounds that he
had work to do in the study.

Or maybe he just didn't want her company, Jadegthioachingly,
now that he'd ruled her out as a suitable candidateis bed, going
up on deck to bringin the clothes they had beemnsuing in, lying
there on the locker—dried and stiff now in the isgttsun. Then,
returning through the saloon, she refastened ti@ina with the
rather sad-looking tie-backs, and took herseltofied.

The room was hot and full of people. Kent was dagavith her,

telling her that he didn't love her, and yet he ldoli let her go, and
all around them champagne corks were popping—Ioumizat

louder...



Suddenly she was fully awake, recognising the saund as the
noisy squabbling of coots, the bright sun streantingugh the floral
curtains, combined with a restless night's sleefing her, even
before she looked at her watch, that she had yirséipt deeply and
late.

Up and fastening her robe, a glance into the sathspelled the
notion that Kent might have been lying in himsdlfit the boat's
unusual silence, after a swift check of his stuady the engine-room,
brought Jade to the conclusion that he had to tsdsu

Going back across the saloon, however, she foundldss-panelled
doors to the foredeck locked, and mystificatioméal to annoyance
as she looked out of the window on the port sidesaw the rowing
boat dragged up on to the main bank. So he'd girmmewhere
early—and locked her in!

Still piqued, she was making herself a cup of affestening to the
portable radio in the galley, when she felt the emognt of the boat,
heard footsteps coming aboard, then the saloorsdi@ing unlocked.

‘You*didn't have to lock me in-' Halfway across sa&oon before he
was even inside, Jade stopped short, realisingasa‘tvalone.

'‘Piers, meet Jade,' he was saying to the littlevidtmy had scampered
in ahead of him. 'Jade, this is Piers, my son.'

He was such a perfect replica of his father—of hmt must have
looked when he himself had been eight— that a lganpe to her
throat, her hair falling forward as she stoopeds&y smilingly,

'Pleased to meet you, Piers.’

Blue-grey eyes smiled back with a curious appraisad with
tongue-in-cheek amusement the boy observed ratifiededtly,
"Your dressing-gown's too big.'



'Yes,' Jade acknowledged. Then with a savagingcglan Kent, 'l
always did like the loose look," she appended acglysin his
direction. How could he bring someone here whendstie't have
any clothes? she fumed. Even if it was only hid son

'‘Come down to the bedroom.' There was authoritgant's voice as
he addressed her. 'And you..." he ran a paterndl thaough the little
boy's tawny hair '...will find a nicely chilled Cekn the fridge.'

‘Goody!

While the boy scampered off, across to the gallage did as Kent
had instructed, rounding on him as he followed ih&r the master
cabin, bathed gold where the sun struck its oaddlwvalls.

‘You didn't have to lock me in!" she breathed, aptished the door
behind him, wings of angry colour stealing across ¢heeks. 'Did

you really think I'd try to get away with the ordpat out of here on
the other side of the river? All right, | might n@ant to be here, but
I'm not too wrapped up in swimming ashore eitheret-to mention

travelling all the way back to London in wet clathé’ou had no

right to treat me like some- some criminal-'

'I'm sorry." His cool interjection stemmed her deain mid-flow. 'l
was thinking more of your security while | was gaather than any
specific intention to keep you in," he stated dssp@nately, dropping
the white polythene bag she had only just reallsedvas carrying
down on to the bed. The name of some boutique wrasvied boldly
across it. 'l went out early to get Piers and pdgp® the village on
my way back. | thought you might be glad of somsghfieminine to
wear.'

And as usual he'd forgotten nothing, Jade discovexs she pulled
out shorts and a skirt, flattering cotton tops anuhir of canvas shoes
suitable for scrambling about the boat. He had eneluded some



underwear- two camisoles and briefs in matchingp seteam with a
scalloped edging of coffee lace.

‘Thanks,' she muttered, looking at the labels, tgé&ancing up, said
surprised, 'How did you know my size?"

He studied her with that amused, intelligent petioep'A day in the
West End with you and any man would have yourstes printed on
his mind for life!"

Of course. The reminder made her smile. 'So treotesvasn't truly
wasted, was it?' she said with mock-triumph, enadsmed to
remember how, even then, her attempts to make tiifershad only
rebounded on herself. "You didn't drive all the waySurrey and
back... ?' She was measuring a pair of shorts sighar hips, her
sentence petering out as she considered what gnneulst have left.
Wasn't that where he said he and Piers lived?

‘No. 1 didn't want to leave you on your own forttleamgth of time, so
| telephoned his grandfather last night to seeeifithd Mother were
coming down south for the weekend, as they do aiten, so that
they could meet me at the golf club with Piers th@ning.'

'l see.' Jade's response was automatic as shethdeskirt against
her—a floating white creased cotton that she wdwdge chosen
herself if she had seen it in the shop. 'You tedeghl..." She looked
up at him, puzzled, trying to recollect at whatditne might have
gone ashore the previous day to enable him to makene call. But
he hadn't...

'l keep a portable in my briefcase.' Calmly he aare@ her indignant,
unspoken question. 'Just in case of an emergency.’

And this had been one—instantly it dawned—findimggelf alone
with a girl to whom he was undeniably attracted, with whom he
didn't want now to risk winding up in bed. So wihatter way to



remove temptation than with the presence of a thady? And for
the same reason he had refrained from making lavehdr
yesterday—because he'd suddenly realised she wagpé of girl
who didn't want sex without emotional commitmentd de didn't
care enough about her for that!

'‘How lucky for you,' she uttered tonelessly, cugsithe needles of
anguish that made it impossible then for her eweahtallenge him
over lying about the phone.

As it turned out, however, little Piers Solomon wagdeasure to have
around, and his company helped to alleviate theidarbetween her
and Kent, so that the three of them seemed torgeith remarkable

accord.

‘You're fun,' the little boy praised endearinglgttevening, when the
two of them were alone together in the galley. Jamldd hear Kent
wielding a small hammer in the study, making soejeair to the

single bunk that Piers would be using while he thase.

Jade smiled as he sneaked a crumb from one ofntladl, oddly
shaped rock-cakes she had attempted to make that@dn, feeling
the need of a close family relationship so stronigat she had to shut
her mind to it before it could take a hold.

'‘Not like Aunty Karen.' Instantly Jade's thoughasne winging back
to reality. 'She never lets me help her when shetse kitchen—and
she's always trying to make me stay and play ircaiyn so that she
can be on her own to talk to Daddy.'

Jade wasn't quite sure what happened next, oniytitbacontents of
the frying-pan she was clutching now lay in a sticleap on the
stove, the extent of her mishap only sinking in wkbhe heard Piers
calling proudly, 'Daddy, Jade tried to toss a pkaand some of it's
stuck on the ceiling!



She was busy scraping it off with a spatula whentleppeared along
the passageway, the day's growth shading his jaltltes casually
buttoned shirt lending him an image of such relasedsuality that
Jade's pulses throbbed with awareness even thiloeighed-faced
embarrassment.

'l don't know how it happened!" she bluffed, beeaws course, she
did. She had been wondering if 'Aunty Karen'-a¢yuséept here with
Kent, and her aggressive response to it had bewmssahe pancake
too high.

'I've heard of art deco, but you've really addedething extra.' His
grin as he stood surveying her efforts to cleathg mess was as
boyish as the giggling Piers's. 'l think pancakéesghirhave been a bit
too adventurous for a novice cook!" he laughedréHet me do that.’

Jade's ribs contracted from the warm hands that sietdenly on her
waist, moving her out of the way, her nostrils jpckup the slight
musk of his heated skin.

'‘Now a joke's a joke, but that's taking it far egioiHe was catching
the handle of the frying-pan, pushing it back andtove, away from
Piers, who was tossing a make-believe pancake wdradbecame
surprisingly quiescent, Jade noted, impressed,r atat firm
reprimand by his father.

'It's also dangerous, too, to play with things twe stove," she
explained gently to the boy, admiring Kent's contreer his son,
coupled with that sense of fun and caring.

'‘Does that go for me too?' He was grinning agaiheaseached for
one of the little cakes on the wire rack besidestoge, and which he
sampled deliciously in two or three large bitesmiM... you're really
getting a flair for this,' he approved, swallowithg last of his cake,



and was reaching for another until the spatula Yaeusing now to
scrape the top of the stove rapped lightly ovekhisckles.

'‘Don't get ideas!" she laughed, blue eyes clagtiegully with grey,
colour rushing to her cheeks when suddenly sheseshthe false
implication of her words.

'‘Why not?' Kent said softly, lips quirking in teagiresponse.

Jade's heart thudded. He was only playing with hetpok an
immense effort of will to point out to herself bedosshe dared to do
anything foolish like hope, trying to answer ligigartedly with,
'‘Because you're far too mature for me." And he twlgt to make
something of that modulation in her voice to knbattshe was lying,
she thought hopelessly, but nevertheless added withrded
flippancy, 'l prefer younger boys. Sorry, Kent.'

'Like me! Like me!' Jade was both surprised anated when Piers
caught her arm, snuggling up to her, and her heamt out to him as
it struck her that, fortunate though he was in hga father like Kent,
he must still, subconsciously, have craved a misttagfection. And

the fact that she'd made a firm friend of the chilak, flatteringly,

without doubt.

'l see the two of you have successfully joineddsragainst me,' Kent
joked, amused. But was that approval in his eyas® dvondered,

reading something else there too—some hot, glitfleemotion that

told her that if Piers weren't there...

She trembled from that silent, sensual messagekéess excitement
coursing through her veins. But, of course, Piesis there—and for
that very reason, she reminded herself piercirgdad herself that he
was because she wouldn't be in danger of revebhindeelings for

Kent so easily as long as the child was around.



The heatwave continued in a sultry, starry nighlitpfved by another
blue-gold dawn, a day spent pretty much the sanmbegprevious
one, Jade reflected serenely; taking Piers ondasihnd to look at
the waterfowl; getting absorbed in the stimulatiegercise of
discussing ideas for one of Kent's new books, andwing a
blood-stirring pleasure when he praised her targasiuggestions;
finding it easy to talk to him, even with Piers @and, because the
little boy clearly had his father's initiative anduld amuse himself
happily on his own.

Coming ashore this morning, however, near the \wpete the swans
were nesting, Piers, who had crept cautiously almattienly gave a
little gasp and, running back through the treeablged Kent's arm
with a breathless, 'Daddy—come and look!'

Kent exchanged a wry glance with Jade, even thiaater little
gesture sending warmth flooding through her vemd$ers urged
them on over the short grass.

'‘Look! They've hatched!" he exclaimed in an excitgtisper,
pointing to the clump of weed where yesterday amtg graceful
mute swan had sat proudly incubating her eggs dretewnow four
tiny grey heads peeped shyly out from beneath tegegtive, snowy
feathers.

'‘Oh, Kent! Aren't they lovely?"

‘Aren't they?' he smiled, creeping closer for atdseview, as
enthralled with the cygnets as both she and Piene.wFeeling
broody, Jade?"

She glanced up from the touching maternal scenestinge the
mocking laughter in his eyes.



'‘What's "broody", Daddy?' Piers, quick to latchh@a new word, was
asking innocently, and from out of the corner of &ge she saw the
man's mouth pull down in wry contemplation.

‘Something to do with ducks—particularly baby ohksnt drawled
with clever ambiguity, that undertone of soft lategidirected at her
with his reminder of the conversation they had tredday she had
dropped her earring in that other river.

For a moment she didn't know where to look, norggdsby the
sudden vibrant impulses that seemed to be sizavngthe air.
Therefore she was almost relieved when Piers, ngdeirward to get
a closer look at the cygnets, broke the spell lmpamg a strong,
restraining hand to come down on his shoulder withat's far
enough, son,' just as the proud, feathered fatiohed its wings in an
intimidating warning to keep away.

‘You get on well with Piers, don't you?' she reredikwatching him
poking about with a stick in the reeds while theyrlged, keeping an
eye on him, a short distance away.

Kent smiled. 'He's a good kid. He's taken well ¢oi yoo, although
he's never hit it off in quite the same way with-'

Jade wondered why he didn't finish. Didn't he waartto know that
he brought his lovely agent here? she thoughtjrigraway so that
the hair falling loosely around her face hid hetuced expression.

‘You're going away soon, aren't you?' The wordewert before she
could stop them, and she stared rigidly at ther rarel the rise of a
hungry trout, hoping he hadn't detected that dedgocy in her
voice.

‘Yes, next month," he said. 'l hate these promati@ifairs, but
unfortunately it's something | have to do to be faiboth my agent
and my publisher. | did, however, manage to geomg way about



not staying over for some big literary receptiortheg beginning of
August. It's the school summer holidays, and Ilvaraged things so
that | can fly home around mid-July to spend mdsthem with
Piers.'

The” .ripple of something in the reeds concealedstiarp breath she
inhaled. 'Do you always try to be with him?' shieeaks

Kent shrugged. 'Except in very exceptional circiamses,'-*he told
her. 'No job is worth sacrificing one's family fobut all too often
these days it's down to standard of living verauaity of life—and
unfortunately quality of life usually loses. Thelpother thing that
might keep me away from him is my research, and,thé
circumstances permit, as often as | can | try akd him with me."'

Lucky Piers, Jade considered almost enviously, nelpeeing herself
around the same age, inconsolable because herfebgoing away
and wouldn't take her with him; trying to understavhen he said she
was growing up and would be happier with her frerabnly she
wasn't—and the following day he'd sent her a desigioll from
Paris.

Part of her still ached with that seven-year-ottfsolation, and she
glanced up, her eyes unintentionally mirroring ¢fag@ing chasm of
emptiness she felt inside.

‘Jade? what is it?' Kent asked softly.

Oh, God, how | love him! she sobbed inwardly, lyidgwn and
closing her eyes against the gentle discernmehnispfs though that
was the only way she could keep the secret insde h

‘What is it, darling?' How could she bear it whenused that term so
carelessly? 'Jade?'



She sucked in her breath from those cool fingerh@narm, her
whole being crying out in unutterable longing. Athén like a cruel
blessing a little voice was cutting in, 'Daddyherte’'s a funny-looking
butterfly with jagged wings over there. Can you eaand have a look
at it for me, please?'

Reluctantly Jade opened her eyes, hearing Kent'smuomu of
acknowledgement. 'Are you all right?' he querieaely above a
whisper, and now she could see the agony of warticiged on his
face.

For once, she knew, he was wishing they were atbeejepth of his
need lighting a fire of response in her so thatahdd utter only a
tremulous, 'Yes,' overwhelmed by her feelings for &s she watched
him get to his feet and go, more out of duty thaytlaing else, she
sensed, after Piers.

Kent had arranged to take Piers back to his grardmon Sunday
evening, meeting them in a village several mileayawhere Kent
said his parents had been visiting friends.

Instinctively, as they were leaving, Jade huggedittie boy, though
tentatively, thinking he might shrug away with emrbasment as
some boys of his age might have done. So she wasqd when he
not only returned her hug, but, looking up at héhwhose Kentlike
eyes, asked appealingly, 'Will you still be hereewh come again
next time?'

Unable to look at Kent, Jade coloured as she sedrdn an answer,
and was rescued by the man's smooth, almost lagigbsponse.

'‘What are you suggesting | do, Piers? Kidnap hdi®'eyes held
gentle mockery as they met the flabbergasted iradign of Jade's.
‘Won't be long," he promised softly, ushering tbg but of the door,



but this time he didn't lock it, and she wonderdadywWas he so
certain of his emotional hold over her—even if gant ..nothing to
him—to have realised that she would stay with harever if he
requested it?

He was back before she had realised it, comingrdbas she was
spinning a few small items of underwear she hade@by hand, but
as soon as he stepped inside she could see thagr® reason, his
earlier light mood had vanished.

'Hi," she smiled, but was met with little more tteagrunt as he picked
up a sketchpad and a few coloured pens that hibadteft lying on
the sofa.

'Did Piers go off all right?' she asked, when hensad disinclined to
make any further conversation, and found it hardtodlinch when
he answered with an almost curt,

‘Yes, why shouldn't he?'

She shrugged. 'No reason.' Across the saloon shehismedark,

enigmatic gaze. 'You look tired,’ she observed has gpin-drier
whined to a halt. Hot and tired, she thought, sgbim standing there
massaging the muscles at the nape of his neck.

‘Yes.' It was said with absent agreement.
‘Can | get you something? A cold drink?'

He shook his head. 'No,' he said, but this timgdne her a weary
smile, his gaze running over the scal- loped-neekaite top he had
bought for her and the feminine sway of her sKirang your father
while | was out. The Europe deal was finalised gxekty morning,
which probably means you can get back to a normatence from
now on. So you'll probably be more than overjoye#row that I'll
be driving you home tomorrow.’



Well, it had to come some time, didn't it? she tidu So why
couldn't she accept it? Why couldn't she contred tmbearable,
crushing melancholy when to be free of him was wshathad wanted
all along?

'It might also interest you to know that your bagfid's been vetted
and found to be... satisfactory...' he seemed ¢d @edeep breath as
he crossed the saloon into the galley "... as faramy suspect
connections are concerned.'

‘Thanks,' she said stiltedly, trying to keep hec&drom quavering,

picking, up on that derogatory note in his. And yaking the clothes
out of the drier, she felt a small pang of consogem realising that
she had given barely a moment's thought to Juantbgdast couple
of days. 'No doubt you'd have taken more pleasuteliing me he

was the head of the Mafia,' she snapped, but wihdalen reckless
hope that his dark mood might be attributable &of#ict that he didn't
want her to leave...

'l also have to ring Karen..." Of course. His cominéke a thought
expressed aloud, stabbed through her naive optimmelly
reminding her of the other woman in his life. 'lafraid I've rather
neglected her of late,’ he went on, oblivious to teelings, 'and
ignoring one's agent hardly makes for a smooth-ingrkelationship
long-term."

Or any other! Jade thought achingly, depressiadiatgover her like
a cold grey cloak with the acceptance that her miationship with
Kent—such as it was—was drawing to its inevitalbse.

'l've quite a few things to tidy up in the studyfdre | leave here
tomorrow, so I'll just grab a working supper, ifuydon't mind. Have
what you like. Put the televisigon if you want to—it won't disturb
me. But if you'll excuse me, I'd like to make anlyeatart.’



So he didn't even intend spending this last night Wwer, Jade was
miserably made to realise, and, taking the itenes Isfd washed
outside on the deck to dry, she made herself avgahdafter Kent

had gone into the study, and tried to settle dawwdatch a film.

The images on the screen just danced in front oéyes, making no
sense to her at all, and finally, unable to coma¢at she decided on
an early night.

It was much later that it dawned on her that Keniststill be
working, because she could hear the odd creak sf chiair
occasionally, the sound of a drawer sliding opkrgugh the cabin
wall. Wasn't he ever going to bed? she wonderedva&3rhe feeling
as little like sleeping as she was? Because shbdedlying there for
what seemed like hours, the hopelessness of Hergeéor him, with
this burning physical need, keeping slumber aavay as the moon.

Every nerve straining, aching to feed itself on $imeallest sound,
with the mind-craving tangibility of his nearneskge heard his chair
creak again, then some soft clicks followed bynindfled tones of

his deep voice filtering through the wall.

It took her a few moments to realise that he wasgube dictaphone
she had noticed that first morning on his desk.dédihe always pace
up and down when his mind was in full creative floshe wondered.
Pacing, pacing, like a caged animal, while the segbnance of his
voice ebbed through the darkness, washing overlikersome
powerful aphrodisiac to create a sweet tide of wgnthrough her
body.

'Oh, hell!" Fighting the feverish ache in her Igisise tugged the duvet
high up around her ears, trying to shut out thelestimulation of his
voice.



Nothing, however, could shut out the sudden craahreached her
ears, then a curse, followed by a curious silert had her
scrambling, unthinkingly, out of bed. Donning arshie had lent her
in place of his robe, she hurried along the pasgageand knocked
on the study door. There was no reply from witlamg gingerly Jade
pushed back the sliding door, giving a small gabpmthe shaft of
light spilling in from the passageway showed Keatf lounging
there in the darkness, still fully clothed, on thenk that had been
made up for Piers, the glass lamp that had stoatie@desk now in
fragments on the cabin floor.

‘Are you all right?' she asked tremulously, tratedi by the lean
power of him as he reached across the bed tovetwbat was left of
the lamp, her throat inexplicably dry.

'Yes, of course | am. It was just.. .this... comfded... lamp.' His
words were punctuated by his actions as he satk bn the desk, his
shirt pulling tautly from the stretch of his bodim sorry. Did | wake

you?' he said.

'‘No, | was already awake," she told him withoutkimg, then wished
she had been more prudent in her reply when sheasamile soften
the rugged structure of his face.

'‘And you came rushing to my aid?' Those long, l@delashes
concealed mockery, she guessed, as he sat baclstumlying her, a
dark silhouette against the light.

'I—I thought you were hurt,’ she admitted shyly.

His smile was enervatingly sensual. 'Do | look it@ breathed,
spreading both arms casually along the narrow singhig the wall
behind the bed.

As if she weren't having enough difficulty distiagther mind from
that relaxed sexuality and the fact that his sta@$ gaping practically



to his waist, his subtle invitation brought her ga@kimming across
the rich velvet of his chest with its darker feaihg of body hair, the
muscled steel of his torso transmitting a mességeah fithess and
virility that she felt an acute ache in the pithefr stomach.

'‘No.'

'No?' It was a caressing echo of her huskily voiesponse. 'Well,
that's where you're wrong. I'm hurting very mu@del So much that
l..." His breath seemed to shudder through hisduinig jaw clenching
from a powerful hunger that told her he was vergrriee boundaries
of his restraint, and she felt an answering husgege through her
breasts, clutch at her stomach, her bare legs \weakdelow the

shirt she was clutching to her like an ineffectslakld.

'For God's sake,' Kent breathed, his voice a ragg®dper, '‘come
here.’

Jade's heart beat wildly against her ribcage, tan lbattling against
the screaming responses of her body. All she hadotevas turn
around. Or cross the floor and seal her commitmémt
him—physically and emotionally—forever. The chowas hers.

Only it wasn't. And never had been, she realisenhn fthe moment
she'd entered his cabin, moving now like an automaidrawn only
by his will, her pulses racing as he stood up, ilogldown at her
where she had stopped, too nervous to take thé dteq, just a
couple of feet away from him.

With one swift movement he had closed the breauth tlzen nothing
else existed, nothing but the warmth of his moutinimg down on
hers and those hard hands tugging at her shirkirgeéhe warm,
pliant softness of her body.'Oh, Kent, don't leans Don't leave me
now,' she begged, desire dragging the desperadrpl@a her lips.



'Did you think | intended to?' he said hoarsely,aradching her up in
his arms, was bearing her down into the mastencaim the inviting
luxury of the double bed.

He'd misinterpreted what she had meant, she thodlgifdugh a
heady tingling of anticipation, but perhaps it waedter that way,
better if he didn't realise the full extent of leenotions.

‘You're beautiful,’ he breathed, his face a harmohpassion and
tenderness, his fingers tracing her silken hatinéocreamy column of
her throat, her shoulders, the upper swell of readts. Then his
mouth covering hers brought him down to her—themtarand
weight and feel of him all that she had longed fiog, sensation of his
body hair against her sensitised breasts bringéngtnaining towards
him with a small, anguished cry of need.

'You're too impatient,’ he teased softly, his dreaf irregular as his
lips feathered kisses along the gentle curvaturdesf jaw. 'lI've
wanted you so much—for so long—I've got no intemtod rushing
this. | want to know you, Jade—every last part ofi.yYour mind,
your body, your secrets. Teach me everything, mgrll wan{, ©
share everything with you. Every last experience...

His voice was raw with emotion, his features impas=d above her
as he swiftly shed his clothes. Then their bodiesewneeting in a
blend of softness and steel—velvet and silk, hikedawarmth

against hers like a kindling spark to a dry fottéstt galvanised her
into a writhing, sobbing wanton beneath him so tia knew it

required every ounce of his control not to takethere and then.

'Oh, my darling love..." It was a sound wrung fromm, and which

she knew was only induced by passion, yet whicmgleeled to hear
so much because she had so much to give—and otilistman, her
soul promised through the heady torture of thosemwaands,

shaping, moulding her to him, making her his.



And then she was lost in a topsy-turvy world of ss#ion, where
feeling and touch were the only signposts she cdollow and
where, for the first time in her life, she trulyitveged to someone—to
Kent, the man she loved, following his lead as ided her beyond
the boundaries of ecstasy to an unimagined rapiatewas almost
too much for her to bear. Yet no amount of pleasotdd compare
with the moment he entered her, and the shattesollision of
sensations that pushed her over the brink, bringangip to meet him
in a sobbing ecstasy of release.

She was bursting with a joyous emotion, holding kithin the
warm haven of her body as his own passion explddeg within her,
carrying her away to another plane where thereamasthe two of
them, her and Kent—her keeper, her lover, her mate.



CHAPTER EIGHT

JADE awoke to the sunlight streaming in through thenopatains, a
pink-gold light that assured her it was still veearly, and,
remembering, she uttered a soft sound of conterttriugning over to
find that, surprisingly, she was alone.

Languorously, guessing Kent was in the shower sste¢éched out to
caress the pillow where his head had lain, andstattething rustle
beneath her hand.

It was a note and, propping herself up on an elbshe read,
‘THANKS FOR HEAVEN. I'LL JOIN YOU THERE LATER.
GONE TO PICK MUSHROOMS FOR BREAKFAST-OR EVEN
LUNCH?!

So getting her home today was the last thing omimsl, she realised
with a singing excitement in her blood, wonderingwhjust the
memory of a man's lovemaking could rekindle heirdesith such
acuteness, making her body moist, her breasts hea¥yaching as
she sat up now, hugging her knees, anticipatingefisn.

She loved him! she thought—immeasurably! And aftée
tenderness and consideration he had shown towardagt night she
had no doubt that he was more than halfway to beitaye with her.

Joy brought a song to her lips as she showeregatnoin her shorts
and summery top, and she was still singing asisighéd laying the
table for breakfast in the dinette. Then, finding key Kent had left
on top of the heating stove in the saloon, shepsi@mut on to the
deck and into the glittering morning.

The heatwave seemed eternal. The sun was alreaggrsing the
fine layer of mist on the river, and Jade reposgibthe damp lingerie
she'd put out to dry on the locker the previou$iger attention held
by one of the swans gliding in on to the islansl niagnificent white



wings outstretched. Like angel wings, she fanciedr cheeks
pinkening as she remembered Kent's reference iehea

'‘Good morning.'

An unfamiliar voice made her turn sharply, bothriktd and

surprised. She hadn't been aware of the man rowpregongside the
barge and, aware of how alone she was at that niowegly she

returned his greeting.

'I'm sorry if | startled you.' Roughly the same ageKent, the man
smiled, clearly sensing her misgivings, his faigwy hair mirrored

on his bare forearms and his legs, exposed byhhkilshorts. 'I'm
Steve Maddocks, and | live further up river. | sident's car in the
club car park as | drove past last night and hadalised he was
back, so | decided to row down to see him this nmgrrfor the

exercise. | hadn't realised he—er—had company.'

Jade could have kicked herself for blushing. Of reeuSteve
Maddocks would jump to the natural conclusion. Tde that it had
turned out to be the right one— however unintenddutr't help to
ease her embarrassment at all.

'I'm sorry.' Now it was her turn to apologise.itrt realise you were
a friend of Kent's. I'm sure he'll be back any nruif you'd like to
wait—have a cup of coffee...'

The man made an appreciative, though totally imsifee, survey of
her slender figure. 'l think he'd consider me nwira friend if | took
a rain-check on that,’ he said with a knowing symbaking Jade's
colour deepen. 'There is one thing you could darfer though.' He
sat forward, resting his arms on his oars. 'Thietiiae | spoke to him
he said he'd let me have a book | lent hiffke Glorious AvonHe
said he'd finished it. Would you know if he broughtack with him
or not?'



She couldn't recall seeing it, but that didn't méeat he hadn't. ‘Hold
on a moment. I'll go and have a look,' she offepéeiased to help.

It wasn't on the bookshelf in the saloon, and slkeatvalong the

passage to the study. It could be anywhere, shgttipscanning the
amply stocked shelves, acutely mindful of the tesé she had been
in that cabin, though the broken pieces of the l&iagh already been
swept up, the bed folded away against the wall.

Just as she was about to give up, deciding thae3taddocks would
have to come back when Kent was there, her hopes naesed by
something peeping out from under a pile of papgmglin a
disorganised tray on his desk.

Success! She beamed as she lifted the pile andveised the book
she was looking for—and something else—somethiaghhd been
lying immediately beneath it.

With the book in one hand, papers suspended inttiex, she stared
down at the loose page marked 'Research Notestemvin Kent's
flowing scrawl, and under it the words 'J.N.—Thefeet Bitch?'

J.N. Her initials. Numbly, she took a moment tosgrahat she was
seeing. He couldn't... Surely he wouldn't...

Her bewildered brain wouldn't even function propekVhat did it
mean? That he had been using her all along? Usn@$ some...
some research experiment? she wondered tormentedlyher
thinking processes began working normally agains Wat why he'd
brought her here—because he was making a chastater of her?
Using her to research some character for one obrilisant books,
and one whom he obviously—thoroughly— despised!

Tears burned behind her eyes as she saw beyonthivete to his
cold, calculated motives. And to imagine that shi@a possibly have
hoped she could make him love her!



As she stood there, shaken, tortured by the disgpaesound outside
brought her mind back to Steve Maddocks and th& bedad asked
for, and somehow, finding some self-poise, she vimdk up on

deck.

‘Thanks!" he grinned, half standing to take it fioen so that the little
boat rocked precariously. 'I've got a class oééft-year-olds to take
through river pollution tomorrow..." he tapped book '... and | need
to check some facts. Tell Kent | dropped by, andesou're about it
tell him from me | think he's a sly old devil—sneakoff down here
with a beautiful girl when he told me he was tigowith research in
London." He was grinning, repositioning his oars niove off,
unaware of her emotional turmoil. 'All | can sayifghis is what he
meant by working-' he gave an innocuous little wirkthen I'm
definitely in the wrong job!"

It hurt to smile, but somehow Jade managed it, ain@, though he
was, she was relieved when the man had gone. Ibéaal too much
of a strain trying to be friendly—to pretend notiihad happened,
when all she felt like doing was sobbing her heatt

How could Kent have done this to her? she agonibked.man she
loved. Trusted. He had even admitted to his fridwad it was research
that was keeping him in London, something she megsily have

interpreted as his excuse to keep the true nafurs @assignment as
her bodyguard confidential if she hadn't alreadynfbthat note!

Sobs tore at her lungs, bringing her back insidwvéler could she
face Kent now, knowing how he'd used her? She oiuldhe
thought, dreading his return.

Yet she couldn't do anything else but wait and Jirigealmost
criminal-like, she slunk back into his study. Ifdhevritten anything
else detrimental about her, then she needed to.know



The dictaphone Kent had been using last night wag bn the desk,
and gingerly she picked it up, winding the tapekbadittle way, to
discover that it contained only suggestions teshrgptwriter over the
serialisation of his latest book. Even a furtivargle at the files in the
drawers rendered nothing further. Just that nbie tlsought bitterly,
finding it and absorbing its cruel connotationsiaga

It was dated too, she saw now—the day of Robesaling. So he
must have come back here and written it after rgedier that
day—after realising what a rich experience lay fferng her his
protection!

The agitated croaking of a bird, then a footstephendeck, brought
her back to the present. Kent!

Eager "to get out of his study, she stumbled cliynagjainst the desk,
sending pens, paperclips and other small itemdestag across it.
She groaned, because he was coming down the passagealling

her name. Pulses pounding, dreading this confriontatith him, she
stood rigid as a statue as he looked into the eabimd with such a
heart-stopping smile when he saw her there thatower heart
seemed to tear with the brutal knowledge of hieidec

‘There you are, angel eyes. Nature's own-' He bodkeseeing the
pallor of her face, her pained expression, plachey bag he was
holding casually on top of the typewriter. 'Whati®ng, darling?' He
frowned, glancing up from the chaos of his deske 'You... looking

for something?'

‘Yes.' The blue eyes, fixed on his, burned withut@d accusation.
'‘And | found it—thanks to Steve Maddocks comingngloand
wanting his book! Quite a game you had going fourgelf, didn't
you, Kent?' She couldn't keep the sob out of heceyoas she
remembered the times when she had wondered withtl halone in
his suite for hours—the times when she'd thoughthdm been idly



doodling, when all the time he'd been making co&édgulated notes
about her\ 'What better way than to kidnap someone to build
lifelike, living, breathing character? Tell me, ditive up to all your
expectations? Or did | fail to measure up in any wabeing the
perfect bitch?'

Amazingly, his eyelids closed for a second as thalge'd dealt him
a physical blow. 'Oh, grief!" he uttered, exhalimeavily.

‘What's wrong, Kent? Don't you like being found?W¥ell, | didn't
like finding out I'd just been used--brought hergtovide you with
inspiration to feed your twisted intellect—espdgiafter all those
lies about doing it for my own good! What's the iadvthey give to
authors? Sleep with your main character? What ghlaMVhat a
bonus it must have been for you when this one Hgtiuaened out to
be willing to!"

She was very near to tears, backing against the athi&ent reached
out to her, seeing the bag he'd discarded slidovgndhe typewriter
keys spilling dark fleshy mushrooms out on to tineng-gold leather
of the desk.

‘That isn't how | regarded making love to you—a&®aus.'

'‘No?' she sneered disbelievingly, anger giving sawleur to her
pale, tense features. 'And | suppose you're goidgmny that you took
this job solely as a means of research? So thatgald get all the
information you wanted about me for one of yourcpras books!

There was the briefest of pauses, only the scenwilof fungus
Impinging absently on Jade's senses with the spgiasbme bird on
the water outside.

'‘No,' said Kent quietly, 'l can't deny that.'



Crazily, she had hoped that he would. Hoped thatetltould have
been some other, plausible explanation for thosartiweushing
words she had found. But there wasn't, and he tvagenh trying to
pretend otherwise. Anyway, what could he have said?

‘Your father wanted me to be your bodyguard bechadenew me-'
‘Trusted you, you mean!" she flung bitterly in fase.

‘All right, | had that coming to me," he acceptathva hard lift of his
chest, 'but | told you at the beginning, | wasedlly interested in the
job until he persuaded me to pop down to Gloucsister that day. |
guess he hoped that if | got to talk to you | cob&persuaded to
change my mind—and | was. You came over as so 'ddrs-jaw
clenched hard, stifling whatever he had been gmrsgy. 'Anyway, |
couldn't resist the opportunity you presented nih,vdo | took the
job— and, | admit, for purely selfish reasons—nbuytinterest wasn't
just professional. You got to me in every way isvp@ssible to get to
a man-'

‘Bravo!' She tossed her head with a swish of dark silkyt&ofound
the perfect opportunity for some good researchs e long-term
possibility of a good lay!

If she hadn't already realised his true characker sould have
imagined that he flinched, that those grey irisesagmurky with
some inner conflict as he breathed, 'Don't redwst hight to
something crude.’

'‘Why not?' she uttered with a wide-flung hand.ti$rat what it was?’

"You know damn well it wasn't!" There was angehiim, even while
he was still trying to placate her—make excusesiractions, she
thought gallingly—knowing he was in the wrong. 'Anglasn't under
the impression you had any reason for complaistsiight.'



Now it was her turn to flinch, because, of cous® hadn't. Last
night had seemed so perfect—so exquisitely righirtinlg, not
knowing how to answer, she made to sweep past lirofdahe cabin.

'‘Oh, no, you don't" Determinedly he caught her.aVve aren't
leaving it like this. | at least have a right tdhearing, even if my
motives didn't start out to be entirely honourablasmy initial

reasons for taking the job had absolutely nothongd with why |

brought you here!'

'‘No?' she challenged tremulously, because he wah too close, the
fresh scent of the morning still clinging to histtles, his nearness
too powerful a reminder of his practised lovemakihg previous
night."No,' he breathed. '"Your safety was paramaafrtourse. But |
wanted you with me.' He drew in a breath. 'Oh, wthat hell! |
wanted to stop you running off with that ingramgtiRodriguez...'

"Thanks!'

She tried to pull away from him, but he caughtdrens now, his face
lined with impatience—and guilt too! she stronglhggected.

'For heaven's sake, listen! | know | don't desdrve

‘You're darn right, you don't!" It was a cry frohetheart, because
every nerve was aching with a torturous longingrgyeminine cell
craving for him to crush her in his arms—crush traality from her
mind—>but, of course, no oblivion of the senses daeverse the
truth of his cold-blooded actions.

'‘What am | supposed to do, Jade, say?' he engtorezlessly,

relaxing his hold slightly as a small choked protaske from her

lips. 'It's unfortunate you found that note—buelalready said it had
nothing to do with why | brought you here. For hexatg sake, what
would you have me say—that I'm in love with you?'



He made it sound so incredulous that a fresh sofgmin swept
through her.

'‘Quite honestly | wouldn't believe anything youdsddent Solomon!*
She tugged out of his grasp, feeling as if shedratiched away from
part of herself as she forced back a sob to coe¢lidad | don't really
care one way or the other—but | only hope for ysake you can
swim as well as you lie.'

She heard his impatient shout behind her as shétmdly down the

passageway, frantically aware that he was givirageland, reaching
the saloon doors, she desperately plucked therkey the lock. She
had secured them behind her before she had evieseceahat she

was doing, the key clasped tightly in her hand.

‘Jade!" Closed doors couldn't contain the displeasuKent's voice
as he jolted the handle, rapped angrily on thesgtase. '‘Jade! Open
this door! Come on, sweetheart—I understand howfgel) but now
you're just being silly. You don't want to do this.

'‘Don't I?" She was hurting too much to care abawt hnnoyed he
looked, or the way the glass was rattling—threagnito
break—from the angry force of his hand. 'Just wateh Kent.' Pain
was tearing her in- sides apart, but she didrdwalt to show, her
smile displaying a satisfaction she couldn't ees#l &s she held the
key at arm's length over the side of the bargetlamdext moment let
it go.

The first person she saw as soon as she arrive@ e Jeremy,
coming through the hall.

‘Well, look who's back!" he grinned broadly. "Frédter beat you to
it by about two hours. And what's so special abadhis
Kent—keeping it such a deadly secret when all aldagew you had



designs on the guy?' Blue eyes took in her rufflad, her cotton top
and shorts. 'Have a good time?' he enquired melatinggrinning
again.

Her brother's insensitive teasing was more thaa dadld take at that
moment. 'Great,"' was all she murmured curtly imt@mpt to dispel

any notions he might have about her and Kent. Shdo't bear

anyone guessing the truth. Jeremy didn't appegprisad, though, at
seeing her, she thought, heading for the staid,aafew moments
later she realised why.

'So at least you had the sense to come straighe hdine rebuke
came from the doorway of her father's study, batdtlwas relief in
Rufus Napier's voice, on his face. 'l didn't speémek and money on
the best security man | could get just for youreat his protection
like some frock you can discard just when and wiaré takes your
fancy.'

'I'm sorry, Dad.' Jade crossed over to her fathdrkéssed his flaccid
cheek. 'l didn't mean to cause you any worry.' Ble&ent had rung
ahead and warned him to expect her—probably theuteishe'd
taken off, leaving him stranded on the barge.

Uncomfortably she waited for a further scoldingifrber father over
the manner in which she had left her keeper, bdidit't come, and
she could only breathe a sigh of relief when hd,s&@ood grief, girl!
| know you've encouraged talk about yourself onenamcasions than
| care to remember, but I've always credited mygtiéer with enough
sense to give her the benefit of the doubt. Buhingn off on your
own—and like that!" He cast a disapproving glaneer dver clothes.
'I'm beginning to wonder... Did you think Kent w@aing it for love,
spending his valuable time on you?' he enquiredyittingly
spearing her to the heart. 'l gather he told yoa tmnis? And that in
using his discretion in taking you out of Londonwas only acting



on my previous instructions? So why show such dget? Didn't he
treat you well?'

'Oh, very.' Tears were too close now, her voicg wesar to shaking;
she was only vaguely able to gather that Kent aouldhve told him
about the little trip she'd been planning with Ju&nly he hadn't
interfered! If only she could have gone off on thatmless holiday
with the other man—been in Venezuela now—she wdulde
suffering this heartache, this cruel, agonisinglld@onment. 'Don't
worry, Dad—he complied witbveryinstruction,' she uttered bitterly,
glimpsing her father's puzzled expression as shaenm@r escape
before her tears betrayed her, and tore blindlthestairs.

She was seated at dinner with Jeremy and her fathieg to conceal
the fact that she had no appetite whatsoever, Weenh eventually
returned.

'‘Come in, Kent. Join us.' Delighted to see him,URuiNapier was
getting to his feet, but with polished courtesy Kevaved the
invitation aside, looking, Jade thought with a ga#phis eyes found
hers, like a man seeking recompense—and deterrtoreae it!

'‘No, thank you, Rufus.' He looked casual, big aadnting, those
cool grey eyes never faltering from hers. 'If yam'td mind, I'd like to
talk to Jade.’

Jade's stomach muscles tightened up and beneatbdheerise silk

of her blouse and trousers she felt uncomfortably §he had been
expecting this all day. She had even contemplat#dbaing here

when he returned, only the desire not to upsetdiber on his first

day back persuading her to remain.

Now she sensed her father assessing those vils&t&ween her and
Kent, along with Emma—ostensibly stacking dishes thé



sideboard—only the need for privacy inducing o icomplying
with Kent so that she went ahead of him, out otihéopatio.

'‘Well, at least | didn't have to drag you out,ineathed.

She didn't answer, staring tensely at the cloudbegag in the
twilight sky, signalling the end of the good weathe

"You might like to know I've returned your gown,uygewellery and
your car.'

Jade swallowed. 'Thanks.' It had been an extravagyahexpensive
taxi ride from the golf club. But that wasn't winet had brought her
out here to talk about, she thought with a nervslusdder as she
caught his swift, preliminary breath behind her.

'l won't say what I'd like to say, because it waltt anything to
promote good relations between us—or alleviatdebi&ng of what
I'd sorely love to do to you for behaving in thelftardy way you
behaved this morning...'

'Like putting you to so much inconvenience?' It veasold sneer,
although she didn't dare to take her eyes off ite bathering of
clouds and face him—couldn't trust herself enougioteonally to
turn around.

'For being stupid enough to run off on your owr ltkat!" he rasped,
close to losing his temper, and Jade guessed why Wl added, 'If |
were your father now, | wouldn't be happy eveirgttyou out of my

sight after this!

'Oh, | see.' Bitter clarity etched her face as @iieted to face him,
her shattered illusions about him forcing the bdnaerds from her
lips. "You were worried about what Dad would saguwhyou failing
in your duty to protect me. Why? Concerned he'duded from your
fee?' -



Something twisted inside her from the mere thoulgat that might
be all he was interested in, and she shudderethgsées mouth
assume the appearance of carved stone.

'No more concerned than | was about how he'd éaetd known
exactly how you got away from me.'

But, of course, he hadn't told her father—just aadn't told him

about the trip she'd been planning with Juan. Allyesine had realised
that, and she lowered her gaze, afraid of weakdmemgath the cool
directness of his.

‘You got out all right, didn't you?' A tremor undened the intended
carelessness in her voice, but fortunately Kent'tikeem to notice.

‘Yes.' His breath seemed to shiver through hisduidter I'd broken

the lock, the glass and the door-frame and telepth@teve to come
and take me downstream to try and find the dinghyd/abandoned
by that bridge.’

But only because she'd had to get as far away fhom as
possible—afraid of how easily she might have sudmeomif he'd
caught her, tried to persuade her to stay. Butefinsed to meet those
admonishing grey eyes, feeling the silence stretcbetween them
like an elastic band about to snap.

'‘Jade..." Kent's voice was soft, like his suddeatféddl on the
flagstones.

'‘Don't touch me!" It was a small tremulous soumdinging his clear
intention—but only because she wanted it so mucid Because she
knew that, hopelessly, if she allowed him to tobeh, she'd be lost,
she said, palms upwards, backing away, 'Just domé near me.'

'Why not?' he tossed at her brusquely. 'Becauswértit lived up to
your preconceived ideas about me?



All right, so I'm human. | saw you as an opportyrid further my
own ends—just as everyone else does at some tirather in this
cold Machiavellian world— but that wasn't the rea$d@ook you to
the boat.'

'‘No. You wanted to break things up between JuamagidWell, for
your information, Kent Solomon, you haven't sucesid've written
to Juan and explained everything, and as soohearlfrom him that
he still wants me to join him I'll be flying to Vemuela as previously
intended!

Laughter came from the house—a joke shared betfatbar and
son, and a night-hunting bird, taking off over geegola with a swift
fanning of wings, shrieked into the gathering dusk.

‘You've got to be kidding?' Kent's incredulous rea@ame through
clenched teeth, and even in the dim light Jadedceeé him looking
at her as though she had taken leave of her senses.

''ve never been more serious about anything inlifay Kent," she
forced herself to say steadily, stabbed by th&graf the twilight that
seemed to mark those strong features with somethkig to
desolation. The fact was that shad written to Juan, but only to
apologise for terminating their relationship, thbugf course, for her
self-preservation she couldn't tell Kent that, amyre than she could
tell him how much she loved him, and that alreddy knew she'd
never be able to love anyone else with the saneasity again.

'l see.' He seemed to snarl the words. 'And whatitalast night?
Didn't that mean anything to you at all?’

Oh, why was he doing this to her—making it all sdi@ her fault?
she wondered agonisingly. To save his ego? His ultedted
masculine pride?



'‘No more than it did to you,' she uttered, withuamsteady lifting of
her chin.

‘How the hell do you know what it meant to me?rdsped angrily.
'Oh, sure, | take women down there every weekend-'

'‘Like Karen?' Jade broke in over his facetious kma

That male jaw seemed to tighten as he took a desgihh 'Keep
Karen out of this," he said grimly.

'Why? because you wouldn't want her to know whattwe between
you and me?'

'l wouldn't give a damn!'
‘No? I'll bet you wouldn't!

Anger flared in his eyes, then was quickly bankgdhe quality of
control that put a more reasoning note into hisceoiJade, for
heaven's sake! Aren't we getting just a bit sideked from the real
crux of the matter? That note. That's what thaliabout. Something
written by a stranger about a stranger—before hdwew you. So
why let something so meaningless spoil everythireggvey shared
together, could go on sharing? | regret it—singerddut | don't see
that there's anything else | can do.’

And he was only using those sweet, honey-tonguedisvon her
now, she thought abjectly, because he had had uregnsler and
knew that, whatever she thought about him, it wottiichke much to
get her back into bed with him again.

'You're right, there isn't!" she flung back bityerjerking her head
aside, refusing to look at him as she felt the yggp of his hands on
her upper arms.



'For heaven's sake, Jade, do you want us to gpliikeithis? Are you
really going to go on like this, acting like—Ilike?dA what?' Angrily
she met his gaze. 'A perfect bitch?'

Whether or not she intended to exasperate him dénthag he would
leave she didn't know, feeling only a crushing litgaas that deep
chest lifted as though he was steeling himselayosemething before
he pushed her disgustedly from him and strode away.



CHAPTER NINE

JADE stared dispassionately out at the soggy Cotswaldlen to
where Roberta's little fruit trees seemed to bstgting with a
thousand tears. It had rained almost incessantliwio months, she
reflected ruefully—ever since that night Kent haalked out of her
life—and yet she had scarcely noticed the dreamgless summer.
Perhaps it was because the pain had been so uabtelafter he had
left that the only way she had been able to cople iwvas to plough
all her thoughts and her energies into the longvt@rospect of
managing the family empire so that she wasn'twéft any time to
think.

'l never believed any daughter of mine would hawehsan aptitude
for business.' Recalling her father's words to drdy the previous
week brought a rather sad smile to her lips. 'Blways said
commerce was a man's domain, but you've certamiyrgre of a
flair for it than your brother's shown.'

And that was how the subject had changed discangbrito Kent,
she remembered, with that familiar racking angwigtenever she
thought about him. Still, ivas because of that contact with whicf
he'd supplied Jeremy that her brother seemed retpagt embarking
on a career in journalism, and indirectly it hackioehat that had
forced Rufus Napier to realise that, if his heinterests didn't yet
stretch to following him into the business, a daaegtvas not only the
next best thing, but proving to be as capable gsan.

But why had her father had to extol the man's estwuite so
profusely? she thought with a deep sigh, innocebwottiuring her as
he'd concluded, 'Now why couldn't you have comedamnd told me
you were going to marry someone like that?'

'‘Because | don't love him?' Even now she could rebbes the agony
it had caused her to formulate the lie. 'Anywayatvas so special



about him,” she had added to reinforce her outwsirdw of
indifference, 'that you imagine he could possildydr been so right
for me, Dad?'

'‘Because he's tough and shrewd and entirely dedi¢catduty—and
because | want what's best for my daughter,’" healadtted almost
reluctantly. 'And because he's the type of mannged to keep you
in line.'

And he'd had to stick that on the end, she'd ddcittetemper that
awkward admission to caring—as he'd always carbd, realised
now, though, ironically, it had taken Kent to mdier see it.

Torn by a gulf of loneliness, she had gone acroskhaigged her
father then, and still couldn't help feeling thaeald sense of
rejection when he had put her from him, unabldyead always been,
to handle demonstrative affection.

'He was only like that because he was being pafoshe had said
bleakly, unable to bring herself to reveal Kentsniliating motive
for taking the job at all, and she remembered hoevisad flinched
from the way her father had sworn in front of harthe first time in
her life.

'If that's all the respect you have for the maahad gone onto scold,
'then | think, my girl, you need putting straigBall it dedication to
the job or just something he felt he might have @weur Uncle
Silas, but Kent Solomon didn't take a penny—no¢rt-e-for all the
days and nights he spent looking after you!'

She started, brought back to the present by Robaltiag excitedly
to her from the hall.

‘Jade, you'll never guess! Those curtains | ordévedhe bedroom
have just been delivered. Now you can help mehgetail up before
Jonathan gets back from his mother's. | do love, tiot he's no



handyman,' she giggled. 'Heaven help our kidsey #ver need a dad
who's useful with his hands!'

Jade laughed at Roberta's teasing remarks about nber,
academic-minded husband, and silently rebuked Hhefse the
sudden, stabbing recollection of Kent, hard-headed capable,
doing a repair job to that bunk on the barge.

‘Then let's start now!" she offered, almost todesiastically. After
all, wasn't that why she had accepted her frieimdisation for the
weekend—to lend her support in furnishing the spagiluxury
cottage, as well as to try and numb the pain thdtrbesurrected itself
ever since she had learned of Kent's staunch tefuba paid?

Why hadn't he taken his fee when it had necesditateh an offer to
engage him—even if it was, according to Jeremygsstgd by their
father rather than specifically demanded by Kentd Hie been
telling her the truth when he had said he hadaggked her off to that
boat solely for his own selfish ends? Had she hawaasonable in
not listening to him when he had expressed regret that note?
He'd said himself that it had been written befoe&heven got to
know her. Was it possible perhaps that he had 2a@dwas she
reading more into his noble refusal of payment tkizare really
was— because she so desperately wanted to—beedieseall, he
didn't reallyneedthe money? And perhaps he'd felt that ultimately
would be worth having done the job for nothing jsstthat he could
walk away with all the low-down on her!

Tussling with yards of flowery cotton, she recoiledm that last
possibility and the thoughts that kept spinningnebhier brain. What
did it matter what reason he'd had for doing amgfilt was over!
she chided herself with harrowing acceptance. He iwdhe States
now—probably having a whale of a time with his werfdl Karen.

So why should she care? she thought bitterly, mgraway from her
friend's softly puzzling eyes, because Roberta'tiadrow how Kent



had abducted her and how—foolishly—she had fallefove with
him. And if she started to guess—question her aBeut, she was
afraid she might give in to tears, and she knew ifhshe did she
would never be able to stop.

She left Roberta and Jonathan after lunch theviatig day, driving
back through the narrow Cotswold village. She tdraethe junction
with the main road, about to accelerate away, lbeiirhposing grey
building of the church filled her with such longititat, while already
berating herself for her sheer masochism, she wasng in the
lay-by on the other side of the road.

The village attracted visitors throughout the yé&art, because of the
unsettled weather, today it was particularly guety the occasional
hum of a car breaking the silence of the afternand the clear,
powerful song of a thrush ringing out from the tdwne of the damp
conifers as she made her way through the desdrnteditard.

Why was she doing this to herself? Fervently sieel tielling herself
that she was a fool. What was she expecting tofgamm deliberately
torturing herself? she reasoned with a dart of pameath her ribs as
she came to the spot where she had first seen &@aniling distant
and aloof, back in the spring. Why couldn't shé lnas/e ignored him
then instead of seeing him as an exciting challengky couldn't she
have recognised the danger of falling in love vaittnan like that?

She was crying now, a steady stream of silent ematihich, over

the past few weeks, had released itself often warpdly and

beyond her control, and almost angrily she scufitdome sodden
confetti that was lying on the path, so lost in hemories that she
practically resented the sudden, intrusive squdéatan tyres as
someone pulled up sharply on the main road, thik Wigine of an

engine bringing her attention to the black Pordbla¢ was reversing
swiftly into the lay-by behind hers.



It was starting to drizzle and, pulling up the aolbf her raincoat,
Jade turned away, not wishing to see anyone. Samgetieyond
instinct, however, sent a prickly feeling along kpme, telling her
that this was no sightseer, undeterred by the rain.

Brushing frantically at her tears, immobilised, sttared at the
masoned stonework of the church, waiting, breatt;heer eyes
closing against a raging longing and joy as, behist, that
chocolate-rich voice drawled, 'Laying ghosts, Jade?

Grateful for the rain moistening her already dameeks, she turned
round, her heart leaping uncontrollably at the ts@fthim. Nothing
could detract from the powerful fitness of him bathethe casual
jacket and trousers. He was tanned, too, fromath#io recent trip to
the States.

'Fancy seeing you here!" She forced a breathlgslaugh, though
she was aching from his every familiar gesture, tilteof his
rain-sprinkled head, that confident stance, thallyodensuous quirk
of his lips.

'l could say the same about you.'

Of course! she thought, swallowing, cursing whatevrael fate had
decreed that he should drive past at that momenonbthat road at
all, since it was obvious he had stopped becausetaecognised
her car, while she...

Desperate to divert him from the truth, she loogadt that stalwart
shoulder to say with feigned lightness, '| admmeantaste in cars.'

‘Yes.' He turned back to her, made a wry gestutte ms mouth. 'But
then | was once told it suited me so well.'



The sardonic reminder burned a flame of colour h@opale cheeks.
'l really made a fool of myself with you, didn't he said, and with a
cutting poignancy, 'All the way down the line.'

Kent shrugged as if it was of no consequence tq ket casual
indifference to her stabbing her to the heart.

'So... what a coincidence!' she said over-brigimiby,fooling him any
more than she was fooling herself, she realisednwie failed to
respond with the same affected warmth.

'Is that what you want to believe?' His tone walsl,chbis eyes like
chilling steel. 'That the fates have forced ouhpdb cross like two
lovers in some idealistic fairytale?'

He couldn't have made it sound more distastefaeihad tried, the
hopes she had half entertained before that he rhigl¢ had some
feeling for her as bruised as the wet confetti bémnaer feet.

'l came down here because | wanted—needed—to sg'ehgostated
with glacial matter-of-factness. 'l would have \wdituntil you got
home, but your brother didn't seem too sure abdmdnwou were
likely to be back.’

'‘Why?' Her heart was thumping wildly against hésri'Why could
you possibly want to see me?' she breathed, but witsmall
rebellious lift of her chin. Whatever happened bhad to keep him
from guessing how much she had longed to see ham-agand just
how his insensitivity was torturing her.

‘To give you this.'

He was taking something out of his jacket pockebok. The type
that expensive jewellery might come in; the type &lad received
before from men who thought they knew what it waake to get her



into bed—or those who just wanted to prove theyewerafter her
money.

'‘Open it.'

She was almost afraid to, but her trembling finggyeyed his cool
command.

There was nothing inside but a sheet of folded pajaele frowned,
taking it out. It was a bill, and so far from anyitp she had been
Imagining that it was with shocked disbelief thiaé started silently
reading its demand.

Cost of replacing and fitting double oak doors amfass
panels, complete with new lock and keys;

One Dior T-shirt;

Two curtain tie-backs;

Varnish to ceiling in respect of pancake damage...

'‘Pancake-' Broken-voiced, trembling, she lookedntartedly up at
him, meeting only a cold impassivity in his faceeSvanted to laugh.
To fling carelessly at him that she'd pay it—doubste had tol—for
the inconvenience that being with her had obviogsalysed. But the
words wouldn't come—choked back by emotion, byhitersweet
memories his unfeeling demand had evoked.

Unable to bear it any longer, she pivoted away from, desolation
tearing at her, venting itself on one shudderimgiomtrollable sob.

Her slender body shook beneath the burden of hetiem She felt
her legs buckle and might have collapsed if Keminttacaught her
from behind, pulling her back against the hardutmus warmth of
his body.

'Oh, my love! My dearest love! Don't, Jade, doHis voice trembled
with intensity, his lips urgent against her chele&r jaw, her hair.



'‘God, how I've longed for this! Let's call an emdthis ridiculous
pretence. It's just for fools! Can't you see I'nhoive with you?"

She couldn't believe what those anguished worde waying, her
tear-stained face amazed as he turned her gertig Brms.

'‘But you can't love me...'

'‘Why not?' He took the box from the hand that vess$ing against his
chest, smiling as he repocketed it— and so tendkdlshe almost
dared to hope he might be telling the truth.

'‘Because you don't even like me," she sniffed, raging for the
handkerchief in her pocket and blowing her nos#@*istthe circle of
his arms.

'‘Who said | don't?’
‘You did. You...'
'Yes?' he pressed, his lips curving indulgentlyimga

She couldn't quite grasp what it was she was triorgpy, feeling as
though she were drowning in the emotion emanatingmf
him—ifrom herself.

'l love you,' he whispered, his lips a gentle cau@ger hers. 'l never
meant to hurt you—or humiliate you. Getting youtoithat boat was
the only thing | could think of to get you awayindrodriguez. It was
driving me crazy, imagining you in his arms—in angn's arms after
the way you'd responded to me. | suppose prideseefio let me
believe that it was all just down to basic physettaction with you

when all | had to do was kiss you..." A deep breatiddered through
his lungs. 'That's why | took you away from himttheght—because
| was eaten up with jealousy when | guessed about plans for

Venezuela. Protecting you was my primary objectibet— was



equipped enough to do that without taking suchtaraseasures as
you drove me to.'

'‘But why didn't you tell me, that day | found thnatte?' she queried,
her hands resting against his shoulders, the agbeid suffered
because of it putting fine lines across her fordhea

'‘Because at the time | wasn't ready to admit it—retce myself. |

couldn't understand what was happening to me woth-ynot only

then but before that.' His voice seemed to shakie nemembering.
‘That first morning on the barge, | came in toifgeu wanted some
lunch, and you were asleep—but you looked so behutso

vulnerable, | couldn't tear myself away from yotgpsmyself from

kissing you...'

Her dream, she realised, amazed. Only it hadnft beream. It was
real.

'l didn't want to get involved, and yet..." His j@alenched from the
depth of his unwelcome and devastating enslaventenher
femininity, making her wonder whether he loved heven now,
against his will. 'l thought that when the job vea®r, when | could
get away, I'd be able to get you out of my system-atteast see
things in perspective in another country, with otlléngs on my
mind.'

'Like Karen?' she remembered, still able to feel same jealousy
he'd mentioned over his relationship with the otheman. "You took
her on your boat too." And when a tawny brow ar¢leeghressing
surprise at her wounded accusation, she addedif-fz@gr-olds aren't
always as discreet as you might like them to be.'

He smiled indulgently at his son's innocent revehat'Karen's my
agent,’ he stressed quietly then, 'and a friewdodldn't be able to
work so compatibly with her if she weren't. And ykge taken her



down to Hampshire with me—but only because she asng
boyfriend trouble coupled with a spate of stressnfroverworking
and | thought she'd benefit from the break. Butssbertainly never
been a sleeping partner—then or at any other tdue relationship's
strictly platonic. It's always been a rule of mmever to get sexually
intimate with anyone I'm involved with on a busisésvel.'

Jade couldn't believe the joy she felt in hearing bay that, but,
recalling his last temporary line of business,|lslhighed tremulously,
'No?'

‘That's different.' His voice breathed sensualifgiast the softness of
her cheek. 'Talking of which, why did you cut meteces by leading
me to believe you were going to fly out to meetnRia

Of course. That was what she had told him—despawtehe had
been to make him think she didn't care. But ho¥v...

‘How did you know | didn't?" she puzzled, tinglimgnen his hands
cupped her face and his thumbs gently brushed @wnayine rain
from her cheeks.

'It was all | could think about all the time | wiasAmerica, during the
whole flight back on Friday. It was the first thihgad to do when |
got home—to call up someone—anyone in your famly fnd out. |

pumped Jeremy—in the most tactful manner | couidktlof.' He

smiled reflectively, clearly satisfied with the uits'When | found out
you weren't only not seeing Juan any more but ha¥en gone to
Venezuela | knew then that | had to see you—andediately. The
truth was that | couldn't wait for you to leave Rdi's. | hadn't quite
worked out how | was going to get you alone whewdntually got
there, or even that you'd give me that chance—cuesdly |

couldn't believe my luck when | saw your car parkeer there. |
wasn't sure how you'd receive me. Or even if yatddt me back in
your life after that incriminating little note | wastupid enough to



write-' he grimaced '—and in ignorance of the dzale Napier, so |
decided the bill approach would be the sure watelihg me how
you felt.’

And it had, she thought, realising just how shreamdobserver of
human nature he was, and on a note of tremblingiemshe uttered
softly, '‘Bastard.'

‘You like it,' he chuckled in a way that was huglsensual, and
covered her mouth with his, the demands of hishengsembrace
bringing her desire for him throbbing through Hagzing into life.

‘Why didn't you go with Juan?' His tone held a celiipg need to
know. 'Why did you cry just now?' And more genti/hy did you

come here in the rain?'

'‘Because | love you,' Jade sighed against his mduthink I've
always loved you. Right from that first day | saauystanding here
and you were so cold and impervious to me. When wemnt
away—that night you came back with my car—I thoughias going
to die! I-'

'Hush." The soft pressure of his lips on hers sédnher anguished
declaration. 'I'll never leave you again— not itiydon't want me to,’'
incredibly, it seemed, he was promising. 'l wantaok after you.
Protect you. Keep you if you want me to...'

'‘And order me about?' she smiled with a tremblefoof.

'Yes,' he laughed, while the rain, falling more\nlganow, streamed
down their faces. Gently he caught hers in his edgmands again, his
mouth meeting hers more hungrily than before. 'Re,'amended
then, 'l just want to share everything | have witu. My life. My
child. My home."'

‘Are you asking me to.. .marry you?' she ventunezhtiblessly, not
sure whether he was actually committing himself taa



'What else?' he breathed, his lips hungry agamshéir, her cheek,
her throat, causing weakening sensations throughddy.

With an immense effort of will, however, Jade pdleack from him
just a little, doubt still nagging at the back @arhmind. 'And what
about your book? The one | provided all that trharacterisation
for?' she attacked, more than half ready to acteetlerself, at least,
how bitchy and self-indulgent she must have appktrdiim at the
beginning. But if he loved her...

'I'm afraid my main character turned traitor on 'nhe, said gently,
unable to look more contrite if he had tried. 'Aamd/way...' he pulled
an askance smile ‘.. .who wants to read about@nay, everyday
housewife with eight kids?'

'‘Eight?' she laughed up into his wonderful face.
'‘What's wrong?' he smiled. 'Not enough?'

'Oh, for heaven's sake!" She ploughed a smaintfigtthat invincible
chest, her expression suddenly sobering beneathatikantensity of
his. 'Are you sure that's what you want?' she as&athtively. 'l
mean, you tried it once—and you said yourself yioin'tlwant to get
involved...'

Roughly he caught her to him, tension gripping gVverd muscle of
his face. 'laminvolved,' he rasped. 'So much so that it's takihgy
will-power not to lay you down on one of these t@tames and-'

IOh.I

They both started as the bell in the church tovedirid them donged
loudly.

It didn't like your irreverence!' she laughed.



'‘And on a Sunday, too,' Kent said wryly. 'Seriousiypugh,' he went
on, 'those few days | spent on the boat with youewle most
pleasurable—and physically painful-' he pulled aefaobviously
remembering the depth of his anguished need of-hef my life.
And just to prove it-' briefly he drew back to tas@mething else out
of his pocket—something wrapped in tissue papeckvhe placed in
the box he had given her earlier—snapping it shdhat's what it
really should have contained,' he said as he hahtzder.

'‘What is it?' though her smile was keen, she Hhesit@ opening his
gift and wasn't sure why, or why she flinched asdpdied,

'What does one give the girl with everything?"

The Crown Jewels? A custom-built Ferrari? IndiaatTiwas what
Russ had suggested facetiously once.

With mixed emotions she opened the box for thersgtione, hardly
noticing how deftly he relieved her of it so thaescould unwrap the
layers of protective gossamer tissue—expectingetr the clink of
metal, the glint of a stone. What in fact it reeeatouched her with
infinitely more poignancy than any expensive gemsda ever have
done.

It was a swan—a delicate porcelain sculpture,ngition a finely
moulded clump of weed from which several downy ghemads
peered curiously out at the world.

'Oh, Kent

She didn't know how she got there, but the next eminshe was
laughing and crying in his arms, her head onlytosthing his jaw in
her flat shoes so that she felt small and delidiigthrotected—as he
had always made her feel.



‘You're getting drenched,' he said, concerned.wimeh she lifted her
head, shaking her damp hair in laughing defiantieeatain, he stated
firmly, "You're coming back to the car,' virtualystling her along

the path and across the road, into the snug, drfinas of his own

vehicle.

'‘Well?' he demanded, pulling his door closed. Yae going to marry
me, or am | going to have to kidnap you again?’

‘You'd do that?' She laughed tremulously, her hesating with joy
and feverish anticipation.

Kent shook his head. 'No,' he said seriously. 'Mogbing to have to
come willingly this time. Apart from which..." himouth curved in
that lazy, sensuous smile '... it's the only waydbing to let you off
paying that bill.’

Jade gave a little mock-gasp. 'You really are nessj aren't you?'
she breathed, pretending to sound horrified, hehén gasp totally
authentic as he reached for her across the ceotnable, smothering
the giggle on her lips.

'Of course I'll marry you,"' she promised, lovingnhiintoxicated by
the feel of his damp hair beneath her fingers,ibyckean, masculine
scent. '‘But what about Piers? You said you migée kcustody if you
were seen to be-'

'Forget it. | said a lot of things,' he murmuredétlgpkissing away the
anxiety between her eyes. 'l think Valerie's ralisfjing the idea of
taking Piers to Australia as much too hamperinigeionew lifestyle.
Being married to a man who's just landed a TV spailving a lot of

travel will make enough demands on her without girag a family

along as well.’

‘What about my job? Will you mind if a career's ongant to me?' It
was something that had to be asked, Jade cogita#tching the rain



stream down the steamy windows, remembering whdtdaaesaid

that day in that pub about a woman being free tamlgthing she
chose. 'Will you mind if | stay even patrtially inlved in the business
and you have to entertain eight little horrorsgllyourself from time

to time?'

'‘Does that include Piers—or will he make nine?tds laughing, but
then said equally seriously, 'We'll work it out wheit
happens—they'll be my children too,"' he assured deghering her
tightly to him, caring, arousing, understanding. her

| love you. Jade couldn't say it aloud—her heaotftdl to speak so
she showed him instead, her senses thrilling ted¢msual teasing in
the velvety voice as Kent breathed huskily, '‘Besiddter looking

after you, it'll be a cinch!'



