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"You will be mine ... on my terms ..."

Nathan Audley was a powerful man. What he wantedsually got
... and he wanted Annie! He'd branded her a gajdeti, a widow in
search of a rich husband; yet he was determinedrttol her life - to
possess her beloved home, and her passionate Arart had no
desire to be any man's mistress, and knew she nalédwv Nathan's
brooding sensuality and outrageous charm to cdptivar. But such
a relentless seduction was proving hard to resist!



CHAPTER ONE

THE anticipated shock of icy water came. Breath caughtsilent cry
in her throat, Annie surfaced alongside her swingragompanion.
Water streaming down her face, she wiped at thek thirands of
waterlogged hair that obstructed her view; usuadlgpery red, they
had been turned to dark rust by the immersion.

'Isn't this glorious?'

Annie's generous mouth curved into an ironic snMeu think so?'
she said, looking into an exuberant, tanned fadé Ws dark hair
slicked back Josh looked remarkably like an otaranalogy which
seemed even more apt as his supple, streamlineg stndck out,
cleaving through the water, leaving only a war @ryriumph in the
afternoon air.

Indulgently and with considerably less speed shéovied his
example. It was either that or freeze to death|ateeMay sun might
have been giving an illusion of Mediterranean hieat,the unheated
pool made it quite clear that this was England tmaorrow might
well give arctic conditions.

Squinting against the sun, she rolled on to hek kmud slowly
traversed the pool. It was a pleasant sensatioslamavas glad she'd
allowed herself to be dragged away from her boBkshaps Josh was
right; she had been working hard; even so, thdsfineere looming
closer and she needed to do well, not just foolar sake—she owed
it to David.

Dreamily she began to drift until her idyll wasmad by Josh, who
unceremoniously dragged her under. She retaliatetirn and a
noisy, breathless fight ensued. Eventually she @iddhidefeat and
laughingly swam to the edge of the pool.



Arms and legs perhaps too unused to such physteatien of late
refused to obey her commands to lever herself dfethe water.
About to turn to Josh and demand a leg up, shesteaied when a
hand grasped her wrist and effortlessly, or se@&nsed, pulled her
clear of the water.

She stood, water streaming off her pale, slim besdlypuetted in the
plain black swimsuit she wore. Questioning, heraclgrey eyes
focused on the owner of the hands which still gggbper wrists. She
was confused to find a stranger intruding on theagy of Chausey.
If she'd been alone, the thanks and unconscioum veanile that

curved her full lips might not have been so spoabais; but she was
aware of Josh's presence and could afford to behioiied in her

natural response.

'‘Good afternoon,' she said, lifting the hand thaat heen released to
shade her eyes from the direct glare of the surd tAank you; | must
be out of condition,' she added ruefully, her elieking to the long
curve of her thighs. Her nose in books, she'd mégdeexercise of
late. Deciding that she must do something abogtdkisoon as the
finals were over, she returned her attention tovis#ior. 'Can | help?'
she began.

He moved to one side and for the first time shddceee him clearly.
The dark outline which had seemed simply bulky sisaalow against
the glare became leaner but equally tall and bodatioulder, which
had given her the false impression of grossnesa fi@eting instant.

Clad in a formal dark suit and dazzling white skittich made no
concessions to the heat, this was the body of awfan couldn't

disguise his steely strength even with the ulteslsltailoring. She
strongly doubted whether the fine, lightweight blbiad been cut to
disguise any surplus flesh; he gave the impressibrsmooth,

controlled strength.



So much unmuted masculine power was, on some lefvéler
consciousness, rather like an assault. Registéniagnd surprise at
her own nebulous discomfort, her eyes hurriedlg twesyond the shirt
collar.

For a split-second she felt as if her body hadm#ddunctioning; her
senses had been jolted into a state of suspendethtaon. She
recovered quickly, only a widening of her cleangeges, a flickering
of her sooty lashes and a certain tautness in \Vadrface betraying
the momentary sensation.

Foolish, really; she'd seen good-looking men befanel hadn't
suffered such an electrifying reaction— althoughegerhaps, she
conceded, had been endowed with such a concentketadty,
perfect bone-structure, peculiarly, startlinglygresyes and a mouth
that was a miracle of sensuality.

'‘Possibly.’

Annie looked startled, not really by the oddly goke reply but
because the voice wasn't the smooth, bland tond skpected; it
was gravelly, very deep, and overly familiar to sensitive ears. She
felt herself bridle; her wearing a swimsuit gaveman the right to
examine her as though she'd arrayed herself spyed@l his
approval, and there was a certain cynical appifieoiain the
absinthe-coloured eyes which were overtly explohagbody.

"Your condition looks quite good to me,' he conéidicasually.

She met the green eyes, which were analysing lyey asaction with
a degree of gleaming humour that faded, leaving anlexpression
which was distinctly unsettling. She gave a sighetief when Josh
chose that moment to lever himself out of the pétd. shook his
head, sending a flurry of icy droplets into the iathate area. She



flinched as several struck her skin which was alyegrowing warm
beneath the sun's rays.

Josh's attention was only on the guest for a sptbnd before he
gave a sudden cry of welcome, looking beyond het;as he moved
forward Annie saw the familiar, lanky figure of r&epson hurrying
over the terrace.

The two men exchanged hearty slaps on the showlieh she knew
was meant to demonstrate a friendship which haddaal their lives
and would only deepen with time. Her turn came had stepson
Matthew Selby delivered a kiss that landed someevinegst of her
left ear, and then he placed her at arm's length.

'‘Are you feeding yourself?' he asked, a criticawin deepening
between his brows, making the spectacles slip lawver the bridge
of his nose.

Annie felt laughter tug at the corners of her mo&hmewhere along
the way the parent-son relationship had got sadigdied, but
considering that Matthew was two years her sefhisr was hardly
surprising. She felt a sharp stab of pleasure asstiled with deep
affection at the gangly young man whose legs agoety go on
forever. Their friendship was a permanent legadyesfmarriage and
one which she valued more than most things in life.

He could have resented her—the girl he'd known robgtis life
who'd suddenly married his father; but, althoughl kkesapproved of
the union and hadn't pretended otherwise, he had betower of
strength when she'd needed someone.

'‘Blame the emaciation on my metabolic-rate," shd salemnly.
While she was certainly slender, nothing could héoeked less
emaciated than her somewhat lush curves, and isviirasuit, her
attributes were in no way disguised.



‘You're wet,' he continued in an aggrieved tonée@segarded the
dark stains on his suit—a dark suit, like the gimtfs, though
Matthew's was typically creased and his tie waswsknnie quelled
an instinct to straighten it and waited for somelamation. The
stranger's presence must be linked with his, sagoreed, aware of
the unblinking regard of the green eyes.

The profile, carved from stone and too rigid tespentaneous, turned
to regard Matthew; the jaw, rock- hard and angtiigintened and she
watched the play of muscle and sinew along thenaolaf his throat.

'l see you've met Nathan," Matthew added. 'I'venbm®mbing the
house searching for you.'

She had a name to fit the face—a face that ratgeclmost as much
as its owner did. The fact irritated her; she vaagly intimidated by
anyone.

'l persuaded Annie to take a break. The one perdarow who

doesn't need to cram and she's entered some se&ad purdah.’
With casual affection Josh patted her behind. tAi brain work
goes straight to the hips, sweetheart.'

Annie twisted her head and poked her tongue odbstt, drawing a
quick laugh from the two younger men and sneerigdain from the
older, mystery man. His outright contempt, of whilie caught a
fleeting glimpse, was offensive and peculiar. Whad she done to
deserve that? she puzzled, doing her best to igherdefinite insult
and trying to keep a firm rein on the anger whicmsweginning to
build up inside her suddenly tight chest.

‘Leave me to worry about my hips,' she respondigd dosh insulted
her with the ease of long acquaintance. He wasntengorary of
Matthew's and she knew the task of 'keeping anoay@nnie' had
fallen to him. It was a situation she tolerated duse he wasn't



heavy-handed and at times it was pleasant to hawedemanding
companion, especially when the attendance of a saaled her from
unwanted attentions.

‘Actually, Matthew, we haven't been introducedg shid, her eyes
seeking an explanation.

'l thought... Sorry, love. This is Nathan Audléwe'announced with a
flourish. 'This is Annie Selby.’

Annie's eyes widened. This was Matthew's boss, ghesive
entrepreneur who numbered among his numerous pomseshe
string of international hotels that Matthew had gdo work for
directly from university. This had disappointed fasher who had
wanted his offspring to follow in his illustriouagcademic footsteps.

Age had not proved a barrier to Matthew's somewmgteoric rise
through the echelons and Annie, aware that the efful
bespectacled look had been formulated in the déwgvie had been
embarrassed by his own intellect, was pleasedmréthe surprised.
Still, the big boss himself in tow; she was impesks

'How nice.' She pinned a smile on her lips, unaglito allow her
newly born but strong antipathy to embarrass hegsstn. Her hand
was taken in a cool, firm grip and she was reliewbén the contact
was broken. There were calluses on the palm aftm@cured hands;
she wondered why she was cataloguing such minsédsjef you'd
like to come indoors I'll rustle up some tea.'

He was not what she had imagined.. .far youngee. skiphisticated
air he carried with him was counterbalanced byrtageindefinable
vitality and power. This man was a power brokere saminded
herself. It did explain the air of superiority atite arrogance. He
obviously took his own press releases too serigusheg thought
derisively, determined not to be impressed.



She caught up her wrap from the weed-encrustedhgatithe same
moment as Nathan Audley did. After a brief and gndied tussle

she released the garment and allowed it to be glaceoss her
shoulders. Twin flags of colour bloomed in the amf pallor of her

creamy, matt complexion.

'How kind," she muttered, aware that her tone ietpbthe opposite
and Matthew had shot her a look of surprise.

'l must love you and leave you, folks. Got a seminan hour," Josh
announced in his usual breezy style.

He nodded at Nathan, slapped Matthew on the batkiased Annie
in a friendly manner which she reciprocated.

She linked her arm with Matthew's and reprimandedih a fierce
undertone, 'You might have warned me.'

'‘Predictability isn't Nathan's strong point, Anrieljdn't even —'

‘This must be an attractive garden when it isn'neglected." The
indolent observation interrupted the hurried teteta and Annie
stumbled over a loose flagstone.

'Help is so difficult to get nowadays,' she resmmhdravely; her
smile flashed out brilliantly and insincerely. Siwas all too well
aware of how much work the rambling property neebdedbeing
reminded of it by this man made her grit her teeth.

The sudden gleam in the green eyes betrayed a hutinau she
would have been happier to believe he didn't pgsses

‘Do you have a large staff, Mrs Selby?’

‘Considering I'm the only occupant, Mr Audley, egkastaff would be
over-indulgent.'



‘Might help the weed problem, though, Mrs Selby' Ieplied
blandly, standing aside to allow her to enter therdiay before him.
‘To be honest, | was thinking more of the fabri¢had building than
your comfort; | feel sure that you are more thapatde of taking
whatever measures you deem necessary in that area.’

The insult was issued in such a matter-of-factoalneongratulatory
fashion that for a split-second she thought shet imaige misheard.
One glimpse of the contempt in the hard green giasgeelled this
illusion. The antipathy she felt was obviously reed with interest.
She tilted her chin and willed her face to registéifference to the
uninformed disapproval levelled at her, a pracsbe'd perfected
some time before.

‘Take Nathan into the drawing-room, Annie; I'll angjse some tea.’

Matthew hadn't been privy to his employer's soit&d insults, she
realised—a fact made obvious by his 'isn't thigy2bsxpression. She
stared after him in frustration and grudgingly kb& way into the

drawing- room.

None of the rooms at Chausey was vast; that wa®ptre charm of
the old manor house. This south- facing parlour eghtful—part
of the original Elizabethan building. The stone-houled,
lead-latticed windows were flung open, letting siveeet smells that
wafted in from the old-fashioned cottage gardengminvith the
scent of lovingly waxed wood and potpourri, whighlled from the
delicate china containers. It was the one roontrébe to keep in the
condition it deserved, giving it the same lovingecevhich had once
been lavished upon the whole house.

No doubt this man would turn up his superior noseha faded
curtains and original tapestry that upholsteredcthesrs. Stiffly she
nodded him to a seat. 'If you'll excuse me, I'tldressed.' Her fingers
smoothed the fabric of her robe while her braireotgd to the fact



that her visitor was subjecting her to the samecpig scrutiny as he
had given the room, as though he were assessin@saibje
acquisition, she thought with distaste.

'‘Not on my account.' One dark brow raised slowlg aloquently.

'Hardly," she began. She bit her lower lip to reprany further
indiscreet remarks. This man was important to Maitth she
reminded herself. She didn't have to like him, jo&rate him for a
brief time. That shouldn't stretch her too far.ddly enough it did.
'‘As Matthew pointed out, I'm wet.’

He Inclined his head, the gesture impatient, disives as though his
tolerance had worn paper-thin. 'Matthew speaks yigih you..
.dotingly," he sneered.

'He didn't mention that you're one of those fortarveomen who look
better with their clothes off. You must be extreyraiight,’ he added,
ignoring her swift inhalation of shock. Heavy litlalf shaded the
grim green gaze and he stretched his long legsomt ©f him and
leaned deeper into the sofa.

Annie felt as if she was being interviewed—or, esithnterrogated,
she corrected herself. She had the strangest semsatither like

walking into the middle of a conversation and feglunsure of what
had gone before.

You think Matthew admires my intelligence or myilégp to strip?'
she asked with ironic interest. A frown appearetlaw the smooth
perfection of her wide brow; it was the only extdrimdicator of her
feelings as she sought to hide her reaction tocdnsments.

She decided to sit, partly because her knees Wwergisg a tendency
to buckle. The intensity of this man, even whemhs making some
mundane comment, was stressful, daunting. Wagyimgtto provoke



her, or was this his normal form of small talk? sfedered angrily.
Did he consider it his right to be as insultingixas conceivable?

‘What | mean, Mrs Selby, is that to make Mattheiwkhvell of you
you must have, at the very least, native cunningnaich your
abundant if obvious physical attributes.'

The swift inhalation swelled the 'attributes' he Banilingly referred
to. Wrath mingled with disbelief; the overt offevsiness was
staggering. The green gaze had sunk lower to lys—4ong and
slim, folded neatly at the ankle—and a sound of escaped from
her throat.

One dark eyebrow quirked expressively. 'Do you lepeoblem?’

‘Suppose you tell me whgbur problem is? Because you might b
Matthew's boss but there are limits to what I'mpgared to endure
even for him." She breathed deeply in an attemptaimtain her
temper.

'Of course, Matthew is your meal ticket, isn't fie®ouldn't do if he
lost his income.’

She let the first sneering comment pass; the selootitered her too
much. This man wasn't really capable of actuallgnissing

Matthew, was he? she wondered incredulously. Jesause she
couldn't endure his bizarre line in insults? 'l &®ee that, working for
you, he earns every penny,' she retorted.

‘And you spend it.'

That stunned her; She had never accepted a pesmyMiatthew. In
fact, she insisted on paying her fair share ofrtlaéntenance on the
house even though it was eating into the money dhad left her;
her part-time job at the nursery school was harfhancially
rewarding.



'l fail to see what my finances have to do with ygue said coldly.
She shivered and gathered the material closer droerself.

‘Then I'll be frank, shall 1?' His chiselled, anguleatures adopted an
infuriating, patronising smugness, 'l want somaghirs Selby, and
you are in the way. | remove obstacles, whateven they take; you
are an obstacle, and, as such, | take a greaestter everything
about you,' he observed dispassionately.

Something akin to panic was building up inside $taill. Was this
man totally mad? He was dangerous- she could sg¢dtkvas in his
eyes—a relentless implacability. 'I've not the test idea what you're
talking about.’

'l want to buy Chausey, Annie." He spoke her namé &e were
tasting it; the sound made her stomach musclesltlenprotest.

She stared at him. '‘Chausey isn't for sale.’

‘That is a very naive thing for you of all peopteday. Isn't there
always a price? | mean, didn't you pay to live Rdtenust have been
so frustrating for you when the old man left iMatthew,' he goaded.
'Still," he added judiciously, i admire the factlyou made the best of
a bad job. You still manage to freeload and plaly laf the manor,
and entertain as many young studs as you please.'

The vase hadn't been genuine—she recalled thersgloating that
out when the estate had been settled—but it waspretty. And it
was a shame to waste such lovely early roses—sheriig picked
them earlier—but it was worth it to see Nathan Ayt face as the
water soaked into his expensive Italian suit. Imputould be so
satisfying sometimes, she decided.

His .epithet was to the point, his jaw rigid asclemped his lips over
further comment. The anger that spilled from higseyas they
swivelled in her direction was snuffed out with fusing precision.



Annie shivered suddenly; it amazed her that somemitte such
obviously violent emotions could exert so much oalnh disguising
them. 'l hope you enjoyed doing that,' he saidhaitasualness she
found vaguely disturbing.

'l did," she confirmed. He had insulted her moreha space of
minutes than anyone had in her entire life. She liaslly shaking
with rage; her teeth jarred against one anothesmspdically.

'Remember that when you're paying for it.’

'I'm trembling with anticipation,' she assured himdening her eyes
to their fullest extent; she was trembling all tight was all she

could do to disguise the fact. Her mind was inltdisorder. Matthew
would never sell Chausey. She loved every mellowesbf the place,
every inconvenient, draughty nook. Did Matthew? Tlridden

thought surfaced only to be firmly repressed.

'l know I'm supposed to be awestruck by your médteboorish
tactics but | was never impressed by spoilt litibgys used to getting
their own way, and I'm still not, no matter whaedley happen to be
Chausey, Mr Audley, is not for sale, and even viérre you'd be the
last person I'd sell it to.’

The very idea of the place falling into the hanfla man with all the
soul of a computer chip made her skin crawl. Slhewhback her
head, sending her hair, which had begun to dryitatosual rippling
mass of curls, whipping about her face. Her eyesewéear slate-
grey, cold and dismissive.

Nathan's eyes were fixed on her face unblinkingjlg, expression in
them hard to decipher. 'But Chausey isn't youselly' he said softly.

This timely reminder made her flush; a deep capnatblour stained
the smooth contours of her cheeks and she felhehe travel down
the column of her throat. The trouble was that ¢fioshe had never



owned Chausey her bond with the house had growtr@ag over the
years that she had a habit of overlooking the fact.

As a child she'd lived with her aunt at the gateleoéunt Mirrie had
cooked for the family—not a difficult task with Mhew away at
prep school and his father forever on guest tofirthe States or
supervising digs in various inaccessible parthefglobe.

The place had been hers to explore, and had beearlgrfascination
which had deepened. Later, of course, she'd bestrass of the
house; but that time had been brief and there bad tbo much pain
associated with it for her to recall the one tintee d1ad had a
legitimate claim to Chausey with pleasure.

'l have the right to live here,' she defended hiersght-lipped. A
strange sensation feathered through the pit oftoenach as he stood
up, brushing the damp foliage from his clothes whdistidious
distaste. Her mind traced the unpleasant sensttiga source and
she blinked away a momentary confusion. It was wag* he
moved—smoothly, with an almost feline coordinattbat exposed
rather than concealed the power in his tall frame.

She restrained the impulse to take a step backvemdisetreat from
the threat that was somehow implicit in his phylspr@sence. 'The
will specified that Chausey is my home as long agsh, or until |
marry. Matthew can't sell while I'm here. He cotildtomach having
you turn his home into a hotel. He feels very sgig@about his family
history.'

Her lip curled with distaste and her voice trembledth
condemnation. The very idea of her beloved Chaulssyoming
another acquisition in this man's empire, redueced tcolumn of
figures on some financial ledger, hijacked the rante of her
discretion. She wanted to physically remove thatigreneer from
this man's face.



'l think you mean that you couldn't stomach hawtagt turf you out
on your delectable butt. Mrs Selby is having fartauch fun playing
the field to marry, isn't she, sweetheart?' Themgmeyes held a lofty
disdain that made her teeth grate together. In HEasght
circumstances she might almost have smiled at riw@y iof this
supposition. 'How old were you the first time.ngtieen?’

'‘Eighteen,’ she corrected him coldly.

A dark brow quirked. 'Pardon me; eighteen,' he trdwif you were
capable of such a pragmatic decision at that tesgkeno doubt you'll
behave equally cannily the next time around. | ekgeu feel you've
earned a break from the grind of indulging an éydkeol.'

There had been a time when she'd shied away fregetbommonly

held assumptions. The age-gap alone had been ertougause

tongues to wag, but the dissimilarity in their sthsitations, even in a
day and age when class distinctions had suppobeély obliterated,
had made them both the target of malicious tongues.

David had been better equipped than she to copgetha difficult
moments. Besides, his friends had not unnaturaky leer in the role
of gold-digger rather than him in the role of sesiudut she had
learnt to disguise her insecurity behind a coolifiactence which
she'd heard referred to as sophistication, a faathwmade her smile

wryly.
'l doubt if my long-term plans are of much interesyou.'

'l told you, Annie, everything about you is of irést to me until | get
what | want. You'd be surprised how much | know wbgou.
Matthew doesn't need much encouragement to talltajon. Did it
give you a thrill to have a father and son in lewth you?'

'‘Matthew is like a brother to me,' she protesteitftisw



'‘And the guy in the pool is your uncle, no doubthava wide and
varied family you must have.'

Annie blinked. The picture of herself as some sbdangerous siren
was bizarre. She doubted very much if anythingsshe would alter
this man's preconceptions; and why, she asked [hesheuld she
justify herself to him?

'‘As we've established I'm the most calculatingriaiaus female ever
to draw breath, it must also be self- evident that no intention of
moving aside to let you buy Chausey. I'm very.mfatable here.’

She traced the outline of her lips with calculgtealvocation. He was
going to rip the soul out of this lovely old honféhe was given the
opportunity. She felt dizzy with a strange and lyeadxture of

disgust, resolve and exhilaration. Her lovely egkitered with her
determination to keep Chausey out of his hands.

His eyes narrowed, 'l had intended to offer you irarfcial

inducement.' The supercilious smile flickered tagly across the
sensually sculpted lips which for some reason hgrsewere
unwillingly drawn to repeatedly. 'Don't get excit¢gdough, Annie;
that was before . | realised how wide of the marktthew's
assessment of you was. Not that | was expectingith@ext door
that poor, deluded Matt thinks of you as—a frafidever in need of a
protector.

'‘Women like you make me ill. | doubt you're capaiflempathy with
another living being—your own comfort will always lihe only
priority you have.. .and if you hurt anyone elseintaning that
comfort what the hell?' he said in disgust.

She realised that she was trembling in reactiomgsavage attack.
'‘Don't leave it there, just as it was getting iagting.' Her expression
was derisive. 'lI'd be just fascinated to learn naiveut women like



me.' she allowed her voice to rise an octave aogtad a mocking,
little-girl voice.

The green eyes narrowed to slits and he rocked drabks heels. 'An
erotic little slut,’ he said consideringly. 'Youlveen using men for as
long as you can remember, probably from the moyantealised it
was easier than actually working for what you wahithough
sleeping with a man who'd be considered elderly esyour father
might be considered quite a high price to pay anpered indolence.
You're selfish to the backbone, otherwise you'denastay on when
the place is bleeding Matthew dry.’

‘And your motivations are purely altruistic, | swgp?' She thrust her
clenched fists deep into the pockets of her robsts-that wanted to
wipe that sneer off his grimly perfect face. Shesmagoing to
dignify his comments by actually putting him stiaigon several
points.

'Isn't Chausey a little on the small side for thedley empire?' she
went on. 'Or are you going to knock it down anddsomething with

several hundred identical rooms?' Her beloved heasenever going
to fall into the clutches of this monster, sherdile vowed. 'l care

about Chausey; it's meant to be a home, not aesasuitiotel,' she told
him scathingly.

'Home?' he snorted. 'What would a grasping litdemp like
you—unless we're talking wrecking—know about homéssiu
reduce everything to its bankable value and Chauksspite its sorry
state, has considerable value.

"You must have been ready to murder when the ofdleftit to Matt.
Did he finally realise at the last just what yoa&drhe speculated, his
eyes gem-hard. '"You don't like it when someone geasfor what
you are, do you, Annie?' he suggested slowly, amdh relish, his
eyes on her face. 'Sees you as | do.'



'I'd say your vision is as distorted as your warpieav of life,' she
retorted with heartfelt sincerity. It would be jlike this man to resort
to bribery- sweeteners, he probably called it, @hand ruthless. She
just hoped that Matthew hadn't been tainted by uhsavoury
autocrat.

‘This is the real Annie Selby, isn't it? A snarlirije cat. Poor Matt,
you're really taking him for a ride, aren't you?'

‘You leave Matthew alone.' Suddenly she felt heseill with tears.
She blinked furiously to banish them but one &k la solitary jewel
over the curve of her cheek.

Nathan's eyes fixed on the point of moisture wittabmost reluctant
fascination before returning to the loathing in leges. 'l think it
would be educational for Matt to see you as yoll aeannounced
reflectively. 'l doubt he'd be such a biddable lardiif the blinkers
were off. It's a real talent being able to cry tdey, but feminine tears
don't distract me.. .just irritate.’

‘Nothing you could do could come between Matthew are,' she
said triumphantly. She was on safe ground nowrdiationship with
Matthew was inviolate; nothing this hateful man g could alter
that. As for Matthew wanting her to leave, that wassense; this
was her home.. .their home, even though he'd shwwsigns of
wishing to stay here. In fact, he often teaseddvdner strong affinity
to the old place. One day his family would live dieit needed
children.

She blinked away the desolate sensation that hiahé faced her
aggressor, smilingly confident. She heard Matthewtsistling
through the studded oak door which stood ajar aadema move to
open it. The man would at least pretend to beisedl in front of her
stepson, she realised with relief.



'‘What?' she spat furiously as, with amazing speddagility, Nathan
grabbed her arm and swung her towards him.

'l admire your confidence; | thought | might putatthe test.' His dark
face loomed dizzily close. 'Besides, | owe you fanghe flowers.'

She knew what was coming and mentally the wordggre to meet
thy doom' appeared in neon lights. Hysteria welteer throat but
she willed herself not to struggle. She doubtedtimdrehe'd get a kick
out of forcing a brutish kiss on a rag doll, andwees going to kiss
her, she was convinced, as a last-ditch effortdplay his masculine
superiority and show Matthew the sort of entertagrshe did in his
home. Pathetic, really, and predictable.

Nathan Audley momentarily seemed immobilised bysimall smile

that suddenly curved her full pink lips. He couikdhe tracery of
fine blood vessels in her eyelids as they fluttdretremained firmly
shut. She stood there like some sacrificial victier, weight slumped
against the encircling arm that had hauled her tdsvdim. The

swooping, predatory movement of his head slowedeasoved to
claim his retribution.

Annie, steeled for a brief, undignified onslaudél, a moment's total
astonishment at the firm but gentle touch of cao$ MWhich was

almost reassuring. Her eyes flickered open andihfattered hands
made fluttery gestures, clutching at empty air fag ifind some

support to wrench her clear of this subtle violatid her senses.

Abruptly the transition came and she stepped into cgpen
void—black, warm and insidiously seductive. At thedtant a small,
fierce moan vibrated in her throat and her handwetowith
preconditioned ease into the dark, crisp hair @nidpe of his neck.
The kiss which had been teasing, exploratory batoat chaste
escalated until her senses were filled with themtiarand taste of



him, excited by the dominant strength of the. gesrwho held her.
The alien, hard strength of him was erotically xitating.

She broke away eventually; time was impossible dtimate—it
could only be measured by the turbulent thud ofriearrt against her
ribs. He didn't resist her efforts. Pale and pantishe met the
enigmatic emerald gaze, her eyes spitting furydafdnce.

'‘No need for the outraged innocence; Matt retreatede time ago,'
he told her with cynical indifference.

Matthew! She'd forgotten; a fresh wave of humitiatwashed over
her. This man had insulted her, doubted her iniegnd on top of
that had made her react like some sexually indmsoate little idiot.

'l think you're the most loathsome, conniving, egadc—'

‘You really are magnificent when you're arousee iterrupted in a
tone normally reserved for reporting the weatheraicolourful,
overblown sort of way.'

'‘Overblown?' She gulped. He was laughing at herrehlised. That
had to be the supreme insult.

'l do arouse you, don't I?' He wasn't laughing nowt,his expression
was scything through her doomed tranquillity likrafe through
butter.

The deep carnation colour that had flooded herksheeeped away
as his words slowly penetrated. The pallor emphkdsike size and
magnificence of her eyes and drew his heavy-lidgede to the

fullness of her trembling lips. 'The only thing yamouse in me is
complete and total disgust,’ she said, the contamgter voice

reserved partly for herself; that she possessed gumal instincts

was shocking; that she'd chosen to discover hiatdf all moments
was disastrous.



‘You really are used to getting your own way, drgau, angel? It
might just be character-building for you to intdradth someone
who doesn't roll over and beg every time you fluyteur eyelashes.

'In my situation | come across numerous women whiosen
objective in life, like your own, is to catch ahlitusband. | try to
make it clear that I'm not on the market, but owradly,’ he
conceded drily, ‘there are benefits.'

The speculative curve to his lips made her worktowe on quelling

a totally irrational surge of panic. It washed ovesr in great
breathless waves, leaving a trembling weaknesstsnwake.

'Interact?' she snorted, pleased at the scormghated into the word,
in your dreams, Mr Nathan Audley.

'‘Benefits! You're disgusting.. .coarse." Her voitembled with
temper and she subdued the impulse to stamp hér 'toeen a
gold-digging little trollop like me has her standato maintain!'

'Is your hair really that colour? You'd rival a N&mgland autumn.’
His eyes touched the burnished mass of curls #geihed about her
shoulders as if they possessed an independenf lifeir own.

For one awful moment she thought he was actuallyggto catch it
in his hand, let it slide through his long fingeiswitch like you on
my right arm might make the most persistent prasypeavifey think
twice,' he mused.

As if a woman could be taken out and displayeddilshiny new car,
she thought, her stomach clenching in disgust eatctmment.. .or
was it the thought of him touching her hair? Thdidden notion was
ruthlessly quelled. Sheoncentrated on the implication that her onl
role could ever be that of ornament.

'It's out of a bottle,' she lied. He wasn't listenito her at all, she
thought wrathfully; he just wasn't programmed teatr her as a



human being. 'l have been, implanted with siliconeast about every
place possible. | wear hair extensions, false epelss and have
liposuction on a weekly basis,' she declared oatragly. 'Or | would
If it would guarantee | never had to see you again.

'| realise the tragic life you suffer probably agots for your lack of
personality.. .pursued by women all desperate toydag willing
slaves.'

Her sympathy was ladled on with deep insinceritys Hark of
laughter which rumbled forth at the height of heorsful diatribe
was intensely infuriating.. .so much for insultimgn—the appalling
man was enjoying it! He had the hide of a rhino.

'‘Next time Matthew decides to entertain the bagkhim to warn me
so | can be elsewhere.' Slamming the door wasishilalit intensely
satisfying. She took the bare wooden stairs twa tane, muttering
furiously under her breath as she did so.

With a shuddering sigh of relief she closed herrbech door and
leaned against it; she was trembling with reactibler bodily

functions all seemed to be working erratically, just her weak and
insubstantial knees. Where had been her discrimmaher self-

respect downstairs? She'd kissed him back with neotBusiasm
than she cared to recall in detail. With a smalamshe flung herself
headlong on her bed.

'Stupid.. .stupid.. .stupid." Each word was puntetigby her fist
hammering the defenceless pillow. She couldn't rebex ever
instinctively hating anyone before, but at thattans she hated
Nathan Audley, not so much for his assassinatidreotharacter but
for making her acknowledge an unfulfilled part ef$elf which she
had thought she could ignore.



She* of all people should have known that a persauld survive
without sex; it wasn't important. She had convin@alid of this
eventually and had never given him cause to doaibhbnesty. Love
had been enough and David had been her love.

If only he were here now, she thought, her griesfureected with
painful intensity from its dormant state. Nathandhay wouldn't
have dared touch her then.



CHAPTER TWO

IT wAas an hour before Matthew interrupted her painfusegion of
the preceding events. She glanced swiftly at hiteateon in the
mirror before replying and saw a calm, composed faoking back.
She was still surprised at how well she could naaskinner turmoil,
but as always she was grateful for the fact.

Unconsciously smoothing her mass of unruly cuHs,&lled him in.

'‘Annie?' He eyed her almost warily, which hardlypsised her when
she recalled the scene he'd witnessed.

'Has he gone?' she asked, wondering what Matthesvtlwaking.
What had her stepson made of the sordid scenechediied in on?

He nodded. 'What exactly went on?' he asked blastlye sat beside
her on the bed. The concern that shone from hipdutacled eyes
was almost her undoing; she swallowed the solidplwhemotion
that clogged her throat.

'l don't think your boss likes me much.' Her handered the larger
one he'd rested on her arm.

'It rather looked as if he liked yaaomuch.' He turned her hand over
examining the palm, the short neat nails, the elegpread of
tapering fingers. 'Which, knowing Nathan and howaobly controlled
and elusive he normally is...' The concern had grdeeper when he
raised his eyes.

She could have laughed. He thought it had beentapeous, an
outlet of warmth... Weren't kisses generally thdkangs? she
recalled, the thought tinged with sad irony. Taghtken him would
place him in an invidious position. Nathan held tletv's career in
his hands; now was not the time for honesty.



‘Just a whim on his part,’ she said, twisting hegdrs free and
avoiding the shrewd eyes.

'‘Nathan isn't in the habit of indulging whims.'

Annie, recalling the devastating things that theshrof his lips had
done to her, greeted this information with reliebt that she fooled
herself—any response he had wrung from her had b
cold-bloodedly elicited, a weird punishment for #rting him. She
shuddered to think what havoc a man like that couldak on an
innocent bystander's life; giving himself full rethe man would be
ruthlessly destructive in his public or privateslif

She made an impatient sound in her throat; thetwlorsy she could
do would be to rouse her stepson's chivalrousncisti 'Frankly,
Matthew, | find the subject a little embarrassifgt it down to an
outlet for pre-examination nerves on my part angh€ made an
all-encompassing gesture '—the charm of my perggnah truth,
Matthew, it was nothing.'

He stood up, unfolding his long, lanky limbs sloywith none of the
fluid grace that Nathan exhibited. Unbidden, thenparison sprang
to mind. 'Nothing,' she emphasised firmly. She ddrber fingers to
unfurl, feeling the discomfort of the half-moonsr heails had
impressed in the soft flesh.

'I'm glad, Annie." He pushed his glasses furtherhig nose, a
favourite tactic when he was choosing his wordsfcdly. 'I'm glad,
Annie," he repeated. 'lt's about time you had atimship, but
Nathan... | like him; he's brilliant, expects miesc and usually
produces them.' He cleared his throat. 'Women $edra drawn.'

'How nice for him.' The sneer remained in her nand her face was
blandly interested. "You don't want me to be drawn.



‘The fact is, Annie, you're twenty-three, a wid@@rgeous beyond
most men's wildest dreams but on the experiencat.froHe

dismissed his embarrassed gesture of denial witdp-aided grin.

‘Sexually a sixteen-year-old is probably more clupdl know that,
you know that and probably Josh suspects it,' e thaughtfully.

'‘But most people, including Nathan, don't,' he addkintly. ‘Their

expectations might be...'

'If you tell him.. .anyone..." A sudden fear gridpker and her
dove-grey eyes deepened almost to indigo as shkespdou
wouldn't tell anyone, would you?'

He looked angry. 'You think | would...?" She loolgditily back at
him, ashamed of her swift rush of irrational feale had no right.'
The words burst forth and his knuckles whiteneth@ir grip on the
doorhandle as his eyes swivelled back to her. Blaghteen.'

The virulence in his voice shocked her. i knew beftt wasn't as if
he tricked me,' she protested.

'‘Knew? Knew? Annie, you were eighteen; you worségothe man.
He knew that and he exploited your youth and emstio a way |
still can't forgive him for.’

'l loved David,' she said huskily. 'The age thirgswrrelevant. Isn't a
woman supposed to worship her husband?' she ada&da weak
attempt at flippancy.

The miracle to her had been that he'd lolied wanted her for his
wife. David—remote, benevolent but distant. She tumded like a
sun-seeking flower in response to the warmth lee/shed on her. It
had been like some delicious fairy-tale. But, aalirfiairytales, there
had been a dark cloud on the horizon.



'He lapped it up: little Annie, malleable and wagfito be led. But
little Annie wasn't so little—still shy but withlzody like Aphrodite's
and a brain soaking up the information fed it Eeeager sponge.'

The bitterness made her recoil; it hadn't beenvttagt she wanted to
protest, hating this distorted vision.

'l blame the picture on the flyleaf of all thosenddly books." He
visibly tried to de-escalate the aggression thatheal in his voice.
'He looked so noble. In reality, Annie, my fathbeated you of your
youth, tried to use it to cushion himself agaihststark inevitability.'

'l wanted to share the little time he had left.’

'Did he give you a choice?' He gave an ironic lauylou were
besotted.' Her naivete could be infuriating, heudtd, looking into
the carefully composed face, trying to see beybedystery of the
beautiful eyes. 'You deserved more,' he said simBly the way, |
accepted the invite tonight on your behalf. | wéttle worried but as
you appear to feel so neutral about Nathan...' Svaé change of
subject was casually introduced.

She looked into the innocent pale blue eyes, alainer own. 'What
invitation?'

'‘Dinner at the Crown, no less. Nathan is stayimgeh

'l have to revise,' she responded with careful calhile she felt her
adrenalin push her metabolism into overdrive.

‘A break is what you need, Annie. You look tenseugi to snap..
Jbrittle.’

'l want to do well; it's a fairly normal state farstudent this time of
the year.'



‘Do well for Dad.'

'For me,’ she retorted swiftly, alarmed and shodkethe aggression
in his voice.

'Let's face it, barring an act of God you're aifickass honours.’
You think so?'

'l think so,” he told her soothingly. 'A nice ewvaniwith two
devastatingly handsome men.. .good food. It's Wwisit you need.
Wear something sexy.'

Sexy? Did anything she possessed fit that desenptiShe would
have called him back but, considering she'd pldlyedncident in the
drawing-room down until it had seemed insignificawhat reason
could she present that wouldn't make him suspettalhwas not as
straightforward as it seemed?'

The kiss, motivated by malice, had broken all harefully
constructed barriers. She wasn't ready or equippetkal with the
jolt of undiluted sexual hunger that had swamped he

She closed her eyes, able to recall with exactigoecthe coiled
tension in the hard, male body that had brieflydhbker. The
compulsion to surrender had been bewildering amdarating. The
demands of her senses had, for a few short, termpbments,
completely submerged the articulate clarity of imental processes.
She had totally believed in her ability to subdusd aedirect
hormonal cravings simply because she willed it, #eth a man who
made no attempt to disguise his contempt had rbibdithis concept.

What a bizarre situation to be in—to be a widowhaiit even the
most basic grasp of sexual interplay, and certamdy practical
experience to boast of. David had never attemptedidguise the
truth from her—at least, not after he'd confesssddelings for her.



She'd felt that she had nothing to lose and so ntacgjain, she

recalled. Being totally inexperienced sexually \wesbably best, she
had earnestly explained; the fact that the mediodiad made him at
least temporarily impotent meant nothing to her gparad with his

professed love.

8he had been intoxicated—this incredible, talemtad had said that
she was the most important person in the worldrto fihe creeping
disease had been the only obstacle to their fitapginess.

At first its effects had been minimal, unnoticeaslimost unless one
knew what signs to look for. She had been fieragtimistic that
together they could conquer it. It had been six tm®ioefore grim
reality had made her doubt her ability to alter filmeire simply by
determination. It had been then that the remidsaahgiven way to an
acute episode.

Overnight the vigorous man had become an invald there had
been no place for her own fear, not if she wasetp him. The abrupt
role reversal had been difficult to come to ternih Wwut she had put
her feelings in deep freeze, knowing that laterdlveould be time to
feel the pain; then David had needed her.

Only the knowledge that she couldn't have a chdd made her
conscious of their unconsummated union. In theuonstances the
unusual state of their marriage had seemed almegtvant.

Her inexperience had not seemed a drawback duregno years of
her widowhood and none of the prowling wolves she kept at bay
had challenged her deep conviction that she washighly sexed

person. Her studies had absorbed her; David hazleaged her even
before his interest had become more personal. Batthad not

followed the path his father had chosen and, irag, whe had taken
his place. This fact had always made her feel 8jigmeasy.



There was irony in her dressing to dine with themé&o had avowed
his intention to evict her from her precious horde. couldn't, she
reminded herself, but, recalling the inflexibility those deep green
eyes, she couldn't repress a shudder.

She was safe from the worst of his offensive behayishe told
herself. Even so, she was unable to banish thediile edginess.
Matthew's right, 1 am brittle, she told herself.tBbe thought of
enduring an evening of undiluted contempt filled Wweth dread.

The Tudor inn where Nathan was staying was setveral acres of
parkland—an exclusive establishment she hadn'ttedisisince
David's death. The food was, she knew, excelleuat, Her usual
appetite had vanished. Her stomach was knottedngitous tension
but none of this showed on her face or in her mardgm

Above average height, her figure, slenderly stajuesdrew curious
glances as she and Matthew entered the restalitesimplicity of
the plain black gown she wore emphasised the cuwf/éer slim,
firm body. Her pale complexion glowed against tbenkre colour
and her hair lay in a fiery nimbus around her @ééty moulded face.
The candles set in sconces caught threads of mbiemunning
through the burnished mass as she was led tolile ta

She felt an emotion hard to define as pleasurabl@amnful; it

corkscrewed through her as her eyes met the gnges ot with
tigerish amber glints. Hopefully she waited for tireathless feeling
to dissipate; why should the anticipation of threatlful evening
open the door to this ambiguous exhilaration?

The tight smile didn't reach her eyes as Nathae. rAdoose-fitting

Armani suit and a cream silk shirt buttoned uphi® neck, minus a
tie, reinforced his exclusive image and did nothiagdisguise the
power of his broad-shouldered, athletic frame. elygs skimmed
over her, not missing any detail and no doubt, dd@ded, sourly



placing a price tag on her inexpensive wardrobeobsheer force of
habit.

She was glad of the interruption when the propridascended upon
her. '"We have missed you, Mrs Selby. It's delightfisee you again.’

Annie's smile was warm for a moment; the cauti@at-tfoverned her
features dissolved, allowing the full luminosityredr beauty to shine
through. 'Poor students can't afford your outrageprices,' she
replied lightly.

‘The professor is much missed.'

'Yes, he is,' she said gravely. The genuinenessSisoexpression
touched her on the raw and she felt ashamed dt#iieof irritation.
Without her brilliant husband she was, as alwagsjething of an
oddity—the window-dressing without a window. Thamal thought
shocked her and an expression of confusion flaidss her face.

The two men spoke at length about business maitershe sipped a
soft drink. She allowed her mind to drift, dwellimgn her growing
resentment of the way this man's presence coulttesder serenity
to anarchic chaos; the desire to be out of hisgm@s and gone was
incredibly strong.

This is just a business dinner, she reminded Hemegry at her
over-reaction. She'd probably be called on to dining more than
pick up a glass with a steady hand and smile ao@pjate moments;
if this was anything to go by they might even fdrgflee was there.

‘You appear to be well-known here.' The laser gamed without
warning.

She slopped some liquid on to her lap and feltuldiusly flustered.
'‘David entertained here sometimes,' she agreedinfjnher poise
after a brief, internal battle. How did the man g to import so



much innuendo into an innocent statement? Perhapgk worried
that she'd proposition the waiter; if she had bemmwinced that she
could carry it off, it might almost have been waittto see his face.

A dark brow raised. 'I'd have thought that with ause like
Chausey...'

‘Annie is an appalling cook," Matthew supplied,hnain affectionate
grin.

She accepted the insult with a cheerful smile.iBasuld have been
more accurate, but she tolerated teasing on hevacylskills with
good humour.

'‘No live-in cook?'
'‘My aunt was the cook; after she died David dicepiace her.’

‘A regular upstairs-downstairs romance,’ he drawled tone
amused, the glint in his eyes less benevolent. rféwer got to see
you as lady of the manor. I'm sure she would haenlproud of how
far you've gone.’

In other words, I've been groomed for the task!tebeght furiously,

not fooled by the bland expression. The impliediasm of her

beloved aunt which her sensitive ear detected rhaderow rigid

with temper. She was proud of her aunt, of herscodhe elderly
woman had taken her in as a toddler when she head fa& from

young herself, after Annie's parents had died ¢edlyi in a car crash.
Meeting his hard green gaze with scorn, she wondehether to add
snobbishness to all his other unpleasant traits.

'Not far really, just half a mile up the driveway.’

'l wasn't actually thinking geographically.’



At that point a waiter, apologising for the intgytion, announced
that there was an urgent call for Mr Selby. Matthesuo had been
observing the undercurrent of tension at the talilh mixed
feelings, excused himself.

‘Alone at last," Nathan murmured as she toyed etifish.

'‘Not for long, hopefully,’ she replied drily. Coradeg her hostility
seemed a waste of energy. 'I'm puzzled as to whyelited an
invitation at all. Doesn't Matthew's presence lithé degree to which
you can insult me?'

'‘But Matthew isn't here,' he pointed out.

She raised her eyes from the plate, her expressithivated to be
provocative and taunting. ‘A temporary situation.’

The green eyes smouldered as they homed in orlddulty pursed

lips. He didn't even have the decency to be furhe thought, trying
to hang on to her studied casualness, which wak tdren the said
eyes narrowed in speculation as he permitted hintiselslightest,
most violent smile she had ever seen.

'l think you'll find Matthew's presence is urgenthequired
elsewhere." His teeth flashed once more, very wagainst the
Mediterranean tan.

Annie blinked, stunned as the significance of gte&gement sank in.
Such barefaced manipulation was too outrageousombemplate.
‘You seem to have gone to elaborate lengths.’

She hoped he'd be disappointed by her lack ofiogacthere was
nothing to read in his lazy-eyed scrutiny—Ilazy diktg a cat waiting
to pounce on its prey, she decided, pictoriallytakiag in her own
features on the victim. No way was she going tdiet provide the
hoops for her to jump through.



'For the pleasure of your company.’

'I'm flattered beyond measure,’ she countered .dAlyonvulsive
shiver rippled down the length of her spine asnuéned his head a
little closer, the movement diminishing the disiabetween them.

His compelling eyes seemed to be seeking a clud&b lay beneath
her calm exterior. He had the aura of someone qagable of
reading minds...

She dismissed this whimsical idea, deriding hergmifbeing so
vulnerable to his predatory air of command. He pbdp practises
looking dangerous in the mirror, she told herdgfing to squirm free
of the oppressive spell she felt he was weavingiaher.

‘Sorry, you two, but my presence is required indRea A case of
bureaucracy gone crazy. Unless you want to takegeh@oss?'

'‘Delegation, Matt, is the key to my success.' Hmteld Annie a
taunting look as she gritted her teeth. As mucshaslonged to fling
her knowledge of his blatant manipulation into po#, and to hell
with the consequences, she knew she could na¥j&tthew's sake.

'l thought you had things pretty well sorted thewatt,’ he was
saying, his tone bordering on the censorious, aradthdw was
looking apologetic and worried. He dropped a dda&d kiss on
Annie's cheek, his thoughts clearly dwelling ongrisblem. 'I'll need
the car, Annie.’

'I'll see the lady safely home.'

Annie, awake to every nuance, heard the inflexmplaced on 'lady'.
She threw him a look of hostile loathing. 'I'm guitapable of getting
home.' She would sooner walk than share a careNéthan. 'Don't
worry, love." Her fingers trailed along Matthewacket sleeve,



reluctant to break contact. She had a ridiculoysuise to beg him
not to go.

| can deal with Nathan Audley, she told herselfrdie quashing the
premonitory feelings that sliced through all logou must be too
tired to drive,’ she said, knowing she was clutghat straws and
furious because the fact was affording Nathan noalgcamusement.

Matthew flicked her chin affectionately. 'This frggframe,' he told
her, 'conceals an iron constitution." He turnedexchange a few
words on technical details with his boss beforgiten

‘Such concern—very maternal.'

Annie maintained her silence as he nodded disnvislysat the sweet
trolley and she did likewise. For once her sweethtdad deserted
her. 'We don't have a mother-son relationship,’ reiplied as the
trolley trundled away.

'l can imagine.’

Smug, supercilious... Every time he opened his mant sneered at
her with that austere superiority she wanted tbglise his patrician
face. The strength of her anger was so intensprisutive that the
fact that she was experiencing it made her feeristated.

'Feel free to let your imagination run riot. | camagine what an

impoverished personal life you must lead; livingariously is so sad,
| always feel." A spasm of fastidious distaste pdss/er her face and
his head reared as though she'd suddenly beeredrhist complete

attention.

'l feel | should point out that no pressure youjsctome to will alter
my decision not to move out to Chausey,' she wantlo fact, the
fact that you want it provides me with adequatemiwe not to.'



She shook her head back and rested her chin cstdepled fingers;
her smile was sweetly malicious and she gave adighatisfaction.
That had felgood.

Nathan's eyes slid from the flame-bright hair tdsli back from her
face and resettled itself into a flaming mass ddwn back, to her
bosom, heaving dramatically with emotion.

Her eyes flashed. While she never chose to flaanbbdy she was
damned if he'd make her feel self- conscious. Sldenlo intention of
being subjected to his prurient perusal any longer.

‘That statement is surprising, considering youclkag concern for
Matt's welfare.'

Annie, who had been gathering herself for a swegpiit, paused.
'‘What circumstances?"

'l thought you and he were so close. Hasn't heywl'

The taunt, the challenge that glittered in his dyesight a silent snarl
to her throat. In the past she'd endured it whequaatancesn
massehad assumed the worst of her motives. Yet herevse
consumed by a simmering rage. What was this mapiision?
Nothing. Mentally she snapped her fingers. Wheagm@oved of her
then was the time to worry, she told herself. Oag she'd disabuse
him of his misconceptions and watch his face...nfeh for the
infallible Nathan Audley.

‘Told me what?' she said flatly. So he was writthg dialogue,
stringing her along; she had to ask anyway andieevkt.

'‘Matt's had an offer of a partnership.. .in the 8ahs—a resort hotel.’

She felt a surge of delight; she had been expestngething dire, not
something like this. 'It's marvellous, just whatshalways wanted,’



she burst out impetuously, her eyes shining withuges pleasure.
Then a sudden frown drew her dark eyebrows intoaggét line. He
hadn't said a word. Why?

'All he needs is the finance.'

He watched, unblinking, as sudden realisation chipt a cloud
across her eyes. He frowned as if the transparehtyer reaction
spoilt the balance of some mental equation.

'‘Chausey?' Her voice was nothing more than a sigh,
'‘With a sitting tenant, that isn't on, is it, dagd®' he drawled.

Her eyes opened wide with protest. 'Matthew loveauSey,' she
protested, shaking her head. 'His family have livtbdre for
generations; years back they owned all the langinatcy ousee a pile
of bricks and stone. What would you know about tieart of a
home?' she sneered. He was suggesting sacrilegéhemaloved
Chausey; it was his home.

'‘Used to, honey..." he replied, unmoved by her egmpalistress. 'l
find it quaint the way you fling around words likeeart" and "home"
when we both know that both terms are alien comscéptyou,
sweetheart. Matt doesn't give—' he snapped his leag fingers, the
sound like a rifle-shot—thatfor the house; his vision is focused ot
the future.’'

‘What would you know about it?'

The angular jaw tightened and his lips thinned.d#énroots are we
talking about here, sweetheart? | don't see arg/lfllood circulating
In your sweetly opportunist veins. It may surpnsmai that | was
brought up in a house not dissimilar to Chausey.'



‘Then go back to it,' she spat, knowing and hatwegoetulance in her
voice.

‘That isn't possible,’ he replied bleakly. The greges were charged
with animosity as they homed in on her with annsty that was
impossible to tear her attention from.

"'l always be there for Matt, that gnawing knoddge that he had his
dream within his grasp. It's enough to make thetmedi-balanced
soul brood,' he mused. Eventually he'll start a@tomg blame. Right
now the pleasure of your smile is balm enough t&kemgou his
favourite stepmother. Later..." he sucked in hesatir and shrugged...
'he'll resent you for being the obstacle.

'‘But by then | expect you'll have moved on, so wihat hell?' he
sneered. "You're a bright girl who's no doubt alyezaught on to the
fact that your appeal is transitory. Best choogedjing ones—no
time for the disillusion to settle in.

'If | were generous I'd say that a grasping Igtheial parasite like you
doesn't possess any honest emotion and so cdotabg blamed for
destroying her stepping-stones.' The green eyeseshith gleaming
contempt and he replaced his glass on the tableavibud thud. 'l
don't feel generously inclined when it comes to warhke you,' he
rasped.

‘Two years with some men would be worth more thhfetaime with
others, and as for a cynical, vindictive bastakd liou I'd prefer a life
sentence with the devil.'

He'd touched, without knowing it, on a raw spot.hdd always
plagued her. Would David have married her if henftakhown he

was dying—known it if not acknowledged it? "Theyonbmmodity

you deal in is cynicism. | hardly expect a man k&l to understand
the concept of love.'



The laugh was like shards of glass, abrasive aswbdiant. 'Love is
the fiction the general populace swallows to mamtlae status quo.'
He intertwined his long brown fingers and regardedwith indolent
distaste. 'lI've no doubt that, overcome by youragreve, you
reserved enough energy to squeeze what you coutd tine elder
Selby. Don't you think it's time you gave the sobraak? It's no
secret that David was comfortably off; now the mgmenagically
gone. | wonder where?'

She felt outrage vibrate through her body. She s&aquandered
David's fortune, had she? If only he knew. The ijpasge desire to
cling to life had been strong in her husband; tiesd medications
and all manner of alternative treatments had begurp with hope
and discarded with gloom.

The last and financially incapacitating avenue thagt explored had
sent them to a Mexican clinic boasting a radical riesatment.
Unlike the other treatments, which had at leasemjikiope, this had
been so punitive in nature that she, after muct-s®arching, had
persuaded him to discontinue. The psychologicahdrad been even
greater than the financial one and David had nexafy continued
his fight after that.

‘A girl must protect her future,’ she said, herseghttering with
feverish intensity. "You did point out that my cimgr are bound to
fade.'

'If | pay you off?" The disgust in his austere fayse her great
satisfaction.

‘Are you extremely rich, then?' she enquired swe®Why not fulfil
his expectations? she decided recklessly.



'‘Extremely,' he agreed, his nostrils flaring asrégarded her with
acute disgust tempered, she thought, with some lemempcy at
having his opinion vindicated.

He seemed to gain some perverse pleasure in congdeer a
tramp.. .a self-seeking little gold-digger, so skgugontemptuous
and certain of her market value. 'But what's irfoit you?' she
enquired with an air of bewilderment.

Is that relevant?' The chocolatey, gravelly purrsvgipped and
impatient. A thick, dark lock of hair fell on toshforehead, to be
impatiently brushed back.

The hair at least refused to conform to his unifperfection. It was
thick, inclined to wave, and although well cut had neatly
blow-dried appearance. Annie felt herself mentaikperimenting
with the tactile sensation of pushing her fingeeem into the
luxuriant dark growth to feel the outline of hisufik

Eyes blank, she stared at her fingertips, whiajieith, and sucked her
breath in in a noisy gasp as she realised what h&ltk been
contemplating. She saw his brows rise as a flustelbfale colour
seeped into her face. 'Humour me," she suggesexdalyerration
making her prickle with high-voltage antagonism.

'I'd hate to see Matt's career blighted by an avars bitch like you.'

Something behind his eyes combined with the rigidit his
habitually languid poise made her heightened saag&esa quantum
leap in comprehension. A woman had actually pudlddst one on
Nathan Audley. She felt like applauding.

‘Matthew is what you once were; how quaint, andetidmo, of you to
feel the urge to smooth his path." He had undenestd her
perception and she saw it momentarily in his eyégn the instant
readjustment took place and the shutters were bagiace. 'I'm



amazed you don't just finance him yourself, or ddggur affinity
extend that far?"

'‘Matthew doesn't need a patron, just a chanceowegdnis worth.'

He'd hit where it hurt but he didn't know it. Shasaso shallow in his
book that she wouldn't even know how to considgoaa else's
interests. If what he had been saying was truae. duldn't think
about it now; she just had to get away from thiscaient man.

'‘How much?' she asked crudely. The sum he mentiongdserved
to increase her sense of outrage. He smiled wittm gontempt,
misinterpreting her inarticulate gasp.

'l thought | was to be punished, not rewarded," rgminded him
hoarsely.

‘Time punishes women like you," he said with casedrn, the
movement of his shapely, elegant hands dismiskledlicked up his
cuff and deliberately looked at his watch. 'Expade on this
occasion seemed appropriate.’

‘Such constraint,’ she said slowly, 'does yougastHowever—' she
tilted her chin to a defiant angle and looked at,tier eyes luminous
with proud contempt '—my price will always be toigtnfor you. |

find you have the worst brand of arrogance | hasteencountered.
Intellectual snobbery, middle-class insularity—bdght I'd seen it
all." She was passionately glad to see him freezuiprise. 'You,
however, are in a class of your own. | am not fde @t any price.'
She rose then, tall, slender and trembling withtagus indignation.

Explosive anger released, she felt nauseous irtisaaand the dull
headache that had been brewing swung into throblieg She

couldn't afford to display weakness before thivohac man. He had
none of the finer, gentler feelings that she satfyadmired in men;
he was brutish and ruthless. He wasn't a man nal $taing thwarted,



she knew; this had been a novel experience for sima,suspected.
His single-minded ambition might have been wrapiped package
that could be urbane and charming but she for asnivfooled.

'How do you intend to get home?'

'l would imagine it's not beyond my capabilitiesget a taxi,' she
replied sarcastically. The prickle down her spiad Forewarned her
that he had followed her into the foyer. People $taded at them but
she had been too overwrought to notice and he ha@naine
indifference to being the cynosure of all eyes.

The fingers on her arm wouldn't accept her reftséhce him. Not
wanting an undignified tussle, she removed her &ypas the empty
reception desk.

"You're h-h—' Her throat closed suddenly. He rastlad vigour so
masculine, so tangible that it hit her almost bighysical blow. As if
under a warm sun that melted away inhibitions shi his
smouldering eyes strip away the protective layetscately woven
around her.

No wonder she had felt antagonistic when faced suith undiluted
magnetic masculinity; it had been a basic, protedmstinct. It had
been too dangerous to recognise the earthy magnégsause in
doing so she had to recognise her own vulneralbdify.

His eyes gripped her—qgreen eyes, regressed to pomgive level
that was unfamiliar, but how that stare made hke aath frustration
that she couldn't begin to understand. She tooleep,dsoothing
draught of oxygen to replenish her starving lungs.

Don't fall apart, Annie, she told herself, lettingr head loll forward
and the blood feed her brain. I'm sure he hasffest on all females
from nine to ninety; it's irrelevant. She felt ity better but the



sudden, painful acknowledgement lingered in herseenlike a
pungent, evocative odour.

‘You're hurting me."' Her voice was throaty and las iclined her
chin her slender throat seemed vulnerable; the ls&th a look of
marble against the stark black of her gown. Hen skasn't cold,
though; she felt hot despite the shudder thategbpthrough her.

The green eyes that held hers grew sardonic; wsthall, tight smile
he removed his hands from her arm. She repressstiglaly
hysterical laugh as she inferred from his ostemtigtimovement that
he imagined that she had found his physical comtestasteful. So
she did, but not exactly in the way she felt shghtio. Damn the
man, she thought. Then, in a businesslike manimner,asked the
young man who had just appeared at the receptiskfde a taxi.



CHAPTER THREE
'FOG, what fog?'

The young man sitting behind the reception deskddmonplussed
by this dismissive approach to his politely expeelssiformation.

'Visibility is poor in this immediate area and nasfethe local firms
are accepting fares at the moment,' he reitergaeldgetically.

‘There was no fog an hour ago,' Annie said, asgharguing the
point could alter the facts of the situation, desghe sinking feeling
in the pit of her stomach that told her otherwibtatthew left half an
hour ago.'

'‘Fog can be abrupt and | believe the weather fstalid mention that
there was a possibility,’ Nathan offered. The youmgn looked
grateful and she ground her teeth.

'‘Why don't you slither off somewhere suitably rega?' she
snapped. She could do without his patronising sBoruat the
moment.

As she glared at him she saw the subtle shiftdridatures, the flicker
of expression in his eyes, and read, to her chagmusement. 'No
doubt this rounds off the evening nicely from ypoint of view,' she
accused. 'You insult me, treat me like a piece efamandise to be
eliminated, send Matthew out on some wild-goosesehaand he'll
probably end up in some pile-up on the motorwag!Fo

'l have no control over the elements,' he obsemidly, appearing
to grow more economical with emotion the more heéated near to
losing control she became.

'I'm sure you'd remedy that if the opportunity &bs



'Oh, I don't know. | think the unpredictability Bfitish weather adds
a certain piquancy to life.'

She felt the victim of a cascade of violent emation

A starvation victim suddenly faced with a banqumild not have felt
more confused or numbed. 'You can drive me," sh®wrced
suddenly, when the gimlet gaze was too much torendu

He shook his head, the satirical lift of one braermmed to her eyes
distinctly satanic. "That would be unwise. I'd heiebe responsible
for breaking that beautiful neck.’

Her breathing became distinctly laboured as his eyeved down
her white throat at a leisurely pace. 'Wouldn't tha a solution to
your problem?' she said hoarsely.

'l could never deliberately mar a work of art,'dsd tersely. For a
split-second, while she was holding her breathvamidering how to
respond, his eyes touched hers briefly but intilgatea way she had
never encountered before. The flare that dilatedbpils conveyed
such ferocity, such ambivalent hunger and disttss she took
several seconds to recover while he was speakitigetpoung man,
who was giving a convincing performance of beingvodus to the

content of their conversation.

Such delightful manners, she thought wryly; so higown usually.
Since the moment she'd laid eyes on this man Hexvioeur patterns
had become completely aberrant. Where, she wonder&sl cool,
serene, well-balanced Annie? The Annie who neudrde emotions
surface to embarrass people?

It had been like that when David died. She had mdbeough the
subsequent events as if she were working her waydgih some film
script—outwardly calm, inwardly falling to piecesintil it had



happened she had never quite believed that therddwme no
reprieve.

'There are no rooms."

The words pulled her free from her reverie, 'l tevant a room. |
want to gohome.'The last word came out with such force and w:
packed with so much longing that she wildly sumniboe some
statement to lessen the impact. 'I'll walk.'

'Five miles?'
‘Not far.'

‘Along lanes with nil visibility—in those.' His naddicated the soft
leather pumps with the slender heel that she wasimg

Annie's jaw tightened. He just loved pointing ot tobvious,

especially when it made her look stupid. 'l doattéddmuch choice, do
[?'

'l have a suite.’
'In keeping with your station in life.'

He inhaled deeply, his eyes narrowing. 'Naturalg,'agreed drily,
his expression somehow making her feel spiteful @midish. '‘As |
was saying, | have an empty room which you can dédiberty to
make use of. As it is, | feel your slightly hystai presence in the
lobby is becoming an embarrassment.’

'I'll wait until the fog lifts, or hitch,' she adde

‘That would be a bright move. Am | to assume tloat find me more
potentially hazardous than the sort of person whbifer a woman



alone, dressed like you, a lift?' She felt strapgidfenceless under
the hard, unamused scrutiny of his thickly fringges.

‘The owner knows me; I'm sure he can arrange samggtishe said
loftily.

'l had already thought of that. Believe you metiggtyou off my
hands was my first choice. Your friend —' he marigpeimply all
sorts of unpleasant things in his voice, and akf@iof cold anger
travelled the length of her rigid spine '—has ghome already, to a
wife who is imminently expecting to present himiwehild. The staff
here cannot throw anyone out to accommodate yolacsat, honey,
you're left with me. Keep a vigil at the windowydu must and call a
taxi the instant the fog lifts, but stop behaviikg la prima donna,’ he
advised tersely.

The censure made her flush. 'I've had a trying' day.

'Had a cosy afternoon planned with—what was hedal-Jack, did
you? My condolences...'

‘Josh,' she replied swiftly. 'Josh has to work smdo .’
'He's a student too, is he?"

'You make it sound unsavoury. Actually,’ she cagédim, 'he's a
fellow.' His derisive expression confirmed the scsine'd detected in
his voice. 'Do | detect a certain antagonism fadaenia? Didn't you
go to university?'

'l was too busy building a business.'

‘A self-made man, no less. How impressive,' shalg happy to
see a faint flush of anger beneath his tan. 'But go yourself an
Injustice; surely yours is an empire?' She wasfitise to drop her
gaze as he levelled a hard, brooding scrutiny iefdoe, no longer so



sure that she was happy to have annoyed him. lavigtdike baiting
an unpredictable but lethal wild animal—not thet sbsport sensible
women like herself went in for.

Eyes half hooded, the plane of his high cheekbauakekng to the
shadow along his jawline, he muttered under hiathtéThis woman
Is ridiculous. | refuse to exchange childish insultith a female
clearly used to being indulged by every man. sihgndeo smile at. If
you want to theorise about my prejudices we caleadt do so in
relative privacy.'

She was a tall woman but his size made her feefpowered as he
propelled her before him up the stairs as if heusscence was a
foregone conclusion.

The Crown had few rooms but those it did have Wwaveshly and
richly appointed—aquaint and beamed enough to agpeheg tourist,
and romantic enough for a honeymoon, with the albdigy
four-poster bed in each room.She stood staringeabed, for some
reason unable to tear her eyes away from the e#tbalecorated
canopy with its delicate crewel work. When shealidrt her eyes she
saw that her host was opening a laptop computeshwiie'd set up on
an oak desk. The fact that he was ignoring heremadably piqued
her.

‘My room?’

His eyes flicked from the screen which had justisgrto life. 'l have
work to do.’

'So have I, but | don't expect you to lose anyslmeer the fact.’
'‘Don't the studies interfere with your social life?

Annie expelled an explosive breath but she summanenveet,
taunting smile. 'l lead a full and varied life ang not to neglect any



area. With luck | probably won't have to sleep wdb many of the
faculty to get a decent degree.’

'l never doubted your intellect, Annie, just youotmation. It's your
brains that make you so dangerous.’

Her eyes darkened. Motivation—she could tell hirthiag or two
about that. '‘My husband believed in me. If it haldaen for him, after
my aunt died I'd have left school and got some dgatljob; but he
—' Her voice, deep and intense, cracked, and whemantinued the
pain of her loss was in her voice. 'l have evetgntion of being what
he wanted.'

His control was so supreme that not by so much #sker did
Nathan betray the surprise he felt at the blaptstion in her face as
she spoke of her dead husband. It sparked a vigraniciminosity
that transcended the undoubted beauty she possesseédntirely
healthy to be motivated by a desire to please daeld He sounded
coldly speculative.

She wanted to hit him then so badly that she didmdt herself to
move.

'l mean, when you've done what he wanted what tbemyou hold a
seance before you make your next career move?"

'I'm doing what | want." The man had no scrupleshomanity; he
attacked with whatever weapon he discovered hudt.nhe was
trembling. David's death had happened two yearsaagioshe was
resilient. It was just his derisive attitude thatsiypainful.

Most people she mixed with knew of, if they hadmbwn, David,

and his memory was revered in the university, hasthvand his
opinions never questioned. First Matthew and nasvrittan—at least
Matthew had the right; it angered her, hearing BatAudley being
S0 openly contemptuous.



'‘Not getting what you want—that's all that bothgrs. You sneer at
my morals but men like you are motivated solelyawarice, the
desire to accumulate wealth and the power that gloeg) with it.

‘You want Chausey and | don't believe for one mistiaat a man like
you—"her nostrils dilated in distaste and her eyed over '—cares a
jot for Matthew's future. That's just a convenidatice to disguise
the unacceptability of your motives. | won't seea@$ey become
some anonymous hotel. Maybe you made moral digtimcbnce —'

She broke off, her voice beginning to degeneratie entremulous
whisper. She made a gesture of rejection with hemdh, the
controlled movement more eloquent than words. Séjected
everything this man stood for. Tenderness and cesipa were
beyond him; he was all tempered steel, ruthlessmobsgisma—so
much so that he probably made the unacceptablefficance seem
attractive.

The fact was that even she could feel confused vefiposed to the
menace of predatory sensuality, and she had neeerimpressed by
power and wealth—she appreciated less flamboyaalitigis. While
she recognised her unexpected weakness in resgoaithdespised
it, she knew it was just a superficial responséisoaura of earthy
sensuality.

Nathan crossed his legs at the ankle and her elregantly flickered

to the muscular strength of his long legs. The qares of his heel
against the deep Aubusson carpet twisted the ematé He seemed
unnaturally relaxed considering the insults shestlthrown at him; a
couple of casual flicks and the computer screert Wwiack.

'Is it my wealth you object to, Annie, or me?' hesed, half to
himself, the long fingers steepled together ashio¢ Iser a look from
half-closed, lazy eyelids. 'Are you trying to teie that it was love
that made you marry a man who had the financialirggcmost



people would envy? A man who had made it to theitoa world
which gave him a good deal of clout, not to mensitatus. Was it the
subtle intellect of this man that had you so hotware you as
influenced by the things he represented, the thegsad to offer?

''d say the academic world can rival even politidsen it comes to
dirty tricks. The naive professor is a thing of gaest. | find it hard to
believe you were married to such a flawless saint.’

She listened to the soft words which somehow irsgddhe anxiety
she felt threefold. Suddenly she was reminded oftia/'s bitter
accusations earlier.

'‘Money is a commodity with little inherent valuenee. It gives me
freedom to live life as near to my own terms assjiide and, as
cliched as it sounds, | do provide a few peoplenvat means of
supporting themselves. | like to call the shotsibateans | take the
falls; the ultimate responsibility is mine andRkdiit that way. | can
take the isolation.’

‘Unlike lesser mortals,’ she sneered, his branduradpologetic
arrogance making her want to withdraw, not Wantodear any
further revelations. It surprised her how forthtidje could be; she
hadn't expected this opening up—it was confusing.

He spun the chair slightly on its axis and thrust ands into his

pockets. 'If you like," he agreed, with no toucltoaiplacency. 'l deal
with ruthless people, so, to survive, | have t@bke to deal on equal
terms. The distinction between private life andlpublurred some

time ago.'

The smile—ironic, not quite reaching the green eykashed forth.
‘That's part of the reason why marriage, for mayldive doomed to
failure. | could never abandon my defences suffiitye



'‘As for Matt—I like the boy; he has potential, aitdcame as
something of a surprise to me to learn that | wabng to exert
myself, just a little, to smooth his path. He's reshingly
uncomplicated."'

That was something she could never accuse thioftaging. As for
this apparent openness, was it some further tocthtow her off
guard? She rubbed the furrow between her eyebrowiseapoint
where the headache was sending darts of pain tardaebehind her
eye sockets. 'If that goes any way towards makinglike you [I'll
put any obstacle | can in the way.'

Even as she spoke she knew there was no possdfilitys; he was
impregnable, this man—a brilliant predator not casthe same
mould as Matthew. She sighed, unaware that the ph& was
experiencing— at least the physical pain of a Inigd
headache—was clearly displayed in the taut linetrafn around her
eyes and the vagueness in them.

It was so difficult to concentrate and her thoughasl brought the
earlier accusations he'd made into play. Did Matthely need the
money the sale of Chausey could provide? Was sherily obstacle?
She caught her lower lip between her teeth—aifulihdicative of a
passionate, stubborn nature.

'Did you care more for the house or the man?' &lidanic expression
intensified as she made a small, outraged gasp.

'l thought you'd decided | cared about no one bydatf.'

'I'm prepared to concede you're a little more cexpghan | had
anticipated.’

The sensation of unreality increased as she enexaththe ruthless
surveillance of the gleaming green stare. Thatyp dji him, she



thought. 'l fail to see what possible interest ¢bastituents Of my
personality could be to you.'

His laughter was arid, empty of humour. 'Now nasvetould be
pushing the bounds of credulity.’

What was the man talking about now? She wishedacshkl shake
free from the painful intrusions that were implagliwith consistent
cruelty in her skull. Migraine. At home she had imation that could
halt its progress, but she wasn't at home. '"Yowemavinched from
calling a spade a bloody shovel up to this point,Addley, so why
not spell it out for me?'

'l was suggesting that we postpone our wranglirthexplore further
possibilities." A frown flickered in his eyes atrhglank stare of
frustrated incomprehension. 'You can hardly deeyfdiat that you've
been dramatically receptive to me as a man frormibi@ment we met.
| can see you're going to deny just that,' he sament later, with a
degree of weary resignation.

'‘Look, | concede you were obviously not motivateg furely
materialistic reasoning when you married. I'm epapared to take it
as read that you were faithful after a fashion atie marriage
lasted.’

Annie's perception suddenly sharpened. He was pitmang
her—in an irritated, jaded fashion, true, but, ntdme less, that was
where he was going. 'But now I'm fair game. Thethated widow.'

‘Hardly frustrated.' His lip curled.

'I'd never be that frustrated,' she assured hitigipating the insult.
'‘Besides, | thought you were the financier monkgé sneered
provocatively. 'Wed to your refined art of accuntug wealth.'



He rose from the chair in one fluid motion and abk all her
self-control not to retreat to the other side oé toom. 'l said
marriage was not on my agenda, not that | had taketw of
celibacy. You can hardly expect me to believe tmald for you.'

'I'm sure you've got an enviable libido but I'mgaeed to take it on
trust. Displays are quite unnecessary,' she sdiddigmissive irony.
She concentrated on the anger she felt at theldo@tied invitation

to sex; she was far too discriminating ever to hewetemplated a
casual affair. He imagined that she was the prodifcsome

Lolita-like adolescence, she reminded herself.

The headache had progressed and now her visiorsuigscted to
violent shifts as though the room, if not spinnimg its axis, was
certainly shifting. The next stage was.. .ugh! Wiias she going to
do now? she wondered despairingly.

Nathan's jaw was tight, his expression darkly iesgland Annie
could see that he wasn't going to let the mati&r i&/here the hell
are you going?' His voice followed her as she fledroom.

The bathroom was, thankfully, close at hand. Hedsdad been too
urgent to contemplate items such as doors, andigihe of a pair of
gleaming, hand- tooled leather shoes on the tiledr foeside her
made her groan afresh. The indignity of havingileess witnessed
was terrible. David had hated any sign of physiecaakness—that
was partly why he'd found his own to difficult torae to terms with.

'l have a migraine.' She was still on her kneesnmariaged to drag
herself upright, grabbing hold of the vanity unithe effort was
exhausting and her balance was less than pertesheswas grateful
for the water that he sent rushing into the baShe dabbed at her
face and rinsed her mouth from the water beakepladaeed in her
trembling hand.



‘Why didn't you say something?'

‘What for?' she said dispiritedly. She didn't hhesenergy to protest
when, with a fluent curse, he scooped her up ilg@ims. She was
too immersed in the painful throbbing in her sland the dizzying
nausea to register more than the elusive mascsiiest of the man
and the impression of awesome strength that fdtere her brain.

Five minutes later she was lying on the bed, therloead lights
having been extinguished. Her dress had been remowni an
expertise that any other time would have made haignant, but
right now she only felt gratitude.

She didn't open her eyes when the cool sponge dagkihe sheen of
sweat that had broken out over her body; it wasshlily soothing.

‘Shall I call your doctor?'

'It won't last too much longer. I'll be out of thvay soon.' He must be
cursing her, she realised. The last thing he hadedavas an invalid
on his hands.

Painfully she made her eyelids operate; the subtigletdsent lights
dancing across her vision. Her distorted brain qulayer false
because for an instant, before she closed her gyesnagined that a
fleeting compassion softened the gem-like hardimeks eyes. That
was ridiculous and possibly wishful thinking; histians had been
practical, she told herself. Just because he widsaivn by illness it
didn't mean he didn't object to being subjecteletofragility.

'l want to sleep.

The silence continued, dark and comforting, andféla¢ghery touch
across her forehead was part of the dream.



'Tea, hot and sweet.’

'‘M-Matthew," she stammered, looking around a cotaple
unfamiliar bedroom. Then it came back—her humitigtreduction
to invalid. 'Where is...?' She looked around fufyvas though the
owner of the room was about to materialise.

'‘Nathan had an early appointment in Edinburgh. &leed me and
told me to hotfoot it back. Actually, | don't knomhat the idiots were
panicking about; | wasn't actually needed. Poori@dhkie smiled in

sympathy, used to her spasmodic headaches. 'Bepmgeoff the

chocolate, have you? It was good of Nathan todetstay here; | bet
it threw him.' He shuddered, recalling the violentder attacks.

‘Actually, he coped pretty well,' she said in dal voice. With some
amazement she was sifting through the evidencddbdter to this
conclusion. Suddenly her eyes slid to her bodygutine masked by
the light covering. She reached for and gulpeddeerher mouth felt
dry and stale. 'Give me five minutes, Matthew, BihOe ready,' she
said decisively, a firm smile accompanying the vgord

After a speculative glance at her still pale fdoe,acquiesced. She
threw back the bedclothes and gave a groan of gishiee strapless
black bra and silky pants were all she was wearling. muscles of
her stomach quivered as she realised who had remioee outer
layers.

Her eyes tried to see herself as he had—creamyvgkima faint,
pearly lustre, long legs, the dip of her hips femerbut not lushly so,
the curve of the thigh almost boyish, flat, tautypdnigh ribcage and
full breasts, barely confined by the silky binding.

Suddenly she needed to cover herself, wantingricsbahe incident..
.the man from her mind. She knew that the latteleast wasn't



realistic. Nathan wasn't a man to disappear bdfer@as ready, and
then he would do it with profound efficiency.

Did he discard all his women without regret? shedayed. Or had
there been one...? This line of speculation wasuious, she told
herself.

Ignoring the pull of. the bath, she just washedhzerds and face and
slid the black dress over her head. Rolling thetapped stay-up
stockings over her calves, she had a sudden, uivadje of lean
brown fingers, elegantly precise, brushing agdwestskin to remove
the same items. A sensation strange and uncomfertialvered in
the pit of her belly, sending a fluid heat throuwgr lower limbs.

She shook her head and cursed as her nail snalggdohe¢ fabric.

Wretched man! The worst part was that, no matter lbathsome he
had been initially, yesterday, once she had beerad of help and
painfully vulnerable, he had done everything reggiiof him with

clinical efficiency. Perversely she knew she'd hieleeasier if he'd
continued to be abusive or at least been repelladswing up wasn't
exactly aesthetically pleasing.

Annie remained silent, through her mind was busythe journey
back to Chausey. 'l've been thinking, Matthew.' Ghat encouraged
her to continue. 'Would you mind awfully if I movadto the
gatehouse? | mean, it's such an enormous housenijtime in it and
it costs a fortune to heat.' She held her breath.

‘Annie, | can help out more financially; | knew yaere stretching
yourself too thin." His face settled into ruefulgan as he drove
cautiously along the narrow lane, if only Dad hagh@rsisted in
falling for every charlatan out to make a quick ktc

'He never lost hope.'

‘Just a hell of a lot of money.'



'In fact, Matthew, I'm nervous all alone.’

‘Nervous. . .you?' he said incredulously, glanamtg the steadfast
clarity of her gaze. 'Since when?'

‘The old house has too many memories.’
'l should have realised.. .but, Annie, you loveflee.’

| do, | do, she wanted to shout; she loved everjomestone, every
Inconvenient nook and cranny, it's only a plack¢ said, with a
shrug. Much, much more, a voice screamed in hed.Héder all,
you've lived there longer than I.. .your familyidD't the continuity
pull at him, draw him?

‘Actually, love, I'm like Dad there at least, anouyknow he never
could bear the place. He just liked the fact tretwas a Selby of
Chausey and could trace his roots back to the Noimaasion. He
was the most appalling name-dropper; you must matieed,’ he
said with wry affection.

Annie blinked. David hadn't cared for the house3/\Widn't she seen
that? Name-dropper? Surely not!

He had been a sociable man and she hadn't beenialbaing drawn
by his brand of charisma. She'd been hostess tstribbus
people—clever, witty people —David's friends—on ttiew
occasions they'd entertained at home.

If it hadn't been for his illness she suspected tihey would have
socialised more, and travelled more too. Her husblaad been
greatly in demand for lecture tours, and an ardiogemal dig headed
by him would never have lacked funds.

‘Actually, Annie, | wasn't going to mention thistbive had an offer
for the place and you'll never guess who from?' Mgt I? she



thought bleakly, staring at his animated profifnd to be honest |
could do with the capital right now. I've had ttegific offer. Annie?’

She put her smile back in place—the serene onesthatded the
inner conflicts that were slicing through her. [Teé all about it,' she
said obediently. She heard one word in ten, endaggll her that
what Nathan had indicated was in fact the truthe Thsy bubble
she'd retreated into two years before had irreabgvburst.

Smiling and nodding, she began to wonder wherdutue would

take her. Mostly the thought was frightening arelltss of her home
was a dull ache, but she detected somewhere a stnailk of

excitement...

The first exam over, she avoided the post-morteimgbleeld on the
grassy lawn and skirted the building, her gown &ackto the bag
slung over her shoulder. She was not sure whelteefedt elated or
depressed. Was complete amnesia concerning the phgtl filled
with neat, closely packed writing normal? For tife bf her she
couldn't recall a syllable of what she had written.

She cannoned into someone coming around the cortiex opposite
direction. 'Sorry,' she gasped against a hard eloiyg wall of male
chest.

The smile on her lips as she lifted her face towdngé man who had
caught her by the shoulders to steady her fadedriugsly when she
recognised the unmistakable features of Nathane&judlhe three
weeks which had elapsed since she'd last seen ight just as easily
have been thirty years; even then she would siMehbeen able to
recall the dark, hawkish features stamped withrilelible authority

that cloaked his person. The impact of the harelaiging stare was



more detrimental to her respiration than the impddhe clash of
bodies. "You!' she said accusingly.

Her eyes followed the line of the strong, sternfjawards, his mouth.
Her heart began to pound at a relentless pacenghalkir head swim.
He seemed to have plugged into all her vitalitgiming it away like
some sinister sorcerer. Insulation against the eleatric current of
his slow, enigmatic smile and glittering eyes hagarised.

The insane impulse to collapse weakly against #re,hmasculine
contours was hard to fight. Stop this, she toldékersternly. Think
cabbage! It was an inspired thought—atfter all, whold think erotic
thoughts if you filled your mind with cabbage? Hiesurdity of it did
the trick and she dragged her eyes and body cfetiiecagonising
contact.

'‘What are you doing here?' she heard herself dengunté
truculently. By this point she knew she had imaditiee languor that
had invaded her body.

'In these hallowed precincts? Are you going to ttedl porter to have
me ejected?' His eyes drifted over her, traveltimgr the cotton shirt
that made her eyes seem more blue than grey, impever an

unfastened button that hinted at the cleavage ntealed, before
travelling to her slim hips and long legs encasedlie denim. "The
place is crowded with sightseers.' 'You're no &iuri

‘Just a trespasser,' he said cryptically. He rehobeand flicked her
cheek; the pad of his forefinger was faintly abrasagainst her skin
and she started as though shot.

His instinct was devastatingly accurate—a trespagses exactly
what he was. He'd trespassed into her life andhen dpace of
twenty-four hours had caused ripples that weré s¢ihding their
repercussive waves into her life. At home she Heghdy begun to



pack her belongings into neat cardboard boxesgthtwer personal
possessions, when it came down to it, were me&jre.was only
waiting now for the end of the exams. She comfohdelf that the
listing on the building would save it from wholesalestruction by its
new owner.

'If you'd excuse me, Mr Audley,' she said haughtilsn in a hurry.’

'l noticed.' His body effectively blocked her pafither than retracing
her footsteps, she had no escape route. 'I'd dkiedk round the
house, if it would be convenient.’

‘Any time I'm not there."Not gracious in defeat gou?"'

‘Nothing you have done or said has influenced mgistn, she
retorted, not caring much for his role of victaNduld you mind
letting me pass? It's the house, not the sittingrieyou've bought.'

‘Name the price.'

He was joking, though the shuttered, unblinkingesteas too deep to
decipher. All the same she tightened her jaw, wrsblowed a
tendency to gape, and smothered the surge of duréhat was

neither pleasant nor unpleasant, just wildly statinb. Her

expression was derisive. 'Your humour borders erbiharre.' Was
he attempting to be insulting, or was he actually..

'‘Am | laughing?' The air of outraged innocence wasabsurdly
inappropriate that she almost allowed herself tdesm

‘What are you doing here?' she countered; theaernisat was being
generated was smothering and she sought refuge hen
commonplace.

'I'm giving a guest lecture—economics.' He smiletea expression
of surprise. 'Formal education—or, rather, a latik-e-is forgiven



when one has achieved a certain degree of suctessl be amazed
at how many honorary degrees and doctorates l&e bfered from
institutions who wouldn't have let me in the backd'

'You refused them.'

He lifted a brow at her intuitive response. 'l dotarry excess
baggage.’

He didn't expend any more energy on any singleeptdhan was
required, she realised. His energies were focusaurolled—what
would happen if he unleashed all his resources#Weshédered, with a
small internal shudder at the thought. 'That inekid family and the
trappings that most of us want?'

'You want a family?' The faintest sneer lappediosds.

Annie flushed and drew herself up, regretting thet fthat she'd
allowed herself to be drawn into any discussiormiim. 'l want to
go home,' she said pointedly, looking somewhere& bigeshoulder.
'I've had an exam aritin tired.’

'Did you follow in.. .your husband's footsteps? #aeology?'

'History," she said shortly, looking at her watdks if he was
interested! she thought wryly.

'l almost said "father" just then. | mean, it's alguthe parents who
have the guiding hand in grooming their offspringr ffuture
greatness. Following in Sugar Daddy's footsteps-teqtouching
really.’

Astutely, the words had been selected for their grote elicit a

tempestuous response. His glance was almost gcht@#s he saw
Annie's grey eyes glitter as if lit from inside Iskull. The beacon of
flame-bright curls seemed incandescent as she thaew her head,



extending the long, slender neck. With a sharg fi€ his wrist he
intercepted the instinctive blow she aimed at him.

‘Let me go!' she yelled, twisting her hand.

'‘Could it be that it'syou that's embarrassed by the unorthodoxy
your marriage?' he suggested smilingly, controlliveg struggles.
The fist that came up to strike his chest stayetethmprisoned
within his other hand.

'l married a dying man for his money and stath®'sharled. 'What is
there to be embarrassed abolit? as hard-faced as they come
remember,' she taunted. 'And if you don't let md'lgscream the
place down. That should look good in the Sundaydaklsheets—
MILLIONAIRE ATTACKS WIDOW, POLICE INVOLVED.'

She was hitting back because his physical pressdsone was making
her desperate and his words only confirmed herciospthat he had
an uncanny knack of cutting to the bone of any exibjAt the
moment, when she was in the process of a majosesasient ofher
relationship in her defunct marriage, she wase'pared to have him
dissect it clinically.

'Let's give them something to print, shall we?"

His mouth covered hers and she was immediatelygeldinnto a
maelstrom of uncontrolled ferocity. She hated wlith same violent
intensity as she hungered. How could each tiny mmave of his
mouth, his tongue, do such indescribable thingset@

He lifted his . head and she was transfixed byg#wage expression in
his eyes. The upsurge of sensual hunger had likspe fire within
the green; the effect was exotic.. .erotic. Shiehiel body sag against
him.



The anticlimax and sense of deprivation when a gmuJapanese
tourists politely bowed their way past was incrédimowerful.

"‘What will they think?'
‘They probably got a snap—the quaint Western mattogl.'
‘That's not funny.'

'‘Accurate. | want to see you.' He glanced at hiclyaa faint frown
creasing his forehead. 'We'll discuss it in.. .sayhour at Chausey.'

His assumption that she would automatically sulbonitis autocratic
decree made her temper spring into smouldering'Discuss what?
We have nothing to discuss. Besides,' she addedlling her

promise to spare a couple of hours for the kindgéegahit badly by
the recent flu epidemic—originally she had intentteteave herself
free to concentrate on the exams but she hadmt &lgle to refuse
when asked by the desperate owner to step intordaeh—'l have a
previous appointment.'" She didn't add that it was gart-time job

that had previous call on her time.

The gleam in his eyes intensified and grew openbcking as it
dwelt on her bruised mouth and moved to the exttéob that had
come adrift on her blouse. 'You want reminding diatvwe need to
discuss?' She only had time to blush fiercely. '#akhis evening,’
he said, and then he was turning away, his mindoubt on some
other, more pressing business, she decided bitterly

She watched him go, her expression torn betweegirdgnand
loathing. In the event, there was no winner. Simalliy gave a
shuddering sigh as he disappeared from sight,ratding the state
of her shirt, swiftly refastened it with defianagght up to the neck.



CHAPTER FOUR

'‘EXAMS getting to you, Annie?' The owner of the nursétaggie,
watched her young helper with a frown of concerthadatter picked
up the debris of toys which covered the carpetzal fl

Annie laughed as the toddler she had tucked agaéndtip placed a
wet kiss against her neck and hit her over the hatda soft toy.

'‘Perhaps I'm coming down with flu,' she suggestdering the
subject away from personal channels.

'‘Don't, my dear, even suggest that... Without y@lp...' She gave a
theatrical shudder.

‘There is always the agency,' Annie reminded hith& same, it was
nice to be appreciated.. .needed, she thoughtulystiShe loved
being with the children and the atmosphere in tkmwall
establishment was intimate, warm. In her emotignaiid life she
suspected that she needed them more than theyedidhlough the
money she earned from it came in distinctly handy.

'‘But the children know you.. .you do have a knattie' proprietress
pointed out. "You enjoy being with them and thegwint; that sort of
rapport is rare.' Her attention was diverted addleparent arrived
and Annie handed over her limpet-like charge.

'‘Go home, my dear; we'll finish up here.' The hgnfakce of her
employer creased into a rueful smile, i feel quitalty taking
advantage of your good nature like this, in thesinaf your exams.'

Annie straightened up and undipped the colourfutral' from
around her neck. 'What | don't know now..." Sheugfed
expressively. 'You know | love it here. Cloisteldd can get a bit
tedious. This helps keep a little balance in mg.|Besides, I'm the
perfect baby-sitter for my friend's kids with akig hands-on



experience,' she said with a wry smile, thinkinpef best friend who
had recently produced a most delightful daughter.

‘A great pity you didn't have children of your oitihe older woman
said impulsively. 'Still, youth is on your side,thgy say.'

| won't think about him, Annie told herself sternlyess suitable
father material would be difficult to conceivevd'seen how difficult
it is for women to juggle a child and a careerg shserved neutrally.

'‘Don't believe the propaganda that says it's imples3Ne see proof
to the contrary here every day. Only don't leaveact late,’ Maggie
recommended.

‘Do you still want me for a few hours on Friday, dd&e?' Annie
asked, wondering uneasily whether something irolner demeanour
had initiated this unusually forthright statementnf the older
woman. Has something about me changed? she wondered

'If you can manage it, that would be tremendous.’

Annie nodded in acquiescence and waved her farewalblking
back to the car, she felt the damp, sticky markenneck where the
child had anointed her and smiled wistfully. Witeleake of her head
she increased her pace and derided herself foyghenings that
infiltrated her body so easily... Babies were grgawvas fathers she
had the problem with —at least, suitable onesysiended herself.

The slightly overgrown vegetable garden at Chaubeyl a
therapeutic quality and after two hours of grubslydur Annie felt
that some of the tension had seeped from her nasSée
straightened up and stretched the kinks from hi@esgurveying the
results of her efforts with a rueful frown. In Dd'a time they had had
a full-time gardener and part-time help; herocaaaitint did little



to alter the fact that nature was gradually redlagnthe cultivated
order.

Ironically, exams which had for so long been hémate goal, had
actually slipped into the back of her mind where rtacent encounter
with Nathan had relegated them. She tried unsuftdgst prevent
her thoughts returning to the already well-worn ug@ of the
unsettling meeting.

No matter how violently she rejected her responskimn she was
unable to overcome her innate honesty and denisgust with
herself curled in the pit of her belly. How was stepable of
responding with such a wholesale lack of discrirom®

She was painfully aware that her sensual respamssge had not
escaped him, and he apparently felt inclined to laegp the
possibilities this opened up. She acknowledgediileenma that that
presented with an unconscious groan and tucketidiebehind her
ears, her expression alternating between a danknfemd unfocused
abstraction.

How to give a man like Nathan Audley—a man unscloysi in
achieving his desires—the brush-off was a probleme delt
ill-equipped to deal with. He obviously imaginedatlshe was as
accustomed to casually satisfying her appetiteshaswas. In
retrospect she regretted encouraging this miscoiecegput now was
too late for regrets. What would he say if he kribe true state of
affairs? she shuddered with mortification at theutfht—the virginal
siren!

Even if her well-founded dislike of the man hadh@en so strong she
would never have contemplated the sort of affaat tthe glumly
suspected he had in mind. She had retained andirsme possibly
unrealistic idealism which longed for a sincerefualicommitment.



A shallow, intense liaison was all this man warftedn her—all he
and his ilk were capable of, she thought scornfully

How was it possible, she wondered, to find a maloathsome and
still be filled with this dull-edged, relentless miang? It was a
compulsive sensation that refused to retreat taltiséy corner of her
memory where she wished to consign it.

Instead, she found as she made her way back thoinee that her
breasts tingled and her thighs felt weak, not ftbmfierce stint of
physical labour but more from a physical manifestatof her

tortured thoughts. Damn the man, she thought aslstwddered her
way into the kitchen, her hands full of the vegktalshe'd picked
from the kitchen garden.

'‘Dirty hands. You have an uncanny knack of sunpgisne, Annie. |
wouldn't have thought you were the type to ruinrymanicure.'

*You!" She spun round, the fresh produce cascéddomgher arms on
to the floor. Nathan was seated on the edge dbtitg scrubbed pine
table, watching her with a sphinx-like impassiviger fingernails,

not painted scarlet and talon-like as he'd implged,into the flesh of
her palms, inscribing half-moons; they were, fosdtety for the

tender flesh, short and neatly trimmed.

‘A dirty face too," he remarked. His expressionagowertly cynical
as she flinched away from the finger he had intdnietrace the
smudge with.

'What do you think you are doing?' Her eyes hardevigle her heart
picked up its tempo. The quiver of recognition er belly became a
hot, writhing sensation. He looked offensively ase in her home,
she realised, angry with him and mortified by hesponse.

'‘Waiting for you.' He managed, she noticed, to legkally aloof in
the open-necked polo shirt and casual, olive-celdyeans as he did



in more formal attire — tall, athletic, oozing \itg with a
throw-away elegance which was uncontrived. 'We had.
.appointment, if you recall.'

'l recall you issuing some sort of order,' she edgre

'‘But I'm in the happy position of being able tooga your decrees.
You also happen to be trespassing; I've not beateevyet,' she
reminded him resentfully. This was her territofgemporarily. How

dared he invade it?

‘Under the circumstances,” he responded drily, obkt your
compliance for granted." The absinthe-coloured ,eydsch had
narrowed at her aggressive posture, glittered satisfaction as she
flushed hotly at this reminder. 'As for evictiomuwere very fierce
about me having no influence upon your decisioru ¥an't have it
both ways.'

His subtle amusement deepened at her angry confu¥iou may be
going to turn this place into some rich people'senag-hole, but
right now it's still my home and | like my privatyoor Chausey.
When the choice had come down to it or Matthewelesd been no
competition, but she still felt as if she'd betidyee old house.

'| can appreciate that,' he conceded. 'But | tamk wilence earlier to
be an agreement. And if you want to keep your sensafe | suggest
you lock the occasional door. | didn't even havepen this one, or
use the keys Matt so kindly provided me with.'

Annie stared in appalled silence at the collecbbkeys he swung
from his finger. 'Matthew had no right..." she bega

'‘Possession might be nine-tenths of the law but Mathe vendor.
And your period of squatter's rights is shorthpotterminated.'



She swallowed, determined not to allow him to $eenbortification
she felt. 'I'd have thought even you could havetedaa couple of
weeks,' she choked. 'l can't possibly stay heyeufre going to be
traipsing around with your tape-measure, mentadigring down
walls. I'll put up in a hotel until the exams areen’

'You are well aware that the listing on the plasecjudes my tearing
down anything. Besides, | came here to see you—asbuoth
know—so why all the fencing?' He stood up and shiedvherself
not to retreat physically to combat the instinctarel appalling urge
to gravitate towards him.

'l don't want to see you, talk to you, do.. .anyghwith you.' Hell, I'm
panicking, she thought with an inward groan; I'nbldang like an
idiot with the sophistication of a lollipop.

The green eyes were studying her with a clinicabsity tinged with
a layer of irritation as she groped for some vestifjserenity. 'l don't
like you; | almost think | hate you,' she said ifo@, urgent tone, i
never intended to give the impression—'

He gave a low sound of vexation that cut acrosddiearing words.
'‘Come, Annie. The naive, predictable denials anequnnecessary
between us. I'm not here because we like one anotfis darkly
defined eyebrows rose in sardonic mockery. 'Asrfgressions, I'm
aware that you are as attracted to me as | amuoGood God, how
can a woman of your experience and sexuality marag®ok
embarrassed?' he murmured critically. 'l don't wastne with
meaningless polite conventions.’

‘Thank you for explaining; | might have missed frtte replied with
faint but sparkling irony, finding black humour ifis horrific
situation which she was finding impossible to copgh. 'l can
Imagine that your sort of money must put you abthe normal
conventions.' She rubbed a hand distractedly osefdte, spreading



the dirt along the curve of her cheekbone. 'l takkat this is your
guaint way of asking me to sleep with you? Tell ohges it usually
work?' she asked, managing an incredulous tone.

‘Beautiful things are usually flawed," he remarkadan almost
distracted voice, completely ignoring her resporidat if I'd seen
you like this the first time | might almost havdibeed you were the
exception. You don't look much like the practisedwger right now.'

His eyes rested for a moment on her full, trembliipg; Her bare skin
had a translucent, glowing quality. 'Is that thereeof your success?'
he asked, his voice hard now, angry almost. 'ThHenale in
deception... | really do think you are the supreemample of a
particular type.'

She was glad of the anger; the low, gravelly, sedeicjuality of the
tone which had preceded it had made her knees fgehle and laid
the foundations for a flood of trembling weaknél&s. no victim, Mr

Audley. If that makes me a "type", so be it!" sbplied huskily.

The compulsive way his eyes moved over her wasediloly
arousing, she discovered much to her horror asbbdy reacted
flagrantly to the touch as though it had been imgedrs stroking her
skin. Her arms went around herself in a conscioysiytective
gesture. 'And if I'm a "type" you so obviously disspl can't begin to
understand why you waste your time seeking meYaut.ve made it
quite clear that | can expect nothing from youe §hve a dismissive
shrug. 'l have more rewarding avenues to pursue.'

'I'm no victim either,’ he replied coldly. Her werdhad had the
desired effect of alienating him completely, but siined little
pleasure from the fact, just a wrenching feelingnedery, is that the
problem? Do you only sleep with men intoxicated wgioby your
charms to give you what you want? I'm sure youlhdf
compensations in my bed; | could make you forgdhalether men.’



She gave a small gasp of outrage. 'Are you implysigep with men
for money?' She chose to overlook his confidenintlaecause it
opened up doors in her consciousness—avenues ailapen she
didn't intend to explore. Nathan as a lover—thesatons the
thoughts conjured up made the room tilt on its axid she swiftly
exiled the notion from her head.

'I'm sure you're far more subtle than that, Annie.’

Is that meant to placate me? she wondered increslylofury
replacing her bemusement. 'Get out! Is that subittaugh for you?'
she snapped, desperate by now for him to leawveadtall she could
do to stop herself trembling visibly.

'‘Don't get me wrong; I'm not ungenerous as a lovet,| won't be
manipulated, not by an avaricious little bounty4aupno matter how
unusual and cruel her beauty happens to be.'

She covered her ears with her hands. 'Are yowliseto me at all? |
don't want to manipulate you, sleep with you, arelay eyes on you
again!'

His hands removed her clenched fists and held themoose grip at
her sides. 'For once, Annie, do something becaosemant to, you
need to, yowacheto. | know you think you get a high from being ir
control, watching men tie themselves in knots ta geur
attention—and more. Allow yourself the luxury of rpu
self-indulgence; just follow your instincts.'

A sliver of emerald satisfaction, cold yet senseatered his eyes as ¢
violent shudder rippled through her body, her dyage and clouded
with fear and, yes, furtive excitement. 'l feel ggg when | look at
you,' he disclosed huskily.

His hands, warm and strong, had moved to the afriier waist; his
fingers had actually discovered the small band rafouered flesh



between her jeans and top. A soft, silent, inciled#xplosion took
place in the confines of her confused head antuhger, the aching
need, was too great to bear.

'‘Don't say that...' she pleaded in a small, breathigper. Her head
fell backwards and with it the swath of her fiegihlt felt too heavy
for her neck to support; her bones were insubstiatiings not
equipped to hold her upright any longer.

Nathan was capable of holding her, though; even hewwas

drawing her pliant body closer to his. The hedtisfbody, the scent
of him, unfamiliar but pleasing, was blotting oweeything but the

terrible craving and frustration which made hesHidurn.

'It's true," his voice whispered across her skexywand enticing, the
sound a source of further sensual torment. 'l vebyb@ the moment |
saw you; I'm usually more discriminating, but...'

The words gave her the strength to pull away, ia dase you're
prepared to accept my flaws,' she gasped. Sheimgmg with an

outrage that swept over her like a forest firepfre tip of her fiery
head to the end of her pearly toenails. 'Can a boegr such
condescension?' she sneered wonderingly.

‘You were bearing it quite successfully a momemt,'dge said with a
languid hauteur that didn't quite slot togethehwtite flared nostrils
and the pulse that beat visibly in his jaw.

'‘But then think of all the practice I've had attpreling,’ she said
provocatively. The anger simmering in her veins diascted at both
him—for offering her such supreme insults—and Héifee being
such an easy victim of his charismatic sensuality.

'l can distinguish between artifice and realitthat's what worries
you,' he countered. 'You're not as predictable @ssumed at first.'



The concession was murmured sibilantly from betwelemched
teeth.

'Is this a compliment?"

'‘But | wouldn't overplay the air of mystery,' hevesd cryptically.
‘Tantalise is very close to tedious, if employ&dadiiciously.'

'l have no wish to tantalise you or any other lechs pig!" she spat
back swiftly.

The smile had a volcanic quality, dormant but srdetihgly
dangerous, i enjoy a challenge, but then I'm sure ngalise that.
However, it's pushing the bounds of credibilitystaggest that what
passed between us was some sort of assault. Dgspiterenzied
denials, Annie, you are as fascinated by the idé&iog my mistress
as—'

'‘Lover," she countered automatically in a stunnette; simply
because she hated the old-fashioned image of fiterkaanan which
the archaic word conjured up.

‘You make a distinction?' he said, with an airgf@musement at her
foible.

‘A purely academic one,' she said swiftly, justase he had mistaken
her interruption for acceptance of his arrant noase'You accuse
me of being an amoral opportunist and in the nexath proposition
me. What does that make you?"'

'l am simply bringing out into the open what wehagh known since
we first met,” he said crisply. 'l was simply triatisig all this
blistering sexual awareness into syllables we a#h lelate to. The
way you live your life is nothing to me any longet.have Chausey,
Matt has his freedom. | think our mutual hostiliyould fade
considerably if we slept together.’



"Il live with hostility, thank you.' His bluntnesand perception were
too acute for her liking, but he was wrong abou tiing: she would
always despise him.

"You distract me.'

'‘Should | apologise?' she said tensely. His eyaskg green, were
examining her with all the warmth of a microscoped.

'Why are you so scared of me, Annie?"

The soft question made the pupils in her wide aljiede violently.
'I'm not.' The conviction did not ring out as clgand derisively as it
was meant to. She bit her lower lip.

'Sex can be an excellent medium of expression. kdso plagued by
women whose mission in life appears to be to mdlemselves
indispensable to me...'

'What a bore..." she drawled, blinking. He sounsieautrageously
matter-of-fact; this ability to make the prepostexosound like
acceptable normality was unnerving. She felt &erfdiscomposure
and inexperience with such intimate subject mattere blazoned
across her face.

'‘Am | supposed to be some talisman against thesesw@anting to

slide between your sheets, or more likely your cleelojook? Because
let's face it, Nathan Audley, personality-wise yimn't exactly ooze

warmth.'

Her derision made absolutely no impact on his danfce, she
realised, observing his impassive expression.

‘Yet you continually tell me there's no future e tpackage for me,’
she continued, almost breathless with frustratey. fu find it



pathetic that you expect me to be overwhelmed hQyrimnitive,
mindless desire for you and give my all,' she saigeringly.

'Is that what you're afraid of?' he said softly she stiffened, a
disturbing gleam illuminating the topaz flecks ims leyes, 'I'm
flattered.' To add insult to injury he grinned at Bwift, inarticulate
but eloquent display of outrage.

'l have matured past the point where the stimulatiba body, no
matter how good, is sufficient to satisfy me. Asltbable as you are |
don't welcome the thought of being ruled by a punahysical

response either. So possibly we are both in a ainsituation.

Advantages on both sides slightly outweigh any ciypes. You

would prove a daunting prospect to any female emthke.'

He had to be the most cold-blooded, arrogant, siugother words
a common little bimbo like me is not to your refin@aste.' Her eyes,
glittering with a dangerous cold fire, opened teittullest. "Why, |
appreciate the full sacrifice now... I'm overwhetifshe trilled from
between gritted teeth. 'Get out "of here.. .noke' said flatly, coldly.
She was shaking with rage; the insult was insuppdet

'You're the one getting out,’ he reminded her, longa the
tension-charged silence. 'l can't imagine why yoatting like some
outraged virgin,' he mused, regarding her with-bkied eyes that
were anything but sleepy. 'Do you have some aversidhe truth,
Annie? Like your liaisons neatly packaged in seantal platitudes,
do you, sweetheart?'

'l like some warmth, some depth,' she repliedvogre fortunately
steadier than her knees. 'Not a cold fish like 'yDloe lines bracketing
the sensual curves of his mouth deepened, anddathwhistled out
from between clenched teeth.



Why she should feel astonishment at the unbridredl immediate
response that her words set in motion... They mgitg would realise
at a later, saner moment, have been devised tatenitt—the
aggressive thrust of his tongue into the warm, fledeecesses of her
mouth, his body taut, shaken by a fine tremor tipake volumes of
the fierce control he still retained; her body vsadgfused by her,
impressions of the man who held her.

With a will of its own her limbs fought to fuse neoclosely with the
predatory male who had an instanteously addictiadity.

The small, wrenching whimper was her own, she sedldazedly as
he released her.. .put her from him. Her eyes vdaek as she
watched him run his fingers through his dark pélhair; the rapid

rise and fall of his chest beneath the shirt wihi@h come unbuttoned
almost to his waist was swiftly brought under coht6he recalled
the texture of his hair-roughened skin beneathduesting fingers

and made a small sound of horror.

Bleakly and with growing trepidation she realisbdttshe had no
such luxury—unlike him she couldn't switch off; thesistent
sensations he had awoken were not so easily erased.

‘Cold?'

She hit out blindly and missed his face by inclhes,arm moving in
an arc through empty air. Her wrist was caught held by iron
fingers.

'‘What's wrong, Annie? Don't you like being contedlby sex? That's
your prerogative, is it?'

She twisted her hand free, panting, franticallynigyto marshal her
defences. 'You're talking nonsense.'



He shrugged dismissively. 'l won't be controllechnfe, not by the
withholding of your favours or the reward. You vk mine, though,’
he said with silky, deadly certainty. 'On my terrhsvatched my
father destroyed by a woman like you.. .she consiumma body and
soul." The green eyes shone with a loathing thatenfer want to
protest her innocence as though she were this wka@man. 'And,
when it was all gone, she walked away. As is thg wigh your ilk.'

The sudden, soft-voiced attack, the animosity heded made her
appreciate the depth of his dislike of her. It hiMaybe he thought it
was worth it,;' she replied slowly, the wide-eyedovacation

deliberate.

‘Are you?' A reluctant, hungry curiosity tautendeé planes of his
austere features.

'‘My price-tag is out of your reach. I've alreadydtgou that,' she
derided, thinking of all the things she wanted—pmasgsa lasting
involvement, things shared. 'Are you going?' Sbhedto one side of
the still open door stiffly.

He regarded her unblinkingly. 'The next time theeshold will be
mine, and you will be back where you started dunight put things
into a more realistic perspective.'

'l hope you'll show this building more respect tlyan do people,’ she
flung at him as he stepped out into the open air.

'l certainly shan't neglect it as you have,' hd s@risively. '‘My son
will be living here.’

‘“thought it was to be a hotel...' she said, unmizad by this
throw-away information. 'You can't have a son.u:g@not married.
Nathan—a father? she thought wildly. The two faltith't jell. Her
tone had been questioning; she was asking forrcoation, her voice



tinged with a shade of alarm that he couldn't fa&ith his uncanny
perception, to pick up.

It didn't matter to her if he had a whole tribecbfldren and a regular
harem, she told herself, but her composure wassttwavering, it

was disintegrating about her feet. Nathan's petdid@avas nothing

to her, she added with vicious denial, trying tcage from this

shocked immobility which held her so firmly.. .tng to make her
mind function with moderate poise.

‘That is not a prerequisite,’ he pointed out, hi®ting contemplation
observing her sudden confusion with every sign ddlicious
satisfaction. 'Or do | offend your high moral va@ehe suggested
sarcastically.

Son —he had a child. Was he a small version ofatieer? Green
eyes minus the ingrained cynicism? She could regdalrly how
Nathan had stated his rejection of marriage.. .wiiththe mother of
his child think of that, or didn't she have a sayhie matter?

Looking at the dark profile of her tormentor, sloelld well imagine
that scenario; poor woman. Annie's sympathy wastfiedtsbut there
was the puzzling, unexpected empty sensation inptheof her
stomach to account for.. .only she couldn't.

‘Matthew never mentioned your son,' she said fgintloistening her
dry lips.

'Should he have?'

'I'm glad the place will be a home,' she said Hyskhe was, even if
he had to be the owner. Stupidly a rush of warm téhesl her eyes

as a lump of emotion rose to clog her throat. Céyausas not to be a
hotel; her worst fears would not see the lightay.d.where was the
delight?



Fighting the conflicting emotions, she didn't sdee tfleeting

expression that drew his dark brows together imeecé frown as
though her sudden reaction had perplexed him. 'Basnean you'l
be living here?' she said suddenly, her expresgiemly appalled at
the prospect.

'l can see the prospect fills you with delight,’ baid drily.
‘Wondering how long you can hold out?' he taunted.

She flushed with anger. 'Don't hold your breatiné setorted
childishly. 'Or rather do,' she added.

He strolled away laughing; he had an extremely aetitre
laugh—warm, generous—all the things he definitegsmit. 'l had a
proposition to put to you but | can see you'reinat receptive frame
of mind," he called to her. 'Next time.'

She rubbed the back of her neck where the flegietihand closed
the door, locking it this time. Proposition? Hadr@étmade enough of
those? It was the lack of conviction in her ownpmsses that
dismayed her—the fact that she had to work soulidicsly hard to

convince herself as well as him of her determimatio

Automatically she retrieved the produce that legttered across the
floor. Her mind was in a turmoil. One thing wasestinough—she

had to find somewhere else to live; the gatehouas eut of the

guestion given this new information.

An awful thought occurred to her: what if that waby he had
allowed Matthew to keep the gatehouse for hevoih? It had been
an uncharacteristic concession on his part. Hadahelong been
intended as the mistress, handily located at th@dmoof the drive.?
she wondered cynically. Did the woman who had bdnsechild

accept his philandering with complaisance, or dadheaffair hurt
her?



Annie knew that, for her, total commitment, an esclity would be
a vital part of any relationship, though sometim&seing couples
around her, she wondered whether she was beingligtically

romantic. Usually she was able to maintain her aswaably
optimistic outlook no matter what life threw at hieat today...

All along she'd known that accepting the offer o gatehouse had
been a mistake; now she knew just how much of bm&as. Going
back never worked but the offer had given her pgdp, a safe
haven, and it had eased Matthew's concern ovelfutere. She
couldn't stomach living so close to Nathan andfémsily, watching
them living in her home. A spasm of violent distasbntorted her
features at the idea.

How easy it must be for him to dominate his prdye thought, her
mind conjuring up an instant image of the impossiétinguished,
dark, sensual features. Contemplating such a fatehdrself was
unthinkable, but how much longer could she holdkbfiom the
intense desire he had evoked with his untimely atwveo her life?

Alone, she found it easy to see clearly the fookess of even the
briefest of affairs with him, but when he was ie thom and she was
bombarded, almost bewitched by the high-voltagalityt and
sensuality of the man her conclusions were less fir

No, Nathan Audley spelt jeopardy for her. She la#&dep a safe
distance and wait for her natural good sense tssegtiitself; this
temporary insanity had to fade, she decided withlioach of

desperation.

Over the next two weeks anyone who noticed her ddsserenity
attributed it to the ongoing examinations. As thesee an affliction
that most of her friends were sharing it was dadbtfhether they



noticed anything amiss, she realised, seeing afgede, drawn faces
around her. She felt as if she drifted througheh®®mentous tests
almost in a dream, strangely detached from them.

She saw nothing of Nathan and was glad of it—so dilyshe leap
like a startled deer every time the phone or ddbchened? And was
it only trepidation that made her heart-rate acetd® She wished
she could be sure. The flu-like symptoms were ingsl their onset
almost imperceptible, but by the time she had liegsher final exam
just putting one step in front of the other seerws much of an
effort; every muscle in her body ached.

Tea, aspirins and an hour's nap in the armchaishedvould be fine,
she told herself with jaded optimism. Most of hetdmgings were
temporarily in the gatehouse; she only had the esrsnof her
occupation and herself to remove before Nathan fomgsession
tomorrow. Head resting on the wing-back, she fabia feverish
sleep, muttering softly at frequent intervals aesadns troubled her.

The hand on her arm, roughly shaking her, wasééthing she was
conscious of. 'David...?" Unfocused and dark-rimmedr eyes

reluctantly opened. She didn't hear the angry dssthe man beside
her heard her wistful murmur.

Angry green eyes, a dark, saturnine face swanfaatos. She jerked
upright and instantly regretted the motion. 'Go ywhe place isn't
yours until tomorrow.' Her voice emerged raspilgnfr a dry sore
throat.

‘Thursday the twentieth is today," he said, hisicgaencompassing
the pallor of her skin and the disorientated, feslkegleam in her
eyes. The effort of keeping her heavy-lidded eyBnseemed to be
taking all her will-power. He touched the cold @rpthe table beside
her and examined the bottle of aspirin. 'I'd say gtept .the clock
around," he continued as she regarded him with diabelief.



Annie groaned. 'Oh, no, | can't have...'" Propelbgdan urgency
fuelled by the humiliating certainty that she whe trespasser and
that he probably thought this Was all an elabdnatex to hold on to
her tenure, she leapt from her seat. A sheen sppation broke out
across her brow. Feebly she batted off his attéongteady her as she
swayed. 'I'm quite capable,’ she said faintly.

'Of falling flat on your lovely face.. .though gresn't really your
colour,' he observed, his brows drawing into aigiitaline as he
observed the blue discoloration around her lips.d8vn, woman,'
he barked.

Indignant at being addressed in such stentoria@ngsdut incapable
of doing anything else, she subsided, despisingvisekness in her
legs. 'Don't worry; I'll be out of here in a minutemight have a touch
of flu,' she added cautiously by way of explanation

'‘Dear God, don't tell me you're one of those margir women who
struggle on regardless,' he said with disapproMait rang me this
morning to ask where the hell you'd disappearetiats been trying
to contact you since yesterday.'

'l meant to ring him."' She rubbed her fuzzy heddustration. 'I'll just
get the rest of my stuff and leave you in possessio

Why the hell did she feel so defensive? Just bechasnanaged to
make her sound inconsiderate and negligent. Prpihabtould make
a good case for her being single-handedly resplengbthe hole in

the ozone layer, she decided bitterly... Paranoia—eracking up,

she decided wryly.

'‘Can't you round up one of your young men—Joshhiva®—to
help you? Or doesn't he care to be exposed tchaflet virulent
microbes?'



‘Josh is giving a paper in..." She shook her htegdg to penetrate the
cotton-wool blanket that made her mental procesdew and
sluggish. 'Stockholm, 1 think," she said vagudiy 'more than
capable—' she began; he obviously wanted to seleatie of her as
quickly as possible.

'So you mentioned,' he interrupted drily. 'Why didyou call a
doctor?'

'It's just a cold,’ she protested, trying to makslea reserves to get to
her feet. The last thing she had wanted was to hav&arewell to the
home she loved so deeply witnessed by anyone—edlyebis man;
the poignancy would be made into a snide joke bylbrision... How
had she slept for so long?

‘Let's let the doctor decide, shall we?"
'‘What are you doing?"

'Who's your GP?' he asked tersely, ignoring herygaempletely.
"You might as well tell me because you're not ggttut of here until
you've had a thorough check.'

'l didn't think you cared,' she sneered.

A dark brow shot up. 'I'm thinking of the bad pelif if you manage
to do yourself further harm. It would be fodder the people who
devise lurid headlines. | can see myself castenrtie of Victorian
villain, casting the sweet heroine out in the cdldese people need
very few solid facts to sustain them. I'm sure tlgaten financial
incentive, you could be quite inventive.'

Closing her eyes after casting him a look of laaghishe sank back
into the chair and gave him the information. SHette terrible to
persist in her obstinacy. Every inch of her bodyeatterribly and her
throat suffered every time she swallowed, let algpeke.



‘You care about your image, then, do you?' she¢duroarsely. 'And
here was | thinking you were a law unto yourself.'

His green eyes touched her with contempt as heguabe buttons
on the telephone receiver. 'Since my son begarad newspapers
and listen to the media. | have done. The last tnyename was
plastered across the dailies he had nightmares famonth," he
informed her coldly.

Feeling like a small child castigated for a smanark, and angry at
the sensation of guilt, her expression grew mushotruculent. His
concern for his son made her realise how littlelsteav this man— a
situation that was hot fated to alter. On the gearg—that was the
only place he would ever want her. An irrationalseof tremendous
loss rose like a wave in her throat, threateningvierwhelm her.

'He won't come out at this time of day—you haverig earlier,' she
remarked, trying to escape the spiralling blastrabtion. She spoke
from experience; doctors' visits and calls to theyery had been a
way of life not so long ago.

Nathan just smiled with silky confidence, and Anmatched,
waiting to see him deflated by an encounter with khague of
impregnable receptionists who guarded the doctotis efficient
zeal.

He was impressive, she had to admit; his charmn ewben

disembodied down a telephone, was nothing shakewdstating. She
detected no attempts to fob him off and could atmuosar the
grovelling at the other end of the line—disgusting!

'Half an hour,' he announced.

She closed her eyes, it's a total waste of time.'



‘Unlike suffering in stoical silence—a common tectifor
attention-seekers.’

'I'm not an attention-seeker,' she protested. Teaosl, | must be
sicker than | thought, she decided with dismayngyo blot the slow
cascade with the back of her hand, i hope you cdtclyou
unsympathetic pig,' she added with deep sincerity.

The growl of deep laughter reinforced his heartlaature, she
decided. 'That's far preferable to your impressainan early

Christian martyr,' he approved, a smile still cagrhis mouth as he
met her outraged glare. 'Spitting fire and brimsta® much more
you, angel. Now sit there like a good little girl.’

' am neither little nor—'

'‘Good," he supplied with a shrug. 'That fact hazaaly been
established,' he said drily. 'l have to ring myhatext who was due to
meet me here this afternoon.'

‘You don't let the grass grow, do you?' she sdgliyt ‘There's a
phone here,' she pointed out as he stood therehdmd on the
door-handle.

"'l use my mobile, thank you.'
'I'm not big on industrial espionage,' she grated.
‘A resourceful girl like you is a fast learnergkf certain.’

‘There speaks a sore loser,' she muttered, a Baowdour alleviating
the pallor of her skin.

‘Would you mind elaborating?’



The silky tone made her look up in surprise—he wobhve
superhuman hearing; he could probably see in tHetda. 'l mean,’
she said in a painful, husky drawl, refusing todverawed by his
silkily dangerous regard, 'that you are being esfigénsulting to me
because | had the temerity to refuse an invitatimyour bed.'

‘That subject is a long way from being resolvadink you'll find. As
for my being insulting, Annie, | wasn't giving yoany special
treatment,’ he drawled. 'l think you might be innger of
overestimating your significance in the schemehaigs; beautiful
redheads are fairly low on my list of priorities.’

With that cutting remark he left the room. | wilbtnhcry, she told
herself, gritting her teeth, her face a mask ofceoitration.

The doctor was prompt, and he treated her withk iasniliarity.
During the terminal stages of David's illness he Ib@en instrumental
in devising a regime of pain relief which had mabe last days
considerably more bearable for them both.

He examined her thoroughly, asked a few pertinemistions and
regarded her quizzically over half-moon spectaddeknock on the

door, to which he responded, stopped the onséedetture she was
steeling herself for.

Nathan entered the room, though why Annie was absa to
understand. The two men began to discuss her aglirghe weren't
there. She listened with growing incredulous arageterms such as
‘exacerbated by exhaustion' and '‘complete resé andied around
with gay abandon.

'I'd be obliged, Dr Gregory, if you'd discuss mynpgoms with me. |
am neither dumb nor totally..." She grunted as m@héed herself
upright on the sofa she had lain on for the exatr@na'Stop fussing,’
she hissed as Nathan assisted.



'You make a very tetchy patient, darling," he obsgias she violently
shrugged off his arm. One eyebrow shot skywardbieasvicious
rebuttal was obliterated by a violent bout of cangh

‘Unless you want to end up in hospital, young ladyggest you start
accepting a little help from your friends. Stubbordependence can
be taken to extremes,' the doctor observed disaply.

Annie looked from one man to the other, feelingem sense of
helplessness. The gleam in Nathan's eyes tauntetb ldeny the
friendship the medic had obviously assumed existed.

Friend! The irony was bitter. He was her enemy,tbleesynthesis of
everything he despised in a female; she had besttymategorised.
The fact that he desired her was a reminder of hum@akness which
she suspected he didn't admit to very often. Ye&&thed her, yet he
was helping her. Her mind struggled to discoverhiaelen agenda
behind this behaviour.

' really don't feel too bad now.' Her voice helplacatory note, alive
to the threat of hospitalisation.

'‘Don't wheedle, woman; | mean what | say. | thought had more
common sense than to neglect yourself in thisuidiges manner.’

'‘Perhaps we should let her sleep, Doctor." Sungigi Nathan

rescued her from the remonstrances. 'I'll makeaaup of tea and
you can tell me what she needs.' He sounded sbaudi trustworthy
that she wasn't surprised that the doctor accethtedsuggestion
without query. Why, she wondered, couldn't everyelse see how
detrimental to her health Nathan Audley was?

Ignoring her aching limbs, she stood up shakilye st of her things
were piled in the inner hallway; she was going $oape while the
going was good, she decided with feverish detertiacina






CHAPTERFIVE
'GOING somewhere?"

Annie straightened up—too quickly; the hallway hed and took
several seconds to right itself. She could feel dblel sweat that
clammily sprang out all over her skin; it made Ingint cotton T-shirt
cling to the outline of her breasts, a fact she blassfully unaware
of.

It was the tight sensation when she tried to beedtmat was
preoccupying her at that moment; whether this derdicould be
solely attributed to the influenza bug she wasntirely sure. The
predatory magnificence of the new owner of Chausayld have
been a factor, she glumly admitted to herself.

‘Yes.' Her defiant reply emerged as a croak andvatehed her,
leaning casually against the jamb of the door oéiffely blocking her
exit. 'I'm going to the gatehouse.' He had justdbetot try to argue
with her, she decided belligerently. She trieduiodsie another cough
and picked up a cardboard box containing some ofrbasures.

'‘Good idea.’

This deflating reply, which had been exactly thepanse she had
hoped for, made her throat tight with tears of-pélf. He couldn't

wait to get rid of her, could he? she thought Hittél don't suppose
I'm very beddable, am I, like this?' She closeddyss and muttered
something viciously insulting about her own intetleal capacity. 'l

think I'm probably delirious.'

‘Melodramatic and inaccurate.' Her eyes shot opeha realised that
her last comment had unintentionally been aired public
consumption. He had moved closer in a very purpbs@id worrying
way. 'On both counts.'



She instinctively hugged the box to her bosom ag ivere a
life-jacket. Not relinquishing it to him was suddiennordinately
important. 'l don't need any help from you; I'dfprdo starve in the
gutter.’

'‘An unlikely scenario,’ he murmured, the cornehisfmouth lifting

In ironic humour. 'However, if you feel the neecttory your clutter,
fine,' he said agreeably as he scooped her antidasures into his
arms. His attitude spoke of an adult humouring cutent and
unreasonable child.

Annie issued a small strangled shriek of outraget me down this
instant,' she squeaked, ignoring the insidiousetiton of the warmth
and masculine fragrance drifting from his body whke coped with
her hardly diminutive frame with surprising easéope you don't
think | find this nauseating display of macho doation appealing.'

The hair on his neck terminated in unruly curlse sieticed, oddly
fascinated by the detail. He had a good neck—stroggod, clean
lines like the rest of him.

'‘Shut up, there's a good girl, and indulge me.' @b®ed her eyes as
his breath brushed her cheek, feeling even moi&-tigaded, i

promise you, if | were into entertaining fantasad®ut sweeping a
woman off her feet, she wouldn't have a red noddamdshot eyes,

and she'd definitely be inclined towards the ethleérele grunted as
he began the ascent of the stone steps which I¢det@ourtyard

where his car was parked. 'Amazons are bad fdodbk.'

She feebly allowed herself to be placed in the oé#ine car. 'I'm not
fat,' she managed lethargically as he pushed thencia beside her.

'How like a female to be concerned with her figwleen she can
barely walk.'



‘You're the one who's been preoccupied with myrégushe spat
back, disgruntled.

'l seriously doubt whether I'm alone,' he said higr<efore closing
the door on her.

Annie closed her eyes, 'l suppose you hold me pallyaesponsible
for my shape too,' she muttered half to herself.

The engine purred into instant life and her eyes heg in the
rear-view mirror. 'In some ways | can see why ydilise it—in a

world where the odds are stacked against femalédseinvorkplace.
I've seen it done in quite exalted circles. Yout jden't have a
workplace —unless we're talking beds, that is.dume you're very
professional at what you do."’

She grew light-headed with a dark anger that coutseough her
feverish body as she listened to this cold asseasstiis sure that as
a man of above average intelligence you're awah®wafmuch your
father's marriage has tainted and distorted ycw \af relationships,
but you have no right to treat me as though I'mesopportunist little
tramp. I've asked nothing of you and I never wsh¢ said, her hoarse
voice trembling with emotion.

'l just feel sorry for the child raised by a marthwsuch a warped
outlook on life.. .you're crippled by your own préjces.’

'‘When | require your opinion I'll request it. Iévays a mistake to
pass judgement on subjects on which you have sdantation,' he

said grimly. His eyes gleamed with icy contempthe&y momentarily

raked her dishevelled figure.

'l see,' she muttered belligerently, feeling tdddlbe temperate at
that moment. The fact that he had drawn rapid aratcurate
sketches of her personality from the moment—no, nev
before—they'd met filled her with a crusading seofs@justice! 'So



it's all right for you to issue the definitive sjudf my character or
lack of it, but I'm to remain dumb in the preserafesuch an
illustrious figure of perfection.'

The car squealed to a stop with a flurry of grdkathit the window
against which her aching head rested. 'My son amadvélfare are
none of your concern,' he said, inclining his hiaftk her with a cold
and hostile gaze. 'He is not going to be exposedvwwoman like you
until he's old enough not to have any illusionstakes a certain
detachment to glimpse the real you beneath thacattely wrapped
exterior.'

The pain was sudden and vicious; it sliced throghlike a blade
and surprisingly she knew that part of the sorrole svas
experiencing was reserved for the father and hksionyn son.

'‘Or any woman,' she said huskily, her expressiolameéoly. "What
about his mother? Doesn't she have any say in #terd' She was
glad that he couldn't see her face, see the ityeatiher interest
betrayed in that careless moment; her unhealthgrast in that
subject was becoming a real problem, she decided.

'His mother preferred money to the inconvenienca small child.'
His eyes narrowed. 'Why so shocked, Annie? I'd ihweaght you
would have understood such a transaction.'

‘You can't buy a child,' she said, abhorrence mihée eyes and the
twist of her lips. Did he actually think her thertsof person who
could trade a life— her own or, even worse, held&i—for money?

The intense curiosity which she had been unabbpussl since she
had known that an anonymous woman existed who lbadebhis

child fed greedily on this awful information; thetron of any woman
turning her back on Nathan, let alone their chilokibled her greatly.
Or was it the knowledge that walking away from esaoh a tenuous



link as existed between her and Nathan was causngo much
pain...?

But the two situations were not comparable, shevkaad also knew
that she didn't possess the strength, or weakoketse other woman.

'You can buy any commaodity,' he said callously,lihes between his
eyes deepening as he took in her expression obihand loathing,
isn't that the principle you live by? I'm sure tlgaten a similar
situation you would have had no qualms about uiagame tactics;
in fact, I'm sure you would have been more imagredt

Annie permitted herself to be manhandled out ofvétacle. She felt
too sick in body and spirit to fight any longergtlkvidence of his
brutal cynicism had somehow sapped the last remmrdnesistance
in her.

The small gatehouse, which had been bright andth&ethe happy
days when her aunt had occupied it, seemed emgtgramped after
the space she'd grown accustomed to.

‘Thank you.' Good manners rather than sentimenigbrtothe words
to her lips.

Looking around him with what she interpreted aatagmising frown,
he placed her upon her feet, it's damp,' he saahiaccusing tone.
'You can't propose to stay here.’

‘Just as well you didn't buy it, then.' She madengpatient gesture
and coughed drily. 'Will you go away? I've no irtten of staying
here any longer than necessary. | don't want yeuresghbour.'

Sleep—that was what she needed right now, and fudliss
solitude—no more Nathan and his ability to wound Bde put her
hand on the smooth banister which ran the lengtheo$teeply rising
staircase that led from the sitting-room to the snwall bedrooms.



‘Got our next victim lined up?'

‘That's a trade secret,' she said hollowly, nawvailig him to see the
pain he could so casually inflict. Later she'd h&weanalyse this
ability.. .much later, though. Now all she wantedld was crawl into
some quiet corner.

He stood watching her slow, stiff-backed progregshe stairs in
silence. It was obvious from the careful way inethshe moved that
each step cost her considerable effort but she stasbornly
determined not to let it show. A gleam of reluctatitiration entered
his eyes as she reached the top.

Their eyes met and Annie felt the sudden prickifigears. The
warmth, the almost caressing humour that had siadlthe cold green
depths had obviously been a product of her feudrfdr a moment
she had felt drawn towards the tenderness.

He turned and was gone almost before she had rératats with
herself for such irrational, whimsical behaviourusRing into
Nathan's arms for comfort? Her brain must have rntakave of
absence.

The roughly made bed was cold and unwelcoming,iatabk her
some time to remove her outer garments and crawkdib the
covers. She slept fitfully, shaken by bouts of shiyg and
intermittent racking coughs.

Later, half asleep, she opened her eyes and exditmeeracks in the
ceiling around the darkening patch where the raaf leaked last
winter; she had never stretched the budget totgepaired. Nathan
was right about one thing—the place needed a shiwg of cash; it
was in a shameful state.

‘Are you real, or am | hallucinating?' she enquiasdshe turned her
head. 'You left.'



'l came back.' The hand that touched her forehesdahnical. 'The
doctor left a cocktail of prescriptions to be file

'You shouldn't have bothered,' emerged hoarsety frer dry lips.

'‘Possibly not, but | have this warm and generougraahat impels
me to make chivalrous gestures,' he drawled.

'‘Only when you have an audience,’ she snarledkiplgcat the
bedcovers with fingers that were not quite steady.

She didn't actually believe her indictment. Whatelse Nathan was,
he was unapologetically himself. She couldn't imadiim exerting
himself to impress anyone with pretty manners awodeing
speeches; the man was abrasively arrogant and edghat the rest
of the populace would fall into line with him.

So why was he putting himself out to be kind to?h&he worrying
puzzle brought a frown to her wide brow.

'l don't think you're in a position to criticis@g observed drily, his
eyes following the chaos that her restless fingene making of her
hair, which lay in wild confusion on the pillow:M your guardian
angel; all I have to do is inform your doctor frienow uncooperative
you're being and he'll whisk you off into hospital.

Frustration simmered inside her as she refusezldéase the tears that
welled up. 'l hate hospitals.' The smell, the maess+her stomach
tied itself in familiar knots and she fought to Hubke irrational but
Instinctive panic. She closed her eyes, unwilliimghtened almost,
to permit him to see the depth of her vulnerahillgive me the
bloody tablets or whatever and go and do whatewverthat clever
little millionaires do."'

His silent appraisal made her uneasily certain tiathad seen
everything she had been desperate to hide. Thosen geyes,



glitteringly alert and totally lacking compassi@aught her truculent,
fever-glazed glare. The furrow etched between hiswb had
deepened as she'd mentioned his financial stateadiich of icy
disdain now clouded the emerald clarity.

'Sit up; you can't breathe down there." Amazingly, punitive
remark. She blinked in tired confusion as he liftext, his hands
beneath her armpits, up the bed. A hand in thelsohdler back
supported her weight as he rearranged her pillove pressure
exerted by one finger sent her back against thesapport.

She was too surprised by the impersonal competiende anything
other than hold out her hand obediently when hetwerplace a
selection of pills in her palm.

‘Antibiotic, and something to lower your temperatuhe explained,
putting a glass of cool fruit juice in her othernda ‘There,’ he
observed as she swallowed. 'Not so difficult whendispense with
the temper, is it?"'

She banged the glass down noisily on the smalbubeside the bed.
'l didn't ask for your help; you're the last persamant to help me.’
What form was he hoping her gratitude would take® \wondered
with cynical distaste.

'You keep making these grand sweeping declaratidnsie. Don't
you find it a perilous thing to do? It awakensrast) desire to make
you swallow every syllable.. .an indigestible méai anyone as
pigheaded and stubborn as you.'

He picked up the jug off the bureau and refilled tilass. 'Drink
plenty.. .the doctor's orders, not mine, if thatkesarebellion less
predictable,' he said with contemptuous irony.

Annie, bleary-eyed and incredibly weary, decideak the was fast
losing patience with the situation... with her. Wéheer he had hoped



to gain from this extravagantly neighbourly gestsine was sure he
was doomed to be disappointed. Her brain was tatbrwith fatigue
and overwrought emotion to function beyond a bkesiel. Nathan's
sinister motives were beyond her understandirguppose | should
thank you,' she said gruffly.

''ve never played nursemaid before." A faint, meismile lurked
around his sculpted lips; the action made her bdhkataware that
she'd been staring at the sensual outline.

'‘Not even to your son?' she asked, turning her teefidd a cool spot
on the pillow and hide the slow, dull colour thadhwashed over her
fair skin. This bizarre fascination he inspiredhier had a searing,
spontaneous quality which even in her present @iercondition
could terrify her.

'‘Other people who are far more competent have lyduaén on hand
to do that.'

Tiredness was sweeping over her in a great waveshadought to
keep her eyelids open. 'Perhaps he wanjted' she suggested
sleepily.

‘Unlike you.'

‘You're not my father," she pointed out drily. She'st rest her eyes
for a moment, she decided as the battle to keap tpen grew too
tedious.

‘A biological impossibility.. .from a mathematicthndpoint. Neither
am | in the habit of substituting,' he said sardally. His expression
was grim as his gaze was drawn to her closed eyelalicate almost
to the point of transparency, the blue traceryens visible beneath
the delicate skin. Her eyelashes fluttered agdimstcurve of her
cheek but her eyes remained closed.



'l don't need a father substitute.' The words eswgpftly but quite
distinctly. 'Been there, done that.' Self- mockeryich was in danger
of disturbing the neat category he had slottedrter gave her final
statement an impression of deep pathos.

Nathan stood there at the bedside for a momenexgsession had
lost some of the insolent aggression which had datad it moments
before. The insulating urbanity peeled away analhiselled features
were drawn by a reluctant hunger into a tensd,makk. With an

abruptness that didn't begin to hint at the intibagtles being waged
he turned on his heel and left the room, his legged, soft-footed
stride inaudible.

Annie emerged slowly and reluctantly from the semmatose state
that had made her half aware of the unfamiliar dmrhehow not
strange surroundings. Then she remembered; shaippdd back to
a time which could never be recaptured—a time abaence she
suddenly longed for as the dull ache, which seepegetually to
inhabit the region behind her breastbone, flaréallife.

Her recall of the past hours—how many?—was haaarmtike, but
the memory of being woken and reluctantly swallavoool liquid
pressed to her lips was relatively clear. Tablets she had forced
past her raw throat. Experimentally she stretclezditmbs. Better—a
lot better, she realised with some relief.

She sat up in. bed abruptly, the crumpled shegpisly down to her
waist. Nathan had been here; how long? The liglgasting in
through the window made it clear that she'd one@egjept the clock
around. What motivation could have induced him dop such a
menial role? she wondered, all her senses alertdattdanger which
she instinctively felt these extraordinary circuamstes must bespeak.



She shivered, her hands rubbing the skin of heeuapns. Her eyes
slid down to the camisole she had stripped dowmefore climbing

into bed— innocently cotton but remarkably reveglifhe deep
sense of vulnerability increased tenfold at theugit of being

completely and totally defenceless.

She searched her incomplete, fragmentary memofigbeo past
twenty-four hours, trying to remember any indisiores which might
have passed her lips. With a sound of frustrati@nfiing aside the
bedclothes and swung her legs over the edge.

Thighs, long and smooth, stretched as she flexedrtides in front of
her. A half-dreamy, reflective expression entered &yes as she
stared at herself. Had he too looked at her creskm? A tingling
sensation ran along her nerve-endings and, drgatéd, she licked
her lips.

She made a sudden, almost silent noise of alarrhanighs parted in
a silent sigh as she realised how just the thoongltthe man could
make her slide into some sort of sensual limbd.yRuwirself together,
Annie, she advised herself firmly.

She glanced at the bottle of antibiotics and rdwead ihstructions.
Unfortunately she had no idea when her last dosg een
administered. Pity her unwelcome nurse hadn't thotg leave a
note with the relevant information, she thoughttuming a sense of
injustice which she knew, under the circumstanees ill- placed.
Still, anger was easier to cope with than her easlpeculation.

The T-shirt that she found neatly folded over archarely reached
the top of her thighs but she didn't give it a tjauas she padded
barefoot downstairs.

She blinked and froze in shock at the foot of tags. The door to the
small, galley-type kitchen stood open and a tgllfe beyond was



lighting the gas stove, his dark head bent as &eegl a kettle on the
flame.

'l heard you moving around," he said without movimg head,
apparently able to sense her steady, horror- styaz&. '"How are you
feeling?’

'‘What are you doing here?' Her voice had a strjgaaausing quality
that grated on her own ears.

He took two steps which took him into the sittimgem. 'Amnesia?’
he suggested, with a quirk of one dark brow. '‘Mkyeu'd be grateful
for my ministrations." His expression was impassxeept for the
odd, glittering light in his eyes as they sweptrdver, slowly taking
in every detail—or so it seemed to her— from thexyfinimbus of
tumbled curls to the shapely length of her legsciwi@merged from
the shirt.

Annie tried with every ounce of her considerabldl-power to
appear unmoved by the scrutiny but, to her intshagne, she felt the
hardened peaks of her breasts thrust against thefahric that
covered them. Green eyes slid back to her faceslaadknew that no
detail had gone unnoticed. Her teeth dug into teghfof her full
lower lip as she tried to combat the heart-thuddisgffocating
sensation that made her head swim. 'l was in niguos$o actively
seek your help.. .or prevent it.'

His dark features transformed into a thin-lippedilsnthat she
mentally tagged as demonic. 'Is that why you lamKisspicious? You
imagine | took advantage of your unconscious stastake my lust?"
he said with a blighting contempt that brought thdl patches of
colour to the crests of her high-slanted cheekhones

‘Let me reassure you that | prefer my partnereteember the event.
Though in your case | imagine that the faces temdo¢come



interchangeable. You'll remember me,' he promise#llg his eyes
sliding with insulting deliberation over her body.

The outrageous slur enabled her to pull free wihrge of adrenalin.
She shook back her heavy mane of hair and statkedthe room,
hands on her hips.

'I'll forgo that pleasure and take your word fqr she said drily, a
small, insulting smile playing around her mouthhéTway your

turgid mind is apparently stimulated by my allegedmiscuity does
not lead me to explore the accuracy of your litibg+ boast. Even the
size of your bank balance would be insufficientuceiment.’

The acrid taste in her mouth was awful as she tiwedteady her
trembling knees—a symptom of the flu, she told éés=nsibly. He
wanted to demean her— everything he did, said wasdat that
ultimate goal. How could she be so physically respee to such a
hateful man? she wondered, close to despair.

The narrowed green eyes glittered like shardsamfsparent crystal.
'‘We'll get back to my boasts shortly," he promisikily, his deep

voice a sensual purr that was like a fingertiplstrg the nape of her
neck. 'Am | to infer from your embittered little egch that that ripe
little body is inhabited by a paragon of virtuedarot an amoral little
bitch?'

The virulence in his voice lashed out at her lik#aa. 'I'm not about
to defend myself to you,' she said flatly. How cbshe? In his mind
her guilt had been assigned before he had laid egebker. 'But
whatever you think of me you must admit that | hawvaodicum of
discrimination — | have managed not to fall intauyarms.'

She watched with reluctant fascination as his lor
fingers—extraordinarily elegant, shapely fingersHexéd and
extended; she could imagine them curling around dvem neck,



where she suspected, from the menacing expressitnmsdace, he
wanted to place them.

‘The only reason you shrink from me when with evidsge of your
being you want.. .crave my touch—' he gave a ginsimile as she
visibly paled, her eyes filled with a haunted ajyaresion '—is that |
know you for what you are,' he continued, ignotieg soft sound of
denial.

'‘Men never look beyond the simmering sensuality yadiate, do
they, Annie? God gave you a beautiful body and awuiable
intelligence—missed out on the soul, though, dide?'

He was pale; she could see the muscles bunchirgptiethe fabric
of his shirt as he continued to feed the fury thas consuming him.

‘You like to blind men, see them helpless, infatddty the promise
of youthful sensuality. He was old enough to beryfather.'

'l loved David!" she screamed.

‘Love!" he sneered. 'He couldn't have been cadlsiatisfying you. |
suppose you were faithful even when he was anithvake mocked.
'l might have believed that if | hadn't seen fiestd how responsive
you are, Annie. Because, honey, you are good. €sethe old fool
could have hoped for was discretion." His smile wase of
triumphant disgust as guilty colour spread slowgroher skin.

Annie knew he was misinterpreting her reactionfoua split-second
she had thought that somehow he knew about thevinokture of her
marriage, the fact that it had never been consusunat was
something she felt strangely responsible for, adaépite the facts to
the contrary, she had in some way been lacking. Btadd fostered
this irrational...? She blinked, shocked at thisntak display of
disloyalty.



‘A heart attack killed my father.' His tone wasmiped, grown almost
conversational, flat, devoid of the previous pass@nd somehow
even more alarming. 'But my stepmother was thelysataShe

bewitched him, bankrupted him and when he begamdbse just
what a fool he'd been she completed the job byaldoig him. Why,

she even tried to seduce me. | often wondered whetbu and
Matt—'

'‘Bastard!" She hit out wildly, his supercilious Bralmost as hateful
as the unforgivably prurient speculation he'd vadidder blow was
fielded and her arm anchored against his sideg¢hen dragging her
closer. 'You're sick...' she accused, panting agrggd to pull away.

'You weresick, remember?' he taunted. 'And alone; dodsatttéell
you anything?'

'You make me sick,' she gasped. 'l'd prefer tdldha be beholden to
you.'

‘Maybe you would have died, but then | hardly thih&t the sort of
deep, meaningful relationships you indulge in insphe tender side
of your partners. They were scarcely queuing upip@ your fevered
brow.'

‘That's me—good for a tumble in the hay and notleisg.'

‘You said it, honey, and don't look so outragedj yuake the rules,
you play by them.’

She twisted her wrist, and winced as his fingeds'tirelinquish their
iron grip. 'Was | meant to be grateful for your tehknight act?' she
goaded. 'lt was hardly high drama, was it? Peomié& die of flu very
often. Is that what all this is about, Nathan? Yeywiqued because
even after all this effort someone as easy as miestand the sight of
you?'



One violent movement, which almost made her featdg¢he ground,
pulled her to him. A hand in her hair pulled headhéack, forcing her
to accept the punitive swoop of his mouth. She edoker eyes,
feeling blinded by the expression that glitteredhim eyes. It was an
embrace inspired by hate, dark and dizzy, but atgchasm of

trembling weakness and compliance opened up anfkheadlong

into it.

Obedient to the demands being made, her lips opewddr,
welcoming, hungry for the invasive thrust of hisgae. His heart
pounded against her aching breasts. The unbeanafalyicating
sensation made her body arch with an aching neeéulidment;
capitulation took command of her actions. Handkdthtogether at
her hips, fingers splayed into the small of heikhb&tathan supported
her as her body grew weak with the liquid heat toairsed through
her veins.

His marauding mouth was by turns violently demagdand
butterfly-gentle as it moved over her face, lipsy, tlosed eyelids, the
slender column of her throat. None of the dark|@sipe sensations
dissipated as his hands slid beneath her briebrcatbvering; they
grew, entering a new dimension in which all thestaaints that she'd
once imagined were an integral part of her natigapgpeared.

It seemed the most natural thing in the world, gredmost exciting,
to slide her open-palmed hands beneath his skadi, the flat,
powerful hardness of his belly. The swift contrantof his muscles
and the almost feral groan which simultaneouslyatdd in his throat
thrilled her.

His skin was scaldingly hot, damp beneath her sgekingers. She
felt its satiny texture as they glided over thedheonformation of
muscle and gave a small, guttural whimper of plemastie was
beautiful, glorious, the ultimate male animal; atdhat moment he
was hers, which was what she wanted—oh, how shanted it..



.him. She moved instinctively as his hands touched skin with
elaborate, skilful precision, eliciting violent, inhibited responses
from her trembling body.

He lifted his head and his eyes were smoky in tiye @f passion.
They swept over her upturned face hungrily... Wdndtunger! The
desire to satisfy it brought his name like a privaititany to her lips.

His hands swept down the length of her back umtibhd she were
sealed together from breastbone to hip. Violentidkets racked her
body with more strength than any fever she hadrexpeed; and that
was what this was—a febrile desire, mindless amd@ming.

He pulled the T-shirt over her head and it fell eathed on to the
floor. Her camisole was slowly, agonisingly slowpgeled off her
shoulders and very gently tugged lower, freeingtkader, aching
breasts. The way he was looking at her made it gsipte to breathe.
For the first time in her life she took a voluptsqeasure in her own
body.

She moved closer; her breasts, opalescent andspaged gently as
the cool air caressed her skin. She raised bottshanpull his head
down to her; his mouth closed over one taut peak siie gave a
whimpering moan. This need to submit was so undrpgecso

overwhelming that she had no thought of rejectimglzing he did.

She felt the sudden bunching of his formidablen leasculature just
before he pushed her back. His hands slid slowty @deliberately
down her spine, momentarily cupped the soft roussinef her
behind, and then she was free.. .devastated, peuefiree.

'l knew you had a voracious appetite, angel, bwneso...!" he
drawled slowly as, amazingly, he tucked his skt ithe waistband
of his trousers and let out a whistle of mock-apiateon.



His words turned what had seemed to the most peféem of
expression into something sordid. Glacial conteetphed the lines
of his sombre features deeper; his lip curled stedite and he actually
brushed his trousers with one hand—as though hebweshing off
the taint of her, she thought with numb incompreiam

The sudden rejection and all that preceded it dates her. She felt
fragmented, bewildered. How could all that sensealuction have
been transmuted in the space of a heartbeat ir#® Her shadowy
grey eyes sought his for some explanation; they taninted her, and
her spine grew rigid. Cold reality snuffed out tlest insistent
reminders of the rapture which had driven her, lessdof the
consequences, into this situation.

‘Can't stand the sight of me?'

She felt dizzy. This was some grotesque form ofighunent for

daring to deny the magnitude of her physical resppthe mutual
recognition that had occurred the instant shettldges on him. Yes,
he had wanted her—even her inexperience couldsihtarpret that.
But his need to prove a point, to drive home thehhd the upper
hand, had been enough to make him draw back, ¢ixigilthe sort of

control that, as always, seemed at odds with rgsipaate nature.

Annie snatched up her T-shirt and held it in frohther, a totally
insubstantial shield, aware all the time of theirsthg-coloured eyes
that were watching her every move.

'‘As you've pointed out, | have appetites.’ She galaugh that was
entire artifice, and satisfyingly irritated him cderably. The dark
brows had drawn together in a fierce frown. "Youeveonveniently
to hand.’

She'd die before she'd let him see how completlyad humiliated
her. Something that had been a glorious amalgamafithe finest



and most elemental instincts had been transformedi$é cold
scrutiny and taunts into a sordid, degrading expee.

'You were at my mercy,' he ground out savagely.

And that had been the way she'd wanted it; thesggain sickened
her. i hope it makes you feel as happy as you lsble, said sweetly.

Self-control obviously demanded a price. The liokhis face were
haggard and his eyes, beneath the hostile distiaid, a restless
hunger and frustration which she, with a sudderstbof feminine

insight, could clearly distinguish.

'Bitch!'

'‘Possibly,' she said coldly. '‘But | object to beusgd as some sort of
substitute for your stepmother. What's wrong, Na#h2id you want
to sleep with her? | can hardly be held to blaneHat.'

The white line around his lips revealed the degthi® response to
her reckless taunt. He stared down his patriciae @ her like some
avenging ancient god, but still she couldn't beysfar her gibe. She
had to go on the offensive or else he'd drive hier the ground with
his relentless scorn and contempt.

‘The woman was disgusting, pathetic and vindictiViee words were
ground out and his eyes darkened as he recallegasie 'When |
wouldn't co-operate she told my father | was peggdrer.' The laugh
was bitter, like a shower of broken glass.

'Did he believe her?' Her fingers, clutching hett@o shirt, went
white.

'‘Nof'to have done so would have been too pairtiel said slowly; a
hard expression then replaced the curiously blaok in his eyes, as
if he'd suddenly realised to whom he was speaking.



She swallowed the constriction in her throat, r@pgcthe surge of
sympathy that made her want to reach out, comfost mhan.. .her
tormentor. "Why punish me for someone else's safi&?5aid angrily,
to throw off the intrusion of tender feelings.

'You're two of a kind.' His voice, quiet and deegirated with
condemnation.

Annie was shaking by this point, her body seizedwague of anger.
His unshakeable certainty made her want to scréaespite which,

you want me.' Her chin went up fractionally and sfjected scorn

and amusement into her voice. By heaven, if he @datd think the

worst of her why not help him?

His eyes slid over her exposed flesh with insulfangiliarity, which,
to her intense disgust, gave birth to a surgezaliag excitement.

‘You are the most intoxicating female I've ever egés on, but |

know you for the shallow, self-centred creature goeiand that lends
me the necessary immunity. I'll sleep with youognjour body, but

you won't suck my soul or my bank account dry.' Wike was thick

and not quite steady, and his eyes were filled withark animosity

that appalled her.

'I'm not like that..." She couldn't stop the plkattslipped from her
lips. The desire to set the record straight waslenly overwhelming.

'Don't stand there looking at me like some sadalfiwirgin,' he
growled furiously. 'I'm aware that you have someywaever wiles
but if you think you're going to ingratiate yourseith me forget it.
Mutual lust is all fate has in store for us.'

'l hate to disillusion you...'

‘Under the circumstances, Annie, angel, your ptstesunt for
nothing. You'll be mine any time | like and on neyrhs.’



'You vile, disgusting..." Tears of warring anged aavulsion misted
her eyes and she hugged her T-shirt to her, roclightly as she
sought refuge from his insolent stare. Her nodfial®d as she took a
deep, gasping breath and tried to retrieve sonteepsadly absent
composure.

But how, she wondered wildly, could she be comgosden
standing half-naked, being annihilated by a pensto hated her
wholeheartedly? 'Oh, God!" she moaned aloud. lidrdibe.

Nathan was eyeing her with suspicion, as though dwden,
alarming sway were part of some elaborate ploy ypabs his
hostility. But for once she was completely unawarhis regard.

Only a masoc.hist would do anything as insane daltdor a man
who felt nothing for her but contempt. She had nelsplayed any
inclinations in that direction in her life; love wdhe steady, gentle
devotion she had felt for David, the desire to péedhe belonging. It
wasn't this wild, voluptuous insanity. Nathan thioughe was nothing
more than a desirable trollop, a substitute on whonvork out the
unresolved hostilities left over from a traumatioeescence...

| won't love Nathan Audley! she thought vehemently.

Her face, pale and naked, like the emotions thatedl with
fascinating speed over her features, held him fiseetk He actually
reached out to touch the burnished, flaming maatsaimost looked
too heavy for her slender neck, but his hand, beddhto a fist, was
withdrawn and kept firmly at his side.

Quite abruptly the moment passed and her slendeuldrs
straightened visibly. She managed—and it was a iderable
feat—to look almost regal, standing there clutchthg rumpled
cotton to her breast.



‘Your terms, darling?' she drawled, flickering hamook of molten
provocation. 'Hardly." Her voice hardened. 'Theyomfay I'd
contemplate sharing a bed with you would be if wveravman and
wife. A girl has to be sensible. Fun is fun andibess is business,
and you will always be the latter.'

It was amazing how easy he found it to believeelrershe told him,
whereas the truth brought only scornful disbelief.

'l think you're in danger of over-valuing your assehe rasped. His
emerald gaze unblinkingly impaled her. He didnttkido her as
satisfied as he ought to have done, considering dhahis vile
suppositions about her appeared to have been poovestt.

His lips tightened and the lines at the cornersi®imouth deepened.
'‘Let me know when you're ready to change your milndnot going
to haggle with you,' he said bitingly. in the mes®, you can't stay
in this hovel. If you haven't already got pneumoyoa will have if
you convalesce here.'" His demeanour became sudbdesk and
iImpersonal after the preceding conversation.

'I'd have thought that that would have pleasedegmarmously,' she
said with sudden suspicion. His ability to turn domversation on its
head was bewildering.

‘The proposition | mentioned...'

She closed her eyes. 'I've told you...' she bdgamnvoice rising with
each syllable, her vehemence rooted deeply, shisg@ain panic.

'I'm leaving the country.'

Her eyes shot open in dismay... I'm a case folutiey farm, she told
herself hysterically, classifying the surge of mde reaction to this
information as.. .loss. She knew that the greers eyere fixed



steadily on her face so she schooled her expredsioremain
impassive; the effort made sweat break out acressper lip.

‘The best news I've had today.' Her voice was tlensy but better,
given the circumstances, than she had expected.

‘The removers will be at Chausey next week and omysékeeper,
while an indomitable lady, is more used to a smaktablishment.. .a
bachelor establishment. My son has been in boagthgol, but

he...' He cleared his throat and curtailed whatexpranation he had
been going to give, no doubt deeming her unworthypree, she

thought bitterly. 'The boy, Andrew, is to live withe here. | haven't
had time to employ anyone full-time yet.’

Speculation made her dizzy; why was he telling thes? Had he
Implied that 'bachelor' was a term in the pastdé@rwill-power alone
made the ringing in her ears recede to a safendista

'If you could stay on until | return...'

'‘Are you asking me to look after your son?' Thaedality in her.
voice was matched by the expression in her warg.d¢yad someone
told him of her kindergarten job? His next wordspdilled this
theory.

‘Mrs Gilbert will have her hands full doing thathieh is why I'm
asking you to take some of the more mundane burttens her
shoulders. | hardly think child care is in youryree, is it?'

She had to bite her tongue to prevent the bitingrtréhat sprang to
her lips. She suspected that she had a lot moreriexge of child
care than he did! Poor kid, left to settle intoeavnhome virtually
alone, she thought indignantly.

'l don't owe you any favours.'



'l thought you'd jJump at the chance to stay onlauSey for a little
longer," he said slowly.

He might have read her thoughts, she realisedaveimking feeling
of despair; he had an uncanny knack of probingneaknesses. The
opportunity to stay on was tearing her apart, faflevshe craved to
accept this short reprieve, she knew the pain padare would only
be delayed; she also knew deep in her heart thatintulgence
would demand a price.

‘You, can hardly stay here—it's little better trmishack—and can
you afford to go elsewhere? Let's face it, you lardly rely on your
usual charms to hustle a roof over your head inryomesent
condition.' His eyes raked her pale, dishevellgdre disparagingly.
'‘Frankly, angel, you look like hell.'

'‘Charming,' she murmured huskily. What a delightfaly he had of
phrasing an invitation. 'l take it I'm not expecteaohabit with you?
At least, not while | "look like hell",’ she saidttv weary cynicism.
The aggression was all superficial and he knew it.

Why am | even considering this? she wondered. Estrfioend, Jane,
would be happy to put her up, she knew, but theme Jsad a
brand-new baby daughter and enough on her platkowiher and
her problems camping out on the floor.

Satisfaction flickered in the elusive depths of &merald gaze. ‘A
skeleton staff moves in today. I'll send someorex o your things.'

She made a weak gesture of denial. "You—'

'l be on the midday flight to New York; I'll baway for two
months,’ he said. 'I'm sure your local knowledgd W much
appreciated by Mrs Gilbert.'



'‘Don't you have a message for your son?' she $ating his
dismissive attitude. There was no hint that he esascerned for her
welfare in the way he was treating her; this wdsfal his own
convenience and she was opening herself up tosaeing him of all
people ensconced in her beloved Chausey.

'I'd hardly use you as a mouthpiece, would I, Aihie

She gasped as if he'd struck her physically. Tleands gone and she
gracefully sank to her knees and wept. When thenssaibsided she
knew she hated Nathan Audley; it was that emotionJove, which
had confused her. She was going to cut him outofiife—a total
amputation. Nathan Audley was a weakness she dided.

Under the circumstances, agreeing to stay on atisélyavas one of
the most wilfully stupid things she'd ever donee gbld herself
wearily. Eight weeks before the serpent returnetuto her out of
Eden. Well, she thought, lifting her head defiamthd pushing back
her hair from her brow, she might as well makertiosst of it.



CHAPTER SIX

'‘LIKE this, Andrew." Annie demonstrated the correct waypunch
the bread dough back into shape and stood aside. asnulated her.
She watched the back of his head, bent over his #ss child
disturbed her in more ways than he would ever krféav.a person
determined to wipe Nathan Audley out of her lifag knew that
becoming a friend of his son was hardly the wisestse of action to
take.

‘That's excellent, Drew; just pretend it's somegmecan't stand,’ she
suggested as he pummelled the dough. She pulledttie lof
lemonade out of the fridge and poured two glas3edke a break;
that's hard work."'

'You could stay with us; you don't have to leakie,'said, accepting
the glass.

The green eyes looked so reproachful that her he@sted in her
breast. Nathan might have been absent since tisirdevastating
encounter eight weeks previously, but when his sontinually
looked up at her with those eyes it was hard tgdor.

She mentally blocked this avenue of thought andnsoned a brisk
smile. Leaving Chausey and this boy was going tohe of the
hardest acts of her life, but she couldn't letbiimerable child see
that.

''ve already explained that this is only a tempp@rangement. |
have the use of a friend's flat which will be eriety convenient.'
And a lot easier than the constant reminder thatnigw owner of
Chausey was living at the end of the drive, sheightt She was
never going to make the gatehouse her home.

She was just grateful that Nathan had been oudteo€ountry for the
past two months. By the time he returned tomorrewlelongings



would be in Josh's flat, which was fortunate beeaure thing Nathan
had been right about was the lack of appeal withewalls of the
gatehouse. One night there had been enough. ksptpto her old

home and its new occupants would have made it alesirable

residence even if the rising damp hadn't pervatiedwthole place
with its clinging smell.

"'l miss you.' The words tore at her heart anel gpressed the urge
to gather him into her arms.

‘School starts next week and you'll make lots o freends.’

She ignored the constriction in her throat. It veaswell that she
would be gone before his father returned, she thibiitjs reaction to
this friendship was bound to be volcanic. She calidost hear the
nasty interpretations he would list in his hardougiving drawl. She
needed a fresh start, not to get involved with @ftphe Audleys, she
told herself firmly.

The child's eyes confirmed his parentage more asnaly than a
birth certificate ever could, despite the fact thatwas as fair as his
father was dark. Those same eyes had unleashestraalee wave
of desolation that had taken her unawares at at pdnen she'd
convinced herself that all there was between Heasel Nathan was
enmity and lust. The fact was that the only way atvdd cope with
the man was to fight with him, antagonise him; shgpected that, at
least subconsciously, she'd deliberately perpedudtes initial
misconceptions to keep him at a distance.

She hadn't made any overtures of friendship, bigt tather than

repelling him, seemed to have encouraged the soatesilent boy

gradually to confide in her. Quickly the roles father had expected
her and the housekeeper to take on had been rdvensech, she

suspected, to the older woman's relief.



It was easy to see that Andrew had long been stigreople who
actually listened to him and she hadn't the hearepulse him. He
was the most engaging child.. .old for his yeathiarmingly naive.
He was obviously lonely and her heart hardenednagdne father
who had so cavalierly uprooted him and proceedéaki® himself off
globe-trotting.

That's what Dad says,' he agreed, looking uncordinc

‘You'll see him tomorrow, | expect?' she said clguaatching him

drain the glass, her own throat dry. She fell uplo& pieces of
information he dropped about his father like a\stey beggar on
food and the fact filled her with self-disgust. ¥spoke to him for a
long time on the phone last night.’

The child looked unaccountably perturbed to be meled. 'l could
always live with you, couldn't 1?' he said, urgemoyngling with
appeal in his voice.

Annie made a small guttural sound of surprise ad ho time to
formulate a suitable reply.

‘You two look busy.'

Annie started violently, didn't hear the boy's ofydelight as she
whipped round, her whole body reacting violentlyhis unexpected
intrusion. Nathan lifted the child in the air arqgua him round. His
hair was plastered against his skull after exposutée rain which
had fallen with unseasonal vigour all afternoone Shoulders of his
short lightweight jacket carried the same darknstdidampness.

If I'd been prepared, she thought, trying to steendonstant flow of
sensation that his sudden appearance had initiateight feel less..
.overwhelmed, swamped. The gap in her life sheieal over was
suddenly and painfully revealed for what it waspametic exercise.



Part of her had been consumed by this aching &bss;just hadn't
acknowledged it.

Annie's heart was pounding so loudly in her eaasthe was amazed
the boy and his father couldn't hear it. Nathan watching her over

the boy's shoulder, his expression taut. Probablyvhs less than
pleased to find her with the boy. He wouldn't warg son being

contaminated by someone whose morals were lowstrthi®average

alley cat's, she thought bitterly. What would hg waien he realised
how much contact she had had? She just hoped theckeeper

wouldn't fall foul of him for allowing her to spers® much time with

the boy.

‘The place at the end of the drive would be ideaktaff, darling, as
you're so peculiar about privacy.' The cultured eatber loud voice
dispelled the immobility which had stricken her.

‘The original owner has the freehold, Julia." Natptaced the boy
back on his feet but kept an arm around him.

If the child hadn't been standing here, Annie migdte succumbed
to the impulse to lock herself in her bedroom aadhéll with
appearances. Of course Nathan had lady friends. Mégense of
shock, of outrage? He was hardly a celibate, ddénerself, trying to
resurrect her sadly absent common sense. Deso&attbanger made
her feel helpless and awkward.

The boy was looking at the new arrival with a ladkdoathing that
Annie, coping with her own emotions, didn't notio#il he spoke, if
you marry her, I'll run away.'

‘Andrew!" His father's voice, tight with annoyancsplit the
embarrassed silence that followed this announcemapblogise
immediately.’



With a remarkably similar expression to the ondisffather's face,
the boy flushed but remained visibly unrepent®d, 1 won't; | want
Annie to live with us." With that he chose, quiensibly, thought
Annie, to leave the room. She only wished she ctalldw suit.

The savagery was barely leashed on Nathan's fdgehwas rigid
with the effort it cost him not to explode. It wdualt take a genius at
reading nuancesto recognise in the brief momertthiear eyes met
that he wanted, quite badly, to strangle her.

He would blame me of course, she thought resentfully. Sipedva
flour-covered hand on the seat of her jeans. "We weking bread.'
She shot a glance towards the woman who Andrewestesg was to
be his mother. She appeared remarkably at easé¢heithtuation and
Annie, while deciding she loathed her, envied loesg. 'An excellent
exercise for releasing pent-up aggression.'

'How kind of you. It doesn't appear to have worked well for
Drew.' The teeth bared in a travesty of a smileaveprickly covered
by his sensual lips, which compressed into a fina.I'Where is Mrs
Gilbert?'

'l stuffed her body in the cellar." She couldn'lphé, she justified
herself as the unruly rejoinder slipped out; it wesbloody superior
tone. Didn't he think she was capable of lookirtgradne small boy?

The brooding, contemplative stare was aimed ahbad; she could
feel his eyes, full of retribution, boring into hekull. The presence of
the other woman had to shield her from his immediatath; she

should have been glad of her presence. Insteacevewshe felt her
antipathy deepen and crawl up her spine.

The pale blue eyes moved around the large oldidasl kitchen. It
was one place in Chausey that had escaped anyvsmpemt. She
missed nothing before her eyes came to rest oneArrie bland



smile was dimmed by several volts, but the smadaubifully

manicured hand came out. The proprietorial air withich she had
spoken was reinforced by her manner; she lookedndras if she
was mentally ripping the heart from the buildingante felt like

snarling.

She was tiny, delicate, with perfect features majgl¢o perfection.
Annie, reaching forward to have her fingertips toeat briefly, felt

large and cumbersome in front of such a daintytareaWas this the
future Mrs Audley? Andrew obviously thought so, steught,

dispirited.

‘Julia Trent, Annie Selby.' Nathan made the necgsa&roductions
with an air of impatience.

‘The same Selbys who lived here at Chausey. Yoa hazharming
sense of humour." The perfect modulation grated Asmie's
over-stretched nerves. If this woman was to Nashtaiste, no wonder
he had accused her of being overblown, she thou(iite
daughter...?"

'‘Wife, actually. David Selby was my husband.' Se& er head
high; she'd seen the same flickering expressiamftea before that it
was easy to cope with.

‘Tragic, widowed so young.' The carmine-painted lgqurved in a
faintly malicious smile and she tucked the jaw-kanging of her
sleek blonde hair behind one ear. 'l find the aldde.. .fascinating.'
As she said the last word her eyes were on Nati@rnnie, and it
was aimed directly at the owner, not the home. Yoa staying
long?'

Not exactly subtle, Annie thought with wry distast@e simmering
look was wasted on Nathan, she realised with somesement as she
saw his gaze settle on her pile of luggage. 'Gesmgewhere?' His



voice had a hard, accusing quality and the sotboné that made
Annie want to snap her heels and sketch a mochkesalu

'Yes,' she replied with deliberate abruptness.

'‘Does that mean the gatehouse will be on the nfarKeu really
should snap it up, darling.’

‘Mrs Selby doesn't own the gatehouse, Julia. tirigd to her son.’
'‘Son?' The lashes fluttered; Annie wished theyldbfa

'‘My stepson, actually,’ Annie supplied casually.uYohave to do
better than that if you want to embarrass me, Bbaght, allowing
her grey gaze, filled with disdain, to touch Natedace, which she'd
hitherto deliberately avoided looking at.

The sensation in her stomach, an unfurling flutteaide her give a
betraying shudder. Son. The word started a chaitian in her head.
The woman was blonde; Andrew was so fair. The keagieature
seemed very possessive.

Idiot, she told herself firmly; the world is fulf dlonde women who
are not Andrew's mother. But for some reason thggcl failed to
convince her; if anything her fear grew as the d®stroked Nathan's
sleeve.

‘You really mustn't allow Drew to impose upon ydthe message in
the green eyes was as clear as a warning siretotahg implacable.

The man leaves his son for eight weeks and hashibek to act the
concerned parent, she thought with disgust, hes sgarkling with
anger, i found his company delightful,' she cousdescornfully.

‘Are you moving far?' No distance could be far egiguhis
expression seemed to indicate.



'Oxford; | have a flat.'
'‘Can you afford it?"

In other words, | can't support myself without Nhatlv's help.

‘Actually, Josh isn't charging me rent,' she saiith & sweet smile,
electing to omit the fact that Josh would be in $tates for the next
six months and she was flat-sitting for him.

'What a nice friend to have,' Julia observed irceutones.

'Oh, Annie has any number of nice friends," Nattiaawled, with a
thin, unpleasant smile. His smiles were filled wéth icy contempt
which, even though she'd deliberately sought tmtedj increased the
dull ache behind-*her breastbone to a sharp thi®he's a very
popular girl.'

The diminutive blonde was looking pointedly at thewelled
wristwatch on her arm. 'The time, darling." Sheptap the glass
surface with one nail.

'Of course; you must be exhausted.. .darling.' ldased in the
doorway. 'I'll get back to you, Annie—' the grege®gleamed with a
malicious promise '—concerning what | owe you fauy efforts
with Drew. I'll just go and fish out my housekeefrem the cellar.’

'‘Actually she's in the south parlour trying to coe the contractors
they can be finished by tomorrow in honour of ygrand return, but
your premature arrival has rather ruined that.'

'If I'd known the sort of welcome that was due fdenkve been here
even sooner," he observed drily, 'l suppose Dresulking in his
room?'

‘Such insight is stunning,’ she said with mock- adtion.



'You see to the boy, Nathan, and I'll sort out tbatractors,' the
blonde surprisingly suggested.

‘Do you mind...?'
'For you, darling..." With a scintillating smileesleft.

'‘Does she know where the parlour is?' No way cthdl wiggle be
natural, Annie decided, wondering if men reallyetkthat sort of
exaggerated gait as much as she'd heard.

'l got Julia's opinion before | made an offer ora@$ey. She has an
excellent sense of direction, and I'm sure shefl sut any minor
industrial disputes.'

'‘With her eyelashes, no doubt.'

‘Sisterly solidarity, Annie..." he chided as shuslfled under the irony
of his stare.

Every bone in her body ached from the effort ofaemmg in control.
Andrew was obviously right; why else would a manh gdemale's
opinion before purchasing a family home? She wartedag,
physically and mentally. Her mind, which momentfobe had been
functioning with knife-like efficiency, became a ssaof pain.

'‘Don't yell at Andrew,' she said brittlely. 'He wasking forward to
seeing you.'

'l had no option but to leave him, you know. Drangga child of his
age around a succession of hotels is not a goad ide raked a hand
distractedly through his hair and Annie realiseat #xhaustion was
responsible for some of the lines of strain onfae. 'l certainly
didn't get the impression he'd missed me,' he gbdewith an almost
bleak expressiorfYouwere looking forward to seeing me so muc
you planned not to be here,' he added, turningohdel.



She sank into an overstuffed armchair beside treeakgl chewed on
her lower lip, her expression abstracted, unabtedke any sense of
the strange resentful expression on his face dsnede that cryptic
parting shot. There was a luminosity in her eyesyragling of fear
and a furtive, barely acknowledged excitement.

She had known all along that he would be hostilwatds her
relationship with Drew, but she'd actually foolea@rself into
underestimating how ruthlessly violent his reactias bound to be.

Why did he have to come back early? Why did he havsave the
beautiful Julia in tow? To oversee the renovattortser new home, if
appearances were anything to go by, she decided.

This event certainly put matters into perspectit’enything could

jolt her to her senses this should. A brutal thgrapough, she
realised, shuddering. To think of that woman bewmgtress of her
home and Andrew... As for Nathan—well, he had né&esn hers, so
that made the pain she was experiencing lessiggstghe supposed.

Half an hour later she was still sitting there wities door burst open
and Nathan entered without ceremony. He strode tinéo room

wearing the same lightweight grey Italian suit aslier. His face

reflected the tempered-steel ruthlessness of hrsopality and

alarmingly his temper was quite under control.

Cat-and-mouse time, she thought with an inward.sigien her
temper snapped. I've had enough of this. Who te h@imidate me..
.an arrogant, coldblooded, manipulative swine wifierious hang-up
about women who marry older men?

He was also the man she loved. There, she'd adntittinally. In a
perverse sort of way it made things easier to wéhl After all, what
else could he do to her that would be worse thaptasent situation?



‘Twice in one day I'm granted an audience,' sheldchsarcastically.
She opened her eyes to their widest extent as ksinedgat him
belligerently. 'I'm struck dumb with the honour.’

Her long, curling lashes fluttered obligingly. Heeally was
devastatingly attractive; it wasn't just the leathletic body or the
fascinating features with the unusual blend of erty and
arrogance; it was the subtle aura he carried with, lan aura of
earthy sensuality that no amount of civilised talg could negate.

She lowered her eyes to hide the sensual onsl#suafighe was being
forced to endure. If only it could have been pdssibthat he could
ever love... But no; Matthew had been right to when off. She

wasn't capable of playing by Nathan's rules witlgmiting seriously

injured. Love wasn't a term which he was on famieams with.

'‘Not noticeably,' he responded drily. 'You will re¢e Drew again.
Whatever you imagined you could achieve by befiiegtim, forget
it,' he growled venomously. '‘And why the hell dalyintend to move
out of Chausey before | got back? Couldn't stayyanwam Josh?'

She began to rise from her seat as he loomed evebiit he placed a
hand on each arm of her chair, his powerful thighseffective

barrier. She saw the outline of his strong musakeshe fine cloth
tautened, and she felt an instant rise in her ldedyperature that
made her skin prickle.

‘This was a purely temporary arrangement and,lyasgss Josh,' she
countered, puzzled by his apparent outrage at bpartlure. He
probably had wanted personally to expel her, sbeght bitterly,
with his girlfriend an interested spectator. 'Hoaudhing—the
concerned parent,' she added, raising her eyes hatd, angry face.

'What exactly is that meant to imply?'



She turned her head as if to ignore him. He drogmadh on to his
haunches and with one hand turned her chin urdil@bked directly
into his glacial green eyes. '"Well?'

‘The only reason your son has been spending tirtiene.'
‘How much time?"

'l didn't have the stopwatch running. The boy'slgnNathan.' The
fact that she had actually said his name—previowlyays a
thought, never a sound— startled them both. Steredeher throat
noisily and let her lashes droop to cover her sndmmfusion. 'You
left him with an elderly woman who hasn't the fasttnotion about
how to deal with young boys.’

He had let go of her chin now and she looked atvaarily. Her chin
dipped and a swath of hair which had escaped tifvess ponytail
she had secured it in fell into her eyes. He redchut and pushed it
back, his fingers ""touching the curve of her chesid she retreated
into the capacious seat. His hand dropped awagchis| deepening,
and Annie tried to combat the tingling sensatiat thasn't retreating
despite the absence-of physical contact.

‘You do, | suppose.' He made a sound of frustratidns throat. 'I'm
aware that it wasn't an ideal situation but othantlet him tag along
with me there was no option.’

' like him.'

'‘And you made sure he likes you. All I've had iswAathis and Annie
that, and Mrs Gilbert is no better. You've reallgrmed your way in.
What ludicrous line have you fed her about thisijph nursery?' he
scoffed. 'Was that to cover your visits to yourdds bed?'



She took a deep breath as outrage spilled frombght weeks is a
long time to remain celibate,' she said with stdgieovocation, ‘and
it was at your suggestion that | stayed on,' shenged him.

'‘Not as a nanny. He starts school soon; he dassedt you. Heloes

need some manners, though; he's been bloody rutldiao Nathan
spoke dismissively, obviously, she thought, blantiggson's attitude
on her own sinister influence.

‘Exactly; it's a traumatic experience, startingeavrschool—helped
no end by an absentee father,' she snapped seadlgsti

A dull colour stained the crest of his high cheeld® 'l am a busy
man and the boy was at a perfectly good schoo&ntwhere myself.
| removed him at his request. 1 bought this plackd near a good
day school. | can't be here all the time.'

'l know all about his time at school," she retortsat prepared to let
the subject drop.

'‘Which is more than | do... Agreeing to move himatether school
was a whim | shouldn't have indulged. He was fétiebeff with boys
of his own age.'

‘A whint?' she shouted. He was so sure of himself; shetbtmsway
that inner certainty in his own infallibility. '‘Amdw was consistently
bullied for an entire term," she informed him, awdtched his
expression tauten. 'Did he say a word? No, bedaissgad thinks a
man should cope with difficult situations.

‘And that is exactly what he did —he coped fainigredibly. When
he had overcome his obstacles, and not beforeskedao come
home to his heartless pig of a father, who, for samason, he
worships." She gave a sudden dry sob of emotion varidusly

subdued it.



He had frozen; the miraculously perfect featuregeaped carved
from stone. 'Is any of that true?' he asked hoarsel

‘All of it,’ she said, taking no pleasure now imbing salt into the
wound. Whatever else was true about Nathan, hel darehe boy.
For one instant she had glimpsed pain of such stéeksity in his
eyes that it hurt.

'‘Why the hell didn't he tell me?' he exploded.

'‘When does he see you? Besides, the fact that ged mo one has
made a big impact on him. Have you considered dssipility that
you're scarring him as much as your father did you?

'He hated her for saying it, she could see tha¢ Jirstere features
grew remote and hard as granite. 'Who gave yoweléavnterfere
with my family?' The very soft quality of his voieeas dangerous.
‘Since when did you don the robe of altruistic @oder? What the
hell would a user like you know? If you try to usgy son to
manipulate me, so help me, Annie, I'll break you.'

The threat made her quiver; it didn't occur totbetoubt the veracity
of the ruthless promise. He had a point; wasshe interfering, she
wondered, when she was aware of all the grief iildidoring her? i
know a’onely child when | see onexwhsone. The unsaid words
stayed firmly in her head.

'Did you run like a wild thing in these woods, Aefdi His voice was
soft, almost like a light caress; though she knke/was crazy, she
felt herself begin to relax.

'‘David didn't mind... Matthew was home in the halid. | used to
pretend Chausey was mine,' she recalled, a sradllsmile playing
around her lips.



His expression hardened. 'And when the opportuaityse you
couldn't resist. | don't suppose you ever will beedo.'

The words completely banished her gentle momergwarie. What a
fool she'd been to open up to this man, she thonghtself-derisive
anger. It was David, not Chausey, she had marttedhero-worship
of someone out of her reach would probably havedddke most
adolescent infatuations, if starved; but it hade&n.

For her, the hero of her innocent fantasies hadesulgl become less
distant; the avuncular interest had become moreopat and, most
importantly, he had said he needed her—the magidsvo Someone
had needed her.. .she belonged.

The irony was that she never had, not really. Ini®a world she had
always been an outsider, the joke to be sniggebedtabehind the
polite and often patronising smiles.

She had loved David—or at least loved the ideawahh him —but
in her heart she had known for some time, evenouwitiMatthew's
prompting, that he would never have chosen hee ifildn't known
his time was short. While her youth and inexpemehad meant he
could mould her into the sort of person he wantdb be, the same
factors had irritated him too.

She was grateful for all the things he had taughtlbut she was glad
she could view the marriage in a more realistiss ldefensive way
now. David had been no saint; he had had his faatts she could
accept that now without feeling an ingrate.

'l got things | wanted from my marriage and | thib&vid did too.'
She cast him a clear-eyed look.

Nathan sucked in a sharp breath. She looked s@emiy sensual,
staring at him with those cloudless grey eyes...sk®d up, the
Impetuous movement unconsciously elegant, and begaace up



and down the room, reminding Annie of a sleek, dagid animal,
the sort that stirred your soul but bit your haingbu tried to feed it.

'I'm sure you're an expert,' he agreed coarselthanfield, but not
child care. Keep clear of Drew; you'll just confuse.'

'‘Maybe it's you | confuse.' It was an instinctivesponse and his
reaction amazed her. He froze, raked his fingemutyh his hair and
turned. His eyes held an almost haunted glitter.

‘You'd like to," he said huskily. 'I'm surpriseduyr@ moving in with
your young Adonis." The words exploded from him ahd
expression suggested that he was annoyed by hi®otbaorst.

Josh—an Adonis! She almost smiled. On considerdt@probably
was, but she'd never considered the matter befone. hadn't been
seriously attached to a young lady from Los Angélesould have
cut quite a swath through the female college paauldReally?' she
said with polite uninterest.

'He's not exactly loaded, is he?' Nathan snarledvibrds derisively.

'He's almost pretty enough to make a body forgat though.' The
provocation was delivered with a sweet smile aredsstw him grind
his teeth. God, she hoped he was suffering as asiche was.

'‘Another sucker to freeload off. Or have you gg@lalined up?' The
supercilious smile made her blood reach boilingipm seconds.

'I've decided to do a higher degree,' she toldHanmghtily.
‘Another permanent student,' he drawled insultingly

'For your information...' she began, then she sedt he was baiting
her, waiting for the swift reaction. it beats waryj' she agreed
calmly, her breathing slowing to a normal rhythm.



The slight quirk of his lips acknowledged her swilfiange of tactics.
‘You passed, then, | take it?'

‘It must be all my native cunning,' she responddg. &he rose from
the seat; it was difficult to stay on top of thaation when he was
towering over her.

Actually, considering that it had been her ambitibar motivation

for so long, getting her first-class pass had niaseimpact than she
had expected. It was almost an anticlimax and thadebeen no one
to celebrate with; Matthew was out of the countryd alosh's

girlfriend had unexpectedly flown in from the Swt® Annie had

tactfully refused his half-hearted invitation to got to dinner with

them.

'So what is it now in the schedule from the gra®e8earch into some
obscure civilisation?'

'How...?' she began, startled. 'Matthew told yosyppose,' she said
half to herself. ‘Actually I'm switching departmenitm hoping to get
a research assistant post with the social histepadment.’

It was easy to say but the decision had been diffishe'd changed
over the last couple of years and what she anddaad planned
together no longer seemed relevant to her. Buettleng of betrayal,
which she knew was irrational, was still hard toagee.

'If they can scrape together enough funds,' shecadath a worried
frown. That was still in the balance. Her smalltresgg was getting
smaller by the day, and if she couldn't get thistmhe'd have to
shelve the idea of research for the moment.

'‘Won't Josh support you, then, while you seek tezldaacademia
with your brilliance?’



She gave him a direct look, 'l am quite capablea&ing care of
myself.’

'‘No marriage plans on the horizon?' he enquiretd ait air of bored
disdain.

‘Actually, marriage is essential to my plans,' stiermed him. That
was her special interest—a historical review ofnmage over the past
three hundred years and the impact it had made emera
generations of women; the possibilities that thidensubject opened
up for her were exciting.

The department she hoped to enter had a specaesttin family
history, and, if the finance was available, wouldla@@ame her as an
addition. She had long since proved her worth inoanpetitive
environment; it had been an easier task than pgdwenself to Nathan
ever would be.

He took a step towards her and Annie braced heesagainst a
small table. It helped her knees, which showed raetdable
inclination to give way. 'ls that a fact?' he saioftly, and she
shuddered at the threat in his tone.

'I'm sure you can't be interested in my future gJashe said, hoping
that her tone of voice and the tilt of her chineed her nervousness.
His response to her rather childish rejoinder sekeamirely out of
proportion.

'I'm taking an interest,' he said tightly, his efiged unblinkingly on
her face.

‘You're jealous!" she breathed incredulously, tltBsastrously, she
laughed. It was just so unexpected and the exptamsd obvious. He
hated her, and he wanted her, and the thoughtyoin@nelse having
her was giving him a taste of hell.



'‘Let go!' she yelped furiously as his fingers htbiher shoulders. 'If |
scream | expect your girlfriend will come to invgste.' How dared
he act this way when the woman he had every ierdf marrying
was in the same house?

'It turns you on, does it, knowing a man wants yd& accused
furiously. "You like to tease,' he said, his ey@sning over her lithe,
lush young body clothed in the sky-blue shirt arehichs with

insolent sensuality.

'I'm not teasing you," she insisted, appalled atwhe had done. His
response was totally devastating and the slip sHhabitual iron
control hard to take on board. 'l want to get tak ¢ut of your life.'

'‘Because you're too uncomfortable with me knowing jor what
you are.' He shook her slightly and she felt hisdsaremble.

'Listen to me, Nathan Audley, do you think I'd haservived
marriage to David Selby if I'd cared about whatpgedhink of me?
You act as if you're the only person ever to think some sort of
gold-digger!" she said scornfully, i don't care W@u or anyone else
think about me,' she declared, her voice trembhirtg passion.

'‘Are you trying to tell me that your marriage wasa'business
transaction?' His grip loosened.

‘That was only marriage to you,' she taunted, atliimit of her
reserves of patience. This false picture of herirfsésted upon
carrying in his head was someone else, she wantgdé¢am at him.

'Is that what you want?' he asked, a strange iiofteix his voice, his
sharp-angled features quite still, unreadable.

'I'd sooner marry the devil; he would have a betteterstanding of
love! Besides, the way | hear it you're alreadyksodor.' She bit her
lip as his glance sharpened to laser intensity.



‘Love and marriage. Just an old-fashioned girleatrty

‘Sneer if you like," she countered, twisting herknas his fingers cut
deeper into the sensitive hollows beneath her ssdilpollarbones.
‘Your trouble is you're afraid.. .afraid deep dawat you're like your
father and one day a face that will be your fatadkness will walk
into your life. So you insulate yourself from fegjianything... | pity
you.'

'‘Shut up!" The command, which had been containethgither
iImpassioned speech, blasted across the silench Wadfallen after
her words. He pulled her to him almost with thepséeation of a man
drowning, his hands tracing the delicate contotileoface while his
mouth caressed her.

Inside she was dissolving cell by cell; the acmegd was intense; it
swelled, grew to the point where she felt sure tleatmind, already
numb and dazed, would cease to function.

He was kissing her closed eyelids, the tip of bisggie tracing the
path of a salty tear, and her belly quivered wititobow, aching need.
'You're a callous bastard and | won't be a sulbstiiady for revenge.
Why not take out your revenge on Julia? Or do yateho pretend to
be civilised for her benefit?' The words were tlaedest she'd ever
uttered in her life.

He gave a growl of disbelief and his body, hard #imdbbing with
the desire she longed to satisfy but had rejest#tened. 'You give
nothing for nothing, is that it?"

The reflex was too strong to counter, and the soainter hand
hitting his jaw cracked around the room. She toakep back and
covered her mouth with her hand, her eyes watchitlgfascinated
horror the livid marks of her fingers develop on blive skin.



He touched his cheek, his expression calmly thdugh¥oman...'
his eyes narrowed to slits and he inclined his hibaeateningly
closer '.. .never do that again.'

'Or what?' she countered with mock-bravado. "Y titlme?"

'‘Unlikely," he returned softly. 'Much more probalirat we'd begin
what we have started.'

'Rape,' she said scornfully.

His eyes never left her face; he reached forward ok her
hand—the one she'd slapped him with. She made tempait to
prevent him, almost hypnotised by the lingeringesta

Eyes on her mouth now, he raised her hand to jgsdnd slowly,
agonisingly slowly, he put each finger in his mqu#ucking,
caressing every sensitive nerve- ending. Whennadlyireleased her
hand she was gasping for air, her breath comingyeat laboured
gulps. A soft, rosy glow radiated from her skin #ed eyes, wide and
dilated, stared at him with open longing.

'‘Never rape, Annie.'

'‘Get out and leave me alone—I hate you,' she saild deep
conviction, the emotion as deep and strong as treviqus
enchantment had been. 'I'm not spending anothbt heye; Josh will
come and get me.'

'‘Considering you've spent the last two months gryia inveigle
yourself into my life, this sudden retreat seemv@se.'

'l was kind to your son because | like him andyedhonest, pity him
having you as a father. | stayed on here becalase IChausey.' Her
defiant tone wavered. it was a mistake. | don# lwrants and that's



all you are. Don't flatter yourself into believihgive a damn about
you.'

The green eyes held her own for a moment. 'lI'd n@wehat, Annie.
I'm quite conversant with younodus operandit's the bank balance
that interests you, angel, and | do have Chauséy' glacial
contempt flailed her.

'‘We won't keep you any longer, then,' he contintxsiyoice coldly
precise. 'Feel free to ring your lucky friend.' Hpscurled with open
contempt.

When he had gone she couldn't even cry, just agkbarang Josh's
number.



CHAPTER SEVEN

JosHs flat was perfect for her needs, but Annie misseddarden,
especially on a perfect September day like todag dlean modern
lines of the one-bedroomed flat were a long waynfmhat she was
accustomed to. While she could appreciate the Padndinavian
furnishings and their elegant simplicity, she gelpersistent longing
for the patina of age.

She opened the casement windows wide and wateesddiorful
window-boxes, breathing in the heady perfume offlihsers.

Life should have felt satisfactory, fulfilling; hemew job was
challenging and stimulating; she had broken with plast. It might
have been just that but for one factor. absencenoadtarved her
hunger, her craving for Nathan; it had fed it thayvoxygen fed a
greedy flame.

In the workplace, without effort she had, in a &vort weeks, earned
admiration and a certain amount of envy for her loo@tion of
self-disciplined application and flashes of purepination. But
beneath the serenely composed exterior she wasimedsby a
relentless masochistic longing that anyone obsgitver would never
have suspected.

She was appalled to even find herself wonderingiath@ exquisite
Julia. How close was their relationship? Were thayers? She
tortured herself with the concept. Of course theyan. The thought
of his hands touching her.. .anyone.. .could makebneak out in a
sweat of sick loathing, and she hated him for riwegahis ardent,
passionate side to her nature.

Was she Andrew's mother? Was that why he was cqhdéing
marriage when previously he'd been so opposed?tdhie boy's
comments returned time after time to torture hbe Bied to see any



of the woman's features in his face, but the fathsiamp was in
every line of the child. She gave an angry sigmoged with her
preoccupation, an obsessive curiosity that coulecironly further

pain.

Her letter from Matthew lay half finished on thdadPouring herself
another cup of coffee, she curled up her legs librea and read on.
His optimism and enthusiasm almost leapt up offphges.

She gave a smile of satisfaction, knowing she caeleer regret her
decision to vacate Chausey. She loved the old p&eays would,

but it had been a symbol of a fairy-tale existewbech in reality had

only lived in her imagination. This was the new gmatic Annie

speaking, she told herself firmly.

Her drifting attention was suddenly riveted by a#iimparagraph; she
ran her eyes over it once, twice, three times.olilan't be true!
Anger, confusion swept over her in a tidal wavbe@kilderment. The
Victoria Foundation couldn't possibly have any cestion with

Nathan Audley! She reread the scrawled paragrapk amore; the
implication was clear, though Matthew was obviouslyder the
impression that she was already in full possessidhe facts.

The charitable foundation which was funding theeaesh assistant
post she had got was directly connected to the&yudbrporation! In
effect, Nathan Audley was paying her salary. Shedstp, the pages
of the abandoned letter falling like confetti orthe floor.

Could it be a coincidence? That possibility didwirrant a second
thought. It was all part of some scheme, some ghachiavellian
design; she was beholden to Nathan...

I'd prefer to starve, she thought, giving a smalhg of total outrage.
The conniving, devious... Tears of temper slid ftbecorners of her
eyes and she brushed them aside with tremblingfag



All the pleasure she had felt at getting the jodr, thelight that the

Victoria Foundation had been willing to fund thediof research she
was so enthusiastic about, had been wiped awaywaka't even

sure now whether any of the projects they had dsmill so

enthusiastically with her actually existed: themselling sessions for
women who had been the victims of violent marriagles refuges

and the retraining schemes. Her research, thegfadsed, could be
targeted to dovetail neatly into several spherewhich they were

active.

It had all been a contrivance, engineered by tloett and master...
He won't be my master, she declared passionatélgrself, her teeth
gritted.

She screwed up the offending piece of paper iffisteit had all been
SO neat, so timely, so convenient, and like théldelidiot she was
she had accepted it as a great piece of good fartun

The tide of undiluted fury found her in the batteri@eetle she'd
recently purchased and on the road to Chausey almedsre she'd
considered what action she had to take. She heahtfoont him now
while she still burnt.. .let the rat talk his wayt@f this one!

He was out to dominate her any way he knew how,ipogate her

until she was reliant on him. Well, he'd overplaiesihand... Had he
really expected gratitude? she wondered incredlyioighe was

going to tell him in graphic detail exactly where bould put his

research grant.

None of her new colleagues would have recogniset #fficient
new recruit, whose warm smile and breathtaking $oakere
counterbalanced by a certain reserve,, in the fwiagfoddess who
stalked up to the impressive facade and hammered the newly
painted door. Oaths of fearful retribution emerdean her lips as
she raised her hand to demand entry once more.



The door swung open as she stood there, arm aodt, Nathan
appeared wearing a pair of snug-fitting jeans atite lelse. He
looped the towel in his hand around his neck aoédd at her, his
brows rising in satirical enquiry. 'l have to hamdo you.. .most
people look fairly absurd with their mouth opent tith you it just
looks inviting.' His tone was smoky, tinged witlatldistinctive rasp,
incredibly sensual.

Annie's mouth snapped shut. Her well-rehearsed chpse had
vanished the instant he'd appeared. She had somatagined she
would have to fight her way to him through a phalahflunkies; his

sudden appearance and his state of undress hadthes into a state
of semi-panic.

His torso, lean, powerful, was tanned an even sluddeak. The
moderate shadow of dark body hair terminated imeaysarrow at his
belly where the buckle of his belt was clinchediasgfahis lean waist.
She could hear the rasp of her breath escape fetnwebkn her teeth.
The sensations throbbed like a steady pulse thrbaghody, desire a
living, breathing entity that all but swamped heower of
articulation.

'l suppose you're surprised to see me,' she jeSrexlalmost sighed
out loud with relief as the ability to speak retednShe tried to find a
less dangerous spot to fix her eyes on and faddeen the sight of his
bare feet made her stomach flip.

‘Actually, | saw you on the security cameras. Tlag wou drove up
the drive, I'm not entirely surprised you didn'tine them.'

‘To keep out undesirables?'

'Only selective ones,' he corrected her softlgt {ou in.' He blotted
his wet hair against the towel and stood asidevedy desirable
undesirable.’



'‘But what | am thinking of, letting a fair maiden such an urgent
guest stand outside? | can hardly wait to retumesof your unique
hospitality,’ he observed drily.

A guest in her own home; the incongruity was peculand
distressing. But then he knew that, didn't he?tBbaght, stepping
into the fragrant hallway. It had been easier toept while he had
been absent, but now...?

He had done all the things she would have likedictdo Chausey. If
his taste had been abominable and his restoratisensitive,
perversely she would have been happier, but no ¢auld be found.

'‘Come through and sit down—you look as if you'verbeunning a
marathon.' His eyes scanned her flushed cheeksuamled curls
with a sardonic expression.

‘This is not a social call,’ she snapped, whirliagnd to face him.
'Victoria Foundation!" She flung the name at hikelan accusation.

If she'd thought to throw him off guard or discoridam, she was
disappointed. One eyebrow travelled skywards ahenued to rub
his hair with the towel, is that it? he enquiredam almost bored
fashion.

'l suppose you have never heard of them?' sheexhe®ne silver
droplet of water was running down his shoulder;dyas followed its
downward course over the satiny olive skin; hevdhfelt constricted
and she swallowed convulsively, tearing her eyesayawith
incredible difficulty.

'Did | say that?' he countered.

Some of the anger slid from her eyes as she comdésdpthreading
her fingers through his dark, wet hair. Her finggusvered as if to
experience the sensation. The incident was tragsitioe sensations



experienced in the blink of an eye, but when sheeanore met his
eyes she could see that he knew exactly what foepidhoughts had
passed through her head. They glittered as gredniramtingly
dangerous as the deepest ocean.

‘Do you deny that you own the Foundation?' shedakkiskily.

‘The Foundation is a charitable trust," he corcetter, ‘which was
originally set up by my company. | have no direstdlvement in the
day-to-day running of the organisation. | just s#tshat the recipients
of its largesse are in keeping with the public peodf the Audley
Corporation. If you wish to know anything furthécan give you an
address you can write to.'

'You are an unscrupulous bastard,' she said wip denviction. He
didn't even appear embarrassed, she thought wilgti@narity! He
didn't even begin to know the meaning of the wdfdho is Victoria
anyway?' she asked contemptuously. 'One of youentfari'm
surprised it's not called Julia.'

This snide comment made him look at her stran)éigtoria was my

mother, a woman with integrity whose reward wasdahrown aside
by her husband for a young trollop. She died bekire had the
satisfaction of seeing him made a total fool oft 8en she probably
wouldn't have got much pleasure from it anyway.-Shad I'm sure

this will seem bizarre to someone like you—Iloveahhi

‘This would seem an appropriate moment to retireesghere more
comfortable.' He ignored her yelp of protest angfnarched her into
the small sitting- room, closing the door behinchhiDo continue
with, the fascinating in-depth appraisal of my cuder,' he said,
watching her rub her wrist which bore the marksisfiron grip.

‘That hurt,’ she complained. His information abbist mother still
had her flustered and confused.



‘Trying to keep in character,’ he explained blandly haven't
foreclosed on anyone all day; | like to keep my cham Being
heartless and callous is a skill which requiresstamt honing.'

'I'm duly impressed by your wry humour," she saialvning darkly.
Her wrath wasn't making any impression at all,reladised, intensely
frustrated by this confrontation which had hadtalimpact of a limp
lettuce leaf. 'The Victoria Foundation is paying sajary.'

‘Congratulations.’

She gave a hiss of frustration and placed her handeer hips. The
action made her cropped top ride higher to reveaerthan a glimpse
of her bare midriff. Nathan's eyes seemed dravesistibly to the
inches of smooth, creamy flesh and his heavy eyelidoped.

‘This is news to you?' she drawled sarcastically.

His gaze moved back to her face and the hungrywlprg look
caused a badly timed fit of lethargic weaknessetwgde her limbs.
'‘No, Annie, it is not news; | like to keep my fingen the pulse...' As
he spoke his eyes rested on the pulse that vieddy at the base of
her slender throat, and she shivered as if he'chtaliher. 'Did you
come here to thank me?' The smile flashed, whidenagnacing.

‘Thank you?' she squeaked. 'l wouldn't work for iouif...'

‘Your life depended on it?' he suggested helpfuMou are not
working for me.’

'Indirectly | do,' she contradicted him. "You mtlehk I'm an idiot; |
was bound to find out.’

He shrugged his magnificent shoulders. 'There isewpet about my
connection with the Victoria foundation, Annie. Yappear to be



Imagining some tortuous plot has been spun aroaondlyhave made
no effort to conceal my association.. .why sho@ld |

He made it sound so reasonable, managed to coheigorotests to
the same category as neurotic ravings. She caughtolver lip
between her teeth and set her chin at &n aggreasigke.

'If I'd known... | meant it when | said I'd takethimg from you. If you
think I'm about to offer..." a flush mounted heeeks as her eyes slid
from his sardonic gaze '.. .anything...' she flaared.

'You think | arranged the research grant in ordelemand my pound
of flesh?' Beneath the surface of his scornful ament she could
detect a thread of deadly anger. 'My dear Annie,botn know |
wouldn't need to use bribery in order to bed you.'

‘Are you denying...?' she began hoarsely. His siates had made
her drop her eyelids to hide behind the curtaimef long, curling
lashes. If only she had been able to contradict dtegement
convincingly, she thought with a rising sense cfpsdency.

'You obviously have little faith in the validity gfour work if you
think that. And | don't mean the job you have ia tlursery... Yes,
Matthew mentioned that when | spoke to him." Ansheeided she'd
have to have a serious talk with her stepson. ttoapread yourself
thin, don't you, angel?'

His scathing comment made her vanishing coloue flgr once more.
'How | allocate my time has nothing to do with yahe countered
tersely. 'What would you know about my work anyway?

'Intellectual snob,' he replied, enunciating eaglakle with cold
relish.



‘That's completely unfair,' she protested. Someiadong the line
she had gone on the defensive and he had becongured party,
she recognised, feeling totally outmanoeuvred.

It had been a major mistake to sail in here, inhtbat of anger, she
belatedly realised. A calm, pragmatic assessmetiteotinexpected
bombshell in Matthew's letter would have proved enaseful in the

long run. 'l meant you've hardly displayed any neg¢ in me as a
person; it follows that you'd have as little int&rim or respect for my
work.'

Nathan regarded her thoughtfully for a moment keefbopping

elegantly into an armchair, which was not fadedt@predecessor
had been. He stretched out his long legs in frbhira and, with the
reluctant fascination which she seemed doomed foereence
whenever she was in his presence, Annie observedudlge of

muscle in his powerful thighs through the closerg fabric.

'l suppose that's a fair comment." The grin thatoapanied his
words was natural. It knocked several years offlges and reminded
her of Andrew. 'l concede you have a point.’

'One sentence is hardly conclusive evidence to@tippat claim,'
she said drily. He had a smile which could charenttbney from the
bees when he chose to use it; he just obviously Igt&point in
exerting this devastating charm whesbe was concerned; she
doubted whether he similarly excluded other membeher sex.

'l made enquiries.'

'‘About me?' Outrage widened her eyes and her bossenand fell
swiftly.

‘You really are a high-flyer, aren't you?' he s&iagers steepled, his
chin resting on them, he watched her with a subdhtedsity which



didn't fool her for an instant. His eyes were dngrevery flicker of
an eyelash, just as his ears picked up every iofeixi her voice.

'l take it that when you referred to marriage ycerevtalking about
your research project. It was an elaborate way iglead me... |

wonder.. .did you have any notion that, given emopgvocation, I'd

actually go that far to enjoy the sultry delightsyour deliciously

sinful body. Marriage!" His lips twisted into a lmals, contemptuous
smile. 'No, you're too realistic for that," he clugied cuttingly.

'l can't be held responsible for every sordid jptetation you place
on everything | say. The fact remains | won't beyaur debt,’ she
asserted with stubborn defiance. The less he déhedome of her
motivations the better! 'Besides, Andrew had alyeatd me about
your marriage plans.' She tried to sound carelassloe heard the
faint tremor in her voice and hoped, without muohfaence, that he
hadn't. Did Nathan miss anything?

He made an expansive gesture with his hands. "Hweeagreed,
unmoved by her passionate declaration. 'What plaane those?' He
sounded cautious more than anything else, she motleGurprise.

'‘Andrew expects you to marry Julia.. .maybe yowshot rush him.’
Why on earth should | be giving him advice? she desad
incredulously, then realised that for the boy'ssstke felt impelled to
say it.

The dark brows rose in savage mockery and strastpelgensed him
relax. A half-smile tugged at the corner of his oty our concern
for my son is commendable, if that's all it is...’

Why didn't he put on a shirt? she thought, feelihg beads of
perspiration break out along her brow. 'l think yeua total
hypocrite, trying to get me into bed while you'larming to marry
another woman! Not satisfied with wreaking havoariy personal



life, you even have to interfere in my career," abeused, her anger
and sense of injustice increasing by the second.

‘When | wouldn't play the submissive idiot roleuyset out to prove
that | would take something off you, knowing albradj that I'd never
willingly place myself in that sort of invidious positicshe persisted
hoarsely. "You're just a control junkie!'

'Why can't you take anything off me?"'
*You have nothing | want.'

'Money, social status—you want both of those phes financial
stability to indulge your undoubted talents in aldi where
remuneration is hardly sufficient to satisfy you.would be
heaven-sent, Annie..." he purred reflectivelyt ikeren't for the fact
that you want me, and that makes you feel vulnerabbut of
control.'

‘You are the most incredibly arrogant man I've ererountered,' she
gasped, outraged.

‘And you've known so many,' he drawled, his expoasslmost
gloating. 'l can see why you would jump to the biga&onclusion that
| put forward your name as a possible recipientafgrant in order to
trade for your sexual favours. After all, that ey stock in trade, isn't
it? You trade on your simmering sexuality for iteyosl want, such as
financial security.

'Oh, | don't doubt that you have an appetite tdifgrabut | think
you're pragmatic enough to put that second. Asudesitt of the
subject I'm sure you see the similarity betweenr ymproach and a
good many contemporary marriages. After all, weaharriage but a
legal framework to support the same ethos?'



He was watching her with a peculiarly complex espi@n which, if
she'd paused to analyse it, might have made hdisadae was
waiting with uncharacteristic tension for her reply

‘Historically the theory of romantic love is just powerful as the
economic and social constraints,' she retortedtligwilis words had
stung her deeply, offending every deeply ingraibedef she held
and reminding her with cruel force just how dispartheir views
were.

He gave a laugh. It was a raw, incredulous souatetkacerbated the
shattering pain he was inflicting. 'Romance! | taelieve even you
are capable of such grand self-delusion.’

Her face went blank, her natural defensive inssirciming to the

fore. If he should guess... The humiliation woutdl unbearable. 'I

was speaking out of habit... | was always tauglptrésent a balanced
argument, both sides of the coin.’

'‘But what do you think?' he persisted.

'You tell me—you seem the expert at knowing whattay head,’ she
replied, not bothering to hide her bitterness. "ty you give my
name to the Foundation? | can't believe you'd dwth no ulterior
motive.'

An odd expression flickered in his eyes and he flosdly from the
chair. "Your work has merit, is relevant,' he adeait

His eyes detected the embarrassed pleasure trddrdydluminated
her face. The fact that she could appear so tramspanade him
angry beyond reason. At some level he was awatdihaeasoning
was flawed where this beautiful creature, a blefdnéuriating
contradictions, was concerned.



‘Actually, | wanted to illustrate how very simptas for me to make
you do the exact opposite of what you say," he tpowwith an
expression of dark triumph. "You owe your job to, aned before you
start dramatically throwing it back in my face reneer that the
money your department needs will disappear if youTthat would
make your departure rather a selfishly indulgent.ac

'l won't submit to any covert attempts to dominaie' she replied,
her voice trembling. Nathan Audley was dangerouwsigh without
permitting him to intrude any further into her lifee was encroaching
on her freedom to further his own perverse desigpgy Julia. Is she
conversant with your attitude to marriage?'

"Your concern for Julia is misplaced," he repliedyd'l doubt my
comments would have disturbed her unduly. Shear@ec woman
like yourself, and very pragmatic. Aren't you oveacting to this
situation? Or are you transferring the feelingsfroftration you
experienced in your marriage to a totally differsiation?

'‘Was he jealous?' he asked suddenly, and a staptirdim
closer—so close that she could see the gold flechkss eyes. 'Did he
try to control you?'

'He had no need to be jealous—or to control me;idaxas my
world,' she spat back.

The narrowing of his eyes was the only indicatioat the had heard
her swift response, 'l wouldn't blame him. If yoer& mine..." His
voice trailed off, a throaty growl, and he liftes lihand and let his
fingers trail down her cheek. The soft, featherycto started a
meltdown that began somewhere deep inside herreovdoslled.

‘You're very free with the amateur psychology,’ sharmured
faintly, frightened to the core that any moment sthauld lose
control, babble something incoherent and foolisb&crifice any



vestige of pride she had left, it seems to meybatwant to lay two
women simultaneously—me and your stepmother. Salijugme is
a convenient way of doing both.. .the ghost and me.

His hand fell away as he gave a hard, mirthlesghHatiConvenient"

Is not the way | would have described the way | &mut you,' he

said throatily. 'Who has taught you to equate sl subjugation?'

he wondered out loud. 'l've been thinking abouttymse past weeks,
happily shacked up with your lover. He can't benda good job of

keeping you content because the way you look atsmiegtheart, is
not the way a woman satisfied with her lot lookam@dther man.'

Annie felt a strange, light sensation; it was almas if she was
floating; her head was spinning. Was it the thoughtisions of
herself filling Nathan's head the same way he haehHilling her
own? It was a bittersweet elation; he hadn't bdda @ banish her
from his life as easily as she had begun to think.

| shouldn't be feeling any of this, she realisethhle to move under
the weight of this sudden influx of sweet, warmssdion. Be sane,
Annie, girl; get the hell out of here!

'If you put some clothes on it might be easier toobok.' "Stupid,
stupid! She could barely believe the words that $lgugbed from her
mouth.

He sucked in his breath sharply, the action cledd§ining the
concave shape of his tautly muscled belly. Sheeduhnler clammy
hands into small balls and held them in front aof he

She wanted—it was the height of insanity but unalelet—to touch

his skin; touch, taste. Her eyelids felt too hetwyaise, and she let
her head sag forward, the heavy silk curtain offfar brushing her
breasts.

'‘Look at me.' The command was low but vibrantly ergtive.



The alternative to obeying him was rushing from tbem, not
feasible when her trembling legs were taken intssateration.

‘Do you want to touch me, Annie? Golden, glowind. gi His voice
was seductively husky, just for her. His eyes fixedblinkingly on
her face; she gave a small gasp and some of thandefand
self-loathing vanished from her eyes, to be repldne a reluctant
fascination.

'l..." She swallowed and felt the emotion like kdslmmp constricting
her throat. 'l don't like you,' she murmured indisty.

This was terrible, some sort of primitive soul-bgri She wanted to
escape but something prevented her.

‘Yes, | want to touch you!' The pressure shoulceldimninished when
the destructive admission finally saw the lightlaf, but it carried on
growing.. .tearing her apart.

Nathan let out a deep, shuddering sigh. She sauwntlseles in his
throat clench as though he too was under some piostgible strain.
His eyes, those strange, magnetic green eyes, gteamith a
predatory triumph as he heard her admission.

'I've been thinking a lot about touching you, feglyou beneath me,
soft.. .your mouth and body open for me.' The cdhmgewords
spilled out of him. 'l want to hear my name on ylqs; | want to hear
you frantic for me.’

His erotic, totally outrageous intimate commentsengopelling her
from the state of dormancy that her sensualitylieeh confined to.
The woman in her was suddenly free...

She licked her dry lips with the tip of her tongdegawing his eyes in
the process. "You sound very confident.' Her veiceerged low and
husky.



‘Do you feel the need to reduce every man to tha (& an infatuated
teenager? 1 want you.' His final statement mightelzeen bald, but
it was more tantalising than she had dreamt passisbu want me
and if | don't know what you want at any point pegt you to tell
me.. .that can be very stimulating, Annie," he shaickly. 'l shall tell
you exactly how you make me feel; would you likatth

She was drowning already in just the elusive masewcent of him;

even now, when he still wasn't touching her, shelccdeel the

warmth that radiated from his glorious body. He tedising to her as
though she were as experienced, as skilful in thefdove- making

as he was. She felt her muscles tense in sudden. ahat was she
doing?

Her retreat was neatly prevented because Nathaedhat moment
to catch hold of her, his hands on her hips lifthrey against him,
making her intimately aware of how strong his need.

The flood of sensation made her feel faint; she making against
him, her own unsteady breathing in harmony withi&®ured harsh
inhalations. He tasted her mouth as though he wanalioh her.

'‘While you're mine | want exclusive rights.' Theckhpassion-slurred
words were said in her ear as his mouth sensitiselyght the most
vulnerable areas, eager for his touch.

Reason and logic were dim memories but his wondedawith her
dreamlike, euphoric condition. Fingers buried deelpis still damp,
curling hair, she spoke his name, the sound anodiac for her
starved senses.

‘Understand me, Annie...' She murmured a huskyeptas he took
her by the shoulders and distanced himself sligiitdyn her. 'You
move out of Josh's place.'



The import of his words still didn't penetratelive there,' she said,
with a puzzled frown. Why was he talking? She waan agony of
blissful expectation... expectation of his touclulfilment of the
aching hunger.

‘Exclusivity is the only condition 1 make.'

The sudden chill after the scalding inferno of desire took her
breath away. Her vision was clear; in fact she\tenseen anything
with such clarity before. "You get exclusivity..hat, Nathan, do |
get?'

The mouth which had given her such sweet delightherds before
curved with contempt, but she could see that hedxpected this
guery. Anger icier than anything she had ever a&peed exploded
in her head. 'I'll arrange alternative accommodaatio

‘You mean | don't get to move back in here?' skt pauting with
inspired provocation. It seems I'm cast in the oblthe slut; the least
| can do is get in character, she thought bitterly.

The brilliant, predatory eyes glittered and he ®dchkn his lean
cheeks. 'My God, is that what all this sweet sutegns about—out
with the old, on with the new?’

‘Tell me, Nathan, what other possible reason cdulthve for
contemplating becoming your mistress? A man whotbagduce
every human relationship to a business contract.’

If she'd had any sense she would have retreatedthre violence that
was evident in every awesome line of him, but she 8o hurt she
wanted to inflict just some of the pain she waseeigmcing, and even
at this point she instinctively knew that he was $trong a man ever
to resort to using his physical supremacy over her.



Intellectually he would show no mercy, though. T® tbeated like
some product with a price-tag by the man she Idwad to be the
ultimate insult.

The answer was in his eyes and she could see hbédt & divine
intervention there was no way she was going to Btapproving the
inaccuracy of her taunt. 'Shall | show you a re@sba said silkily.

'‘Don't, Nathan.' His eyes followed the movementef lips, but the
savage, almost unfocused expression in them madeddabt

whether he'd even heard her words. She struggtithatively as he
caught her arms and inexorably pulled her to him.lébked wild,

primitive, filled with a raw hunger which terrifieer even as it
thrilled her.

The struggle couldn't last; even as she writhedaisly to escape
him she had already accepted this. Surrender wassah relief, the
inevitable outcome. Then he began a slow, exglystew seduction

of her senses, with a delicacy, a sensitivity thsplayed how superb
his control was. The rampant fury was being tenghéoedraw an

instinctive response that mere force wouldn't hareeluced.

Breathing hard, he drew away—not far, just a breathd when their
eyes met her total surrender needed no articulatidever try to
manipulate me, Annie.' The warning had a steelyityuhat brought
home to her the extent of this man's implacablé Wi pushed his
fingers into the mass of her burnished curls andhie glistening,
silky strands fall, his eyes watching them withexpression of fierce
fascination.

When he reclaimed the honeyed sweetness of hezdphpts, she
gave herself to him with a mixture of despair atatien. The love
which had invaded her soul [eft her no choice butspond to him.
Did he feel as if whatever was between them wasrgegned? she



wondered. He too had been fighting his own battlbs,realised, for
the first time seeing the similarity between thatruggles.

He --felt her quiver and spoke her name. It washaied from him
almost like a pained cry. She needed kindnessitisstiys But then
this ruthless,

elemental savage had those attributes too; he hadtking she
craved for. She twisted her fingers in his haihedd his face to her
breasts. She knew he was the only man she wouldvesa; he'd
carved out a niche in her soul.

‘Dad!" The door was flung open vigorously, and lehgn the wall.

Nathan even had the forethought to place hims&léxen her and the
child. But the few seconds she had were inadequma@mpose
herself, barely enough to straighten her clothiBige was vaguely
conscious of Nathan fielding the child's high-p&dhenquiries in a
calm, level tone.

I might never be calm again, she thought wildlyshe stepped out
from his shadow. A small body was catapulted agdies and she
half absorbed the stream of information being thr@atvher.

She slid a sideways glance towards the elder Audie)saw him
watching them, an enigmatic expression effectivahelding his
thoughts. He was as urbane as ever, apparentljialsito the fact
that he was hardly dressed for entertaining guestdternoon tea,
and she resented the apparent ease with whichuhe switch off his
emotions. But then, as she sternly reminded herdedf emotions
involved for him were, at best, superficial.

‘Are you stopping for tea with us?' the child emgdias he finally
released her.



Annie was spared the effort of gathering her soadtevits to reply by
Nathan's swift interruption. 'l thought you werd o a birthday
party.. .on ice even. How can anyone top that? @holuexpect
someone will,' he added wryly.

The reminder brought an indentation between hisvbrithat was a
miniature version of the one between his fathesik @nes. Annie
hoped rather wistfully that his would not be premely ingrained
with cynicism. ‘Must [...?"

'l have a previous engagement.’

That was to be her role—fitted in between previengagements,
kept out of sight of a susceptible child who haglattbeen taught to
despise her. The enormity of the mistake she'desolynmade was
too tragic to appreciate fully.

'‘With Julia, | s'pose.’ Andrew screwed his noseegriptively as he
said the woman's name.

'‘Miss Trent to you," Nathan replied indulgently.o'@nd change,
Drew; they're picking you up shortly. He gave aursd of
exasperation as the boy showed enormous reluctantzave the
room. 'l thought you were looking forward to a ttgpthe ice rink?
You've spoken about little else all week.'

'‘Will you be here when | get back?' His eyes weted beseechingly
on Annie.

'No." She smiled to alleviate the bluntness ofttasty reply. 'Another
time, perhaps,' she lied, knowing that Nathan walddanything in
his power to prevent that event occurring.

"'l get Mrs Gilbert to fetch you some tea," hedsas the child left the
room.



'You impose on her a good deal, don't you? She hawst her work
cut out, running around after you and your sona &ad biscuits
before we take off where we left off! She shuddefedling sordid
and empty, her wounded heart cold.

His head went back and he regarded her coollya'Amtter of fact
the whole situation is working out better thandidicipated. | feel as
if I'm getting to know my son.'

His slow, reflective smile dimmed as he intercepkest arrested
expression. 'lI've mentioned before that my child&dfare is no
concern of yours,' he reminded her. The words wereusly lacking
in any real anger. 'l don't know how you've manageaaheedle your
way so securely into his affections.’

Could Nathan actually be teasing her? She discattiedunlikely
theory.

‘All part of my fatal fascination.’

As a fatality of that particular fascination he aeded her with what
appeared to be more dislike than lust. 'Actualeywloman offered to
pick the boy up; she had a dental appointmentwmfohe said, an
edge of exasperation in his voice, as though heettegl the impulse
to explain any of his actions... especially to hedon't want tea
either.’

She wasn't going to be sucked back into that sénsutex that
would lead to her self-destruction. But eludingwias well-nigh
impossible, she realised a moment later, transfixsd the
smouldering green eyes which were devouring hdr mycinch.

'‘Why are you such a long way away?' he asked hyisks eyelids
drooping as he observed the teling way her bregthhad
accelerated, pulling the fabric of her shirt tathen, at the strident
peal of the doorbell and subsequent babble of gpibe cursed



fluently. 'That'll be the birthday party transpomriven by the
motor-mouthed mother,' he added rudely. 'l suppbbé@ave to putin
an appearance.’

‘The joys of parenthood,’ she said sweetly. 'I'ne $ie caveman look
will go down well." She gave an ostentatious lebiievher brain was
working at a furious rate. She had to get out—esicap

‘Perhaps you should accompany me if you fear forsafety," he
suggested, a slight smile playing around his lips.

Annie quelled her immediate response to this gemieour and
responded coldly, 'l wouldn't want to tarnish yoeputation by
appearing in front of your respectable friends.'

The smile in his eyes blinked out; he gave hemgmatient look. 'As
you like," he said coolly.

The inner corridor led directly to the kitchen. tfuely, afraid of

hearing footsteps in her wake, Annie ran downét,lreart pounding
heavily in her ears. There was evidence in the cosyn of recent
occupation, the shopping bags still unemptied enflbor. But the
kitchen was empty.

She gave a sigh of relief. It was amazingly simplslip out, around
the building and into her car. She caught a glimpséhe Range
Rover that turned out into the main road beforedstieand that was
all; she was free. Free! She gave a smile laddmseif- mockery. If
only she were...

Would he follow her, and miss his previous engagemeath the
socially acceptable Julia? She bit her lip andkalthback a tear. He
was welcome to her. The memory of the other woméal'se
mannerisms made her want to scream.



It appalled her to realise how close she'd beatdtepting the sort of
hole-and-corner affair he had offered her. She erging in earnest
now, great silent sobs that made her shake adrsle $0 concentrate
on the road. He wanted to possess her, nothing atsehow long
would that last? Nothing could grow between theomfrsuch a
shallow foundation. She should just be eternalbteful that Drew
had returned when he did.

Gratitude, however, was in actual fact the last teanoshe was
suffering at that moment; devastation would havenbmuch closer
to the mark.. .although her inner turmoil could het adequately
summed up in one word...



CHAPTER EIGHT

ANNIE awoke the next morning heavy-eyed and despond&drd.
glanced at the clock and noted the late hour wgmdy. There was
no time now to replay all the agonising of the poeg night; she had
promised her friend Jane that she would babysiekremely new
daughter for a couple of hours while Jane indulgedself in a
morning at the hairdressers.

Poor Jane was feeling in need of some pamperinthertwod, she
had assured Annie, had been perfected to speé @geing process
and sleep- deprivation had brought on prematurditgersmiling
wanly as she recalled the rueful comment, Annienwksbae would
have gladly swapped her own brand of insomniatat which was
afflicting her friend.

She had showered and dressed and had a pot o toéeed by the
time her friend arrived. The baby was sleeping pkdly, unaware
of her new surroundings.

Annie patiently listened to the instructions thewnmother had
already anxiously imparted four times. '‘Won't yeddte?' she finally
said pointedly.

'‘Are you sure you can cope, Annie?'

Annie gave a sigh of gentle exasperation. 'l dbimk Emma's going
to suffer long-term psychological problems if hesther is absent for
a couple of hours. I'll do my level best to rememlzlich end to
feed,' she assured her solemnly.

Jane gave her friend an impulsive hug. 'Thanksdesipe said, with
one last look at the sleeping baby. 'l won't berl#tan eleven,' she
promised.



'Relax," Annie called after her, wondering, witBraile, whether her
advice would be heeded. Recalling the late-nightypasocial
creature she had gone to school with, she silantlyvelled at the
change in her ebullient friend.

She had scarcely had time to finish her secondeeoffhen the
doorbell rang. She closed her eyes. 'Janie, Jai8be opened the
door and muttered despairingly, '‘Don't you trust.rdeThe words
faded to a croak as she saw the tall figure of &lathot her friend, in
the doorway.

'l don't, no," he agreed blandly, 'is the boyfrigradting restive too?
An open relationship can be stressful when onenpaittas a more
voracious appetite for variety than the other.'

'‘Go away.' Her attempt to close the door was tdeatgh smiling
contempt. She stepped backwards into the sittingircas he
shouldered his way into the hallway. "You have igbtrto barge in
here, Nathan.'

'Did you really think I'd let things rest as thegn&?' he grated, his
teeth clenched, as he followed her into the room.sdHrveyed the
surroundings with a restless expression. 'Whattxdicl you expect

to achieve by running out like some character bmd melodrama?
Was | supposed to follow you? For a sophisticate gan be

irritatingly infantile," he observed grimly.

'Stop shouting at me —I'm not deaf,’ she bellowadkb'I'm not

interested in you or any of the offers you madikeftl because you
were in no mood to listen to me.. .you never lidieme, for that

matter,' she added sullenly, alarmed at the trehsirhad suddenly
invaded her accusing tone.



She took a deep, steadying breath. The room seamedenly
cramped, no longer cosy; this man's restless tyitalvas
overwhelming in the enclosed space.

'If you're holding out for a better deal than threed'm prepared to
give, forget it. | may admire the sleek coat ofeayf little vixen—' his
eyes touched the burnished sheen of her hair +utot about to
invite her to share my hearth. I'm sick and tiregaur games. | make
the rules and the sooner you accept that facsdbaer we can both
have what we want.’

Want! He couldn't begin to know what she wantedhat she craved.
'I'm devastated!" she sneered. 'How tiresome dbrm& the last great
despot of modern times,' she bit back. "You arths#&-skinned and
arrogant it just never occurs to you that Nathadl@wy isn't the first
thing on my mind when | wake up, or the last thitlgnk about when
| go to sleep.’

She blinked. That was exactly what was on her mihdugh, she
realised with quiet, profound desperation; she Wwakaving like
some adolescent teenager—or a woman in love, ra sibéce added.

His fists clenched and he looked at her with suishke that she
recoiled physically. 'Does it give you some peredask doing this to
me?"

His voice carried such a heavy burden of bleaktiestsher sense of
bewilderment and disorientation increased. What Wwastalking
about?

'l don't know why I'm surprised; | knew you wer&iadictive little
witch from the outset,' he continued in a harslt&aviped clean of
the earlier raw emotion. 'At least | can be sure soffered as much
as me,' he said crudely, smiling as her colouedlar



'I'm sure you found an outlet for your frustratiamsh the delightful
Julia.. .the previous engagement, wasn't it?" Singed her response
the instant it left her lips, seeing the gleam aprehension in his
eyes.

'‘Piqued?’ he enquired.

'‘Not at all; it only seems fair,' she continued fiwibefore he had
time to continue. 'After all, | had Josh to comenieoto,' she trilled,
with a sweet, taunting smile. It would never, ederto let him know
how much it had hurt, to be relegated to the loyesttion in his list
of priorities.

Her words transformed his moody, unpredictabletualé into
something grimmer. He spoke Josh's name underéahband his
voice was thick with loathing and menace. He adedmurposefully
towards her and she froze—as he did when, a mota@st the
unmistakable sound of a young infant's cries fitleel room.

‘What the...?" A look of confused incomprehenseplaced the glaze
of fury which had contorted his features.

'‘Look what you've done now!" she said, glaringiat. The crisis had
been averted and she could breathe again. 'Youwkemthe baby.’

'‘Baby?' he echoed. For a man renowned for thengutticerbic edge
of his tongue, he sounded remarkably dense.

Annie gave a superior smile, relishing his confaosithough she
knew it wasn't likely to last long. '‘Small thinggquiring lots of
tender loving care... Sorry, you wouldn't know muabout that,
would you?'

She moved to the wicker basket which had beengset the alcove
beside the chimney breast. Murmuring soft soundsoaffort, she



picked up the noisy bundle and smiled indulgenttp ithe red face.
'Did the horrid man wake you up, then?'

'You were screeching louder than anything | couldtan," he
retorted, watching her with an almost wary exp@ssiWhose
baby?'

She glanced up at his face and continued to rackhhd in her arms.
'‘Mine—is that what you're thinking?' She pursed lipg primly, or

tried to; the sensual fullness was not designedstmmh a mean
expression. 'If it were true I'd have been almesty to give birth
when we first met... You might have noticed,' shiel sarcastically.
Single mother would have been yet another indictnie'd have
loved to add to the long list he had already coragdos

'l might indeed—you were wearing a swimsuit." H# kcbbsed his
eyes as if he could summon at will a detailed rel@irof her sleek,
ripe body dripping with water. 'ls it the boyfriégd

Annie gaped. 'Don't be absurd!" she snapped. $adgl felt guilty at
having involved Josh in an imaginary affair; shedu he never got
to hear of it. All she needed was for people taigetdea that he went
around fathering childrenddshhas a sense of moral responsibility
she said pointedly.

Nathan's head reared as though she'd struck hoo. Wave a very
vicious tongue.'

She coloured, feeling ashamed of her nasty gibeatévier else
Nathan was he tried to be a good father. 'l thiok yake your
responsibility to Drew very seriously; he loves yahe said huskily,
and then, because he looked about to reply, shedws swiftly. 'I'm
going to feed the baby.’

She turned her back on him; that way he could®@ttbe sudden
sheen of tears in her eyes. She placed the ingahtib the crib. 'Still



here?' she said sarcastically when she returnedtfre kitchen with
the bottle in its warmer; all evidence of tears badn banished.

He moved aside from the crib, looking almost emdsed that she
had caught him watching the child, 'l can wait.'

‘You surprise me. | wouldn't have thought patiewes one of your
virtues.'

‘I have some, then?'

'l was raised to believe that there is good inygwee; you could say |
cling to childish values.' She settled herselfnmraamchair and tested
the milk. The baby, its mind focused on its measténed first on to
her neck, sucking ferociously, then her breast, mdtoff by her
cotton jumper.

She laughed. 'l can't oblige, honey, but Mum'syeft some of the
good stuff." She finally succeeded in placing & tn its mouth.

She glanced up after several seconds of deep alosprpatching the
child feed with the newborn's marvellous single-tieidness. Nathan
was watching her; his stillness was profound, aisdeyes blazed
with such an unrefined ferocity that her breathestiin her breast.
How long she stayed thus staring, transfixed, sthe'tdknow.

A small whimper from the baby recalled her to tyadind, grateful
for the opportunity to look away, she bent her head

She felt dazed; the raw emotion on his face had bgenising in its
intensity. 'I'm going to change her now,' she samdhe got up, the
child in her arms. "You might as well go, Nathahefle's nothing here
for you.' She tried to keep her voice hard, to staypemotion seeping
out.

"'l go when | get what | came for.'



‘Josh will be back soon,' she said, clutching @ws. Forgive me,
Josh! she pleaded silently.

'‘Good; | can tell him you're moving out. Where tall was he when
you were ill?' he added, his indignation so blathat she blinked in
surprise; was it all on her behalf? she wondered.

She laid the sleepy infant in its crib and turnedom, glaring
ferociously. 'I'm staying here,' she said flatlgr heart pounding as a
fresh surge of adrenalin sent her nervous systemowerdrive. 'You
may get away with acting like some despot in youn dome, but not
here.’

‘You never forgave me for buying Chausey, did you?'
She glanced towards the crib. 'Lower your voice.'

Actually, the fact that he now owned Chausey naénseemed
iImportant. She'd discovered that passions evokeddrg bricks and
mortar could retreat into the background when peatites became
involved. Painfully, by falling in love she'd gathperspective on the
important things in life.

'l can understand someone loving a house and wéahbolised,' he
said surprisingly, 'l cared for our home.'

'‘Why didn't you buy that, then, if you're so keenoontinuity?' She
would have imagined he would have been keen toimretee

inheritance his stepmother had cheated him out.thstead of
interfering with my life,' she added. She might eeliave met him
then, she realised, marvelling at the fickle hahfhte.

His eyes glittered. 'My darling stepmother hadoitched for the
insurance money, which ironically she couldn't dastn because the
company wasn't satisfied that the fire was accalént



'You can't be sure of that!" She gasped in stadisahay; his casual
tone was in sharp contrast to the horror he sugdest

He gave a humourless laugh. 'Don't be naive, Arithie.only reason
she didn't end up on trial for arson was that theasn't enough
evidence. Everyone knew she arranged it—provingaié another
matter.’

He shrugged, ironically, she made a fortune outth#d site's
redevelopment. Maybe that's what she was aftatallg.' He ran his
fingers through his hair. 'Clever bitch,' he sadflectively, i don't
keep track of her these days but I'm sure she'staoting in the
gutter. She could well have been your role model.’

Annie felt sick with anger at the comparison; shénd see the
deliberate ploy to force a denial from her. She jreew that the
prosaically told tale was repugnant. The worst pas that this was
the woman he had consistently likened her to. Hevmlist despise
her!

Knees weak, she sank into the nearest chair. ‘tsednenjoying his
new school?' It was the first thought that came her head.

Nathan listened to her polite enquiry and watché&t @ frustrated
frown as her expression composed itself into or@iai remoteness.
She had retreated— a habit she had. 'Yes... | damt to talk about
Drew,' he said impatiently. He'd wanted to draw tet;, wanted to
hear her denounce the accusation.

'Of course not; he's none of my affair, is he?'shd bitterly. Even if
Julia is the boy's mother, she doesn't love hshe can't... | do! she
thought. What have the Audley men done to me? simelered with
despair.



'Listen, Annie, | can't have him becoming too farfdyou only to
have you drift off leaving him high and dry... Heeds a mother, not
a pal,' he added harshly.

And I'm not suitable material, she thought withoaah of hysteria.

He never tried to dress up the nature of his dttrato her, she had to
give him that. But to be so brutally reminded oe tmevitable

impermanence of anything they might ever have tegetvas like a
knife being twisted in her belly.

‘Are you going to supply him with the former?' sh&ked coldly.
Julia! Poor Andrew would hate her. Was Nathan toalio see that?
'l thought you were very anti the institution.’

'l haven't advertised yet,' he said, not quite mgeter eyes. Eye
contact was not normally something he avoided,tibeth he wasn't
going to jeopardise the opportunity to get her ed by flaunting his
relationship with the beautiful blonde, was he? sbld herself
bitterly.

‘Why didn't you have children?" She glanced up frdrar

contemplation of her fingers, startled by this g@brguestion. 'l

watched you with her," he said softly, inclining lniead towards the
baby.

'l have it on excellent authority that they ruinuydigure,' she said
with a flippancy she was a long way from feelings Huestion had
put them in dangerous territory. 'It just didn'ppan,’ she added as he
looked irritated by her answer. Under the circumsés it would
have been nothing short of a miracle if it had, #feught with a

pang.

'l never knew Drew when he was a baby. His mothemnkthat a sure
way to up the price was to withhold the goods.'

'‘What nice women you know.'



'‘Don't I'' He shot out a hand and stopped her ioqet bid to rise.
His expression almost suggested that he regreisatipblste, though
why he should suddenly develop qualms about imsulher she
couldn't imagine. 'Can't we call a truce?' The id@d smile was
incredibly attractive, and she realised how dangesotruce could be
for her; at least if she was angry there was sdmamae of keeping
him at arm's length.

‘Why should we?'

'‘Because | think we could utilise our time much eneffectively
making love.' His voice was low, huskily intimatedrew her like a
magnet.

Annie gave a broken sigh. He was claiming her anler eternal
shame she knew she didn't have the stamina tt¢ hasis .or herself.
'Since you are a self- proclaimed disbeliever m émotion, | think
you should make it clear that we are talking lueseti His eyes were
boring into hers with ruthless intensity; the damomise of his
sensuality was waking all the most inappropriatpoases within
her.

‘Semantics,' he said dismissively. He fell to meds in front of her
chair, a graceful, fluid movement that caused qsiwd appreciation
in her belly. 'Have you the faintest notion of witatid to me to
watch that child try to suckle at your breast?asleed her thickly, his
eyes dropping from her face to the quivering corgcaf her full

breasts outlined in the thin cotton sweater, 'l \wartaste you, feel
you respond to my touch...'

‘Nathan.' The two syllables emerged as a hoarse atel her sudden
movement resulted in her hands digging into hisiklers.. .to push

him away. Had that really been her intention? Ske an, transfixed

by the prowling hunger in his glittering gaze.



His hands moved to the small of her back, archergsbine until his
face nestled in the valley between her breasts.

Annie gave a small whimper and buried her fingarkis dark hair;
any vestige of self-preservation had long sincd.flgéhe was only
conscious of the driving, relentless hunger and dbking need
knifing with cruel ferocity through her body. Sheaged his touch,
craved pleasure—his almost more than her own.

‘Tell me you want me, Annie. | want to hear it frgour own sweet
lips.' He had raised his head and his eyes, fixetley face, had an
unfocused glazed brilliance. He caught her facevdet his hands.

"You know | do.' She scarcely recognised her ownero

The growl reverberated in his throat, male, triuanthand he caught
her lower lip between his teeth, tugging genthouYe so exquisite,
you make me ache to possess every inch of yowd imaagined you
saying that every day since | first saw you..." Kiesed her
open-mouthed, hard.. .staking a claim to the svesstiwithin. He
continued to speak throatily, his breath comingasl and fast as her
own. 'l thought it would pass, but it's maturecklsomething with a
will, a life of its own.’

He began to slide his hands beneath her sweaterfirtgertips
seeking the curve of her breasts, feeling everyteidetail, and she
suddenly realised, with a surge of feminine intuifithat he had done
this in his mind before—rehearsed her seductiop btestep. The
knowledge was like a powerful drug, a sensual oaetl She gazed at
his face with half-closed, sultry eyes.

The doorbell had rung several times before it pated the sensual
haze that surrounded her. it'll be Jane—Emmake Hbaby's..

.mother.' The words sounded strangely disconnextddhe frowned
as if she couldn't quite understand them herself.



Outwardly the signs of his frustration manifesteemselves only in
the trembling hand he swept through his hair apgthise that beat in
his jaw.

'‘She won't go away.'

'‘Wait," he said as she shakily rose. He gentlyeoutler sweater back
down and as he did so his eyes touched her fatmnderly that she
forgot to breath. 'That should do it. It would new#o for the
babysitter to be caught necking!

Considering the previous things he had said it selesbbsurd that this
should make her face flame like an embarrassedageenShe fled
from his soft growl of laughter. He could affordlde relaxed; he had
his goal in sight, she thought with a sudden splibitterness.

She straightened her shoulders as she opened ¢dheShe couldn't
afford to be bitter; this was the only outlet oflawve that would

suffocate her if she let it wither before it haddrhed. Later she
would deal with the consequences; now she needeaind no logic

in the world could stop her loving him.

'‘Annie, really, | was beginning to panic.' Janepptsl over the
threshold, casting a self-conscious glance in #ikerhirror. ‘Do you

like it?' she asked, patting her new hairstylell'David like it?' she

continued, with a quizzical look and a laugh. '‘Danswer. If you say
yes | shall only think you're being polite. My selteem is shot to
shreds after being surrounded by anorexic beanscidl never be
able to emulate it myself so behold the vision wlyibu can.

‘Annie, how was my angel? Did she miss me?"

Annie blinked, trying to take in her friend's bayeaof questions and
comments. 'Am | supposed to reply here, or isdhisther rhetorical
guestion?' she said with gentle irony. 'She's beetrouble—one



feed and change, that's all.' She followed herndriento the
sitting-room.

'Oh, hello! Jane eyed Nathan with a startled sseghat slowly gave
way to appreciation.

‘Jane, this is Nathan Audley..." She met the figestion in her
friend's sharp glance. 'He bought Chausey fromivdatt'

Nathan held out his hand and treated her to hip-dead smile.
Annie wasn't surprised when Jane patted her hHicaasciously.
‘Beautiful daughter you have, Jane.. .so like hather.'

Annie rolled her eyes heavenwards. For goodneks; sat even he
could get away with something so corny. She watahidu mingled

disgust and amusement as Jane responded withish gjifjgle. As

she bent to pick up the basket with its precioasl INathan winked
outrageously over her head at Annie.

Annie compressed her lips into a firm line and dri®® look
disapproving, but she had to admit that this ligkige of Nathan was
awfully appealing.

'l won't stay,' Jane insisted firmly when askedh&ve a drink. She
continually cast Annie significant looks until Amnicould have
strangled her, and her hasty departure was a nellebre ways than
one. 'I'll ring," she said, in such a significaraywthat Annie almost
laughed.

'l think she likes me,' Nathan observed as shemetufrom seeing
her friend out.

'l think it's her hormones; anything in trousers har all of a quiver
at the moment. Don't take it too personally,’ sluid sweetly. Smug,
unbearable man, she thought.



.'She didn't seem to find it strange you entemgra man in Josh's
flat.' The teasing edge had left his voice.

She took a deep breath and came to a reluctargialec¢i'l want to
talk to you about Josh. There's something...'

'‘Not now..." His brows drew together in a frowhm'hot interested in
your lovers,' he said harshly. 'And soon you wdeteither," he
predicted confidently.

‘You don't understand..." But he was beckoninganéralmost like a
sleepwalker she went to him. He caught her handspafied her
down on to the rug he had knelt on. The small zast-Victorian

fireplace— the only item which had escaped earksovations—
was filled not with flames but with a copper bowdmmed with late
roses and honeysuckle gathered at dusk from thgehewgs. The
sweetly pungent smell would always evoke memoridisi®s moment
for Annie.

Her head between his hands, he laid her down oftoibie She stared
up at him, feeling like someone resting in the elya hurricane, her
hair spread around her face like dark copper petdéched to a
delicate flower. Her heart hammered in her breagst & fought to
escape its confines.

'l want to undress you...if I've got the stamikke'moistened his lips.
'‘Exercises in self-restraint have grown tediousaté.' His features
appeared taut with strain and self-control; thegewitic eyes were
glazed with need.

'l could help if that would...'

He stared at her for a moment then a fierce, alrferstt moan
escaped from his chest. It was uncertain who usdcesvhom, but
shortly they both lay flesh to flesh.



She writhed in an agony of delight as his moutlsédaand tortured
each rosy-peaked mound of sensitive flesh in taupping each
breast in his hand, feeling the smooth contoufigree expression of
primal possessiveness on his stark features.

Her fingers, spread across the muscles of his dbml tightened
spasmodically, her body savaged by erotic sensatibat were
beyond her wildest dreams. He was draped overiehard frame
touching hers in all the right places, a beaufheldator, protector.

His name escaped her lips as he moved lower, Imd aad mouth
leaving a trail of exquisite arousal in their walséie gasped, unable
to feed her oxygen- starved lungs sufficiently.théa, | can't bear...'

'l could get drunk on the smell of you, the tadtgau.' He raised his
head and she desperately sought his mouth. Her figksred
downwards, feeling the sharpening of every senseeasight of his
maghnificence.

He was gasping for breath as their mouths separaitedhest rising
and falling rapidly. 'Oh, Annie, | want you.' Histhmouth ran over
her neck. 'I'll make you forget..." he mutteredshtdctly against her
skin.

Forget? Oh, Lord, she couldn't forget what she 'tiikdrow. Instinct
had taken her to the brink but beyond...? His hamdse sliding
beneath the curve of her buttocks, lifting them apis. Intoxicating
compulsion drowned out her surge of doubt.

She felt him against her soft, quivering skin, lsheith sweat from
their exertions; it was a voluptuous, glorious seiog, but nothing
compared to the way she felt as he entered her.

His eyes were holding hers at that moment andlsisea her own the
instant that her muscles clenched. She missediattegedf shock in his
eyes.



The merging was nothing like she had ever imagiredgs a heavy,
flowing rhythm which grew in strength and urgenaytiushe cried
out, fearing that she would die from the sensatfmexplosion of
primal potency left her clinging to him as the efteocks of their
lovemaking continued to shake her body.

She was crying; why was she crying? She wiped dlc& bf-her hand
down her cheek, feeling the evidence of an emotiontburst that
had nothing to do with misery, only bliss. Nathad holled to one
side, his face hidden against her shoulder.

She shifted her weight on to one hip, aware forfitts¢ time of the
coarse rug beneath them. Tentatively she strokechand down his
flank. The texture of his skin was intensely plagsiHer wrist was
suddenly caught in an iron grip.

'l think you owe me an explanation,' he said, examgi her face
through narrowed eyes. He raised himself on onewelind moved
his leg until her thigh was imprisoned beneathntuscular weight.

Her eyes moved evasively; her mind felt slow aneygish; the
languorous lassitude from their love- making gtlvaded her body,
'l don't know what you mean.’

His lips tightened and his eyes held an inexoralj@ession which
made it clear that he was not going to be satisiigld less than the
truth.

‘Tell me how a widow, with a string of supposeddis; comes to me
untouched. My experience of seducing virgins mapégigible...'

His anger suddenly seemed incredibly perverse age of anger
made Annie reluctantly desert her warm glow of wemaent. He
was spoiling everything, she thought resentfullipoés this
indignation mean you wouldn't have if you'd known?'



His hand bunched in her hair, his expression aurexbf ferocity and
self-derision which she, in her distracted statas wiind to. 'l don't
think | was capable of making that decision, bulidn't have the
opportunity, so we'll never know. I'm still waitimgnnie, for some
sort of explanation.’

'Or is it an apology you want, because I'm so els&?' she yelled,
humiliated.

She tore away from him and ran into the bedroorab@ing a robe,
she slid her arms into it, shivering despite themitha of the sun that
slid in through the window. She sat on the edgiefoed, her long,
elegant legs crossed at the ankle, and examinedobsrwith an
expression of fierce concentration.

'I'm waiting." She glanced up. He was leaning agjaime doorjamb
and she could see that he'd paused to pull orrdusers; his belt
hung unfastened at the waist and she swallowedllirer with
painful clarity how the hair-roughened skin on iedly had felt.

‘What's wrong, Nathan? Are you so bothered thain'tcknow the
rules? No doubt you would have preferred a soaitetd bed-hopper
who wasn't likely to get the wrong idea.' She gavard laugh and it
hurt her aching throat. 'Don't worry, | promisednit cause you any
painful emotional scenes.’

'‘What exactly would you call this?' he said irotligaand the bed
shifted as he sat down beside her. 'l take it yareh't been sharing
this with Josh?' His hand pushed into the matteegsthe lines of
anger deepened on his face.

‘Josh is in the States; his girlfriend lives thesae admitted gruffly.
She dug into the pocket of her robe, pulled forthissue and
proceeded to blow her nose with prosaic defiatioeflat-sitting.'



He took a sharp breath and although she'd expsci®e anger the
depth of the fury she saw in his eyes as she tuneedead was a
revelation. 'l suppose you thought it was very danalshe growled

savagely. 'Laughing at me working myself up inlataer over your

affairs, letting me make a fool of myself.'

'Is that all you're bothered about?' she saidrhittefhe omnipotent
Nathan Audley actually got it wrong. You're rightt—was very
funny—nhysterical almost,' she said, her voice gsan octave.

'Sit down.' He yanked her down as she began to 'liseippose it
would have been just as hysterically funny if lidthyou back there.’
He indicated the open door with a nod. 'You wouldave sounded
S0 smug then, you little fool.'

'l think you're making a great deal out of nothiisge said airily, and
watched in fascination and trepidation as he wald with temper.

'‘Nothing!" he snarled, 'is that what it meant to¥/o

'‘Good God, you're not seeking reassurance of yompetence as a
lover, are you?'

'‘Not from a virgin," he snarled back.
'Ex...]

He let his head fall back as if to alleviate thesten in his neck; his
eyes closed and he shook his head as if her atitdlly baffled
him. 'Are you going to explain how a married wonramains a
virgin?'

'‘David was having treatment for his illness evefol®e we were
married; it made him impotent.’



He stared at her bent head, a strange expressidmsdace. 'You
knew this.. .before?’

She gave a sigh. 'Yes, he was quite frank.'

'Selfish son of a bitch,' he said with such venbat her head snappec
up. 'Why?' he asked, raking his hair from his fdus,teeth drawn
together in a snatrl.

'l loved him; he was marvellous to me, taught menseh. | could
never repay him,' she said simply. The infatuakiad passed but the
gratitude remained.

'I'd say you did a pretty good job," he said witlrianness she didn't
understand. 'The doctor said you nursed him at Home

She nodded. 'Eventually. But first of all we wehtough all the
hospitals, from one miracle cure to the next.'

‘That's where the money went.’

Wearily she nodded again. Had it occurred to himntigat if she
wasn't a thrill-seeking, gold-digging little trantbere must be an
entirely different reason for her sleeping with hifh Ridiculous
phrase—sleeping, she thought as foreboding slloedigh her.

His mockery by itself would have been agonising ugig but
combined with the barely contained fury, his reactito being
duped... His pride was wounded and he obviouslyduadms about
having an inexperienced virgin foisted on him. arst-eyedngenue
wasn't what he had in mind at all, she realised.

‘Why the hell didn't you tell me?’



'‘Why waste my breath?' she said indignantly. 'Ya&veh never
believed a word I've said to you. You had me sargdmand crucified
from the moment we met.’

'‘Damn you,' he said after a tense pause. 'Youtmiathke me think...'

'l hated to disappoint you; it seemed to give y@eeverse pleasure;
every foul thing you could imagine | had done omhade you
happier. Or is that the sort of sleazy woman thahg you on,
Nathan? That's it, isn't it?' she accused withudisg

'‘And this was the ultimate revenge, was it.. .givime your
innocence? Will you tell your friend over coffeeoalbhow smart you
were?'

She couldn't believe he thought she wanted to smmres that badly.
What had happened to the razor- sharp facultiddatthan Audley,
the incisive intellect that left others standing®y\Wvould she have
relinquished her restraint for such an absurd r€aso

His expression was an ambiguous combination of raauge: torment,
which, in her own anguish, she overlooked compjetel

'I'll leave the boasts to you; | don't go in foatlsort of thing,' she said
with cold dignity. He had to go before he realisetijch he surely
would eventually; he was too astute not to. 'Besitld hardly want
anyone to know I'd shared your bed.’

What bed? she thought, recalling their passiomatajtive coupling
on the rug. 'l think this just about terminates lousiness.' She tossec
her head, sending a rippling mass of hair oversheulder. It fell
against one shoulder, which was exposed where d¢be had
slithered down.

This would teach her to fantasise; deep down stk rhatured
childish dreams that eventually, when he realigedhpinion of her



was totally false, he would suddenly be overcom&hyger feelings.
Idiot, she castigated herself. One should alwagsirae the worst;
that was the safest course. Would she never learn?

Nathan didn't reply; his eyes were riveted on thfé curve of flesh.
She shuddered, remembering the elaborate primiiaece of
sensations he had led her so skilfully through. kil :1:0 doubt

gleaned from vast experience; she would do wetetoember that
fact. Innocence had no value to him; it was ataition.

'l think I'd better go," he said, pulling his eyagay with an effort that
bunched the powerful muscles in his torso.

'Fine!" she agreed. He was never going to forgerddr, as he saw it,
making a fool of him. And what else had there beetween them?
she thought morosely. There had never been angruetthat he
wanted her in any way other than sexually, andhat wvay she had
been found lacking. Angry and rejected, she watdhedleave in

silence.



CHAPTER NINE

ANNIE tried to convince herself that she wasn't waitorgNathan to
come back—that would have been pathetic, illogi6ae could recall
wondering how her friends let men they professelbte put them
through hell. In those days she had been convitit@dshe would
have told the troublesome male involved to také&e.h

'‘Why be miserable deliberately?' she had once adksting the
pitying smile she'd received in return irritatimgthe extreme. Then,
she had imagined what she and David had was thedlasonship
imaginable; the problem was that her imaginatiod gat more
ambitious lately.

It was a torment to sit and suffer. Her body &idre the marks of his
lovemaking, and, she realised miserably, though thight fade her
memories never would; nor, for that matter, would tlonging,
which was all-consuming.

It was two-thirty in the morning when the phonega8he was still
sitting, chin on her knees, on the bed; it hadensed worth pulling
the bedclothes down. Forgetting that she wasnftggtm appear too
eager, she snatched up the instrument beforeastschime had died
away.

'Yes&' she said breathlessly; her heart hammerddlyjeand she
closed her eyes, her face rigid with concentratioh was him what
would she say? she wondered, in an agony of impzdi¢o hear a
voice.

'‘Mrs Selby, is that you?' The sigh of relief whem#e confirmed that
it was reverberated down the line. "'Thank heavtinsjs Mrs Gilbert
at Chausey here. | know this must be a tremendhopssition but we
have a crisis here.'



The feeling of anticlimax she had experienced oarihng a female
voice retreated, to be replaced by fearful anxiédyit Nathan? Is he
hurt?' Her lips felt stiff as the words emergednfrber mouth. A
procession of horrific images passed before hes.eye

'‘No, it's not Mr Audley, my dear, it's the boysIAndrew.'

Annie's surge of relief was short-lived. Tenselye $istened to the
other woman's explanation. It seemed that she h#dddcout the
doctor around midnight after the boy had beencéftl by distressing
stomach pains. 'He was vomiting badly by the tihneedoctor came,’
she confided shakily.

‘But why...? Annie began.
'l don't know where his father is and | thought yoight...'

'No I've no idea.' Annie raised her hand to herdheeks, wondering
if everyone else had assumed that he was likddg found in her bed
in the small hours.

'l don't know what to do for the best. The doctas lmung for an
ambulance; he seems to think it's appendicitiss ldg/ing for his
father..."' There was a lengthy pause. '‘And you.'

Annie gave a trembling sigh, her heart with the lhoypain who
wanted his father. Don't we all? she thought wittebself-derision.
'I'l meet you there,' she said, her voice firm aedisive.

'l was hoping, my dear, you'd say that.’

Annie listened as the housekeeper explained whaspital they
were heading for. Some of the tension was absemt fier voice now
that she had shared some of her burden.



Annie flung on clothes haphazardly, her thoughtflywith the sick
child, partly with the father. Where was Nathan 3&lt anger
towards him on the boy's behalf, but it was an artigpged with
concern.

She shook off her dark fancies. No, Nathan wouldatte come to
any harm; he was more than capable of taking caheneself, she
told herself firmly. It was hard to switch off, thgh, and she had a
fertile imagination.

Empty roads meant that she was in the casualtyrohegat in less
than fifteen minutes. She shuddered as she watkéer travels with
David through numerous clinics had left her witkesious aversion
to hospitals in general.

After a few enquiries she was taken to Drew's lodsior rather
stretcherside; he was in a curtained cubicle,dtds ilmost as pale as
the hospital gown that swamped him.

The housekeeper edged her ample form out of themaljow Annie
to enter. The strained youthful features managedrasmile, 'l knew
you'd come,' he said with such complete confideheé she felt a
lump in her throat. 'Dad...?' The voice faded asddcte crumpled as
Annie shook her head.

'He'll be here soon,' she said with a confidenae 8hs far from
feeling.

She found herself praying for Nathan to come ascshdied the boy
In her arms, feeling impotent. A harassed-lookiredim popped his
head round the door to enquire whether she wasntiteer, then
retreated on learning that she wasn't. They neldduan to sign the
consent form—we all need Nathan, she thought grimly



As if in answer to her prayer she suddenly hededaliar voice, the
one that she would have been able to distinguisid anthousand
others.

'He's here,' she said, relief and excitement waumniith fear.

When Nathan pulled aside the curtains moments lt@encountered
two pairs of eyes staring back at him. He lookeAratie with such
overt shock that she thought for an instant thatvas furious with
her for interfering in family affairs. Then his famelted into a smile
that made him look a different man —but still tlken® man, the one
who had stolen some essential part of her, theslba&vas incomplete
without.

His attention was almost immediately diverted. He/ed to his son,
his mere presence suddenly minimising the disadtbo else would
a person want when trouble was on the horizon?akti®f quiet
command made the most impossible situation appessilde. With
Immense sadness Annie silently left them alone;veag excluded
now—and always would be—from the magic circle.

She walked into the waiting area and found herfadfng Julia
Trent... Oh, God he's been with her. The devastatiost have been
on her face because the artfully enhanced featwees transformed
by a triumphant, gloating smile.

'Getting the boy on your side won't help you witb tather, darling.'

Annie masked her distaste behind a cool masklylaame because |
was asked.'

'‘Not by Nathan; he was with me.’

‘Congratulations,' she said in a dry, composed wag| enough to
make the other woman look uncertain. Inside, heughts were
churning, but one dominated: he had gone directlgnfher to this



woman, the sort of woman who no doubt didn't nedttating; she
could match his expertise and function uninhibibgchis refusal to
express any emotion.

She would have liked to mark the perfect face;férecity of her
feelings made her feel nauseous. This was the wdraganned to
marry, she reminded herself, inflicting furthemnaa on her nervous
system.

‘There's no point in your waiting.'

Annie sat on the hard seat. 'l want to see how é&mds.' Which is
more than you do, she thought, embittered by thghtmarish
situation.

The other woman made a sound of disbelief andrsanother chair
several feet away. Her restless twitching durirgglting minutes that
followed contrasted sharply with Annie's self-cangal stillness. She
had David to thank for her composure; she'd haat aflpractice at
waiting, that awful taste in her mouth, for the @o's verdict, hiding
her anxiety from her husband, knowing she had tstimag.

Nathan entered so quietly that Annie wasn't sure loog he'd been
standing there when she looked up. His face wasrdrhe looked
totally exhausted. A dark growth of beard coveredamgular jaw
and gave him a dangerous, almost piratical appearan

'He's in Theatre; they think it's his appendix.'letigked as though he
was going to say more but Julia forestalled himsbpbing with
artistic fervour. Annie saw her fling her arms ardunim, clinging to
him like some parasitical growth. She couldn't Wwatmny more.
Turning her back, she walked away.

She was in a state of deep shock as she retracddatgteps to her
car. Numbly she tried to remember where she'd paitkéhe entire



night was some sort of nightmarish blur; minor detaad vanished
completely, others kept replaying in her head.

She recalled the tender look of concern on NatHaoésas he'd bent
over his son. She was ashamed of the envy sheshad the child at
that moment because he had one of the things sbeanaved.

And the rage as Julia ran to him.. .she couldtsiglle it as she shook
her head to blot out the image of the deceptivelyife figure in his
arms. She stopped and looked around at the roearsf biting back
a sob.

'‘Why are you crying? He'll be fine, you know.'

How long had he been standing there? She lookeldengexpression
stormy and defiant. 'l've lost my car, if you mkabw.' He was so
bloody in control... She'd seen him loose thatttrgim, though, and
felt an urge to do so again. 'Some father youamusing with that
woman when your son needed you.'

The tremor in her voice was appalling, pathetice skalised,
clamping her lips over further accusations, butwoeds insisted on
pouring out. 'l don't care if you are going to myaner.. .if she is
Andrew's mother!

He made a sound of disbelief in his throat. 'Andsewother is, at last
count, on her third husband. | was the one thatgaty.. .at a price,'
he commented drily. 'It's difficult to believe | svaver that young and
impressionable. She has no interest in Andrew.' &{peession that
she glimpsed in his eyes spoke only of hard resoleetenderness.
‘A state of affairs | have no intention of altering

'‘How on earth did you get the idea that Julia wesns mother?' he
asked incredulously. 'As for carousing, | wanteddaouse with you,
if you remember.' He actually smiled as his tongaeessed the
old-fashioned term. 'You sent me away.'



'You went.. .you rejected me!" The rush of reliedndt come; her
imaginary history had proved to be wrong but thdhd alter the fact
that he had gone to Julia. She was too distraagieel unhappy that
she'd blurted out her suspicions, though no dalia,thought dully,
she'd have time later to squirm at leisure.

He winced. 'Is that how you saw it?"

She stared dumbly at him, her eyes wide, revedlerchurt—a hurt

that went too deep for the true state of Andrewareptage to alleviate
alone. The other woman still had a claim to the rshe loved. 'I

haven't given it a thought,' she asserted stoiNlyw get out of my

way so | can find my car,' she said aggressively.

He had left her and gone to that woman... He whkgsing to marry
Julia, she reminded herself. They had... She gad@edly able to
breathe on account of the vicious stab of jealdhayattacked her.

‘You are in no fit state to drive anywhere,' hdieg]) his eyes on her
pale, taut features. 'Give me the keys.'

His voice held the habit of command yet his eyesewitled with
deep concern. But she only heard the casual order.

'It has nothing whatever to do with you... Let noe gpu bully.' If she
let him think now that he could ride roughshod okier he might
never stop. The struggle was brief and extremetirgmfied but her
car keys ended up in his hand, 'If | scream | expegeral security
people will appear.’

‘You, my sweet, are too stubborn to ask anyonbdty,' he observed
shrewdly.

'‘Give me back my keys, Nathan. What gives youitjtg to order me

around. And don't call me "my sweet".



Nathan shuddered—clear evidence of the enormoasdte was
under. 'Shrew...witch.. .sorceresss.' He gaveaagérlaugh. 'Loving
a person gives privileges.' His mobile mouth curwed smile was
bittersweet and she could only stare suspiciomslybelieving what
she had imagined he had said, not allowing hetsditlieve... This
had to be some trick, or self-delusion.

'‘Love is humbug—wasn't that the gist of your plolaisy? | think

Julia is on your wavelength.' The thought of tHeeogirl sent a fresh
wave of fury through her. How dared he come outheaise her
expectations, when all along...? 'Perhaps you dhgmilback to her,'
she suggested tartly.

'l sent her away.'

'‘Amazing what some women will put up with.’

You think | left you and ran into Julia's arms@'daid wearily.
‘You did!" she squealed. He could hardly deny thdeance.

‘When | left you | went to get drunk.' He watchest Bye» widen in
surprise at this information; by all accounts hesvedstemious.
‘Unfortunately | ran into a group,’ he continuedylyr ‘including

Julia, who were too thick-skinned to know when thayen't wanted.

'‘Anyway, a message finally got through to me thereerever there
was—I'm still not sure. It was just some bar. | thwsse switched off
my phone without realising it earlier." He pattad pocket with a
frown. 'Julia offered to drive me and since | waam over the limit |
accepted.’

'It sounds plausible." She felt a sudden lighterahdper spirit, not
euphoria but at least the blackness had thinnedréy. 'Julia
implied..." She bit her lip as her voice threatet@arack. 'Marry
her—see if | care!" she burst out suddenly, evargttabout her



revealing how disastrously she did care, a fadtrtieade Nathan take
control of the situation firmly.

‘Julia,’ he said dismissively, 'is a vampire oeadle but a bloody
good architect. It should sound plausible,’ he dddly, 'it's the
truth, and | have no intention of marrying her.’

‘Architect! Why should | believe you? You neverieeéd me when |
told you the truth." She angrily wiped away a tibat slid down her
cheek with the back of her hand.

A dry laugh escaped his throat, 'l probably blinled missed it.
Let's face it, sweetheart, you've done nothing dedeive me all
along. I still don't know how I fell for it. Untilecently | was under the
iImpression that you were living with someone. | teato kill him.

'I'm guilty of letting you believe your own inveatis, nothing more. |
certainly wasn't as imaginative as you in creatlhgion and I'm
damned if I'll apologise for it.'

The latent violence in his voice, his stance maeleghow rigid with
shock. Julia was nothing to him, she realised nymbl

"You wanted to believe all the worst things aboet iathan.’

He closed his eyes and his head went back; shehgamuscles in
his neck work. 'That's true,' he agreed, and hieslddlirectly into her
deep, troubled eyes. 'l came out here to thankfgoaoming here,
not to argue. | know how much you hate hospitdis; doctor who
came to see you that time explained that you'ddaatea buffer
between your husband and the medics.'

'I'm very fond of Andrew," she said softly, and twiextreme
understatement. She was totally thrown by the gengratitude in
his voice. She felt a surge of irrational disappoent; it would have
been so much more gratifying if desperate need dgaad him in



search of her... Ever the optimist, Annie, she twdself, afraid of
what she'd begun to think.. .hope.

‘After the mess I've made of tonight—' he ran adit@inough his hair
'—or was it last night? I've lost track of time. Yamay, after what
happened earlier on | wouldn't have blamed youuoring over and
going back to sleep.’

'l wasn't asleep.' She ought to have lied, butiplysthere had been
too many of those lately. He did regret sleepinth\wer, she thought
miserably. He'd looked bleak when he'd referredthie recent
episode.

'‘Are you drunk?' she felt impelled to ask. He aalyadidn't look it.

Was inebriation the reason for his peculiar behavdo That,
combined with Andrew's illness, would be enoughm@ke anyone
act out of character.

‘Not enough to swing from the nearest chandelieebaugh to admit
things that usually come hard to me,' he said withintly reckless
smile that was almost a challenge.

‘That must be the part that says you were wrongh-rdticed you're
averse to doing that.'

He stepped out of the faint shadow and took héhé&yrm. She could
see details now. The drawn, chiselled contourssofdte made her
freeze; he looked dangerous and hungry, the sietcked tight over
his bones.

'l admit | used my antipathy, my aversion to thet &b female I'd
assumed you were, to protect myself from the wayrpade me feel.’
The colour ran like blood across the plane of hise&kbones, and he
hurried on almost compulsively.



'l needed protecting; have you any idea how Itfetmoment | saw
you—vital, beautiful, glowing like a flame, the eotment of
everything warm, desirable and female? It seemesl di case of
history repeating itself, my father and then me.

''d never imagined | could be that vulnerable,'dagd, his voice
hoarse, his eyes almost haunted. 'lt was a humbkpgrience. | was
in totally alien territory and | went on the attdck

‘You still are attacking,' she said breathlesslg.whs attacking her
senses with this amazing admission. He lookeddikean driven by
obsession, a man who had gone past breaking-puirftad survived
by sheer force of his compelling personality. Hae slone this to
him? she wondered in silent awe. Had such power ineleer hands?
It didn't make any sense to her.

'l wanted to crush you. | wanted to prove beyond stladow of a
doubt what a rapacious bitch you were. But allttme things didn't
quite fall into place. You said one thing and bedthin another way.
| decided you must either be schizoid or you wedeg things from
me.'

He yanked her against the cradle of his hips astigul his face into
her hair, breathing in the fragrance deeply. Whemdnsed his head
his expression was exacting, hard and implacaldl Yyou say
something, woman? | probably mentioned love tomdmat | can't
believe—'

'‘Love?' she cried incredulously.

His teeth clenched and his colour faded beneattahisDon't reject
this, Annie; I've treated you with a contempt yaver deserved but
all the time —'

‘Nathan." She lifted her hand to his face, reaisthat he'd
misinterpreted her interruption. 'I—'



He caught her hand and pressed it palm up togsstiey felt warm
against her cold skin and it seemed to her thaaient heart was in
the caress. 'Let me finish. | have to explain,5ael, as if he had to
work his way through the compulsion to expose hstons to her.

'l wanted to be able to reject you. | wanted to yg&e in the worst
possible light, despise you. But you kept slippmg of character,
and | couldn't understand how everyone who knew lyad only

generous things to say about you. Integrity isrd ki@ng to hide and
it shines out of you,' he said, with a tone of remee in his voice that
brought tears of joyous incredulity to her eyes.

‘At first | thought taking you to my bed would bevay to exorcise
you. | felt as if | couldn't let history repeatats’ His mouth twisted in
a half-smile. 'l had to have you come what mays' \iice was soft,
steely; a green light flamed from his eyes.

'‘When you announced that you were moving in witt.thboy," he
said disparagingly, 'l wanted to drag you off aadkl you up.' His
expression was raw, primitively possessive, andedhan answering
flame respond within her... So much for politicatiyrrect theories!
They counted for nothing when you peeled awaydlers and came
down to real emotions.. .the instinct that drewaman to one man
above all others. *

'l wanted you to be jealous,' she admitted, lovgehier lashes. 'Josh is
a friend; I'm very fond of him.’

He ran one fingertip down the side of her face exerted a small
degree of pressure to force her chin upwards beticlear grey eyes
looked into his face. 'People are drawn to you, iAnirew,
Matthew, they love you. You have a generosity dafitsfinat matches
the steel. For one so young you have emerged raiignvhole from
things you were too young to be put through.



'‘Before we became lovers | had already decidedl lthdave you...'
He gave an impatient gesture. '‘Not just for onétigut all of you..
.permanently. | was going to turn you into the waoma
wanted—conceited, | know.' He gave a self-depregatimile. 'The
major flaw being that | already loved you the wayiywere— are.

'It was incredibly humiliating to realise that albng it was me that
wasn't worthy of you. | was the one that was saghwmon the past...
God, you had reason enough to be bitter, but it maswho was
afraid to feel—in case anyone suspected | was human

The smile was caustic and his hands, which werdlingaher face,
were faintly unsteady. 'You have to let me love ,yBmnie." He
gritted his teeth, 'If | put half the energy ineathing you to love me
as | put into trying to hold you at arm's length...

His chest heaved as he sought to control the vidlerst of emotion
that made her feel as though she'd been buffetedhoyricane.

She couldn't bear it any longer. His words haedilher with a wild

ecstasy that she still couldn't quite accept. Betlsrew that the pain
he was clearly feeling was her own too, and shethacdhower to

extinguish it.

'‘Why do you think | made love with you, Nathan® shid. Her quiet
words cut short his heated flow faster than angaate incantation.
Her confidence had suddenly exploded; he lovedvisenied her.

His eyes looked into hers and she didn't draw Iback the intimate
inspection. She felt the tension suddenly slip afr@y his body as if
he'd found what he'd been looking for. 'l could dalred when |
realised you were a virgin.'

‘Your post-mortem was badly timed," she told hireKily, her tender
heart swelling as she noted the lines of ingrais#din on his
face—lines which deepened as he recalled the evéntanted to



make the moment last forever, and you acted asgthduwas
criminal. | thought you found my technique not oy liking.'

He gave a harsh laugh of disbelief. 'l think yod henple proof to the
contrary,' he said, with an expression that browgirn colour to her
cheeks. 'Technique!" he said scornfully. 'Whatthasgot to do with
making love?'

'‘Easy for you to say,' she retorted, aware of g dmmse of relief
mingled with no small amount of jealous speculatbthe women
he had gained such expertise with. 'Everything wati feels natural.
But | realised later how clumsy | must have seehsdwd said with a
frown, struggling to explain feelings she didn'titqucomprehend
herself.

'‘And | was about as subtle—Hell, woman, | wasreto#ly restrained,
when you needed a tender initiation. | felt overintesl by the
knowledge that no man had touched you.. .that |thadirst. | was
angry that you hadn't even considered the consegsai not telling
me the truth.

'‘Sure my pride took a knock when | realised how Imyou'd been
hiding behind that elusive coolness of yours. Icivadl the way you
smiled at other people, warm, open, yet with mewete so wary, SO
suspicious.'

'I felt | had cause to be,' she reflected out loud.

He gave a sudden smile, 'l did suggest your nameth&

Foundation—not that | expected them to be so erahiis once

they'd made enquiries, and | informed Matthew kmgwthat it was

the next best thing to telling you personally. hiexd to see what your
reaction was, and | wanted to keep you within re&@atitude was

one response you might have exhibited.'

'It was some sort of test,' she said with a fldsiir@ in her eyes.



He didn't even look apologetic as he met her anguglare. 'You
were an enigma, Annie, and | felt the only wayulddearn anything,
since you volunteered nothing, was to watch the ymayreacted to
situations. .. It was never the way you should h&vemy peace of
mind.

‘Then last night you really threw me the ultimateve; | felt like

some violator of innocence. | know | should hawveyst to talk it
through,' he said frankly. 'l feel sorry for Selbizaving you and
never being able to make you fully his. I've hateelthought of the
man for so long—despised his weakness at fallingh#trap of your
beauty, hated him because you seemed to love him.'

'l didn't know what it was to be in love until | m@u.. .you were too
much, too beautiful." She gave a gurgle of laughétr his

self-deprecating gesture. 'Go on, you know vyou'bsohlitely

glorious,' she teased. 'Too handsome, too richstwe of yourself,
too cynical, not to mention the fact that you binedltfire every time
you saw me. | fell in love with you—no logic, istte?'

'l've been aching for you so long,' he said, openlghanted by her
declaration. He wrapped his arms around her waidthaisted her
off her feet. The sensation made her feel fragie feminine. 'l was
so desperate to make you mine, make mine the oabhtyou ever
remembered.' He stopped, his voice suspended kighedness. 'Did
| hurt you?'

Annie's eyes suddenly gleamed with humour; wasstible to feel
so incredibly happy when not long before she'ddslthough she'd
never smile again? "You can see the bruises iflikey she offered
cheekily, the memory of their passionate loving itigg a
slow-burning flame in her eyes. But she could@ihdthis expression
of self-loathing another instant.



‘The fact is, Nathan, what | needed was you; lLdsiil | hate to sound
brazen but | didn't find anything you did shockiog unpleasant;
quite the contrary.'

He wasn't proof against such provocation. With & vary that
seemed to emerge from deep within his soul he toamkmouth,
branding her as his own with his passion. Gentlenglswly
transcended the savagery and when he eventuadigl his head she
felt weak with the response flooding through hee placed her
gently back on her feet.

‘Nathan..." She said his name brokenly, and thrs tfaoverwrought
emotion slid down her face. 'l love you,' she spidting her soul into
the admission.

‘Lovely girl," he said thickly, pulling her to hirMy girl." His fingers
soothingly stroked her hair, tangling in the buneid mass.

‘At first it was a petty revenge, letting you thihkvas some little
gold-digger,' she admitted, raising her head andtimg his eyes
before placing her ear against his thudding heaceanore. 'You
threw me completely off balance. To think that timeredibly
beautiful man loathed me... | was mad as hell,ratdust with you
but with myself, for finding you so attractive nitade me feel less out
of my depth to know you weren't so infallible.

‘Later,' she continued more soberly, ‘it was amefemechanism. |
loved you so much | wasn't sure | could surviveaHiair; it seemed
like the ultimate humiliation to fall in love witetomeone who only
despised me.’

'You put me through every sort of hell,' he growlelé had her, he
could afford to be generous, as she was beingvimh He was still

stunned by the gift she had given him; she hadngherself without

reservation.



The sound of his voice made her lower lip quived ahe raised her
head, her expression penitent.

‘Maybe | deserved it, for letting ghosts dictate pinesent. You were
pretty forthright on that subject, as | recall. Yagrem to think I'm an
appalling father, and after tonight | can hardlgirbé you. Poor kid,
I'm never where | should be for him, it seems."

'Stupid,' she said lovingly. 'You're a great fatlséngle parenthood
can't be easy for anyone. He adores you; | cadénstand why he
thought you were marrying Julia,' she declaredzleaiz

‘That could have something to do with a conversdtimad with him,'

Nathan admitted, 'l did sound him out on the sulpéstepmothers..
.only I didn't have Julia in mind at the time; acf, I'm not sure | even
had a mind at the time, because a certain redraghchk half insane.'

Annie felt incredibly light with delirious joy; iinfiltrated every cell
of her body. She paused, fixed him with a gravéf;stey look, and
drew a deep breath; this openness was still so tissvartificial
mannerisms were hard to drop.

'‘Andrew and Ibothlove you, Nathan,' she told him softly. The flar
of fierce satisfaction in his eyes was reward fer lorthright
statement. 'The past has given you Drew, so it barall bad, can it?'
she said happily, snuggling up against his longnIl&ame and
thinking how good it felt.

He looked down at her face on his shoulder, her thai colour of
autumn leaves, spread over his jacket. His expmessas one of
pride. 'Do you mind taking on a ready-made famihg?asked, a tinge
of doubt in his voice. Her face, innocent of maletuthe dim light,
seemed almost childlike.

Then she smiled with a wonderment that held a wdlykéeasing
qguality, and the eyes that looked back at him weoenanly and



warm; he caught his breath, 'Is that a proposak'asked with a
small frown.

‘The benefits of marriage need not be so unevastyiltlted as they
were for you, Annie. Is it being a ready-made motiat bothers
you? | swear it won't impinge...'

She pulled slightly free of him and regarded him; head on one
side. 'This is to be an open marriage, then,' altegsavely.

'Is that what you want?'

'‘What are you offering me?' she asked, the sukpyession in her
eyes openly provocative now.

He gave a sudden gasp. 'You little witch.' He muher to him and
drowned her soft laughter with his mouth. Annienttran the musky
male odour of his body, and clung to the warmth seaped from his
hard, muscular frame.

‘And if | want an open marriage?' she teased, afget@nderly on his
earlobe.

'‘Bloody absurd term for something that by defimtapesn't exist,' he
said derisively. 'l don't want to oppress you, hiM@ cherish you,' he
asserted, his expression fierce and yet somehayeteit made her
burn. 'And | want every other man to know that y@long to me.'

This outrageously old-fashioned announcement darither to the
bone. 'And you, Nathan —who do you belong to?'astked, holding
his face between her hands. Her fingers seemedpadeyagainst his
swarthy skin; she loved the contrast between themark and fair,

hard and soft; it excited her in a way she wasilegrto revel in, as
she was learning to revel in her femininity. A sagchad been at
work, something primal and beautiful; she was josginning to



appreciate how magical the process was, how matpealg this
man was.

His hand went to her breast. 'Put me in there, &ramd never let me
go.' His fingers curled against her. His words lgtduner a step closer
to heaven and she realised-how fortunate she was.

She took his hand and rubbed it against her chéék Drew be out
of surgery yet?' she asked.

Nathan glanced at his wristwatch. 'Shortly," heeadr 'l suppose we
ought to go back. I'd like to be there when he waka'

'Of course,' she agreed quietly.

‘They allow parents to stay on the ward overnighé might
appreciate that.'

They'd have the rest of their lives together, dreiew she ought to
feel elated, but his words had placed her backemutside, and her
new confidence ebbed. She wasn't selfish enougésent the time
they had to spend apart but she felt excluded.

'What's wrong?' he asked intuitively, his eyes enface.
She shook her head, smiling to hide her uncertainty

'‘We could take turns, if you wouldn't mind staywmwgh him?' His
suggestion was greeted with a sudden smile thatitiated her face.
'l didn't like to suggest it, knowing how you feddout hospitals.’

''d love to. Do you realise that Matthew will bedW/'s brother, in a
tenuous sort of way?' She wrinkled her nose aadghl of merriment
suddenly burst out. 'You'll be Matthew's stepfatieiclose enough.
Her eyes sparkled with humour. 'Under those circantes I'd better
give you the opportunity to back off.'



'l shan't buckle under the extra responsibilitg,alssured her gravely.
'‘While we're on the subject of relations, | wantget one thing
straight from the outset: about Drew's mother. &w®&l him as a lever
to make me marry her. | don't think she had me indnmas a
permanent solution to her financial plans— theuioetI'd amassed at
that point was not nearly impressive enough tesBatier. She was
happy to settle for money in the end.'

He met her eyes and his were dark with anger.\Waisea gross error
on my part, candyfloss with a steel core. The oafson | don't speak
about her is to protect Drew; | don't lie, just mveferences. But be
under no illusion, Annie; she's nobody that wileetouch our lives.’

'l think tonight is the night for putting ghostsrily where they
belong,' she said, her eyes shining up at himdéacons of love.

'I'd like to take you home right now. Make love you... Does
Chausey hold too many memories?' he asked suddanisgwn
drawing his brows together.

‘Chausey is just a house; it's the people in it wiae it a home,' she
replied swiftly. 'Will it bother you that | livechere with David?'

He touched her lips; they felt like warm velvet dasted of heaven.
'I'm not afraid of ghosts, are you?'

She searched his face and saw love, tendernessaiogdant
confidence there. The last threads of uncertaeftynler. She slid her
hand into his. 'Not any more,' she said happily.



