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One wedding leads to another...

Essie met millionaire businessman Xavier Grey ateading: she
was the chief bridesmaid; he was a distant relatitbe bridegroom.
They were strangers, yet for some reason Xaviarlglelisapproved
of Essie. She was determined not to care. Shejalsiiirt with him
and then leave the wedding!

Only Xavier was intent on pursuing her. Rich anddsome, he was
used to getting what he wanted -- and he wantegk!EBst when

Xavier proposed, was it an affair or marriage he imamind... and
could Essie trust him?



CHAPTER ONE

OH, sHE felt dodgy, she really did. Why, oh, why had slael that
crab and prawn cocktail at the hotel last nightewkhe'd known at
the first mouthful it didn't taste quite right? Bid, stupid, stupid!

‘And do you, Christine Harper, take Enoch Charles\B...?"

Enoch?For a moment, Essie's thoughts lifted from théestd her

stomach and swirling head and focused on the cataleling at the
altar in front of her. Fancy old Charlie having Ehdor his first

name! He'd kept that quiet all through veterinamllege—but then
she couldn't really blame him. Had Chris known Geavasn't really
Charlie but an Enoch in disguise?

It was just at that moment that Christine turnedhead in its swathe
of chiffon edged with sequins and gazed up adoyingb Charlie's

handsome face, and Essie reflected wryly that ulldi@t have made
any difference if Chris had known or not. Her fdemwas head over
heels in love with her dashing veterinary surgeweh lzad been from
the very second their eyes had met on the firsnmgrof college.

And now here they all were, a few short years JateiChristine's

quaint little parish church in Stafford.

As the vicar's voice droned on, Essie's eyes waddeom the back
of the frothy lace figure in front of her to her owale lemon
satin-bedecked shape. She wished this was ovepilli€hristine's
mother had insisted she take that morning—'Thef dimdesmaid
can't go hopping off to the loo halfway through seevice, now then,
Essie.

Take these and you'll get through without any peold'— had
seemed to stop the more unpleasant manifestatiotie douch of
food poisoning she was experiencing, but the faat $he had been



up all night and hadn't dared to eat a thing thatnmng was making
her feel very peculiar.

She wished she could slip these precariously hegida shoes off.
They were pinching like mad. Essie surreptitiouskyd to ease her
aching toes but nearly overbalanced in the proamdy, the quick
steadying hand of Janice— Christine's cousin—atside of her
preventing her from catapulting into the pair iorit.

It was as Essie was giving a weak smile of thaokéhé grinning
Janice that she noticed him. He was staring, op&iy his vantage
point in the pew adjoining the aisle, and he wasigaman—but
purely in the muscular sense; she doubted if the® an ounce of
spare flesh anywhere on the lean, finely honed fnafee. His hair
was jet-black, almost a blue-black, and his skirs wary tanned,
emphasising the ice-blue of the narrowed eyesmstlie.

And it was the eyes that caused Essie's face agglsten with an
abruptness born of shock. They were disapprovirg. Mbre than
that, she corrected herself silently; they weratpaty scathing.

She tore her mesmerised gaze away, jerking her teeétte front
again as she forced herself to take a long degphbamd count to ten,
but she couldn't do anything about the tell-talwoflooding her
skin.

How dared he look at her like that? she asked lidws®usly, her
cheeks burning. The cold eyes had been witheriisgmouth quite
literally curling at the edges with a scorn thatsvegaring. And she
had never seen him before in her life. She knewhslda't. Him, she
would have remembered!

Her agitation wasn't helping either her stomachesrfuzzy head and
Essie tried desperately to concentrate on nothitghe scene being
enacted in front of her; then, as the ministeraatkd for the bride



and groom and their respective parents—along Wwélbest man—to

follow him out into the little vestry at the reafrtbe church, she was
able to move forward and sink down onto the fraw@nd ease her
shaking legs, blessing the fact that the tiny rdwa been considered
too small to take the bridesmaids.

Who was he? Under cover of a very plump lady sipgansolo

spirited rendition of 'Love Found a Way' at a voiuthat made the
eyeballs rattle, Essie whispered the thought tacdarDon't look

now, Jan, but there's a man in the second pew tinenfront, a...tall

man. Do you know who he is?'

‘You mean Xavier Grey.' Janice didn't even hawvhittk about it and

there was definite relish in her voice when shd,séle's gorgeous,
isn't he? Not exactly handsome in the traditioealse—but he's got
something that makes the toes curl, all right.'

‘Gorgeous’ was not the adjective Essie would hénesen and her
tone reflected this when she said, "You know hiran®”

'l know of him." There was a definite note of wistful longing

Janice's voice. 'Apparently he's Charlie's—or sthdshy Enoch's—'
Janice dug Essie in the ribs with a wicked chutklsecond cousin
twice removed or some such thing. Aunt June—' @ha's mother
'—said there was some sort of family quarrel yeas, from what
she can make out, and the feud's continued righntipthis wedding
brought some sort of reconciliation.'

'‘Oh, right.' Essie nodded her blonde head andlikana little closer
as the warbling refrains of 'Love lifted me fromptles of woe to
endless day' drowned Janice's next words.

‘What?' she whispered enquiringly.



'l said, | notice he's got seated right at thetfreith the immediate
family," Janice whispered back meaningfully. An@rthat Essie's
puzzled frown she added cryptically, 'He's stinkiiog.'

'Stinking...?"

'‘Well, it's obvious, isn't it?' Janice murmuredtgofCharlie's parents
want to get in with him, now everyone's chummy agaimillionaire
in the family isn't to be sneezed at.’

'Is he? A millionaire, | mean?'

Too true." Janice sighed longingly, her rosy-chdekéain face
mournful. 'lt's not fair, is it, that some lucky man will get all
that—wealth, a life of ease and comfort, and Xa@ezy to wake up
to in the morning.'

'‘He might be a real pig when you get to know hifsgsie said flatly.

'‘With all that he's got going for him, I'd excusetanything.' Janice
grinned back, just as the last note of music diealya The rest of the
congregation took a deep reviving breath and sathre blissful
silence for a moment, before shuffling to theirtfag the bridal pair
emerged from the back of the church, their facesrieg.

The next hour consisted of endless photographsrindeoluptuous
blossom of the cherry trees surrounding the sqabxalage green
and, although Essie felt a little better in thesfréay air, it was still
an effort for her to smile brightly and act normngadlhen her stomach
kept growling like a bear with a sore head. Butlitjet spring breeze
and soft golden sunshine had cleared her muzzylinetite time the
bridesmaids were all back in the second wedding baing
transported to the wedding reception some fivesralsay.

There were more photographs in the elegant foyehefuxurious
hotel where the wedding lunch was being held— theif had its



own miniature waterfall, which the photographersthased
over—but then they were all seated on the top tabteEssie could
kick off her shoes and relax back in her seat.

But only for a second. Then her eyes met the miglgisilver-blue
gaze she had been avoiding for the last hour ahdlfa and she
realised in that instant that she had been awaxaaer Grey every
moment of the time that had elapsed since that &hock of
eye-contact in the church. He'd been watchingdred the quality of
his scrutiny hadn't changed—it was still derisive.

She stared back over the tables into the hardeagigely masculine
face, her deep violet-blue eyes betraying nonéhefapprehension
and unease which was causing her heart to pouad ldcum.

What was the matter with him? she asked hersalf\aaiter moved
between them, breaking the eye-contact and allotvndo sink back
again, her cheeks flushed and hot. He was actitigoagih he knew
her, as though she had done something awful. Hadistaken her
for someone else? Was that it? It was certainlyotiilg explanation
that made any sense.

The meal, in spite of the lavish surroundings, masliocre, but Essie
managed a few mouthfuls of each course—enoughonotitig any

attention to herself, anyway. She was seated et best man,
Charlie's brother, who was married with a very peeg wife he

blatantly adored, and for most of the lunch he lehyaer with the

intricacies of antenatal classes and the baby boeksad read, but in
such a purposely amusing way that the two of therewonvulsed
with laughter every few minutes. And she made altetyl sure she
didn't glance Xavier Grey's way again. But he wasching her. She
just knew it.

The speeches over, the wedding cake cut and tinésdfiowing
freely was the signal for the radiant bride andbgndo take the floor



for the first dance, and Essie found herself mestge at the look on
Christine's face as she gazed up at her new husband

She was glad it had worked out for Christine, stwught warmly;

she really was. Charlie had had something of angpwye at
veterinary college, and there had been times wissneEhad been
fearful he was playing fast and loose. But herevhs, the devoted
bridegroom, and Christine had fulfilled her deavéish and was now
Mrs Brown. A classic happy ending, and you didet o many of
those these days. She pushed the somewhat cyhaajht aside
abruptly, cross that she had let it surface onsfihe's wedding' day,
and took a long swallow from her glass of tonicevat

''d go careful with that, if I were you.'

The deep, husky and very sexy Canadian drawl bitdaggie's head
swinging round and then she froze, the smile dfiogn her face and
her thought processes freezing.

Close up, Xavier Grey was even bigger than shethaudght—six
foot two or three easily—but it was the ovelairdnessof him that
had caused her brain to stop. The rugged toughogsthe
uncompromisingly cold face, the lean, powerful bhodihe
big-muscled shoulders all spoke of a male streagth power that
was formidable. He looked hard-bitten and shrewdd a
unsentimental, and he scared her to death.

'‘Careful with...?"

Her echo of his words was spoken unconsciouslyluaitl thought
was taken up with the frightening giant in fronthefr. But then, as he
nodded again towards the glass in her hand and saidoice cool
and compelling, 'Shouldn't you try and remempos mentis case
Christine needs you?' she understood what he wssuating.



‘Champagne is supposed to be sipped, not consunggeat gulps,’
he continued conversationally.

Champagne? He'd assumed her sensible tonic wateth@mpagne?
Essie thought bewilderedly, closely followed withow dared he
anyway? And what was it to do with him if she dramtles of

champagne?

‘Look, I'm sorry but—"'

'l understand the hen party was a riot—' the hiteasy drawl was
patronising '—but dancing on the table and beingethhome from
the pub is one thing, the wedding day is anotheu Yere clearly
toting the mother and father of a hangover in chudon't you think
you owe it to Christine to conduct yourself progedday?'

She stared at him, too flabbergasted to speakdltdeen Janice who
had overimbibed at the hen party the night beforé had been
carried home; but, as Janice herself had said tthigaghat morning,
when they were climbing into their bridesmaid'ssdes, she had a
cast-iron stomach and never woke with a hango@#rcourse, the
parties at college are a good training ground,' dtieer girl had
admitted brightly, 'and my evening job at the Sgmdn's Arms
helps, too. Still, I'll have to start watching litsuppose. | did make
something of a spectacle of myself last night, dikh

Essie had grinned at the frankly unabashed fadeont of her and
made some soothing comment—she couldn't remembat, wbw.

Janice was twenty years old, big, heavy, and nehéwer mother
could have called her pretty, but there was a clayaut the utterly
unpretentious girl that was very endearing. Andrsdbeen comical
the night before—hilarious, in fact. But suddertlgll didn't seem so
amusing.



Xavier Grey was smiling at her now, and his tones wafinitely

condescending when he added, 'l understand yoaing d’heatre
Studies at college, Janice? You're hoping to gdhenstage?' His
ice-blue eyes lingered on her mass of silky golders that would
never be restrained, the huge violet-blue eyes thigir thick, thick

lashes and the perfect creamy skin.

Essie opened her mouth to tell him of his mistake@nd before full
realisation hit, turning her eyes dark purple. Xahad clearly been
informed of the antics of the night before by ohdis relatives, and
when he had seen herself and Janice he had autatlydtabelled her
the giddy college student with the part-time jobaalsarmaid. And
why? Essie stared at the strong-featured, vigdiaesin front of her.
Because she was the typical male perception adradiel bimbo, that
was why!

All her life she had been dogged by this particatentality from a
certain section of the opposite sex, and it gratiédgrated

unbearably, and never as much as now. There wene sten who
even seemed to take it as some sort of personalk when they
found out she was a darn sight more intelligent ttieem; that she
had a brain and knew how to use it. She had geethkitraight As in
her A Levels, and at veterinary college she hadentioban held her
own with her male colleagues, in spite of weighu nine stone and
being five foot seven.

'‘Go on the stage?' She turned in her seat, thdgraten satin of her
dress and the fresh daisies threaded in the gdiemolfair adding to
the impression of a young girl barely out of heene That was
another thing that always proved awkward, espgcvatien she had
been doing her veterinary training. It hadn't besenbad at the
surgery, with the domestic animals, but when sliegume out to the
farms to deal with a poorly heifer or another o flarge animals
some of the farmers had been totally dumbstruck.



‘Or are your sights set even higher? Maybe Hollyd®o

Oh, yes, hdaefinitely had her labelled as the hopeful little blond
starlet, Essie told herself savagely: all hair @#nelasts and cotton
wool where her brain should have been. He'd bengayext he knew
a Hollywood producer or something, and maybe sliesdto come
out to the back seat of his car to discuss it.ri&ytnot the back seat,
she silently corrected herself in the next momentthing so tacky
for Xavier Grey. It would be a full dinner and hiat®om for this man.

He needed taking down a peg or two. The thoughtb®sh there
from the first moment she had seen him but nowtatlysed into firm
conviction. And, if he did but know it, he had givker the perfect
opportunity to do just that, because, along with tinmistakable
condescension, there was something else staringf tdut dark male
face and she had seen it in too many other meatibtdt. He fancied
her. Physically, he fancied her very much, althoiighas clear he
thought her mind was way, way below his notice.

'‘Hollywood?' Essie put a coo into her voice thaswa hammed up
that, for a moment, she thought she had overdondut he
swallowed it, hook, line and sinker. 'Little old eShe pouted
slightly, allowing her full rosebud mouth to sendt an invitation as
old as time. "You're teasing me.'

'‘Not at all,' he responded gallantly. "You can dgthing you want in
life if you're determined enough.'

Oh, she was determined, all right—determined tohltegavier Grey
a lesson he would never forget!

You really think so?' She let the full sweep of tleck dark lashes
cover her eyes for a moment before raising themnatma look
straight into his face.



'Of course. Look at Christine and Essie,' Xavied sgietly, sliding
into the seat Charlie's brother had recently vacateen he had gone
to sit with his wife and her parents, once the dantad started.
‘They would have been very much the exception ¢atife, even as
short a time as a couple of decades ago, but nmafen@re women
are becoming veterinary surgeons now. Of courdeerstare more
suited to less...physically demanding careersadidged softly, his
eyes moving over her delicate loveliness again.

'You think Essie looks the part, is that it?" Essigked with
determined innocence, opening her eyes very wilee is quite
strong.’

'I'm sure she is.' Xavier glanced across to whanec@ was dancing
an energetic foxtrot with one of the guests, haktset, strapping
frame straining the pale lemon satin to excessd 'parfectly suited
for her chosen profession, as you are for yours.'

Oh, you utter, absolute male chauvinist pig, yossi& had to look
down quickly before he saw the blaze of anger melyes.

‘Would you care to dance?"

He had clearly taken her action as a form of caguetshe could
read it in the slightly amused, resigned note hidde the deep
voice—and now she raised her eyes again, pushtigtba soft curls
that had fallen about her face as she said brighthat would be
lovely, thank you.'

The pleasure will be all mine.'

The flirting was obvious but circumspect, Essieutiat cynically,
rising gracefully to her feet after slipping heiosk on. She had to
admit that, for all his rugged hardness, he was@osh devil when he
wanted to be.



She was aware of more than one frankly enviousgidemale eyes
following her as she made her way to the dance flath Xavier's
hand in the small of her back, and wondered wHahake women
would think if they knew what she was about. Bugythlidn't: and,
more importantly, neither did Xavier Grey. Of caairg would only
take one person to call her by name for her littée to be brought out
into the open, but hopefully she could contindeiita little longer. It
was going to be so sweet to see the look on hegant male face
when he realised he'd been taken for a ride.

And few of the guests knew her. She hugged thegthicio her as she
turned and allowed him to take her into his armeeWshe had met
Christine at university, the two of them had becommediate best
friends, their delight when they were both accedtmdthe same
veterinary college exuberant. But she had onlytedsiChristine's

family once or twice in the intervening years, daethe fact that

she—unlike Christine—did not have well-to-do pasestipporting

her. She had needed to work every minute she edweekends and
in the holidays to pay the innumerable expenseslved in the

training for the career she loved so passionatedyit might be a
while yet before her deception was discovered lyhtig hard man
holding her close.

Too close. She looked up past the massive widkhsaghoulders and
the silver-blue eyes were waiting for her, theirpmssion
unfathomable.

Essie smiled, but coolly this time, easing herfelin the large, lean
frame as she said, 'I'm sorry, | don't think ydd toe your name?’

There was a momentary flicker of surprise in theraovaed
gaze—which Essie counted as a small triumph; he diadrly
assumeceveryone&knew who the great XavierGrey was, she thoug
nastily—before he said, Tm sorry. How remiss of htlink | must
have assumed your aunt and uncle would have taldh@names of



the new contingent added to Enoch's family.' Hieetaas wry. 'My
name is Xavier Grey and | am totally at your dispos

Far more than he thought, right at this momentieEssiled sweetly.
‘Hello, Xavier Grey,' she said with honeyed charm.

‘Hello, Janice.' He was out to seduce, all riglite Beep voice was
seriously sensual, and Essie could have gigglé&daeren't for the

sudden alarms that had gone off all over her bdéywas too good at
this, that was the trouble, she told herself qwiclkdnd in this

particular instance that suggested a great deaixpérience. The
warm, smoky tone of his voice, the mellowing ofttharsh, rugged
face and the deliciously tempting smell of his isttave all spoke of
a dedicated wolf in sheep's clothing. Well, perhagshis aftershave,
she admitted to herself in the next instant; thed wrobably just part
of the man himself. But the rest... It was a dédipractised, tried and
tested come- on and no doubt had rendered Xawetedids in the

past. But not today, and not with her.

She nestled back against him, trying to ignore pevfectly her head
fitted under his chin and how it felt to be in taems of a virile,
powerful man like him, telling herself she owedatall the other
women in the world to teach him that all cats wé&rgrey in the dark.
But the touch-of sanctimonious self-righteousnesss vgwiftly
dispelled by her innate honesty. She was doindahiserself, no one
else and he deserved it; he really did.

‘How old are you, Janice?'

There was a note to his voice now she couldn'eqiéce and it made
her tilt her face to his again. "You mean the fgirgilapevine hasn't
dotted the i's and crossed the t's?' she asketlylighwould have

thought you'd have been given the low-down, on Isidles, to the
last tiny detail.’



His eyes crinkled and her stomach flipped, and time it was
nothing to do with the crab and prawn cocktailmitg gossip is the
worst thing,' he agreed softly.

‘Isn't it just?' She dimpled up at him, batting legelashes in true
Hollywood style. 'But thorough.'

'You're twenty years old, unattached, and deterthtoebranch out
into the precarious world of entertainment— th@in@n, not mine,’
he added hastily.

‘That's what they told you about little old JarniBmaver?' Essie asked
teasingly.

‘Uh-huh.'
‘Then | guess | can't argue with it.'

He nodded slowly. '"How old do you think | am?' Bked after a long
moment.

Oh, help. Essie kept her face fixed in its comédritmode as her
mind sought a throwaway line to finish what haddmee a minefield
and came up empty. 'l don't know; thirty, thirtyeomaybe?' she
suggested with a winsome smile. He looked to dagnate thirties,
maybe early forties, but that wouldn't win her gmyzes in this
sweepstake.

‘You're being kind." He grinned down at her andiradeer body
responded with frightening immediacy to the lettmalle charm that
was becoming stronger every second she was with Him
thirty-three,' he said softly, 'but | know | loolgaod few years older.'

She couldn't think of a thing to say, so she bdtadeyelashes again
for good measure and shrugged offhandedly. 'I'mimtot this age
thing.' She wrinkled her small nose at him provivedy. 'Toy-boys,



toy-girls, sugar- daddies and all that—so what® jii'st society
putting labels on people when all's said and ddoe;t you think?'
And then, as the somewhat sombre waltz changedotipaaumber
and disco lights began to flash, she added, 'Peepaur ears for
blasting. Christine gave in to the first three danbeing formal but
the rest of the music is her and Charlie's chongkthey're into soul
and rock and roll.'

'‘Great. Time for a drink, | think." As the hard m&lody straightened
away from her, she was shocked at the sudden séisss she felt,
but then he was guiding her towards the bar antdetchorror, she
saw Charlie's brother and his wife and in-laws ititee group
directly in front of them. It was too soon to bldwer cover!

I'll wait here.' She ducked into a small alcovet, ot before he had
followed her eyes.

'Right.' The warmth had gone from his voice and mhasveyes were
blue ice. 'Went a bit too far, did you?'

'l beg your pardon?' She stared at him, utterbylass.

‘With Edward.' He indicated Charlie's brother wahwave of his
hand. 'l noticed you two were getting on rather @ating the meal.
Wife objected, did she?'

‘What?' She didn't believe this man; she really'tliérirst he had her
typecast as a fluffy little coquette without a loraa her head and now
she was a would-be husband- stealer, too! The nanolisessed.
She knew she'd gone scarlet—temper always affebtdthat
way—»but just as she opened her mouth to tell hiaciyx what she
thought of him a portly matron—a vision in brightnp and
mauve—descended on them. Her red-painted mouthalvaady
gushing how absolutely wonderful it was to see tshe'd heardo
much about him, and hadn't it been a positiviyne service?



Xavier was polite, just about, but his voice waslamith a satirical
bite and the woman didn't linger. Neverthelesgaite Essie a few
precious moments to gather her wits and take cbotroer tongue.
He'd pay for that last remark. Not yet, no—sheke tthis as far as it
could go— but it would make the moment he found loeitl been
made a prize fool of all the more precious. Whaegam the right to
set himself up as judge and jury on other peopigyay? she thought
tightly as she watched him make his way to thedffter he had asked
her what she would like to drink. She had thoughasking for a
double brandy or something similar—to fit the imagwut, just in
case he took her at her word, she hadn't dareddélieate stomach
couldn't cope with anything stronger than tonicexat

By the time he returned, Essie was fully into the ghe was playing
again. As they sat down at a vacant table, sheoseiith gusto,

regaling him with a few of the anecdotes Janice tioédl them last

night about her life at college— and out of it—espky the more

outrageous bits. Janice had had no compunctioceveating she was
no vestal virgin, and now, as Essie related therdgirl's stories, she
had the added advantage of authenticity.

And yet she wasn't getting quite the reaction sk éxpected, she
admitted to herself after some time had passedolight to be
congratulating himself that he was on to a goaagthibut if he was he
was hiding it well, she thought caustically. Theddidisapproval was
stronger now, if anything.

"You'll burn yourself out if you're not careful.iddvoice was abrupt
after she had giggled her way through Janice'ssaati the college
Christmas party, which were definitely X-rated.

Funnily enough, it was exactly what she herself$ead to Janice the
night before, and now she gave the answer Janctgitian her in the
same flippant tone the other girl had used. 'Lif@'diving and | want
to get the most | can out of mine.’



'l think you've made that very clear,' he said ¢yim

'‘And you?' She leant forward now, just close enowgh her
perfume—a wildly expensive one that Christine artthi@e had
given her and Janice to thank them for being bnegeds—tickled
his senses and the soft silk of her hair brusheddae for a moment.
'‘What about you?' she asked softly. 'Don't youebeliin having a
good time?'

'‘Oh, yes, Janice. | believe in having a good tirhe,'said with a
sudden silky dangerousness that caused the alalis tbestart
ringing.

She was out of her league here. A tiny voice in€s$ead shouted
the warning. She had been playing with fire, ahdhe wasn't very
careful, she might well get burnt. A little shivef something

hot—fear, excitement, desire? She wasn't sure—effaxtk down her
spine, igniting something deep in the core of her.

‘There you are, then,' she said huskily, and tfeatimess wasn't at all
feigned. Janice had been right when she'd saideXasrey had
something, and that something was lethal. Caliees old-fashioned
sex appeal or animal magnetism or whatever—hetladidiight. And
he knew how to use it when he wanted to, Essiegiioweakly. One
minute the cool, aloof ice-man, the next a sedac¢tiascinating
charmer with more pulling power than a hundred scofthe silver
screen.

'‘Look, I'm going to have to circulate for a whil&he stood up
abruptly and she wouldn't admit to herself it was tb panic. 'We've
been talking for nearly an hour and as—' she nesalgd 'chief
bridesmaid’' and checked herself just in time, iseche'd been told
that job was Essie's '—a bridesmaid there areinattdies expected
of me.'



'Of course.' He had risen to his feet with her aog he nodded, his
manner easy. 'Just one thing..."

'Yes?' He had paused and now Essie looked up aehquiringly.
'‘What is it?"

'‘Come back to me.' His voice was deep and low hadeat inside
her burnt stronger. Which was ridiculous, just ipladiculous, she
told herself feverishly, hearing her voice make sdight reply even
as her mind worked quite separately. He was anrexqmed man of
the world, a powerful, rich bachelor who was useavbmen lining
up for him. and an encounter like this would meathimg to him.

And what was this encounter, anyway? she askeélhath a touch
of hidden hysteria as she walked across the roamnére Janice was
sitting—with characteristic abandonment—with heoesh off and
her feet resting on another chair. It was a fakinoaan illusion.

'l see you've made a conquest.' Janice's voiceuttady without
malice as she glanced up at the slim, beautifulrgfront of her. 'He
hasn't taken his eyes off you all day."'

'‘No." Essie looked down at the other girl and camen instant
decision, plumping down beside her and leaning #odw
conspiratorially. 'Actually, Jan, it isn't as stfaiforward as it looks.'

‘What isn't?'
‘Me and Xavier Grey. He thinks I'm you," Essie ggicetly.

‘What?' Janice jerked her feet to the floor. 'Howearth did he come
to think that?' she asked in bewilderment. 'And \Wwhyen't you told
him who you really are?'



'‘Well, it was like this..." As Essie began to explalanice's eyes
began to twinkle, and by the time she had finishiee other girl was
giggling unrestrainedly.

‘Serves him right." She glanced across the roomtlagenl back to
Essie. 'And it's pretty insulting to me, too, ifuythink about it. |
might not be God's gift to the male sex, but | séh get the odd
fella's juices going, | can tell you.'

'l don't doubt it for a minute.' Essie grinned haahkd then, as their
gazes met and held, both girls collapsed into bsfplaughter.

'So when are you going to tell him?' Janice askedge they had
composed themselves.

'l don't know."' Essie shrugged her slim should&/een I'm tumbled,
| suppose; someone is bound to drop me in it eadlgtu

‘Talking of tumbling..." Janice's face was suddesdyious as she
looked into the deep violet-blue eyes in front ef.HHe's got a bit of
a reputation, Essie, so watch yourself. He's thgira cool
love-'em-and-leave-'em type; never gets involved glays strictly
by his own rules. According to Aunt June, he hasnewo throwing
themselves at him all the time; but as soon asolkd like getting
serious it's curtains. He's not a man to mess'with.

'l don't intend to mess with him, Jan, not in thetse, anyway,' Essie
said firmly. 'He's arrogant and rude and overbgarih

'‘And gorgeous.' Janice's voice was full of laughtaw. "You have to
admit that, Essie, even if you don't like him. He&lly drop-dead
gorgeous. That mixture of cool control and ruthtess is dynamite
and, when added to his looks and the fact that alksolutely
loaded...what an aphrodisiac!'



‘Jan, you're awful." Essie pushed at the otheftsgamtm but she
couldn't help laughing. Janice was one on her aweal original,
and she was warm and funny and kind. In the stiorée she had
known her, Essie had found she liked Christinelssitovery much.
And Janice was quite right— it was every bit asiitisg for Xavier
to label Janice as it was for him to label herj&gwught militantly.
Janice might not look like Marilyn Monroe but tldatin't mean she
couldn't make it in the theatre, or that she didatte plenty to offer a
man.

The two girls did a duty tour of some of the gudstfore making

their way to Christine and Charlie's side as theetapproached for
the bridal couple to get changed. The reception dugsto finish at

seven o'clock and Christine and Charlie were catcla train to

London, where they were staying overnight befoysfl to Greece
for two weeks.

Christine had brought her suitcase to the hotelrenvd as Essie and
Janice helped the other girl change in the littlenn the hotel had
provided, there were plenty of giggles and fun. Alnein Christine

was ready, looking lovely in a pale blue stretdk-gress with a white

cotton jacket, and the next few minutes were fliloodbyes and

confetti and tears from both the mothers as thdyrexwds departed
in their taxi.

And all the time, through every moment that hag®da since she
had left Xavier's side, Essie was conscious oflla dark figure
dominating her thoughts and keeping the host dfebiies in her
stomach dancing madly.

Perhaps he knew by now? As the taxi disappearedfole hotel car
park with a cheerful honking of its horn, Essienkd to survey the
crowd standing on the steps, and immediately shghtaXavier's
eye. He was at least a couple of inches taller thanother men
present but it was more the quality of aloofnesat teemed to



permeate his air space that acted as a magnetsi#adaw straight
away, from the warm smile and lazily hooded eyeat &s yet he was
oblivious to the trick she had played on him.

And Janice was right, he&as gorgeous, she admitted faintly. The
dark grey suit that screamed a designer labekithe-green shirt and
silk tie were all of the very best, but it was hinxavier Grey—that
was breathtaking.

She shouldn't have started this. The thought wasethnd it was
disturbing, but in the next moment he had madevang to her side,
looking down at her with silver-blue eyes that datudpe last of the
dying sunlight.

'You performed your duties admirably." His smileluded Janice,
who was standing at her side, and now his gazetswep the pair of
them as he said courteously, 'Perhaps you wowd atie to buy you
both dinner, if you're not otherwise engaged?'

She must tell him. This had gone far enough andsé time to come
clean. But before she could open her mouth Jaaidgxsightly, 'Oh,
I'm sorry, Mr Grey, but I'm already booked. I'm swanice would
love to have dinner with you, though.’

‘Would you? Love to have dinner with me, that is€'asked her
softly as Janice disappeared with a cheerful goediyy the crowd
moving back into the hotel.

l...I don't know—"'

‘You'd be taking pity on a lonely stranger if yoid,dhe drawled
persuasively. 'I'm booked into a hotel—my own choias I'm sure
you know. | can't stand these family get-togetheng, added,
somewhat caustically, ‘and I'm flying to Germany deersee a
business deal first thing in the morning. | wasoking forward to
eating alone.'



She doubted that. He was the type of man who wralish being
alone—hadn't his own comment confirmed that venygh And on
their tour of the guests earlier Janice had whiegppeén her ear that
Aunt June had told her Charlie's relations had biedimg over
themselves to persuade him to stay with one of thetmhe had
declined all invitations, graciously but very fiynl

'‘And | think we might even allow you a couple cagges of wine,' he
continued quietly, blithely unaware of her suddbarp look at his
face, 'if your stomach's recovered?'

‘It wasn't a hangover, actually.' Her voice wasittigut she couldn't
help it—enough was enough. 'l had a touch of fomdgning from a
suspect seafood cocktail last night." He waalldw her a couple of
glasses of wine! What did he think she was? Aeliilppy being
allowed treats?

'Really?' It was lazy and relaxed and told herida'tbelieve a word
of it, and it made her mad. Even more mad tharhsl€eelt earlier.

'Yes, really," she said bitingly, and this timerta¢iced the tone.

'‘Don't be prickly, Janice. I'm only thinking of y6be said softly, ‘and
there's nothing worse than a woman who doesn't kwben she'd
had enough. It's most... unattractive.'

She'd had enough, all right—more than enough—aadatade was
back on with a vengeance! He wanted a cute liitleego keep him
company tonight, did he? Well, he was going tojg&ta little more
than he had bargained for.

She took a long deep breatheally long deep breath, and prayed fo
the strength to control her anger and not blowvl'd.love to have
dinner with you, Xavier,' she said carefully.



'‘Good.' His voice was slightly amused; he cleanigught she was
still a little huffy. 'I'll pick you up from your dme, shall I? What's the
address?'

'‘Oh, no, don't do that." What did she say now? Whkatise could she
give? Her mind had gone blank. Essie thought fcafiyi, and then
said quickly, 'I've got to see a couple of coll&ggnds about a project
we're involved in, first. I'll get a taxi to yourotel after I'm
through—say, about eight-thirty? Is that okay?'

‘Sure.' His eyes had narrowed slightly but the twas still relaxed.
'I'm staying at the Blue Baron. Do you know it?'

Did she know it? She was staying there herselfieEssiiled and
prayed some more, this time for the ability to e agitation from
those razor-sharp eyes that had homed in on hér uviherving
perception.

‘Yes, | know it." She heard her voice speak cabmigt coolly and was
amazed at how normal it sounded. Perhapshsidgone in for the
wrong career, after all; she was better at thisigdhan she would
ever have thought possible! 'Till eight-thirty, the

‘Eight-thirty." And then he bent his head towards, hhis gaze
mesmerising as it held hers. Although she knew &g going to kiss
her and that she really should pull back, she didn'

His lips were warm and firm as they brushed herhanlightest of
caresses, and he turned away immediately, butefotdoshe had felt
a hundred tiny electric shocks tingle in every earvher body. They
were still tingling, warm and fluid, as she watchacth make his
goodbyes to the two respective pairs of parenterbestriding down
into the car park and over to a dark blue Mercedes.

He didn't look at her again as he drove out ofnibeel grourids but
she knew he was aware of her—as vitally aware nbbeshe was of



him. And again she told herself this was crazy,géaous, that she
was way, way out of her league and that her ljtlee, her small
effort at revenge, had escalated into somethingerdisturbing.

Janice joined her as the Mercedes disappearedingutier arm
through Essie's as she said, 'You're seeing himghti in a tone that
said she knew the answer before Essie spoke.

Essie nodded slowly.

‘Then take it from me, girl, tell him in the fireéw seconds what
you've done, turn it into a joke against yoursethshow, and you'll
have him eating out of your hand. He's crazy alyout he fancies
you like mad.'

'‘He fancies Janice Beaver, actually,' Essie sattl, aweak smile.

‘A rose by any other name...' Janice grinned atblkeésre she said
again, urgently this time, 'Tell him, Essie, righit That way you can
start again, and who knows what might come of it?'

'l don't want anything to come of it.’
'‘No?' Janice's tone was sceptical.

'‘No. | mean it." Essie turned to look Janice folkthe face now, and
something in her eyes made Janice's gaze narrbw.l&6t thing |

want to do is to get involved in a relationshipnida. There was
someone at university... Well, |1 got my fingers lgaourned, that's
all, and | prefer the odd light date with no stsregtached now. My
career is my life and | intend to keep it that way.

"You sound a perfect match for Xavier, if you asi'mdanice looked
into the ethereally beautiful face that was quitikingly lovely for a
few moments before she murmured, ‘'Yes, the penfatth.’






CHAPTER TWO

Essie felt ridiculously like an escaped convict on them ror some
other kind of ne'er-do-well as she skulked back the Blue Baron
half an hour after Xavier had left the wedding i, keeping an
eye out for a tall dark Canadian as she did so.

She had grilled Janice on all the other girl kndww Xavier Grey
before she had said goodbye, but had learnt fittbee than Janice
had already told her. Christine's cousin had dwtl Xavier's branch
of Charlie's family had moved out to Canada beKaeier was born,
but apparently Xavier had business links in Englafad he was a
self-made man; Janice had been quite emphatic anpihint. A

rags-to-riches story, by all accounts, she'd tasié&quietly, although
her aunt June—the fount of all knowledge—hadn't i@ details.

Once in her hotel room, Essie sank down onto the teowing
herself back against the pillows as she contengbldte evening
ahead with a groan.

At least she didn't have to consider what she wasygo wear, she
thought ruefully. She had only brought a pair @ng and jumper, a
casual day dress and one cocktail number withkmernving she was
only staying overnight. And the first two optionene definitely not
suitable for a date with Xavier Grey! She groangaim, rolling over
onto her face and burying her head in the pillows.

She'd been looking forward to a nice relaxed ewgimnher room,
courtesy of room service and the TV—the train jeyrup from
Sussex had meant an excruciatingly early stagrtee at Christine's
parents' home mid-morning— and now, due to her fmshshness,
she admitted reluctantly, she was committed to racoenter that
would be neither nice nor relaxed! She didn't dereconsider
Xavier's reaction when she told him who she reatg.



Still, she wasn't sorry. She jerked herself uprigfetlked over to the
full-length mirror in one corner of the room andoked at the
reflection that stared out at her. The deep bls eyere stormy and
her soft, full mouth was pulled tight, and now shesw back the
mass of gold curls that had escaped the knot stidinadled them
into on leaving the wedding reception, and surveyadelf critically.

Okay, so she was slender and not particularly aalll, her colouring
and physical appearance might not be the most rédnus veterinary

surgeon, but she was damn good at her job—as shpraang every

day at the small practice in Sussex where she wloBmite strength
wasn't everything. She scowled at the image imtimeor. And even

if the majority of the practice's cases were dorodbere were still

some occasions when the animals were pretty fanscilike that

Great Dane a few weeks ago that had objected tayheiamined.

The owner had all but disappeared and she had leéefacing a

gigantic pair of jaws that stated quite clearlyatsal glands were its
own concern,

She smiled at the memory, in spite of herself.\Bag fond of Monty
and normally the massive Great Dane was putty irhaeds, but he
had suffered a number of undignified examinations quick
succession due to his problem and, that particiagy he had decided
he had to assert himself.

Still, she'd rather take on ten Montys than onei&a®Grey. The
thought dimmed her smile and straightened her mag#m.

A bath. She needed a few relaxed moments in adtbt 8he glanced
at her watch and saw she had another forty- fiveutes before zero
hour. And after her bath she'd moisturise and @aadttitivate herself
and try to work up some sort of courage for thdhahead.



At exactly half-past eight, when Essie walked duthe lift into the

reception area of the Blue Baron, she looked ewvely the elegant,
sophisticated woman of the world and not at aé ttke young, girlish
bridesmaid she had seemed earlier.

The reasons for this were manifold—one, the dedicaip-swept
hairstyle that confined her curls in an exquisitegement at the
back of her head, allowing the long sweep of hekrnis true grace.
Two, her careful makeup, tasteful and refined, #watanced the
allure of her deep blue eyes and creamy clear sSkimee, the
savoir-faire of her chic cocktail dress in midnight-blue silkthv

matching jacket—bought at a Sussex clothes shophngpecialised
in couturier, nearly-new clothes at a fraction loé toriginal price.

Four, her determination that she was going to matatier Grey

every inch of the way tonight and leave, if noaiblaze of glory, then
at least with her head held high.

And there were more reasons, some of which Essseonty faintly
aware of herself, that were steeling her backbortk pautting iron
resolve in her spirit.

She had thought the fact that she emerged frontifthaside the
hotel would preclude any further misunderstandiegveen them as
to her identity, and that might well have beendhsge if Xavier hadn't
been deep in conversation with one of the hotetpton staff and
missed her appearance.

As it was, he raised his head just in time to sgeahmost at his side,
and she caught the flash of surprise in the silviele eyes just before
he said, 'Janice, I'm so pleased you could cometabie is booked
for nine but perhaps you would care for a cocKiest?'

A cocktail—the giddy empty-head was being allowexbektail, was
she? 'Thank you." She was all coolness and aplomght and she
knew it had thrown him. 'That would be lovely.’



He led her into the hotel cocktail lounge with hand at her elbow,
and she tried not to think about how delicious &ad looked in that
first moment she had seen him. He had dressed iyacbshe, and the
black dinner suit and snowy-white shirt and bowktaal made her
heart pound. It was still pounding. It didn't seamif it would ever
stoppounding.

‘What would you like?'

As she perched elegantly on one of the bar stebésallowed a full
ten seconds to pass by before she glanced hisandythen her voice
was serene and self-possessed when she said,dhsleng | think.'

‘A good choice; I'll join you.'

Once he had given the order to the bartender—a Qrmse
look-alike—Xavier turned the full intensity of hise-blue gaze on
her as he said, his voice thoughtful, "You lookfed&nt tonight,
Janice. Older, more...cosmopolitan.’

‘Do 1?' She arched her eyebrows at him but thesegeang to be no
batting of eyelashes tonight. Tonight she was gtnge every inch
the twenty-eight-year-old, career-mindedilongwoman she really
was! 'Well, I've never thought first impressionsravéhe best to go
by, Xavier.' She smiled coolly. 'They can be so@aiding, don't you
think?'

'‘On occasion.' The narrowed gaze eyed her conténglla

Did he know how it made him look when he half shisteyes like

that? Essie asked herself silently. His maleness evaphasised a
hundred times, bringing a rawness to his attractgs that was a
killer. But of course he knew! She answered thgpaken question in
the next breath, her thoughts astringent. It whpaat of the grand

seduction scene. She had told herself in therfimhents of meeting
him that Xavier Grey wouldn't conduct a liaisontle back seat of



his car, and how right she had been. First theatirthen the hotel
room—she'd read him like an open book.

‘What's the matter?' Xavier asked with an abrugtitiest took Essie
by surprise.

‘The matter?' she prevaricated uneasily.
'What made you look like that just then?'

Oh, help; oh, help. She looked back into the strdraged face and
she saw the cleanly sculpted mouth and square jave \®et in
stubborn mode. He wasn't going to be diverted bibdy language
was quite clear, but suddenly everything in Essbelled as
unwelcome memories of another strong man—who hadwal

broken her heart and her spirit—came rushing in.

'‘Nothing.' She raised her chin as she spoke andheesilver-blue

gaze head-on. 'I'm absolutely fine.' Then, as #mnbn produced two
frosted fluted glasses, she turned to the young gnatefully, her

voice laughing as she said, 'Wow. Now that's wizatlla cocktail.’

‘And it will taste as good as it looks, ma'am.' Ho@d- looking face
smiled back at her, frankly appreciative of theutgaf the woman in
front of him. He had all sorts in his bar during #verage week, but
this one was something special.

'I'm sure it will." Essie dimpled at him and th&pped at the cocktail.
It was strong, and delicious. 'lt's lovely. Thankuy she said
smilingly.

Xavier had watched the little exchange without sgya j word but
now he reached for his own glass and Essie sawalgis was
expressionless. 'Excellent." He gave his own condaugon to the
young man. 'You've got the mix just right; there some people who
drown the sloe gin.’



'‘Not me, sir." The barman grinned happily befonming away as
another customer claimed his attention.

‘Shall we?' Xavier indicated a quiet table for twaa corner of the
room with a wave of his hand, and Essie slid aéfstool reluctantly.
It had seemed safer at the bar, if only becausead delaying the
inevitable moment when she had to admit her demepti

They were just about to walk across the room whsadalen squeal
of delight made Xavier freeze. Essie heard him mgreigghtly but

then, as a tall, elegant redhead and a very gamdAdg young man
with a shock of black hair hailed them from the eay, he raised a
hand in reply. Essie recognised them from the wegldeception but
she had no idea who they were—although that was sagiified as
the redhead strode determinedly across to thergguohg her partner
with her.

‘Xavier, how lovely! Have you eaten yet?' she askeightly.
‘They've just fitted us in for nine.’

'l thought you and Harper were going out with sarhéhe English
relatives?' Xavier answered the woman with a qoesind he didn't
bother to hide his irritation.

‘We were.' The redhead smiled at Essie as she shekélue eyes
frankly curious. 'But Harper didn't feel too wedirBer so we decided
to give it a miss. He's feeling heaps better ndvwugih, aren't you,
darling?"

She smiled up into Harper's face before she comtintAren't you
going to introduce us, Xavier?' as she held outled to Essie.

‘Janice, this is Candy and Harper. Harper and Gaddyice.'
Xavier's tone was very dry as he added, 'Candyyisniace and
Harper is her fiance.'



"Your niece?' Essie tried not to sound surprisédhe didn't manage
it very well, as Candy's next words indicated.

'l know what you're thinking but my mother, Xavéesister, had me
when she was very young,' Candy said quickly.

Essie smiled and nodded but didn't pursue the eeailen. She
sensed there was something here that the othdéogidi difficult and
she didn't want to embarrass her; besides whieéhwsts hoping the
other two wouldn't join them, even though she hastimctively
warmed to Xavier's niece. She had tell him as soon as
possible—and an audience was the last thing sheeded¢die had
already introduced her as Janice, as it was, andshe was feeling
acutely uncomfortable and more than a little guilty

There was a moment or two of silence and then Xaagl, his tone
resigned, 'Would you care to join us for an ag@titi

'If that's all right?' Candy's tone was subdued;rshe had obviously
clicked onto the fact that her uncle was less fllaased to see them.

'Of course itis.' Essie's voice was warm. Thers saamething almost
vulnerable about Xavier's niece; Essie couldn'tegakplain it, but

she felt that behind the lovely facade of cleanghacent skin, vivid

blue eyes and wonderful chestnut-red hair the aijilrewasn't quite

so confident as she appeared, and Essie forgdteallprevious

thoughts about being alone with Xavier as she aitnechake the
young couple feel welcome.

And so it continued through the evening. When th#dywalked
through into the restaurant, it seemed naturaCeordy and Harper to
join them, especially as their tables were nexdaoch other and only
took a moment to put together.

The meal was wonderful, all five courses of it, iee undoubtedly
expensive, and Xavier was an excellent host— cougieamusing



and urbane. But behind the cultured, suave ext&ssre sensed he
was watching them all in the same way a scient&nmened
something he found interesting. He gaa¢hingof himself away.

As soon as the thought hit, she knew it was thi tXavier was the
epitome of the cool, controlled ice-man, howevghtiand witty his
conversation, and however much that sexy, sensoathhmsmiled.
Sexy and sensual3he caught herself up sharply, irritated she
noticed. He wasn't sexy or sensual or anything-elee was simply
the enemy, as far as she was concerned, and siged temember
that. Once she'd told him—if they ever got to lmnalfor a moment
or two—it would be wise to beat a hasty retreats Twas not a man to
mess with.

They lingered over their liqueur coffees—the ribrandy-flavoured
coffee topped with whipped cream was the best Bexietasted and
the pianist who had been playing a medley of sevigke the diners
ate was excellent—but then, after Xavier had iedighe meal was
his treat to Harper, the other two rose to leave.

‘Thanks, Xavier." Candy leant forward and toucheduncle's arm
with a smile.

Essie found herself asking—although she hadn't trtealYou don't
call him Uncle, then?'

‘Uncle?' Candy grinned. 'With only ten years betwas? Besides,
I've never thought of Xavier as an uncle; he'shilgebrother | never
had.' There was real affection in the lovely blyesand, as Xavier
glanced at his niece, Essie saw a softness taortlie she hadn't seen
before. And it hurt. Ridiculously, irrationally, iburt like mad,
because she knew he would never look at her liae th fact, once
she told him the truth, she didn't dare to thinlwine would look.



But she didn'tvanthim to look at her like that, anyway! Good griéf,
was the last thing she wanted! What on earth wastlshking of?

The protests came, fierce and strong, and suchheraagitation that
she let her napkin slip under the table so shedcbehd down and
retrieve it and compose her face again.

She loathed his type of man! She loathed;, he was a typical male
chauvinist with a grossly exaggerated idea of him&kay, so this
evening had been fun—she had to admit she'd enjbgesklf, in
spite of everything—but that was because he wamniartainment
mode, that was all. The real man was still therelen the fa?ade of
smooth dinner companion. He was a control freélk,the rest of his
kind.

Essie had accepted a brandy when the other twaldeded—not

because she wanted one, but because it would gnanfopportunity
to talk to Xavier with other people around, and lsaé the feeling she
would need their unsuspecting support. And nowXagaer settled

back into his chair, his powerful chest musclesifig under the thin

white silk of his shirt—the jacket long since digtd on the back of
his chair—she took a quick sip of the fine thirgay-old spirit as she
contemplated how to start.

‘Don't you ever relax?'

'‘What?' The deep, husky voice had been very saftreow Essie
stared straight at him, her eyes narrowing wafihjs was the start of
the seduction programme, was it? The one*that lead Iput on hold
when his niece and her fiance had joined them sapectedly.

'You've been on edge all evening. | could almost the waves
coming off you,' he drawled lazily, 'and you wele tsame this
afternoon, but in a different way.'



He was too perceptive by half. She watched his exsler over her
face and she knew he was doing it deliberatelyghme pausing on
the soft swell of her lips until she could feelrthéngle as though he
had kissed her.

'l don't know what you mean," she said tightly. 8fas going to tell
him, shewas but in her own way, and certainly not defendiegself
at the same time.

‘You're like several different women under the saki@,’ he said
thoughtfully, 'and you change from one to the ofliiexr a nervous
little chameleon. Why are you so guarded toniggmjck? Is it me in
particular you're chary of, or all men?’

This had gone quite far enough and, in view ofdosyments, there
would never be a better opportunity to tell him ted made a
mistake—a big mistake—this afternoon, she thougberishly. And

then he completely took the wind out of her sai& &ad her
floundering for words when he leant forward, higchdark face

amazingly tender, and said, 'You're a phoney, daB&aver. All this
wild living and seeking of attention—that's not theal girl. Has

someone hurt you? Is that it? Whatever he did, efsathappened,
he's not worth messing up your life for. Believe, tnenow.’

‘Xavier, please.' This was awful, terrible. He weking her feel so
guilty. She took a deep breath, her nostrils f@riemd removed her
hand from where it was resting under his beforessi@, "This isn't
like you think.'

‘Someonadid hurt you, didn't they?' It was as though he haueird
her. 'And badly.'

She wished she'd never started this. She swallodesgply, the
tension making her voice brittle as she said, "Shithing to do with
this and it was a long time ago.'



‘Time's relative and it might help to talk abouit it

She had to explain who she was. She took anotlegr bieeath, the
elusive and very male scent of him teasing herrit®sts he leant
even closer, his silvery eyes reflecting a shaftligiit from the
discreetly placed lamp above their table, and stukjinst opened her
mouth to begin, tdell him, when the pianist stopped playing an
instead spoke into his microphone, reading fronam@ ©ne of the
waiters had just given him.

'Sorry to interrupt the flow, ladies and gentlembunt there is an
urgent call for Miss Esther Russell. If Miss Ruksehere, perhaps
she would make her presence known or make heravBgteption.'

‘Janice?' Xavier's voice brought her startled &gek to his. '‘Don't let
him win, don't let him ruin your life, because teathat'll happen if
you're not careful.'

'l have to go to Reception.' Essie's voice wadslichysterical but
she couldn't believe this was happening. It wasdiblack comedy, a
dark farce.

'Reception?' And then his brows drew together asdi@, 'Esther
Russell? Isn't that the girl you were bridesmaithwoday? Is she in
the hotel, then? Do you know where she is?'

‘She—she is me,' Essie stammered ungrammatically.

'She's you?' He stared at her as though she hatidosnind and
maybe she had, Essie thought wildly. Perhaps #pdamed why she
had been so incredibly stupid as to think she ctakd Xavier Grey
on and win.

'Look, | must answer that call." She rose as shkespnd he rose with
her, his manners impeccable even in the midstlahalconfusion.
'Please, you stay here.' She couldn't have hindistgover her while



she spoke into the telephone; she wouldn't be eahélll be back in
a few moments, | promise, and then I'll explainganty, but...but I'm
Esther Russell and the call is probably to do withwork and it'll be
important. I...I have to go.'

He nodded, somehow giving the impression that lie'hanoved a
muscle at the same time, and she gave him onédddsliess look
before fairly flying out of the restaurant.

Oh, it couldn't have all gone more wrong, she tadself frantically

as she hurried over to the reception desk, and arhatrth was this
call about? It could only be Jamie or Peter, aeg thould never have
bothered her unless there was some sort of disabtdrfor the life

of her she couldn't think what.

'‘Essie?’ It was Peter Hargreaves, who owned th# sman practice
where she worked, and his voice was both apologeticfrustrated.
‘Essie, I'm sorry to bother you on your weekendhaft at this time of
night, but it's urgent. That case you've been dgalith, Colonel
Llewellyn's hunter? Well, the horse has taken @ tor the worse and
| think | need to operate, but | can't find theechsstory. The animal's
worth a fortune and you know how much the Colomghks of
him—he treats him better than he does his wife,latate not leave
anything to chance. | need to be fully acquainteth wverything
you've done so far and the strengths of the medicage's on, all of
it. The damn computer's down and | can't find theelfcopy file. Any
ideas?'

Essie wrinkled her brow. They rarely bothered wite hard-copy
files—Peter had an excellent computer system tlaathwoth efficient
and fast—but there was always the odd occasioatlils one, when
old methods came into their own.

'It's not in the filing cabinet, obviously, elsewwouldn't be ringing
me.' Essie thought for a moment.



Have you asked Jamie if he knows?'

'He's out at Sanderson's farm: his daughter's p@igk, and you
know old man Sanderson. He must be the one pensine whole of
creation not to own a phone,' Peter said tersgilfy old blighter. It's
a hell of a way there, with the Colonel's placetle opposite
direction, and | might miss Jamie anyway.'

‘You say he's gone to deal with Jenny Sanderson\gpEssie asked
quickly.

‘Yes. It sounded like it had colic, which was wia thought the
Colonel's hunter had, but—'

Essie thought rapidly. She knew Jamie's habitinfjglg every scrap

of paper that ever came his way into the huge bottcawer of his

desk until it became too full to close—it didn't the@ what it was:

letters, cheques, circulars, reports—they all wantCould Jamie

have got the Colonel's file out before he wenho$anderson farm?’
she asked carefully. 'If the symptoms were simiter,might have

checked that file first, in case it proved the wases were linked."'

'You think he's taken the damn file with him?' Herss growled
furiously.

She hoped not, oh, she did hope not, because Jaahibeen in hot
water more than once lately for his cavalier atéto paperwork and
records.

Essie crossed her fingers and said rapidly, 'I',e &i@ hasn't but he
might have looked at it and, if he was in a huorget to the farm, put
it in the bottom drawer of his desk for quicknessiline got back.’

'He'd better not have, not with the computer dd#smg on a minute,
Essie, and I'll check.'



The silence at the other end of the telephone readie aware of her
surroundings again and, as she glanced acroshitikdytcarpeted,

luxurious reception area towards the big glass sittmough which
the restaurant was located, she felt her stomaah right over.

Xavier was going to be mad. He was going to belabsy livid, she

told herself weakly.

'Essie?' It was Peter's voice again and now shkedener attention
back to the matter in hand. 'I've got it. The yotow's got everything
but the kitchen sink in that drawer. You wouldrétibve it.'

She would.

There was the sound of rustling paper and therr Bai#, 'Yep, | can
see exactly what you've done and it's fine, just.fRight, I'll take it
from here and I'm really sorry to have bothered, fEssie. How did
the wedding go?'

It was very much an afterthought and Peter waslglaaxious to get
out to the Colonel's place, so Essie kept her anbuef. 'Very well,
thanks, Peter. Look, | shan't leave till aboutitethe morning, so if
you need me at any time before then, please rikgy®

‘Thanks, Essie, but I'll be fine now I've got tleeards. Jamie's a
damn good vet but he's going to have to pull heksap in certain
areas.' There was a brief pause and then he Gaidgdbye for now.
You carry on enjoying yourself and I'll see youManday.'

‘All right, Peter. Goodnight.'

Enjoying herself. Essie stood for a moment moretgeshe put the
telephone down and thanked the receptionist. Emgplgerself wasn't
quite the term she would have used...



Xavier's dark presence seemed to fill the wholtargant when Essie
stepped back into the quiet surroundings some mteater. It all
looked the same—the pianist was still playing,dtieer diners were
quietly enjoying the excellent food, the odd huntohversation and
genteel laugh adding to the overall gentle ambiesfcne hushed
room; but there, in the distance, was Xavier.

She hardly knew how to walk as she approached tilgle; she was
vitally aware of the narrowed gaze trained on rhesefand the
grimness that was reflected in every line of hgsfbmme, but then she
was sliding into her seat and looking straight irttoe icy
countenance.

‘Well?' One word—but more telling than any tirade.
'I'm sorry." It was little more than a whisper.

‘Not good enough. Not nearly good enough.' He dtateher for a
moment more before saying, his voice biting, "Yew&lling meyou
are Esther Russell, have | got that straight? Whnglans you are
Christine's best friend, not her cousin, and yowreseterinary
surgeon?' The tone held a note of incredulity ethen cold rage
couldn't quite hide, and that, more than anythilsg,eput steel in
Essie's backbone. Hill thought it was virtually impossible that she
was an intelligent, successful and capable humargpshe thought
furiously.

‘Yes, that's right.' Her head was up and her clas aut and further
thoughts of apology were out of the question.

'So how old are you?' he asked tightly.

‘Twenty-eight.' It was a little snap. And then, dref he could say
anything else, she added, 'And all this wouldn/ehi@appened if you
hadn't been so darn rude.’



'‘What?' His bark brought a number of heads turning towdahes
table and, as Xavier became aware of the atteahdrglared back at
the unfortunate diners, heads were quickly loweoettheir plates. 'l
really don't believe you just said that," he grahdavagely. "You spin
me a pack of lies and then you tell mentgfault?'

'l didn't spin you a pack of lies, not really," EEsshot back quickly.
'You came to me, remember, and stated a numbéirgfst before |
even opened my mouth. You assumed | was Janicdggtured me
on my lifestyle, my moralseverything and we hadn't even beer
introduced!’

'You lied to me.'

‘I merely went along with your assumptions, thatls And, while

we're on the subject, they were pretty insultikgsie said bitterly.
‘You looked at Janice and you looked at me, angur mind there
was no doubt about which of the two bridesmaids thashopeful
budding actress leading a somewhat wild lifestytsu hadn't spoken
to either of us, you didn't know us from Adam, amd you labelled
me a dumb little blonde. Right or wrong?'

‘This is crazy!" Dark colour flared across the hahgekbones and
Essie had never seen someone look so furious imeallife. There

was certainly no vestige of the cool, controlled-iman left, she
thought somewhat hysterically. The man in front ledr was

positively smouldering with fury.

'‘Right or wrong?' she ground out determinedly, sefg to be
intimidated, even though her stomach was churnimd leer hands
were damp with perspiration.

'‘Wrong,' he snarled grimly. 'If | had thought yoere just a dumb
little blonde, | wouldn't have asked you out tortigh



'‘Whatever you say, however you try and turn thisnth you know
full well I'm right," Essie said proudly, staringgint back into the
angry male face as she forced her fear and paclcdi@vn into the
hidden depths of her. 'l admit | shouldn't havetiomed what you
started—' here Xavier, who had just taken a swidnief brandy,
nearly choked '—but it was too good an opportutotyniss, if you
want the truth.'

‘The truth? You don't know the meaning of the word.

‘Actually, | do.' Violet-blue eyes held iced silvand neither would
give way. Essie was conscious of the cry deep enbel that was
saying she hadmvantedit to be like this, that she should have tols
him before, should have set things straight as ssoshe had seen
him tonight to prevent just such an occurrencéhss but it was too
late now for regrets. 'I'm a very honest persommadly, but your
arrogance annoyed me, if you want to know.'

‘My arrogance?he ground out with dangerous calm.

He looked as though he couldn't believe his eads @erhaps he
couldn't, Essie thought faintly; it was quite likelo one had ever
spoken to him like this in his life.

‘Yes, your arrogance,’ she said a little shakifpu' were pompous
and high-handed and unforgivably rude, and you dizblutely no

right to assume anything about me—or Janiceciihes to that. I've
worked hard to get where | am, Xavier Grey. No bas given me

anythingever, but I'm a damn good vet. And | don't appreciate a
label— whatever it is—by someone who doesn't knosv s that

clear?'

‘Abundantly.’



He had settled back in his seat during her qusgtlyken tirade, the
laser-sharp gaze assessing the angry young wonfaoninof him,
and now the cool, sardonic tinge to his voice wasdadibly galling.

‘And you can cut the lordly disdain,' Essie firedtk angrily, 'because
it doesn't wash with me. | don't care how rich owhpowerful you
are—you're still ill-mannered and presumptuous ahd—

‘You're going to run out of adjectives before longe said
expressionlessly, his face now betraying nothingvbht he was
thinking. And the discipline he had brought intayplthe regaining of
that icy control and cool restraint, told Essie slagl to get out of
there fast before she further compounded her gm8irging the

contents of her brandy glass straight into that lacgble

countenance.

'‘Goodbye, Mr. Grey.' She rose abruptly, her faceaite as a sheet
but her voice firm. 'And | shall settle the accofortmy own dinner,
thank you.'

'‘Now you're being boorish.' It was a soft, low Gdiaa drawl and had
Essie's hands clenching at her sides as her ifBréteh sense of
propriety warred with the red-hot desire to see iXiaérey with
brandy dripping off the end of his nose. The ndtxeserve won, but
it was a close thing.

Essie was very aware of the subdued interest ofstlmeounding
tables as she turned to leave, but it was thersiblae eyes boring
into the middle of her back that kept her strideaswged and
controlled as she left the restaurant with her hesd high.

The control held until she reached her room, huteshe had closed
the door behind her, she sank down onto the thie& barpet. Her
legs refused to hold her any longer.



How could she have said all that? She pressed &mishto her
burning cheeks as she swayed back and forth itleaieap on the
floor. Not that he hadn't deserved it—he had—but stasn't
normally like this, for goodness' sake. He broumiitthe very worst
in her, she reflected miserably. In fact, there waghole side of her
nature that had seemed to develop over the lashtews that was
positively alarming.

She continued to sit for a few moments more, leghack against the
door as her mind went over every word and actianltd happened
below in the restaurant. And then she leapt up ttarfloor, walking
over to the telephone and picking it up with a hamat trembled
slightly.

'‘Hello, is that Reception?' She gave her room nuniiefore
continuing, 'l ate in the restaurant tonight alamth another party
under the name of Grey, but I'd like my meal tgpbe on my own
account. Is that possible?’ She gave the detdianked the
receptionist and then put down the phone abruptly.

What a mess. She shook her head slowly. And gesimed to have
developed so quickly. She hadn't known Xavier Greigted before
today, but now she doubted if she would ever fongatin the whole

of her life. The next thought brought a wry, relamt smile—he

would probably remember her for quite some time! to

She was wound up as tightly as a coiled springdsiceded irritably

as she pulled off the beautiful jacket and drebs!dbnever sleep like
this. She frowned at the golden-haired figure armirror and pulled

out the pins from the intricate hairstyle with sgednaste.

She'd do her packing now, ready for an early stathe morning,
then have a long, hot, scented bath and wash Irer ha



Nearly an hour and a half later, after she'd soakdd she was in
danger of resembling a wrinkled prune and washddlaad her hair,

Essie sat on the big soft bed in her room and digBéeep was a
million miles away—it was almost one o'clock in tmerning—and

she should be zonked out cold after the sort odesting day she'd
had.

But thoughts of a big dark Canadian were keepirgg atrenalin

pulsing through her body like liquid fire. She didmant to see him
again. She sucked in her bottom lip as she contegbhis face in
the last few minutes she had been with him andeséd; in spite of
the hothouse warmth of the hotel room. Slleadf she had to see him
again! And there was breakfast. Would he be irdihang room? Of

course, she could always ring down now and askreakfast to be
served in her room, but there was the checkingtoat,He might be

there then.

Oh, don't be such a wimp! The thought was hot ammhc and she
screwed up her face against it. She could handieeK&rey; she'd
handled Colin Fulton, hadn't she? And survived dftermath of
finishing with Andrew at university. Funny how th@&o men were
always connected in her mind. Or perhaps it wasnfunny, if she
thought about it. The first—her stepfather—had heit a sitting duck
for the attention of the latter.

But she wasn't going to think of all that now. S$ftenightened her
face and opened her eyes, reaching for the phane ag she did so.
She would call down to Reception and ask them tdgebill ready

very early, and then she'd skip breakfast and cttehfirst train

home. This was an unfortunate episode in her liethat was all it

was; she was still in control.

She nodded to herself, ignoring the tremble in $temach that
accompanied the shadow of a tall dark man withbice- eyes that
could resemble soft liquid silver when they wantedand a harsh



mouth that had been tender and caring in the éaginfinutes before
he had found out who she really was.

But she didn't want Xavier Grey to be tender ointaanyway, she
told herself sternly in the next moment. A man liken—rich,
powerful, magnetic, with women in their busloadsasihg after
him—wouldn't look twice at a little nobody like he&he didn't have
the right connections, the right friends, and shin't have a clue
what went on in his world. And she didn't wanttie. had wanted her
purely in a physical sense. If she had been whihtneght she was,
he'd intended to sleep with her tonight; she jusswk it. A quick
one-night stand to spice up what he'd found a batuty; that was all
she had meant to him.

Well, this was one cute little cookie who had tulmait a darn sight
tougher than he'd expected. The thought brouglebndort and that
made her even more confused and disturbed. Nalefiretelydidn't
want to run into Xavier Grey again, she affirmedrenstrongly, and
she would make sure she didn't.

End of story.



CHAPTER THREE

'‘AND you're telling me you hightailed it out of the &lowvithout ever
seeing this poor guy again? You didn't even write & note to say
you were sorry?'

Was he winding her up or something? Essie staredaatie
frowningly, her mouth tight. 'He wasn't a "poor guyamie—I told
you," she said coolly. 'And neither did | "hightailanywhere.’'

'‘No?'
‘Nol*

‘All right, all right." Jamie held up his handssarrender, and then, as
she continued to glare at him, he said quietlg,jutst that all this is so
unlike you, Essie.'

Essie frowned a moment more before she sighed yeetdxing as
she said, 'Oh, | know it is, Jamie. | supposeslhvty | had to tell you
about it—because | feel a bit guilty deep down. Betvasarrogant,
terribly so, and so...'

‘What?' Jamie's nice, pleasant, freckled face wigyeits shock of
ginger hair was enquiring.

Essie shrugged. She didn't know how to explainuhexplainable
and she wished she'd never mentioned this to Jaowe She
wouldn't have, except for the fact that they westhlveeling on their
toes from Peter's shock announcement that morhatde was going
to sell the practice and emigrate, and when Jaatkeskhiggested the
two of them have lunch together and discuss thptrons she'd
agreed. And then, once that subject had been etdthuamie had
asked about the wedding the week be fore, and—wathdefences
momentarily down—she'd gone and blurted out the levisorry
story.



'‘Anyway, that's over and done with and we've enqugblems in the
present to worry over.'

Jamie nodded dismally. He had joined the practiogea before
Essie, and they had both thought their jobs werrse Peter
Hargreaves had taken over from the old vet— who dwaded the
practice for donkey's years—twelve months beforadaappointed
Jamie, and he had transformed it from the rath@idawn, one-man
show it had been in those days to the enterprisioglern business it
was today.

And Peter had intended to make the practice la's Mork—he'd told
them that at their respective interviews— but nowappeared he'd
had an offer he couldn't refuse from a veterinargntl in New
Zealand to join his practice as a partner, angbtbspects for himself
and his wife and their young family were too googbass by.

To date, apparently, Peter had had one firm offettfe business but
it was from an older veterinary surgeon who intehiebring his two
sons with him—both vets themselves—if he bought phectice.
Because of that, and what it would mean to JamicEssie, Peter
had hesitated, but now time was pressing and hehélcouldn't
prevaricate any longer.

‘What will you do?' Jamie asked mournfully. 'Itilean moving to-
another part of the country, | should think.’

Essie nodded slowly. She'd already thought of tnad, the prospect
of leaving her beautiful little cottage—the firsbrhe she had ever
had—was even worse than losing her job. But thesipibigy of
another post right on the doorstep was practicallyl suppose we'd
better start looking.' She forced a bright smileJamie's benefit. He
had just got engaged to a local girl so this wasse/af anything, for
him.



The walk back to the surgery from the old-fashione
brass-and-beamed pub was usually one that Essigeehjbut today
she didn't focus on the tree-lined road and lgpgesperous houses
this particular part of the town boasted, and thveas none of the
usual carefree banter with Jamie.

It was as they turned into the wide pebbled drhet ted up to the
sprawling detached house that was the practice-+~Heging
converted the top of the premises to a three-bededdlat when he
and his family had moved in—that Essie stoppedkssid.

Jamie walked on a good few paces before he realsedvasn't with
him. 'What?' As he turned and saw her face, hahhastraced his
steps. 'What's the matter, Essie?'

She couldn't answer him for a moment, the sight®farge dark blue
Mercedes parked regally in front of the steps lequtlo the front door
had taken her breath away. But it needn't be hesysassured herself
feverishly in the next moment. There must be hutslief dark blue
Mercedes about and she hadn't noticed the numberphat
afternoon at the wedding reception. She glanced @bw—XJG
1—and her heart pounded.

‘That car...'
'‘Beauty, isn't it?" Jamie said covetously.

'l think it's his—the man | told you about,' EssiRispered weakly,
the quiet slumberous warmth of the lovely late Mayernoon
mocking her panic.

‘No, he wouldn't bother to try and trace you, EsSi@mie had been
looking at the car but now he turned back to fae his puppy-dog
eyes taking in the beauty of the slender, lovelyngpbwoman in front
of him, and as he remembered the long, frustratgdsiand achingly
painful days he had endured before he had coneertestwith the fact



that Essie would never look twice at himtirat way his voice was
less certain as he added, 'Would he?'

‘He might.' Shock had turned Essie's eyes to midnidue. 'Yes, yes,
he would. It's just the sort of thing he'd do.'

'‘Well, you can't stand out here all afternoon,' i@asaid reasonably,
‘and we've got to prepare for the afternoon surgéome on. You
don't know for sure it's him, anyway.'

She did and it was.

'Essie." As she and Jamie stepped into the hatr Rppeared like
magic at the top of the stairs. 'Could you spameoaent? There's
someone here to see you.'

Xavier had obviously already worked his spell om hess, Essie
thought grimly. Peter wasn't usually so affable domhign with
unannounced visitors, and she had yet to know ef who was
allowed into the holy of holies of his home. Pefearded his privacy
zealously and she had only been admitted upstaits-eand that
had been for a Christmas drink, with Jamie.

She mounted the stairs in the same way Marie Aatt@mmust have
mounted the steps to the guillotine, and was ushiate Peter's very
pleasant green and lemon lounge with a nonchalee s of his arm.

'I'll leave you two alone for a moment or two. eddo speak to Jamie
about those cows with stasis of the rumen. It twuassone of the
farmhands had left a few sacks of turnips in the ydamn idiot. And
why he couldn't have told us when we were overetligs morning |
don't know...'

Peter had shut the door behind him even as h#'thestin speaking,
and now Essie stood in the middle of the room, iloglat the tall,
muscular man who had risen to his feet at her roéra



'You prefer Essie to Esther?' It was the same daggky voice that
had haunted her dreams for nights, and she haxide herself not to
shiver as the impact of it trickled over her taetves.

He looked wonderful. The thought was unwelcome he t
circumstances. And she must look a real mess—dih@thzad time

to do more than wash her hands and comb her hair @aimorning

spent tramping about smelly outbuildings, ministgrio a herd of
sick bovines. There was dirt on her jeans and skegtand she
knew the faint odour of cows still clung to her.

Xavier Grey's cold, chiselled face was expresssmhait, behind the

imperturbable mask, his thoughts were racing. Shs @&en more

lovely than he remembered. Standing there, heragisrmass of hair

screwed into a high ponytail and her face free akenup, she was
breathtaking. And shetill didn't look like the average veterinary
surgeon, damn it!

'Everyone calls me Essie.' She was amazed at leaslyster voice
sounded, considering what she was feeling likelesi

‘And you don't mind?'
‘Why should 1?"

Essie didn't suit her: she was too fragile, tooub&d to be called

that. Esther was the Persian name for Star; heketbit up in the

week—secretly, he admitted ruefully to himself, aa@/one who

knew him would have a field day at his expensthal thought he'd
got it this bad—and the elusive, shining perfectiba star suited her
perfectly. But in view of her touchiness on the jeab of her

appearance he didn't think he'd better say so.ak an unusual
experience for Xavier Grey to watch what he said bhe found he
didn't like it. It made his voice curt as he sdNo feason.'Essie
looked at him warily. Why on earth was he here?"



Xavier looked back at her and he was thinking dyalse same thing.
She didn't like him—the understatement of the yeamnd-they

couldn't have got off to a worse start if theyieédr so why was he
pursuing what was clearly a doomed cause?

‘Mr Grey—'
‘Xavier, please.'

'l don't know why you're here, but if you're loogito make things
awkward for me—'

'Of course I'm not.' It was too sharp, too cuttiogt, she'd caught him
on the raw with her assumption that he was oublood. Was that
what she thought of him? he asked himself silertlg.forced his
voice into conciliatory mode—with some effort—anddad, 'I'm
here to apologise, that's all.'

'You?Apologise?' Her voice was too high and she desgigraied to
backtrack as his eyes iced over. 'There's notlungdu to apologise
for,' she added weakly. 'It was me...'

He had to be the most attractive man in the woilthe
exaggeration—and all the dangerous connotations
iImplied—frightened Essie to death as it popped Ir@omind before
she could reject it.

He was dressed simply—no designer suit today—but
stone-washed denim shirt and jeans sat on the bead,male frame
like an advertisement for Levi's, and the Italieather belt and shoes
were undoubtedly handmade. He still looked eveophithe hard,
ruthless millionaire with the world at his feet—peobably would
even if he was stark naked. That contemplationtatadly unnerving
and utterly daunting, and there was a hectic finsissie's cheeks
Now.



'On the contrary,’ Xavier said smoothly. 'l jumgedconclusions |
had no right to assume—you were quite right on sicate—and in
doing so | can understand that | precipitated aunfortunate
misunderstanding. | was intending to say as muem#xt morning,
but you left before | could do so.’

'l had to get back here. There were problemssiebgaved her hand
vaguely and hoped the generalisation would do.

He nodded, his narrowed eyes still tight on heefads | think |
mentioned to you, | was booked on a flight to Gerynthat same
morning, and so | was unable to follow up on ouguEentance until
now.'

Follow up on our acquaintance? Essie hoped her feag as
expressionless as his. This was all so terriblytgiol

'‘Look, I'm in the area for a day or two. Perhapsgallow me to take
you out for dinner and we can get things straighi&ier asked
softly. 'If nothing else, I'd like to clear the aiafter all that's
happened.’

It would be the equivalent of diving head-firstard live volcano, to
start something with Xavier Grey. Essie starediat, ner fingers
knotting together as she wondered how she coultepotefuse the
invitation. Tm sorry." She forced a swift smilem' afraid I'm

absolutely overloaded with work at the moment. €hseno way | can
take an evening out.'

‘You do stop to eat, | take it?'

The tone suggested he was well aware of her luatd with Jamie
and now Essie blushed a bright pink, but the bresgss in his voice
added to her resolve. 'Of course.' She could I&yas him when she
wanted to be. 'But lunch is normally snatched routeor | take

sandwiches. A working day means I'm usually aeliggtubby about



the edges—' she indicated her jeans with a flickesfhand '—and
once I'm home and I've had a bath and so on it\s ke in the
evening, and all | want to do is to relax with a-@IMner or a
takeaway.'

‘That must leave you very little time for fun.’

Essie couldn't quite gauge the tone of his voiceshe knew she
didn't like it, and the dryness which spoke of cigm, disbelief and a
hundred other unwelcome implications deepeneddlsgdicolour in

her cheeks. Ever since she had met this man, hédrenothing but
confront her and call her a liar—and worse—andwgas sick of it.

'‘We aren't all interested in having fun, Mr Grepé said with frigid

disdain. 'Some of us have to work hard for a living

Oh, that sounded gariggishshe thought in the next instant, and st
wasn't a prig—far from it. But he always made h&y and do the
wrong thing! He was a hateful man and she loathed h

He stared at her for some fifteen seconds withqaiaking, his
expression unreadable, and then he gave her awhdh could only
be described as supercilious and Essie found sheed/do hit him.
Oh, how she wanted to hit him!

‘All work and no play..." he drawled softly. He dithave to finish the
old saying; Essie was quite aware he was callinglhkand her chin
tilted defiantly as her eyes blazed midnight-blue.

'l don't want to be rude,' she said with acid calmt | ambusy, Mr
Grey. If you've said all you came to say, | redityneed to get back to
the surgery.'

'So you're telling me you won't even have dinnghwme, after I've
come all this way carrying the olive branch?' hieedscoolly. '‘Don't
you think that's a little...churlish?’



'‘Churlish?" It was an angry splutter but she checkerself
Immediately. She wouldot be provoked! 'l thought you said you
were in the area for a day or two, anyway?' sheneead him with
stinging sweetness. 'I'm sure you'll be far tooybiwsworry about
whether you have dinner with me or not.’'

For such a fragile little thing, she had a bite l&cobra. He could see
how she'd master even the most ferocious animalieXahought
darkly.

‘But | want to have dinner with you, Essie." Thar@s something
telling him to get the hell out of there, to walkt@nd forget he had
ever heard the name of Esther Russell, but heéghiarit had been a
long, long time since he had wanted a woman thehgayanted this
one, and even longer since he had been refusedelHine blood
surge hotly through his veins at the challenge.

‘And what you want you get, is that it?' He wasckse she could
smell his delicious scent again, and she didret What it did to her
senses.

'‘Exactly.' He smiled a smile that wasn't a smilalkt

'‘Well, not this time!" She didn't really know whizeswas quite so
mad, but she had passed the stage of cautioveltbadell you you're
the most arrogant, presumptuocsnceited—'

'‘Not a list of my virtues again?' His hand closednd her wrist as he
spoke and he had jerked her into him before shielceact. The kiss
was hard and angry and, for a moment, Essie cadddhéve it was

happening; and it was this very disbelief that weoklagainst her
because, by the time she could have respondedyahelizzy with

desire.

She knew she ought to be affronted, perhaps evedadf his
strength and the power in the hard-muscled arntswikee holding



her pressed against his body, but those emotions wwtally absent.
And that was dangerous—very dangerous—nbut she colidip it.
Excitement was singing through every nerve andvwsirgeheat that
was sweetand almost painful causing her to arcimsigaim as the
kiss changed to one of dominant persuasion.

Her head had fallen back against his arms andisanduth gained
greater penetration, she heard herself whimpepleasure, but even
that didn't bring her out of the spell he had wov@&me could feel the
thud, thud, thud of his heart pounding against fii€age, the

unmistakable thrust of his arousal against thenss#t of her belly,
but she had never been kissed like this beforeitifie and it took all

lucid thought into a whirling maelstrom of exquesgensation.

She had read about women being swept away by d @bpassion,
watched films or TV dramas where some swooning ferad been
overcome with lustful yearning, but she had nevexaoht such
emotions wer&eal. But this was realHe was real, and he was very.
very good at this. It made the fumbling, sometimmesely irritating
but more often than not just unpleasant lovemakimghad permitted
with Andrew fade into insignificance. Andrew hadled her frigid
more than once, when she had stopped his gropindshand wet
mouth before things went too far; he hadistedshe must be frigid.
But she wasn't. Xavier Grey had proved that.

His hands had slid under the thin material of Hdnvaorn sweatshirt
to the warm silk of her stomach, moving up to caplireasts through
the filmy lace of her bra, and she gasped as tagdles of pleasure
pierced her through.

This was wrong, she thought desperately; but therme murmured
her name against her lips, his voice deep and hushky arched
against him again and it was only the sound ofsteqis on the stairs
outside leading to the flat that brought her jegkaway, flushed and
breathless, as she glanced towards the lounge door.



By the time Peter Hargreaves walked into the roXwvier was
standing by the window, looking down into the drivelow. As he
turned at the other man's entrance, saying, 'Tlaisepis in a fine
position, Peter; you can see for miles from h&ssie saw he was the
cool, imperturbable tycoon again, totally equanisyalignified and
iImposing. And she didn't miss the fact that he Retkr were already
on first-name terms, either.

'‘Grand, isn't it?' Peter barely glanced at hereamhde for Xavier's
side. 'l shall be sorry to leave, but Carol anekl New Zealand is too
good to turn down and, if we're going to go forwe need to do it
now, while the kids are still so young. We'd prefezir schooling to
be uninterrupted.'

Xavier nodded, his eyes piercing her for one monogrt the other
man's shoulder as they took in her flushed faceséigttly bruised
mouth, before his attention returned to Petehitik Essie was just
leaving but I'd like a word with you before | gbyou've the time?'

'Of course, of course.' Peter was genial. He'd #e=iMercedes and
the gold Rolex and he knew wealth when he saw it.

'‘Goodbye, Essie.' Xavier looked at her again amsl ttme it was
crystal-clear he was giving her her marching orders

She stared back at him for a long moment, hurtepaiad outrage at
his curt dismissal warring with the desire to flee presence and lick
her wounds in private. That kiss hadn't meant iagthd him—not a
thing! He had used it to teach her a lesson, stwgtht raggedly, that
was all, and he had succeeded beyond his wildgsictations. She
had offered herself to him on a plate—she had &bt beggedchim
to take her—and now, he was silently telling hez didn't mean a
thing to him and the offer of dinner had been ofealiteness,
nothing more.



And that was fine—just fine. She drew herself ugr h back as
straight as a rod and her violet-blue eyes fiesceh@ said as coldly as
she could manage, 'Goodbye, Mr Grey.'

Her tone of voice must have registered with Petmabse she was
aware of a sudden movement on the perimeter obiseEm as her
boss turned to look at her, but she was alreadii@way to the door
and she didn't check her stride.

Once on the landing, with the flat door firmly cbals Essie stood for
a few seconds, desperately trying to regain hemposore. She must
have been mad, back in there, it was the only egplan. She shut
her eyes tight against the humiliation and shoek ltlad now drained
her face of all colour. Howould she have let Xavier Grey, lany
man, handle her like that? She'd had some sortbohiastorm, that
was all.

She descended the stairs slowly, fighting the todewl like a baby
or fly back up there and slap Xavier's face. Buthee action was an
option. There was no one to blame for this butdler§he truth was
as unwelcome as it was inescapable. She had stdugedvhole
ridiculous farce in the first place with her sen$@njustice and fury,
and she had just been put very firmly in her plagcan expert.

Essie wasn't aware of when Xavier left, beyond anogi that the
Mercedes was still there when she and Jamie stdreedfternoon
surgery and was gone when they finished, but esecpnd of the
long afternoon and evening he was at the forefsbher mind, much
as she resented the fact.

It was gone seven before she left the practicelgnthen she was
bone-tired and unutterably weary and wishing she iraught her
car to work. On fine days, she tended to leaveiked outside her
little cottage—the twenty- minute walk to the susgavas a very
pleasant one and it woke her up thoroughly in tleenmngs and



relaxed her at night. But tonight every nerve wagaming and all
she wanted was a long hot shower.

Nevertheless, when she finally reached the nareafyllane that
dipped and dived to her tiny, quaint two-up, twewh haven
engulfed in honeysuckle and jasmine, the familiart @f pleasure
pierced her mental and physical exhaustion.

The minute dwelling-place had been in a terribkgestvhen she had
first seen it—a fiercely reclusive old lady hadelvthere and the
cottage had been rendered practically uninhabitakide, although
the roof and drains had been sound. But monthsaaf tvork had
transformed the cottage into a charming home, higstenough for
one, with a diminutive bathroom and small bedroqmstairs and—
once Essie had had a wall knocked down—a combitiggaysroom
and pint-sized kitchen downstairs.

The whole cottage was lilliputian, though it hail sbst an arm and a
leg by the time the last lick of paint had beenligpolp but the garden
was something else. It measured almost a thirchadcie and had
been the old lady's pride and joy, from the wondeofd tree just
outside the back door which provided a giant scuéptor roses to
ramble over, to the beautifully tended flowerbedsll of a
fascinating mix of Victorian and Edwardian flowespelling the
mystery and magic of a more tranquil bygone aged Essie just
loved it.

As she opened the gnarled oak door, her gaze roawed the
polished wood floor and deep raspberry-sherbed anfl chairs, the
richness of the colours enhanced by the glow ofdtheg sunlight,
and—as always—the peace and joy her home brougfbbded her
heart with thankfulness. This was hers—all hera@denind that she
wouldprobably be paying for it for the rest of heorking life— it
washers.



And whatever it took to keep her home—even if she to travel for
hours each day, if a new job meant she'd be in feereint

district—she'd do it gladly. Here, she was her amstress and
answerable to no one; here, she felt safe andesaogrimpregnable.

The sudden ringing of the telephone interrupted reserie and
brought her back to the real world with a jolt. Mobther panic at the
practice? She groaned out loud before lifting teeiver. The last
thing she needed tonight was a home visit somewlay was
technically Jamie's month for being available, ibiite was already
out on another call and the case was urgent, tatr ®ould ring her.
And if they were both out her boss—very reluctartlyvould turn
out, too.

‘Esther Russell.' The clipped intonation had ngugrPeter off from
ordering her out in the past, but Essie lived ipehdCan | help you?'

'So you do use your proper name, on occasion?'déee, husky
voice made her heart stop beating and then, aseKauid, 'lt suits
you so much better than Essie,' her heart stageidg at twice its
normal rate.

'‘Who is this?' She knew exactly who it was, butws@sn't going to
give him the satisfaction of knowing that.

‘Xavier." It was very dry.

'Oh.' Essie's throat constricted and she had ttlaawawice before
she could say, 'How did you get my number?'

'l didn't think it was a secret?’

‘No, of course it's not, but..." Her voice trail®day and she took a
deep breath. 'l thought we'd said all that coulddid this afternoon.’
It came out brisk and steady and she was prouérsth.



'Really? That's strange, because | didn't thinksae |anything of
note this afternoon,’ Xavier said with silky emphkas

She loathed this man. One hundred per cent, nchdidrred,
complete and utter loathing...

There was a lengthy silence, and, averse as Easi¢tobe the first to
break it, she found herself saying, ‘What do yoat®a

If he answered that honestly, she'd slam the pdoma on him, for
sure. Xavier permitted himself a wry smile but \aséce betrayed no
amusement as he said, 'l don't want anything, Essie

And pigs fly.

This time, she was determined not to speak. Alisresthirty seconds
had crept by with crippling slowness, Xavier s, voice cool and
remote, '"You don't believe me?'

‘No, | don't,' she snapped hotly.
'"Why?'

'‘Because the male sex always has a hidden agénelas out before
she could call it back and she could have kickeddikat the slip. It
was dangerous to reveal anything of herself torttas, and that last
sentence had divulged far, far too much. Her ménetinbled and she
bit hard on her bottom lip, using the pain andghky taste of blood
to steady her resolve before she continued, harevidim, 'Look,
Xavier, I've just got in and | need a shower andething to eat, so if
you've nothing specific to say...?"

'Would it make any difference if | had?' His voisas cold now and
more than a little astringent.

‘No.'



'Fine.’

And the phone went dead.



CHAPTER FOUR

THE violet-tinged dusk smelt of woodsmoke and roses the rich
warmth of the dying day as Essie stepped out eagyarden after her
shower, tugging the belt of her thick towelling eolmund her waist
with an irritable frown.

She normally loved this part of the day—the melldarkness as
nature settled down for the night, the odd calltleé resident
blackbird or thrush in the trees surrounding thenlaand the feeling
that all work was done for at least a few hourd. Banight—tonight
she was all at sixes and sevens, she thoughtlfyetfund it wasHIS
fault. Nothing had been the same since she hadhimet

She wandered across to the ancient wooden benemdet an old
lilac tree and plumped down onto the wood, shuttiageyes with a
deep sigh. Everything was going wrong, suddenlgt duer a week
ago, she had had a job she adored with a pasdmma she loved to
distraction, and had thought her future was setbetre her like a
calm, tranquil sea. And then she had met Xaviey@rel suddenly
she was in the middle of a storm that threatenedyéiving. And she
had fought so hard for what she had now.

She leant back against the sun-warmed wood asesheet mind
wander in a way she rarely did these days.

She had been just ten years old when her fathebéeax killed in a
car crash and twelve when her mother had marridith Ealton. The
next few years, until she had finally escaped twansity, had been
hell on earth.

Colin had been a widower. He had brought his tlotgklren with

him when he had moved in with her mother, and rat 8he had
thought everything was going to be wonderful. Bithim days of the
marriage ceremony the kind, attentive father-figuh® had courted



her mother for six months had turned into a hawshaitarian despot
who had thought nothing of using his fists to inmpét his rigid,
tyrannical regime. She had realised then why hisirah children
were so quiet and withdrawn, never speaking untbsy were
spoken to and behaving like three small shadowsadsof normal
youngsters.

But she had rebelled. Essie's eyes darkened &sireago sounds of
repeated beatings filled the shadowed garden. 8defdught him
every inch of the way and if it hadn't been for fear of leaving her
mother alone with him she would have left the hdusg before she
did. But her mother had died just one month afssi&had sat her A
levels, and although the death certificate hadedtat heart attack,
Essie would always believe Colin had killed her neotwith his
cruelty. It had been after her mother's death—éygtuat her
funeral—that she had discovered from one of hignéor wife's
friends that the first Mrs Fulton had committedcade. And she
could understand why.

But her mother's death had freed her. She hadhleftamily home
within twenty-four hours and she had never gone lmacontacted
her stepfather by letter or phone.

Her stepbrother—the oldest of Colin's three childrehad written to

her just after she had gone to veterinary colleg® funiversity when

he had first left home, and they had subsequerglyanfiew times and
now kept in touch occasionally. He, like her, laatColin, but her
stepfather's two daughters were still living at lecand, according to
their brother, were never likely to leave. Theinithad broken their
spirit early on and they were merely two living peps under his
absolute control.

Essie shook herself, a sudden shiver shooting d@wspine in spite
of the warmth of the evening. What an existencesghgirls were
going to endure—and that had been the thoughthtmstayed with



her since the moment she had left the family haaiehose years
before.

She shifted on the bench, her eyes watching a flaig,velvet
bumble-bee in its lazy sojourn amongst the flowassher mind
wandered on. You had to live with a violent, cruehn to truly
understand the horror of it, she thought bitteflhe constant
gnawing fear, the degradation, the inner fight twogive in to his
demands to subjugate and control and enslave, #neshame of
being relieved when he was venting his wrath on esorme else
because it meant you were not the focus for & htthile.

She had gone to university an emotional mess anenwhe had met
Andrew in the first week, he had been kind andlgeartd seemingly
besotted by her. She had fallen for him hook, éind sinker. And he
had used her; oh, boy, had he used her...

She rose abruptly, walking across to the climbirfgtevroses that
scaled the old stone wall to one side of the anq@etiing shed, and
breathed in their sweet, heavy fragrance, her sgatting. But she
couldn't shut out the memories tonight; for somesom they were
determined to have free rein.

She hadn't realised he had seen her as nothing thare a

trophy—'the most beautiful girl in the universityas how he'd put it,
one night—until one of her friends, who was se&ng of Andrew's
friends, had come to her, not able to bear watchardeing taken for
a ride any longer.

Apparently, Andrew had had a string of one-nightds all the time
he was supposedly devoted just to her, and sheiblguibol that
she'd been—had been doing his washing and irowimgking his
meals, giving him money when he needed it... Slkjinst been so
overwhelmed, so thrilled to have found someone lotied her, that



nothing had seemed too much for this wonderful dpeittow could
she have been stupid?

The familiar bitter frustration and deep caustianiiiation that
always accompanied thoughts of Andrew snappedyes @en.

She had been working every hour of the day andt nigpay for her
education, studying desperately to get the necesgades and
running round after Andrew the rest of the time—wander when
she had finished with him she had nearly had acusrbreakdown.

But she had come out of the hurt and anguish sérorighe looked
across at the house and nodded silently to hetdelth stronger. It
had taken a long time but she'd done it, and naavksiew exactly
what she wanted out of life and it certainly didnlude a man. Her
career and her home were all that mattered.

At the moment the beautiful little cottage was spr
furnished—just a stove in the kitchen, a secondiltan- seater suite
in the sitting room that she'd made new coversifal a bed upstairs,
but she'd get the other things—a fridge, washingchime,
microwave, TV, dresser, wardrobe and so on—as mandes
allowed. She didn't care how long it took, becasls® was her own
boss. She had all the time in the world.

And Xavier Grey? The thought came from nowhere simel spun
away from the roses, her mouth hardening. He w#sntg no one;
he didn't count. She would never let any man cagain.

* % %
'Peter, you can't do this. You can't. Please, pleasonsider.’

'‘Okay, Essie, so you tell me the alternatives, &8 Jamie got even
the sniff of another job? Have you? And if | acckefaf~arlane's offer



he'll bring his two sons and that'll be that. TWisy, you and Jamie
get to keep your jobs, your homes, everything—mafthvill change.’

Nothing would change? Was he mad? Essie stareer dtdss, who
was clearly more than a little irritated by heratgan to the news he
considered great. Xavier Grey had put in an offen-excellent offer,
Peter had emphasised— for the house and practiceasamore than
agreeable to Essie and Jamie staying on and ked#mpengurgery a
working practice, while he used the flat as an tapant for when he
was in England. Apparently, he had business commecin both
Dorking and Crawley and considered the practice fiais enough
away from the towns to be relaxing and near endoifpe convenient.

'‘But Xavier Grey is not &et' Her voice was too shrill and she tried t
moderate it as she continued, 'Why on earth woeldnt to take on
a veterinary practice, Peter? He could get a ftaam apartment
anywhere, for goodness' sake! This is just crazy.'

Peter Hargreaves looked at the slender young wamfaont of him,
whom he had always considered quite breathtakioghly, and now
his voice was dry when he said, 'Why don't you laisk? He was
going to ring you the other night, when we firssalissed the
possibility of him being interested in the properbut he didn't,
then?'

Essie stared back into the bland face of her hesscheeks flushing
as she remembered that phone call. 'He did ring.lowt | was busy,'
she said uncomfortably. Peter said nothing. 'Anallicall him," she
added militantly. 'l don't understand any of this.’

'‘Okay, Essie."' Peter knew a little of her historyae-bad opened up to
Carol one night, with the bare outline of her bikefore coming to the
practice, and the two of them had had the intuitofill in most of
what Essie hadn't said— and now his knowledge rhaeoice soft
when he added, 'But just remember this is Janob'sve're talking



about, too. All right? Here's Xavier's number; rimgn from here if
you like.'

This wasn't fair. Her eyes spoke it but she didive him a verbal
answer before she turned and marched out of thetiges little
office. And she would ring Xavier from the privagf/her own home
later. She didn't want an audience for what shétragy to him!

As it was, she didn't have to telephone him, bez#us man himself
was on the doorstep within a couple of hours ofde@versation with
Peter.

It was a beautiful morning and May had just turimgd June in style,
the brilliant blue sky overhead flecked with whiteuds, causing the
birds to sing as they swooped and soared high eadrhn the
thermals, glad to be alive. But Essie wasn't timglof the weather as
she met Xavier in the hall, when she'd just finglseirgery and
Xavier had just arrived. In fact, she wasn't thigkiof anything at
all— the shock of seeing him so unexpectedly haded her brain to
go numb.

And then it started working again with a vengeaace in quite the

wrong way. It told her first of all he looked indible—hard and

handsome and disturbingly like the hero of oneholsé spaghetti
westerns, all ruthless magnificence and dark, cootrol. And then it

further compounded the treachery by adding thahslkdebeen seeing
him in her mind's eye constantly over the past dag nights, and
when she hadn't been fighting seeing him— wherddbeen asleep
or involved in an intricate case orsomething—he Ieeh there still,

on the perimeter of her consciousness, affectiegyving she did.

'‘Good morning,' said Xavier softly.



Peter, who had answered the door and was alreathedinst foot of
the stairs, displayed unusual tact as he chimetCome up when
you're ready, Xavier. You know the way by now.'

Xavier saw her eyes narrow and it was clear she'tvasactly over
the moon at his presence, but her voice was ciebst@ady when she
said, 'Good morning. Peter didn't say you were ogrtoday.'

'He didn't know. | didn't know myself until a shevhile ago.’
'He—Peter—told me you want to buy the practice?'

It wasn't at all how she had planned to speakrtg she'd intended to
ring in the quiet privacy of her small sitting ro@fter a fortifying gin
and tonic and be cool and controlled, but now heices was
threatening to betray her agitation and she foitdegick into the even
tone she had used seconds before as she addbdt light?' «

'Yes.' It was immediate.
"Why?'
‘Many reasons.'

Essie stared at him. Of course he had the righiutoanything he
liked—she knew that, she told herself firmly, angias nothing to do
with her. She had no right to ask him anything albogimotives, not
really. She wouldn't blame him if he told her tondhiher own
business. The last thought did more to moderatetdree than
anything else as she said, 'Could you tell me adietvem?’

'‘Are you interested?' It was cool and laconic avld her he was
thoroughly enjoying having her at such a disadvgmtBut then, that
shouldn't have surprised her—all men were the samer the skin.
Some of them just had better skins than otherswha all, and she



had to admit— much as she hated to—that Xavier 'Gresas
something special in that it covered a prize-wigriame.

'‘Of course.' It was a tight snap and she could kaked herself for
letting him see he'd caught her on the raw. Thatdaedinitely not the
way to handle this. 'l work here, don't 1?' sheeatichore primly.

He folded his arms across a chest broad enougétios} in and her
heartbeat went crazy. His arms were tanned andufarsand, like

last time, he was wearing a denim shirt and jeargHis time they
were black and enhanced the impression of broothagculinity

tenfold. He was lethal. She eyed him uneasily.

‘Yes, you work here, Essie,' he said silkily, ther@ng silver-blue
eyes roaming over her heart-shaped face for someamis before he
added, 'But that doesn't mean | have to tell youreasons for a
private transaction with your boss, does it?'

'‘No,' she admitted reluctantly, 'but if you're mshamed of them |
think it's a perfectly reasonable request, in iheumstances.'

Reasonable didn't come into this. Xavier's expoessias unreadable
and he kept it that way when he said, 'Maybe, mandie but such
matters are not for discussion in the middle ofusybworking
morning, | presume. I'll talk to you later if yoosist. Over dinner?'

He was making it sound as if she was forcing himeawe dinner with
her! Essie stared at him, speechless, and thennsreaged a
somewhat weak, 'I'm on late afternoon surgery tungend then I'm
on call.’

'‘What time will you finish here?'

‘Some time after seven, probably half-past.’



'Fine.' He smiled but it was definitely a crocodilaile. 'I'll be here
for seven and we'll take it from there.'

'‘But what about lunchtime? | could spare half anrrtben—'

'Sorry." He cut into her babbling in a clipped tdingt made it clear he
didn't consider she was doing him any favours.btmy until later.'

Oh, hell. This was clearly going to be on his teongot at all.
'I'd have to go home and change,' Essie prevaddateely.
'‘No problem.’

The lazy drawl was back; he'd got what he wantetl remawas all
charm now, Essie thought savagely, andhsttedhim!

'l could keep you waiting for ages,' she warned $fififiy.

He looked straight into her stormy blue eyes ardethvas a definite
glint in his when he said, 'No, you won't, Essigust me.'

Huh, so he thought he could control the whole ahkiregdom as

well, did he? Essie thought acidly. She wantedap something

really cold and cutting but her mind was blank, afidhe managed
was a fairly tight, 'Well, don't say | didn't wayou I'm on call.’

Il remember you warned me, Essie." He knew heukim't do
this—she was as skittish as a young colt and twase
temperamental—but the desire to kiss her was s#rotttan the
cautionary voice in his head, and he reached-@atreful hand and
cupped the side of her face in surprisingly gefitigers as he tilted
her head to meet his onslaught.

Her lips were tightly closed against his mouth lastthey touched, he
felt the tremble she couldn't hide and it filleanhwith elation. She



might not like him—shealefinitelydidn't like him—Dbut there was a
powerful sexual attraction between them that wasdrblowing, and
she felt it every bit as much as he did.

‘Don't,’ Essie jerked away but it was too late; the rudheat that had
exploded at his touch was plain to see and Xavas lvoking.

'You want me, Essie.' His voice was low and rouggh lais eyes were
brilliant in the muted light of the hall, his bigthy all clothed in black
frightening her even as it thrilled something deegde. "Your body
knows me, even if your mind is determined to makadversaries.'

'‘No.' She took a step backwards, her voice wildu"gtay away from
me.'

‘You want me,' he said again in answer, the stigrggautiful eyes
sweeping over her body in a way that made her awhthe taut
peaks of her breasts beneath the thin T-shirt slsawearing. In spite
of herself, she crossed her arms over her chaseyles enormous as
they stared back into the mesmerising gaze.

'l don't.' Her voice was stronger now but the trigngjowas worse and
she felt crushed at how easily he had masteresemses. The feeling
reminded her of Andrew's subtle domination and ef $tepfather's
cruel brute force, and everything in Essie rebedlsch hundred and
one ignominious memories joined together into onassive
mortifying whole. "You men are all the same, argati?' she bit out
wildly. "You're only ever interested in one thing.'

'Essie—

Something in her face had shocked him but she tdgivé him a
chance to continue as she swung away from him tsvtwe back of
the house on winged feet, fairly flying across kge square hall
without a backward glance and pulling open the adimg door that
led into the area where the well-equipped operatwgn and animal



guarters were.She heard him call her name onchkebdidn't follow
her into the rear of the property. As she dived the recovery room
adjacent to the small operating theatre, all wastcantiseptic and
sterile formality.

She stayed in the white-walled room for some misues her
heartbeat slowed and reason returned, an awful esenfs
embarrassment had her groaning out loud. What ineutstink of her?
He had only kissed her—if the brief caress couldchked even
that—and she had reacted like a scalded cat. Het she was
deranged, or worse.

The big tomcat she had operated on that morningd—been

involved in a ferocious fight with another felinecsahad come off the
worst—was watching her with wide, unblinking gresyes. When
her tortured gaze could focus on something otheem the horror of
how she'd behaved, she noticed him and squatted dgwhe slatted
cage, her voice soft as she said, 'Oh, Winstamlif everything was
as simple for me as it is for you.'

The emerald eyes reproached her—Winston consid#ggézhding

his patch from the countless assaults attemptatidoypeighbouring
hoods intent on a coup more than enough problemsafty

self-respecting cat—but as Essie opened the cagjelacked his
stitches, fussing him as she did so, he purredcapdulated. She
didn't understand—you couldn't expect these hunbarsppreciate
the finer points of guerrilla warfare—but she wasnr and kind and
she had gentle hands and a sad voice and he léted h

Essie stayed for some time, stroking the big tornoéit he was fast
asleep again, and then she checked the other taupiec cages
before making her way to the surgery kitchen attimy back of the
house, where she made herself a very strong cotfiéggh she drank
scalding hot. This was going to be a long and lalayand that was



quite enough to cope with at the moment—she'd tlaib&ut the
evening when she had to.

As fate would have it—and Essie was beginning &peat Xavier
controlled that, too—she finished evening surgeaylyeand was
ready to leave the practice by seven o'clock—arosiranheard-of
occurrence. There had been none of the usual lasten
appointments, no panics, no accidents—just nicenabipatients
who slotted neatly into their allotted schedule.

And as though he knew—which he couldn't, he jusilditt, Essie
reassured herself silently as she shut the doorthen last
client—Xavier had arrived early at ten to sevennijig the last
remaining patient, a massive Dobermann and his emast the
waiting room.

She hadn't expected to see him there and, whehaghpopped her
head round the door to usher her patient throudtad been a nasty
moment. Xavier had been sitting, one leg crossedatly over the
other knee and his arms spread out on top of tigebench-like seat,
making easy conversation with the Dobermann's ovared he had
looked up as she had entered. And then he'd snwiich wasn't
anything in itselfnothing—a smile was a smile was a smile—but th
difference it had made to the hard, masculine tzag taken her
breath away.

But she'd handled the situation perfectly well, sie herself now as
she walked back into the waiting room— she'd bexai, calm and
capable, as befitted her position.

‘Do you deal with many great brutes like that?'

'‘What?' Xavier had risen at her entrance and n@aasight of him,
clad in charcoal trousers and a dark peacock-dlkishirt and tie as



he towered over her, was somewhat overwhelming,shiedhad to
readjust her thought processes before she couldWémat do you
mean?'

‘The Hound of the Baskervilles.' He indicated thé Wwith a flick of
his head. 'l wouldn't like to get too near thosesjamyself.’

Essie looked hard at him to see if he was beingp&ing but she
saw to her surprise he was perfectly genuine. tdenly felt
wonderfully good to know she had impressed hinentbled her to
say, her voice light, 'Oh, Cuthbert is as gentla &igten. Most of the
big dogs are; it's the small ones who are mordylike give you a
nasty nip if you aren't careful.'

‘Do you get bitten often?’

‘Occasionally, but you sort of develop a sixth seabout the ones
that might react that way. Most animals are fingoifi know how to
handle them.'

This was the first time he had got her talking,llyetalking, and

Xavier was surprised how important it was to hins. gurprised as
he'd been when he'd found himself discussing tffat with Peter

Hargreaves, he reminded himself silently. But ttles whole affair

was crazy and he'd lost count of how many times toéd himself he
was nuts to take it any further.

'I'd like to see where you work—the operating roamma so on.' He
kept his voice very casual. 'Peter was going towsinee some
time—~but if you've a minute or two to spare now?"

There was a moment of silence when he was awarerafearching
eyes and then she said, her voice uncertain, "¥allyrwant to see?'

'Please.’



'Why?'

Because all this means so much to you and | wamderstand why;
| want to see for myself. 'I'm just curious, that's all,’ he dali
nonchalantly. '‘But if you'd rather not...'

This time the silence was longer and then Essit bair voice low,
‘No, I'll show you, if you're really interested.’

‘Thank you,' Xavier said quietly, his eyes holdggs until she broke
the contact by turning abruptly away.

She shouldn't have agreed to show him around. fibeght was
Immediate and accompanied a hot panic that madskmertingle.
She should have told him he'd have to do that Réter and made it
clear she was seeing him purely on sufferance nidnere could be
no meeting- point between them, not with the sbman he was. Oh,
she was a fool; she was a twenty-four-carat fool.

Surprisingly, the little tour went amazingly walllithin a couple of

minutes, Essie found herself relaxing enough tovansxavier's

clear, well-informed questions and comments quaiteirally and, as
always when talking about the work she loved witbhspassion, her
face became animated and her eyes sparkled.

It was when they re-emerged into the front pathefhouse, Xavier's
car being parked in the drive outside, that Esesdiged the last
fifteen minutes or so had probably been a veryatisirategy on his
part. And again she reminded herself she was #fgufbol and that
she couldn't afford to be, not around Xavier Grey.

She watched him as he opened the front door fqrstemding aside
and allowing her to precede him into the warm, owelevening air.
He was a smoothie. He was, he was a real smootiee Wwe wanted
to be, in spite of the cold, rugged outer shell almost frightening
remoteness that seemed habitual.



'What's the matter?'

He had reached her side and was looking down atahérnow she
blinked a little at the frown on his face.

‘The matter?' Everything, absolutely everythingl #tre worst of it is
I've promised to have dinner with you. 'Noth-ingy just a bit tired,
that's all. It's been an exhausting day." She tbecemile. 'Look, if
you'd rather meet me somewhere later, that's finenb," she said
quickly, before she lost her nerve. She didn't wamt in her home.
She did not want this man in her horitee got to have a bath and
change and get ready, and I'm quite happy to anyself and meet
you somewhere if you want to relax with a drinkah't drink if I'm
on call and it's silly for both of us to abstashe finished brightly.
‘And | really need my own transport, anyway.'

He looked down at her, his gaze implacable. 'l ¢mbwof all that
earlier," he said quietly.

‘You did?' He had taken her arm and ushered hertovas car and
now her gaze focused on the back seat. There weoame of large
cardboard boxes there filled with all manner ofogimes; she could
see steaks, salad, wine...

'I'm going to cook for you while you have a batld get changed,’ he
said easily, 'and then you can have a good meah gihass of wine in
the comfort of your own home. One glass won't hinetadded softly.

Essie thought of her tiny kitchen and blinked. Ahdn she thought
of Xavier Grey downstairs while she bathed, of lperched at the
minuscule breakfast bar that separated the kitdrea from the
sitting room and served as a dining-room table shrecblinked again.
She'd been given two old bar-stools for the breskifear but she
hadn't got round to covering them in the same nai&s the sofa and
chairs yet, and they were distinctly shabby.



‘There's no need for you to cook for me,' she lsagdily—too hastily.
'‘Peter can contact me on my mobile if there's lbacal—'

'l insist’
Essie swallowed dryly.
'‘And stop being afraid of me," he said evenly.

'‘What?' Her back straightened and her chin juttetl as though
someone had pressed a button. 'I'm not afraid of pmn't be so
ridiculous,’ she said with icy disdain. 'It's juisat the kitchen is tiny
and I've hardly got anything—'

'Have you got a grill and a couple of plates andsggs?' he
interrupted her coolly.

‘Yes, but—'
‘Then you don't need anything else."

What sheneededwas the reassuring anonymity of a restaura
populated with other people, Essie thought wrylg.o8y twosome in
her little nest was definitely unthinkable.

But, unthinkable or not, Xavier just ignored hentoued protests
and somehow she found herself installed in thetfsmat of the
beautiful Mercedes before she could blink.

She watched Xavier as he walked round the bonn#teofjleaming
car and slid easily into the driving seat and h@msch contracted at
his closeness. He smelt good, wonderful, and heelbso...so... Her
mind refused to come up with an adequate desanipinal stuttered to
a halt.



'‘Directions?' He turned to her, his eyes warningio¢ to prevaricate
any further.

'‘Oh, yes, of course.' She had jumped at the soluimd goice and she
hoped he hadn't noticed the slight involuntary nmoget which

spoke of her taut nerves. She gave him brief ingtmis, adding, 'It's
just a couple of minutes in the car but the laderor so is a bit
winding.'

'‘No problem.’

Therewas a problem—a huge, massivgigantic problem—and it
was sitting right next to her. Essie sat stiff ail@nt, her hands
gripped tightly together on her lap as she statexdight ahead with
rigid control. This was crazy. How had she ever igothis mess
anyway? she asked herself tensely. And surely blelc®d be serious
about buying Peter's house and keeping the surganyng? It was
all so...surreal.

There he sat, in his designer clothes and his Re&zh, driving his
darn great Mercedes, and he was seriously askingphselieve he
was interested in an insignificant little veteryapractice? He
wouldn't really spend thousands of pounds justriagbher to heel,
would he? So he could have control of her employntesr working
life? No one could take a grudge that far...cobky®? And she'd bet
he didn't even like animals.

‘Do you like animals?' It was out before she hagktio consider her
words.

She expected some reaction after she'd spoken—sjrjar quick
glance her way—but he merely pondered her wordténcool,
imperturbable way he had, and then said quietls,Ydo, although |
have to say I've had little contact with any. Mybupging wasn't
conducive to having pets.’



'‘Why?' She turned fully to the cold, hard profile.

‘There wasn't enough food to fill our stomachsalenhe those of any
cats or dogs,' he said shortly.

It was the last thing she had expected him to say far a moment,
she just stared at him. 'I'm sorry,' she saidsat ledidn't mean to pry.'

'l know that.' They were almost home—the Merce@ebkdovered the
short distance with consummate ease—but now Xaui#ed into
the side of the road and switched off the engirferbdurning to her,
his face expressionless and his voice steady asaide 'l need to
explain something to you before we go any furtissie. You seem
to have got the idea | come from a wealthy backaggpthat I've had a
privileged upbringing—'

'‘No, not exactly. | mean, Janice said you'd made paovn fortune,’
she interrupted quickly.

‘Whatever your home is like, it will be a palacenpared to the hovel
| was raised in," Xavier continued quietly, as thloushe hadn't
spoken. 'When my mother left England, she was @megwith her

first child, my half- sister, Natalie, and the cinsstances were
painful.' He paused a moment. 'Within eighteen mermf Natalie

being born, the man my mother had run away with—whe not her
husband—had left her, and she had no money antdemal$: an alien
In a strange land.’

His eyes had left hers to look out of the car wimngdbut Essie could
still see that talking like this was difficult ftim. He didn't open up
like this normally, she thought with a bolt of iittan. This was

unfamiliar territory for him.

‘My mother wasn't unkind to us—not physically, aayw-but she
was promiscuous,' he said heavily. 'By the timevea® expecting me
she didn't know who the father was and the nextyfears were ones



of drinking and wild parties, by all accounts. Intaremember too
much, but Natalie was several years older than mdeshe bore the
brunt of it, and brought me up, too. My mother wea®ly around and
when she was she wasn't sober. And then, wheni®aias fourteen,
one of the men my mother had brought home—' Hepstpbruptly,

turning from her and drawing in a deep breathrasiscle clenched in
his square jaw.

'‘Oh, no.' Essie's heart was thudding. How awfuly texrible.

‘The outcome of the rape was Candy and Nataliebaealy fifteen
when she died giving birth to her. The shock afliand the guilt she
felt surprisingly had the effect of putting my metton the wagon,
but she'd damaged her body to the point where sisenaver well.
But she lookedafter Candy until she was too ilécso any more, and
by that time | was eighteen and making enough memé&gep us.'

'I'm so sorry, Xavier." She didn't know what elsesay but her soft
whisper brought his eyes focusing on her face agéimsomething
like surprise in their silver depths.

He shrugged abruptly, clearly disturbed he had saidnuch. 'lIt
doesn't matter; it's all in the past,' he saidotyisBut | wanted you to
know | wasn't born with a silver spoon in my moatid | appreciate
hard graft when | see it. You're prepared to wankvwhat you want
and so is that other guy... Jack, is it?'

‘Jamie,' Essie corrected quickly.

'Right, Jamie. | had a long chat with him the tase | was here, and
| liked him.’

Jamie hadn't said. Essie felt a pang of hurt beforemon sense cut
in and said silently, Well, he wouldn't, would k@owing how you
feel about Xavier? Least said, soonest mended, dvbal Jamie's
motto. Anything for a trouble-free life.



'So..." Xavier's voice was brisk. 'Do you feel eettbout my taking
you home?'

Better? She felt a thousand times worse, Essigtiidwelplessly. She
didn't want to know that his childhood had beemawtul, that he had
loved his sister so deeply and now cared for himpahg as though
Candy were his own daughter. No wonder Candy lowied so
much—it was because M had been everything to hethen, father,
friend, confidante, Essie acknowledged reluctantly.

But Candy was Candy and how he felt about his nsaenot how he
felt about her, she reminded herself sharply inn@et*instant. She
just didn't believe that his motives for buying ét&t property were
purely philanthropic; it didn't fit the facts of whshe knew about this
hard-bitten business mogul with the love-'em-ara4e’'em
mentality Janice had told her about.

'Essie?’

He was asking her if she felt better about the iempahead and, after
all he had revealed, she had to lie, and convimgiiyt she hesitated
just a moment too long for the keen, astute eyesifon her face.

'‘What is it with you anyway?' he asked roughly #isaicond later,
before she could respond. 'Don't you ever givenah with anyone?"'

‘Do you?' she bit back immediately, stung at hieto

Xavier drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowlpieehe said, his
voice wry now, 'No, | guess | don't, at that, buerde women
supposed to be the softer sex?'

'Softer, as in credulous?' Her voice was cold nodraccusatory.

Xavier settled back in his seat, raking back a loiglet- black hair as
the silver gaze took in the fiery colour stainirgy high cheekbones.



'‘Who was he, Essie?' he asked softly. 'Who wagethkewho broke
your heart?'

Her hands curled into fists of impotent pain anel lsaried them deep
into the pockets of her work-worn jeans away froepiercing gaze.
'He's not important, not now," she said tightly, Yx@ce clipped and
raw. 'And who are you to talk, anyway? I've heand'ye broken a
few hearts in your time.'

'Is that right?"

'Yes, yes, it's right," Essie said fiercely, 'arbh't know why you're
here now, but if you think you're going to blackhmae into sleeping
with you, by holding my job like the sword of Daneg over my
head—'

‘That's enough.'lt was grim and quiet, but his eyes positivel
simmered with white heat.

For a moment she was scarpditrified transported back to the day:s
when she was a child and such a tone was the praduzking used as
Colin's punchbag, but then she forced herself galkp'Don't you
dare hit me,' she said. 'Don't you dare.'

'Hit you?' She had metamorphosed in front of hisseghe was all
woman and yet there was someone else behind hsr symeone
small and terrified who nevertheless was fightimackh And it

stunned him. It quite literally stunned him. 'Faying out loud,

Essie, | wasn't going to hit you.' He swore soéitythe fear in her
face. 'l've no time for any man who would raiselaad to a woman,
whatever the provocation,' he said gently. '‘Beliene I'm not going
to hurt you; | would never hurt you.'

She was as stiff as a board, her eyes enormouseadaed into his
face.



'Is that what he did, Essie? He hit you?' Xaviarldo't believe how
fiercely he wanted to kill someone he didn't kniMot all men are
like that, sweetheart.'

It was the gentleness in the last words that diflage she could cope
with—disappointment, hurt or mockery, even—buttidmederness in
the big dark man in front of her was too much amel Isowled. She
just howled.

The tears came from her eyes, her nose, her mowth unflattering
flood that she could do nothing about, and evennwieepulled her
close, gathering her into him in a tight embracehasmurmured
soothing words of comfort above her head, she oduidove. She
didn't want to move...



CHAPTER FIVE

XAVIER found he had his own set of problems as he crafsie's
soft, yielding body against his.

One, the last thing he needed in all the world—teey last
thing—was any kind of emotional involvement witkvaman.

Two, he especially didn't need any emotional ineatent with this
one. She had got under his skin in a way he di#le'tand he found
himself wishing he had done what his instinct hadrotelling him to
do since the first time he had set eyes on herhayidailed it away as
soon as he could.

Three, she didn't like him or trust him, and he @asned if he was
going to beg or plead to alter the status quo.

Four, she clearly had enough baggage from thepasted someone
a damn sight more committed than him.

Five, he was supposed to be comforting her rigit, mehen what he
really wanted to do was something much less naloie although his
brain was telling him to back off his body was aveaya jaunt of its
own.

He was as hard as a rock, and unless she wasogentras a newborn
babe she was going to cotton on very soon. It veasctent of her, the
feel of her—her warmth, her feminine fragrance thas a mix of a
faint flowery perfume and a bodily heat that wasepuher own.
Hell, he hadn't wanted a woman like this for a ldogg time...

Essie wasn't as innocent as a newborn babe.

Although she had never allowed Andrew full intimashe had
thought she was in love with him and would be Vit for the rest
of her life, and their skirmishes— which had alwagsne about by



Andrew trying to push the boundaries she had laigrdjust a little
further—had acquainted her with the feel of a faltpused male.

That she hadn't been equally aroused or even lieadisested in any
sort of intimacy with Andrew she had put down tolagk of
something in herself.

It wasn't until a good few months after she hassfiad with Andrew
and was coming out of the morass of despair ater lpain that she'd
realised she had actually disliked his wet-mouttisgses and general
indifference to her feelings, his lack of finesdeew he caressed hel
and his obsession with her giving in to his sugsated demands.

She had decided then that Andrew must have bebati—+ghe was
frigid. He had told her she was, often enough—Hgtirls who were
sleeping around each time he did so. She had bearatve to realise
at the time he was speaking from first-hand knogégdBut now, as
she leant against Xavier's hard frame, the warmthhainger heating
her skin told her she was far from frigid. But trere'd known that
the first time he had touched her. And she'd knberwanted her,
too, as his body was now more than adequately dstnadimg.

I'm...I'm all right." She spoke the words on @dithiccup as she
moved back into her own seat and he didn't trydp ker. But it was
too late. She could still feel the sensatiori of bedy locked into his,
the way they had fitted like a warm living jigsaive male smell and
feel of him. No wonder he only had to lift his Igtfinger and the
women flocked round if he could make them feel ltkés with
such*little effort, she thought ruefully.

‘Do you want to talk about it?"

'‘What?' For an awful moment she thought he wagriefeto her
lusting after his body, but then she took hold &fSelf, accepting the
big white handkerchief he held out to her with & lob her head and



dabbing frantically at her face, before saying,, 'Mat really. It's...it's
old history.'

It wasn't so old if she could still cry like thatavier surveyed her
with silver-blue eyes that hid his thoughts. Shd &tad some
personal demons to face, if he knew anything altetsind he knew
all about personal demons, all right.

He nodded slowly. 'Think about talking to someomens time,
Essie,' he said in an easy drawl. 'Not me— somgouérust, okay?
It helps.'

She eyed him uncertainly.
'‘Okay?' he repeated softly.

'‘Okay." She sniffed and rubbed at her nose agdie.ndust look a
mess. She hadn't looked too good before the wadiy moaning,
she reflected miserably as Xavier started the enggain, but now...

She watched him stretch his big body and settlesélininto the seat
more comfortably before he eased the car into tkeeflaw of traffic
the small Sussex town boasted, and again her nevaeged as her
body reacted to the overt maleness. He was darmgjeand he was the
last person on earth she would think of gettingpined with—but
oh, boy, he was dynamite, she thought with a hutiggr actually
shocked her and had the effect of a dousing of walr.

‘Turn left down here.' It was only a few hundreddgafrom where
they had been parked, but as Essie directed hirm dowarrow
country lane towards the cottage the vista chadgaahatically.

The lane had the odd cottage at the top of it, gntags that were six
or seven times as big as Essie's and set wellfbackthe road, with
beautifully laid-out front gardens making florahtiels in the warmth



and sunshine of south- facing slopes, but withmmament or two
there were just fields on either side of the coulane.

The Mercedes ate up the half a mile or so befosgelsshome came
into view, its white-painted exterior glowing inetHate evening
sunshine. 'That's it.'" Essie pointed to the tinydeoand the small
pull-in at the fore of the front garden. "You caarlp there." She
indicated the space beside her faithful old Escort.

‘This is your cottage?'

She couldn't gauge anything from his face or vace, her own was
slightly rueful as she said, 'To be strictly truthfit's the building
society's.’

She clambered out of the car before he could opemdor for her
and waited for him to join her by the rickety frayate, her gaze intent
as she watched him look around before slowly walkonher side.

A warm summer breeze was ruffling the tops of tkeg surrounding
the cottage, and the evening resounded with tihhe $aund of church
bells somewhere in the distance as bell-ringerstiged their craft.
Xavier turned to her, and again she could readimgtim his face.
‘This is just beautiful,’ he said softly. 'l caresm@u living here.’

‘Can you?'

Essie didn't stop to contemplate exactly what hanfjeshe opened
the gate and walked swiftly up the narrow windiraghpto the front

door, her heart thudding. She was having someo$dmainstorm; it

was the only explanation, she told herself fevéyisHow else did

you explain her delight at seeing him here? Shie&hdy decided
earlier that she didn't want him within a mile eflor her home, and
nothing,nothinghad changed.

‘How long have you lived here?'



He had joined her at the front door and she tredhaténis closeness
as she fumbled with her key.

‘Just over eighteen months," she said tightly,rakef as the door
swung open overwhelming. ‘It needed completely vating inside,
so | was living here with a sleeping bag and a e¢agptove for a
while, and I've hardly got any furniture yet, bbat will come with
time. The property and where it is were the maings.'

He followed her inside, glancing round the whitelae walls and
beamed ceiling, and then he turned his head, @s Bcking with
hers as he said, his voice gruff, "You're quitady!

‘Not really." She was beginning to babble and smewkit. 'l just
wanted somewhere away from the madding crowd, ymwR And
this was so small and in such awful condition, npestple weren't
interested—"'

He bent his head and took her lips with his owntand stopped. She
didn't want to respond—she knew it was utter follygt-the kiss was
timeless and enchanting and everything Andrewsudtsshad never
been.

There was a fire inside her that was beginninguim bdangerously
feeding the need that was overpowering and terpibtgnt. The taste,
the essence of him spun in her head, filling thetggsence of her
mind, and his mouth was urgent and hungry and ordesbly
sensual.

If he started to really make love to her she wotlda able to stop
him, she thought raggedly as the sweetness spteaugth her blood
like honey. All that he'd revealed about his chdd# and youth had
mellowed the edges of her distrust and the sexardh$ies—which
had been unknown before she had met him, but wiachinvaded



her psyche recently at unguarded moments—consetidat an
aching need that was shattering.

Only he didn't make love to her. He raised his hgady calmly, and
said, 'Right, I'll fetch the things in from the @ard get started while
you relax in a hot tub. Call if you need someonsdab your back.'
And then he turned and walked out into the spargiedight outside.

Essie drew in a deep shuddering breath and then sgjieed
helplessly, shutting her eyes tight for a momefibigeracing up the
dangerously narrow staircase in a way that jusgeddor a broken

leg.

Once in her petite bedroom, which held her thremrtgr-size pine
bed and nothing else—her wardrobe being a makdsnifivhich she
had nailed to the wall, for the time being—she sdawn onto the
pretty .coverlet and stared at the polished woaarflIShe had lost her
mind. She twisted painfully, hot panic tricklingevher trembling
limbs. How could she be considering—e\atiicipating—starting a
relationship with Xavier?

Relationship? The word mocked her with its primn&ss/ier wasn't
after a relationship, an inner voice told her viaid brazenness. He
wanted her in his bed and he was prepared to payhéoprivilege.
That was what this boiled down to, if she was bdmegest with
herself—which was more than he was being with her.

He had made it very clear he wanted her and shenaaertently
added to his desire by rejecting him in the fisicp—he probably
hadn't had that happen before. And so he had plitsreas a hunter
pursued the prey that eluded it. As luck would hatjeher
circumstances had played right into his hands. Keldd himself in
a prime position, all things considered. He coulg the practice and
no doubt get someone in to run it for him whilschatinued with his



normal life, flitting down to Sussex when he fatel a quick romp in
the hay.

Essie bit her lip hard. The practice was a goingceon, he had a
pleasant country flat for when he needed a bredkaid engineered
her very much under his control— certainly as wmhar bread and
butter was concerned. Oh, yes, he'd got exactly ihavanted.

But he hadn't. She straightened, her mouth gatherto a tight little
button. And she'd tell him he hadn't. With his wieathe veterinary
practice meant nothing to him—no doubt he couldrafto buy and
sell Peter ten times over and not even notice.

She didn't want to lose her job, and she didn'ttwamie to loséis,
but she wasn't going to become Xavier Grey's nsstesther. Her
heart pounded alarmingly and the rush of excitentieatthought
induced was even more alarming.

A bath. She needed a bath. She would wash heahdisoak away
the strain of the day, and then go back downstairgace him,
refreshed and rejuvenated. And she wasn't goidgetss up or put on
any make-up, either— no titivating. She noddedeaisélf. Somehow
he had inveigled his way into her home and herdifeenough was
enough, and the sooner he knew the score, the betteuld be for
both of them. If not for poor Jamie.

A delicious smell wafted towards her as Essie wabkawn the stairs
some twenty minutes later, her hair still damp anding about her
shoulders in a riotous display of gleaming gold.

True to her earlier resolve, she was dressed simpljark green
cotton drawstring trousers and a beige sleevelalésrimecked top,
her face devoid of make-up and her only adornmargel golden
hoops in her ears. It was too warm for shoes andkleéwere bare.



She looked impossibly young and fresh, and Xavistamach
contracted as he turned from the steaks at hepagipr

‘Glass of wine?' His voice was cool as he gestatede open bottle
to one side of her little mug tree. 'l didn't knetvat you liked so | got
red and white. The red's open and the white'dunciet of cold water
outside the front door; it should be chilled enobgmow.'

‘The red's fine.' She flushed slightly. Everyone kafridge, didn't
they? And he was a Canadian millionaire who musitdesal to living

the life of Riley. And then she remembered his cemis on his early
life and she relaxed a little. Whether he'd haddmé or not, he knew
all about struggling; she had to give him that.

The wine was just heavenly and even Essie, with Imeited
knowledge of such niceties, knew it must have eobbmb. 'This
tastes delicious,' she said quietly, wanderindghéodther side of the
breakfast bar and perching on one of the thread&iaas with a
natural grace that wasn't lost on the big dark matching her with
narrowed eyes.

'‘One of Candy's favourites,' Xavier said easilyie'Simplifies the

expert's effusive description of the bouquet andosoto the

description of scrumptious.' He grinned at her hedheart stopped
beating.

'l don't blame her,' she managed stoutly. 'l thalikhat gushing is
ridiculous.'

'l thought you might,' he said with a cryptic smiieérning back to the
sizzling steaks.

What was it about a man cooking—especially a paverfirile,

masculineman like Xavier—that was so sexy? Essie askecdelier:
feverishly. He had discarded his tie in the heathef evening and
several of his shirt buttons were undone, expohisghard, tanned



throat and the beginning of crisp body hair ondmisst, and he made
her legs wobbly. More than wobbly, in fact. And besathing wasn't
too good, either.

‘The salad's tossed and the mushrooms and tomateeseeping
warm in the oven,' Xavier said conversationallyslas sat looking at
his broad back. 'Could you find a couple of plaes knives and
forks? Then | think we're just about ready.’

'‘Oh, yes, of course.' She was flustered and alldaydt off the stool,
but then she moved very carefully into the smadicgpthe kitchen
boasted, trying not to touch him as she reachedti cupboard on
his left. Once she had the things on the breakfastshe was out of
the kitchen area like a shot.

'l don't bite, Essie.’

He was taking the steaks out from under the ggih@spoke and for a
moment she thought she must have misheard himsdmy?' She
stared at him as he raised his head to meet hdedtgaze.

'‘No, you're not.' His frown smoothed and his exgis was one of
quizzical reproach. 'Do you think I'm going to leapyou? Is that it?"
he asked softly, the quietness of his voice at edtlisthe intensity in
his eyes.

'I'm sorry, but | don't have the faintest idea wy@it're talking about,’
she said stiffly.

‘Two sorries, and you don't mean either of thems,’ drawled

reflectively. 'You aren't at all sorry that youfersisting in treating
me like a nasty smell, are you? In fact | think yeunore determined
than ever to see me as the enemy.’

‘The enemy?' She forced a smile that was suppodeidool and was
merely brittle. That's nonsense."'



He folded his arms over his chest as he studiefldsdred face from
under hooded lids. 'Let's eat,' he said suddenly he turned back to
the stove, producing the mushrooms and tomatoesdeéaching
for the salad bowl. 'I'm starving, | don't know abgou.’

She should have been starving—she should have dwsmous,
because she'd hardly eaten anything all day—butt Xatvier just a
few inches away from her, his flagrant masculinddyen more
threatening for his easy unawareness of his atirgcher appetite
was non-existent.

In another moment he was perched on the stooleasitte of her,
reaching for the wine and pouring himself anotHesg as he said,
‘You're sticking to the one, | take it? In case ryoservices are
needed?’

How could he make such a simple question so sugg@skEssie
didn't let her thoughts show on her face as shevemesl him very
coolly, 'Definitely. Some of the farms we look aftge a good few
miles away and it wouldn't be good to show up argnetsmelling of
alcohol.'

'How restrained of you.'

Restrained? With his thigh brushing hers becauskeofidiculously
confined space, and his hard, powerful body fillney air space?

Essie gulped hard, took her knife and fork andimtat the peppered
steak. It was delicious—tender and succulent andkemb to

perfection—and it reminded her she hadn't thankedether for the
food or for the cooking of it.

‘This is very good of you." She smiled nervouslglas darted a swift
glance at the rugged male face.

Is it?'



She met his eyes and saw the dark amusement theeveas laughing
at her! The surge of annoyance swept away any nosnass and
replaced it with healthy indignation, but she wasednined not to
rise to his bait. 'l think so." She managed a soale as she turned
back to her plate and speared a large, juicy mosiro

‘You get mad more quickly than any woman I've dwawn.'

His voice was extremely dry and she realised sba'hhidden her ill
humour too well. 'And you've known plenty,' shedirback sweetly.

‘Says who?' he asked mildly, not seeming at albptit

‘Everyone." She made the magnificent exaggeratidh w little
flourish of her head.

'‘Everyone?' She was aware he was considering hkly daut she
didn't turn her head to meet his gaze. 'Well, e¥e¢hat ridiculous
statement were true, I'd say it was no one's bssibet mine,' he
drawled easily. 'l make no apology for liking theposite sex, Essie.
I've always laboured under the idea that it's whakes the world go
round—attraction between men and women. The ptametwouldn't
remain inhabited for long without it.'

He had an answer for everything. Essie gritteddeth and conceded
the battle but not the war.

'‘Look, could we just eat the meal on a truce ba3{avier said a
moment later. 'l for one don't want indigestion &adkly | enjoy my
food, especially when I've been slaving over asbate for hours.'

She did glance at him then and saw the silver-bame was smiling
at her, the laughter lines radiating from the conaf his thickly
lashed eyes very much in evidence.



She couldn't help giving a grin in response totttiakle in his eyes,
much as she didn't want to.

‘That's better," he said blandly. "You really aae tbo serious, you
know. All work and no play makes Jill a dull girl..

‘Thank you very much,' she returned tartly. This wee second time
he had used that particular saying and it rankésthyb 'I'm sure that's
something no one can accuse you of.'

'‘Dullness?’
'‘No.' She eyed him frostily. 'No play.'
‘How true.’

Impossible conversation. Impossible man! Essiaat¢her mouthful
of steak. But this meaivas absolutely gorgeous and now he
tastebuds had woken her stomach up she found sheinvéact,
extremely hungry.

By the time she had cleared her plate, Xavier Is&hrand fetched
the dessert—a mouthwatering raspberry roulade—oéutsobox,
slicing her an enormous portion and putting itnont of her along
with a carton of fresh cream. Tuck in." He surveped warmly. 'l
love a woman who eats well’

This was too cosy by half and she had to breakjtlé# she could feel
him weaving right now. "Xavier, about your offer—'

'Eat.' He interrupted her with a smile but thereswamething in his
face that told her it was an order, not a suggestiwe'll talk over
coffee.'

Essie thought about arguing but the roulade wamgrgut to be
eaten and it was the perfect dessert after thk atehsalad. She gave



up, picked up her spoon and, as she dug into thedertul
concoction of cream and raspberries and sponge adnthings
fattening, gave a little grunt of appreciation deeer throat. She
lovedraspberry roulade.

They polished off the roulade between them—the &aixl it was
meant for six—although Xavier had the lion's shassEssie was full
to bursting. Once she had finished her platefi¢, dhd off the stool
and into the kitchen, relieved "to be able to pi¢w feet between
them.

'I'll see to the coffee; why don't you go and sitvd?' she suggested
from the safety of the sink as she turned to loakiXr's way.

Til dry." He indicated the plates she had just @thon . the
draining-board with an easy inclination of his head

'‘No." It was too quick and she qualified it witfihére are only a
couple of things, really, and | always let themdxy. It's supposed to
be more hygienic.' The thought of herself and Xaswgueezed into
the small space was worse than the close proximhitlye stools, and
that had been bad enough. Her thigh was stillingglith the feel of

his hard flesh next to hers.

He inclined his head again but, instead of walldngpss to the small
suite, he wandered over to the front door, whick stdl open to the
warm, slumberous evening, and disappeared outside.

He was obviously intending to explore the gardein¢oside and back
of the cottage and, although it was the naturalgho do on a hot
June evening when the air was still and heavyistutbed her. She
didn't know why, but it disturbed her more tharitéel It was bad
enough that he had been in her home, that she wiowiicture him
here in the place that had been all hers, butdhdeg was very much
a retreat and she didn't want memories of him theoe Still, she



thought a little more rationally as her logicalesgtepped up a geatr,
she could hardly have sprung across the room améddhaim back in
the house, could she? And he'd be gone soon, aroshé be called
out to a case.

As though by command, the telephone began to ttimidjys After
hastily drying her soapy hands, Essie walked adootse small shelf
under the window and picked up the receiver.

'‘Essie?' It was Peter, and never had she beereasepl to hear his
voice.

She tried to keep the elation out of hers—Peterdvtunk she had
flipped her lid otherwise, she thought wryly— ag slaid, 'Hi, Peter.
Problems?' She was aware of Xavier stepping bai#larthe house
as she spoke; he must havebeen standing just eult®dcottage in
the mellow dusky air.

'I'm sorry to call you, Essie—' Peter always stha# like that but he
didn't mean it. In Peter's book, she and Jamie Wwaky to be
working for such a reasonable employer and shoalgrepared to
jump at any time, not that Essie minded that '—Bngadier Kealey's
been on. He's got a lame heifer he'd like somemt@ok at tonight.'

‘All right, I'll go straight up.' The brigadier hadsmallholding with
just a couple of cows and goats and hens, and wis fine
thoroughbred stallions that were his pride and kssie said a quick
prayer of gratefulness that it wasn't one of thesé®that was ill; they
were beautiful animals but highly strung and inetirto bad temper,
and she was very wary of the pair of them.

‘Good girl. Call me if you need to.'

Essie could hear the wail of one of Peter's childinghe background
and Carol's voice calling something, and now skt kar voice wry,



‘It sounds as if you've got enough on your plateoate, Peter. I'll see
you in the morning.'

She put down the telephone and Xavier's eyes waitng for her.
‘A call out," he stated flatly.

'I'm afraid so." Essie was already walking towalasstairs. 'I'll just
go get some shoes and a jumper and then I'll lvaveke tracks. Are
you going to be around tomorrow—for that talk?' atided carefully.

'‘No, I'm not," he said shortly, the thought of tm@ortant meeting he
had postponed today when the urge to see her hadmiee
overwhelming at the forefront of his mind.

'Oh." She paused at the bottom of the stairs, hgpkicross at*him
uncertainly. "'Then perhaps | could ring you tomar@vening?' she
said politely, barely disguising her relief.

She couldn't wait to get rid of him. He felt a susimg and red-hot
rage flood him but in the next instant, by a sup@man effort, he
forced it down and made himself speak normallysdtay." His
voice was clipped. "You have my number?'

‘Yes. Peter gave it to me.'

Essie saw the dark eyebrows rise in enquiry ancdted quickly, 'l

was going to ring you about the offer— your off&he suddenly felt
very awkward without really knowing why, and it nealder say, as
she remembered she was, in essence, the hostads, the coffee's
ready; there's no reason why you can't have or@dgbu go. Just
shut the door after you.'

He nodded slowly. ‘A coffee would be most welcome.'

They were back to rigid formality, Essie told héirsdently as she
ran quickly up the narrow stairs to her bedroomd Arhy on earth



had she suggested he remain in the house aftbaslgone? Not that
she was worried about him poking and prying, ortlaimg like
that—that just wasn't Xavier's style. He was toecaight and
honourable for such behaviour.

Honourable? She caught at the word, pausing farcarsl as she
slipped her canvas shoes on. What was she thinlshg?asked
herself sharply. She didn't have a clue about whidtof man Xavier
was, not really. He could be the most unprinciptexh in the world,
for all she knew, she warned herself vehementlg. &ntainly didn't
need to start giving him any bouquets, for goodresse; no doubt
he had more than enough willing females offering their garlands
every day of the week.

He was seated in one of her easy chairs when ghiedwdown the

stairs, a steaming cup of coffee on the floor ehith, and her heart
gave a little kick at the sight of him before sbelt herself in hand,
saying coolly, 'Like | said, shut the door afteuyehen you go. It's on
the latch.’

‘No problem." He had risen at her approach and Besie stood
rooted in the middle of the room, wondering howtledfinish the
evening. She was quite unaware of her screaming language but
Xavier read the signs only too well, although h@ce betrayed
nothing but polite neutrality when he added, 'Go@jlEssie. I'm
sure we'll speak again soon.'

‘Yes—yes...right.' Oh, for goodness' sake, donttestand stammer,
girl, she told herself irritably as she still conted to stand there
looking at him. She had expected to have to repélug or a
kiss—something—and he had completely taken herkab#ct go,
then.'

Xavier nodded, the silver-blue eyes as cool asmew