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COPPER LAKE

Kay Thorpe



Toni pretended to be Sean's fiance - not becaudestEhim, but to
fool one particular person: Rafe, Sean's domingesitepbrother.
Rafe deserved to be put down by a woman. He hactrumslously
tried to seduce Toni - and she'd almost been angillictim, until
learning of his ulterior motive. She was determiteg@ay him back.
When Rafe heard the engagement news he was conomumspt
"you're out for what you can get, Toni. Just dbe'tsurprised if that
turns out to be different from what you expect!"



CHAPTER ONE

THE sudden appearance of the long white car aroundbehd just
ahead brought Toni back to earth with a sickenatiy fensing nerve
and sinew in the horror-struck realisation thathbtite oncoming
vehicle and her own were occupying the same lanenEas the
knowledge hit her the other driver was alreadytiegcswerving the
car to the outside of hers with a screaming of &riakings and a
smell of burning rubber.

Her own swerve was instinctive and fortunately I topposite
direction, the convertible leaving the firmer roswkface to bump
over rough ground for what seemed an age befoadlyfinoming to

rest at an acute angle with both front wheels firerhbedded in the
shallow gully which up until now had been hiddenldnyg grass.

Face white and breath coming in shallow gaspslesireed her head
on the clenched hands still grasping the wheelfanght for control
over her shattered nerves. That was the closedtahever been to
death. Bare seconds had separated both vehicles feo
head-on-crash from which neither driver could hawgped to
emerge. And all her fault too. She had been onvtloag side of the
road—too immersed in her thoughts to register horaatic drift
into the left-hand lane.

Vaguely she was aware of the slamming of a doortbh@edound of
running footsteps, deadened as they reached tlss.g&meone
came up by the side of the car, and a hand reaohedtouch her
shoulder.

'You okay?' demanded a brusque masculine voice.

Toni pushed herself slowly into an upright positibiing her head to
look into grimly set features with a sense of disto, almost as if
she were outside herself watching the scene frdmstance.



'Yes,' she said. 'Yes, I'm all right, thanks."' Meice sounded shaky;
she made an effort to calm it. 'I'm sorry, it wlsrgy fault.’

'‘Glad you realise it." The brusqueness was monegonaced, one lean
brown hand going up to rake back the thick dark fiam his face in

a gesture which bespoke his own tension. 'lIf yefigordriving on the

left you should have stayed in your own country.'

'It was hardly a matter of preference. | was tmgkabout something
else and lost track of where | was, that's allad®en was setting in
now, her own temper rising at his tone. 'Look,itlIdavas sorry."

'‘And that makes everything just fine?' The sarcgsated. 'If you
can't keep your mind on what you're supposed tologg you're not
fit to be on the road-anyroad!

Green eyes sparked. 'l suppose I'm typical of alinen drivers in
your estimation? You strike me as just the typeeidoour that kind of
prejudice!

'‘Wrong.' The Canadian sounded unmoved. 'l know gfeat many
excellent women drivers. You're one on your owiné ool grey
gaze raked over the slender length of her, restibgef moment on
the slipped top button of her white shirt beforenamy back to her
face. 'Touring?'

Toni shrugged slim shoulders, determined to prowide further
ammunition. 'l hardly think my reasons for beindmtish Columbia
would be of any interest to you. Thanks for stogmnyway.'

‘The least | could do.' He moved a step away frioenciar to cast an
eye over it, mouth twisting. 'Not going to be ehayling you out of
there.'

'You don't have to bother trying,' she returnefflgti'l'll get help
from the proper people.'



Dark brows lifted. 'How? There's nothing betweenrehand
Clearview, and that's fifteen miles.'

‘Someone else will pass.’

'Sure. There's always traffic on Highway One.' Kiscurled. 'Don't
be any dumber than you have to be. I've a towitinthe trunk. Sit
tight while | get it.’

Toni did as she was told because there seemedldittice, but her
pride smarted. That there was some justificatidmsranger, she had
to concede, but did he really have to be quitelgeationable about
it? Normally her driving was more than adequatang demands
made on it. It was just that she had so much omnadl at present. If
she had had any sense she would have gone backtbdamgland
after leaving that job in Vancouver instead of magkihis trip. As the
boom town of the West, Calgary was likely to offeany fine
opportunities for employment, but was another jebehreally what
she wanted? Had it not been for Randy it would néesee entered
her head to leave England at all.

Randy. The thought of him still had the power tothdow could she
have been so wrong about him? Love was often calldalind
emotion, and now she knew why. She had deliberataly her eyes
to all but what she had wanted to see, convinceseliethat what
they had was enough. But it hadn't been. Not whehothe test. Her
emotions had betrayed her.

She had met him at a party, attracted on sightaadil, fair Canadian
with the clean-cut features and laughing blue eyhks.laughter had
grown at her involuntary if fleeting response te imtroduction. He
was growing accustomed, he'd said, to the conoomthis name
aroused over here.



Toni had liked him all the more for his ability take the joke against
himself, and had not been at all loath to see lymm He was on a
year's loan to the British branch of the compamynfioich he worked,
and nearing the end of it. Perhaps it had beervéngsknowledge of
his imminent return to Canada which had precipttateatters
between them. At twenty-three, Toni had never bdwmt0f men
friends, but that was all they had meant to hedate. Randy was
different. He demanded more from her than a sirsplai-platonic
relationship. When he told her he loved her higaedour moved her
not only to respond in kind but to believe it too.

His suggestion that she throw up her job and aceompim back to
Canada had been phrased in such a manner asttovbéie Toni had
taken as a permanent arrangement. ‘We can makefatgde'd said
persuasively. 'We've got what it takes. | can bxya work permit.'

Until they started a family, Toni had thought, Istd any fleeting
surprise. Most wives went out to a job these daysleast at first.
Probably Randy believed she would prefer to rethiat much
independence, having been on her own since sheiglagen.

It was only on arrival in Vancouver that she figakalised marriage
was not quite what Randy had had in mind. Even e might
eventually have gone along with things the way theye had his
previous live-in companion not turned up, accompdnby the
sixteen- month-old son for whom he was paying maariea. He
hadn't tried too hard to stop her walking, out f ife, she had to
admit.

The job in Vancouver had been by way of a stopgdp she could
decide just what she was going to do with herfliten here on in.
Leaving it so abruptly, after six short weeks hadvpd no real
hardship because it had not been the kind of warrkvhich she was
really cut out. The decision to come east had bedean on impulse in
the sudden surging desire to get away from the witych had



brought her so much unhappiness. In hiring thensdead of taking
train or plane, she had been submitting to a neetinie in which to

think. Last night she had spent in a motel neamlidaps, tonight she
had hoped to make Golden. Motels were generallybfukix in the

evening, and already it was gone five. PerhapsGlaarwater place
would offer some kind of accommodation, althouglt asasn't even
mentioned on the map it had to be tiny.

The sound of an engine brought her head up agamtrlick came
round the bend to pass her with a rush of displawedhe driver's
head swivelling to look at the ditched car. Tomnhed at the sound of
brakes being applied, and saw her antagonist ofoment ago

standing out in the roadway waving the vehicle dowe was

dressed, she noted irrelevantly, in slacks andght Ishirt, the

lowering sun outlining his tall, broad-shoulderednfie against the
snow-capped slopes of the mountains through whieh l|ad so
recently travelled. He looked at home in the wildess—big and
grizzly as the bears against which she had beeneadyut not so far
seen. Everything about this country was big, itsy Maeauty was
overwhelming. She felt a sudden pang of nostalgiathe flat

Lincolnshire countryside of her birth.

The truck had stopped and the driver was gettirghdoom the cab,
as tall as the other man but with twice the gifite confab was brief
but obviously succinct, the newcomer nodding anithgivg himself
back up into the cab again as the younger man tetie to where
Toni still sat in the car. He was carrying a cditape in one hand, an
end of which he proceeded to attach to her rea. axl

With the truck reversed as close to the ditchedsavas possible, he
made short work of coupling up the two vehicleanding upright to
view his handiwork with a satisfied nod of his hé&dore coming on
back to where Toni sat waiting.



"'l take the wheel,' he said. 'The way you'reladgshe could turn
over without someone in there to steer her out.

'In which case it's up to me to take the risk,'ifminted out, trying to
sound calm and confident about it. 'I'll cope.’

The man's sigh was lacking in any kind of toleraritra not standing
around arguing the toss,' he said shortly. 'Eigegrout or I'll fetch
you out.’

‘You don't have any right--' she began, and brdkalwruptly as he
swung open her door in obvious intent. 'Just keeyr ynands to
yourself!' she snapped, swinging her legs out fumder the wheel.
‘You go just a little too far!’

He ignored the last, dropping into the seat as\&wated it and
closing the door against her. Fuming, she stoocchwag as he
signalled to the truck driver, becoming aware Fa first time of the
various aches and pains from muscles straineaitrittal jolting ride
into the ditch. There was a faint sense of nausea-shock, in all
probability. The last few minutes hadn't helped.

The convertible came out of the ditch with somectnce, teetering
on two nearside wheels for an instant before comown on to level

ground. The truck driver switched off his enginal ajot down to

come back and lend a hand with the tow rope, runamappreciative
eye over Toni as he did so.

'Have a blow-out?' he asked. 'Lucky you only fintshe in the
gully.’

Toni shook her head, conscious of the man neavoy.d blow-out. |
was just going too fast.’



'From England, aren't you?' he said, sounding unoommy
delighted. 'Say, what do you know! My folks arenfrgour part of the
world—Leeds. Do you know it?'

‘Know of it. I've never been there myself.' Her lemvas warm, the
difference in this man's attitude almost compengator the other.
'I'm from the south - at least, that's where | $plemlast twelve years.
Have you been over yet?'

‘Never got round to it,' he admitted. 'Should hdwae it before the
kids came along. Guess it'll have to wait till theyold enough to
fend for themselves now.' He turned his attentmthe other man,
who had been looking around the car. 'Any damage?'

‘Just a bent fender so far as | can see.' Theeye=yfound Toni's, the
expression in them heavy with irony. 'You've baaky.'

‘The devil looks after his own," she retorted slyeand smiled again
at the truck driver. 'Thanks a million for your pel

‘You're welcome,' he said. 'Mind how you go.'

‘Advice you'd do well to heed,' commented the n&nwith her as
the truck pulled away. 'Next time you might meansone else with
their mind on other things.'

‘You've already made your point," Toni came backadmard note.
'You don't have to keep plugging it. If | thouglit@anadians were
like you I'd leave the country tomorrow—but forttelg | know
they're not." She walked over and got into the clasing the door
with control and reaching for the ignition. 'I'datik you again for all
your help,' she said, 'if | thought the gesturehhige appreciated.
Under the circumstances, I'll just say goodbye.'

He made no attempt to stop her as she disengagdddtbrake and
put the car into motion. A couple of vehicles weaning up fast



from the west. She let them both pass before gubioross to the
right-hand lane and putting her foot down. Her Gishpse of the
man was his back through her driving mirror as laéked to his own
car parked facing west. And good riddance! sheghbwith feeling.

It was only when she saw the sign to Copper Lakeesiwvo miles or
so farther on that she finally acknowledged howhkdr nerves had
been affected by the narrow scrape. The symbol$ femid and
accommodation in addition to camping facilities,iethmeant at
least a bed for the night and a meal of sorts.csld fill up in the
morning and go right on through to Calgary, leavivggself with
practically the whole weekend in which to decideevehshe went
from there. She certainly had to make that decisoon. Her
available cash would only last her about anotheplsof weeks or
so if she were to leave herself enough for thegpfare home.

She had turned the car off the highway and ondm#rrow side road
without having consciously made up her mind. Dmvimorth-east
now she could see the mountain ranges of Albeftiadpahead, with
one peak in particular standing clear, crestedsiperpetual snows.
Between were the lower hills, pine-clad in gredrg lkatter broken
only by small tracts of relatively open countrydiloases in an
undulating desert of trees.

It was in one of these that Copper Lake was sitlidteni came on it
suddenly round a bend in the road, looking dowmfabove at the
full length and breadth. The lake was perhaps thtesters of a mile
long by a half a mile wide at its farthest poiftaped like a pear with
trees coming right down to the water's edge alaagight bank.
There were one or two scattered houses on thédareach with its
own landing stage jutting into the water. At thime of day, with the
sun low down between the peaks to the west, itasag to see where
the lake got its name. The gleam on its surfaceweamer than gold,
a deep glowing mirror stirred by not a single beattwind.



The lodge and trailer park were at this closest &ndm where she
sat, Toni could make out three rows of trailer hopk set at different
levels into the hillside, each site with its ownrpt table and covered
pergola. The lodge complex itself was some few hethdyards
farther round the lake front, with neat little bahgvs spreading into
the trees beyond that. There were horses grazirggyfenced area
down towards the lake, and small boats mooredlom@ stage. Of
people she could see only one or two, but all ttakkups were taken
which seemed to indicate that the lodge too mighfutly booked.
She could only go on down and see.

The entrance to the site was just around the n@xtec, set ranch
style beneath a timber canopy bearing the legengpp€& Lake

Lodge' burnt into it. A notice on the gatepost mied the reader that
this gate would be closed between the hours of0lg.6h. and 7.00
a.m. To keep people in or out? Toni wondered wiaaisi.

There was a cattle grid across the opening, andrakif a steepish
lane leading down to a fork which went to the @aipark in one
direction and the lodge proper in the other. Fromriumber of cars
already parked in the area provided for the purptise place was
well on the way to a full capacity of guests. Toould only hope that
they might find room for a single. She badly needeagbod night's
sleep.

She found the lobby small but nicely furnishedwvatpolished maple
reception desk towards the rear. The young womasiugnbehind it
shook her head ruefully in answer to Toni's request

'l was just about to send someone along to puftiie notice on the
boards,' she said. 'We let the last room two meago.'

‘A cottage?' Toni ventured, hanging the costs, racdived another
sorrowful shake.



‘They're long-term only—although | expect you cosilill have had
one for the night if we'd one going spare.'

A bit of a pointless statement, Toni reflected, befrained from
saying so. The thought of making her way back ¢ontiain road and
continuing her journey depressed her, but therenséiing else for
it.

'‘Have you any idea how far it is to the next motgie asked wearily.

'Oh, that will be Golden. There's a trailer parst joutside Clearview,
but they don't have rooms.’

Golden was miles farther on. It would be almosesdwy the time she
got there, with no guarantee of finding a room gapare even then.
But what other alternative did she have? Toni gaveeful smile of
her own as she began to turn away. 'Thanks anyway.'

'‘What's the trouble, Margot?' asked a new voice, Boni turned
back quickly to look at the man now framed in tipemed doorway
behind the girl.

'It's all right,' she said. 'No trouble. | wantetbam, that's all.'

'‘We're full," supplied Margot unnecessarily. 'Toat'pity." The tone
was sympathetic—more than that, it was concernace Yyou
travelling alone?’

Toni nodded, as a faint element of hope sprang alivthis was the
manager, he might be able to swing something. Angthather than
drive any farther tonight. True, he didn't lookdila manager. No
older than herself, and dressed in jeans and & diext, he looked
more like one of the campers than a man responfgiblée running

of the place.



'I'd take anything,' she said. 'I'd sleep on a pable if the chance
were offered!’

A grin lit the thin tanned features, 'The seriolesy/prs might object.
Anyway, we might be able to do a bit better thaat.trtHis glance
returned to the receptionist. 'What about, numhigteen?'

She looked doubtful. 'We don't normally let thatim not
superstitious," put in Toni, and drew another snfilem her
benefactor.

'‘Not so much the problem. The cottage is one tefnfthe previous
owner's days. It's just one room with a shower whapesn't
work—though it does have hot and cold water on p.cooking
facilities either, which seems to be its main drackh We keep it
purely for emergencies.'

‘This is one,' Toni assured him. 'I'm tired anddmyrand | don't mind
what it's like providing there's a bed. You do hawkning room here,
don't you?'

‘Sure thing.' He had come forward to the deskglaisce lingering on
the honey-coloured sweep of her hair for a fleetmgment of

unmasked admiration. 'lt's going to take a lititheet to get the place
ready for occupation. If you want to wash up befgra eat you can
use one of the lodge bathrooms. Dinner's fromasbselen-thirty.'

'Oh, that's wonderful! Thank you.' Her gratitudesvpaobably out of
all proportion considering she would be paying fdhne
accommodation, but Toni ignored the fact. Stes grateful. If it
wasn't for this man's timely intervention she woslil be minus a
place to stay. 'I'll just go out and get my hanglgien I'll be ready to
take you up on that offer to use a bathroom."



'You'd better register first,' said the receptigragready filling in the
appropriate line in the book. 'Number thirteen ifteén dollars a
night.’

'Make it ten,' ordered the man at her side. 'lt morth more.' He
watched Toni sign her name, added lightly, ‘Mis®os Bradbury?'

'‘Miss,' she said, too well aware that his intevess not purely of a
business nature. She laid down the pen and looketd uneet the
hazel eyes for a brief moment, struck by sometkamguely familiar
about the thin, attractively boyish face. 'Are yba manager here?'

'‘Owner-manager,' he corrected. 'Part owner, anywaya family
concern.' He held out a hand. 'Sean Stewatrt.'

Toni shook hands, amused by the unexpected fogm&eérhaps he
considered it was only what an English girl woug@ect from a man.

'I'll get my things,' she repeated.

There was no sign of rain in the cloudless bludefevening sky, but
she put the top up on the car just in case. There wne or two boats
out on the lake— fishermen by the look of them.ddabt that was
the main source of entertainment. Caught agairestotickdrop of
mountains, the whole scene offered peace and titatygof a kind
which was balm to her injured spirit. It would haveen nice, she
thought, to have stayed here for a while if she&dtime to spare.

So why didn't she make the time? came the immedpag¢stion. If
she needed a couple of days in which to think thiogt surely this
place was better than Calgary? The car wasn'taoe turned in until
Tuesday as she had wanted time to drive aroundithand get her
bearings before resorting to public transport.hé deft here early
Monday morning she could be in Calgary by evenarg] perhaps
with a much clearer mind. The idea was worth ccerangj.



She was still considering it when she sat downroet in the bright
and comfortable dining room, but by the end of ittean course of
baked trout had definitely made up her mind. Tloelfvas excellent,
and not at all expensively priced. Three nighteheould certainly
be a great deal less costly than the same in Galgar

Sean Stewart came over to her table while she wiasisnking
coffee, ostensibly to enquire how she had enjoysdieal. He had
changed into light linen slacks and long- sleeved sha pale fawn
which enhanced both the tan of his features andidhieness of his
hair. A very good- . looking young man, Toni reflsit, and fairly
well aware of it, yet endearingly lacking in theapeck-type vanity
which often accompanied such awareness.

'I'll take you across and show you where you'lspending the night
whenever you're ready,’ he offered. 'l only wish ked better
accommodation to offer you.'

'‘Beggars can't be choosers,' she reminded hinp {&borying about
it. I'm sure everything will be fine." She pauskdre for a moment,
glancing out through the wide windows to the lake #he grazing
horses. 'As a matter of fact, I'm thinking of staythe weekend,' she
added. 'Will there be any rooms spare here in ¢idlgd, do you
think?'

'Oh, yes, sure.' He sounded pleased—almost eagan theck you
in first thing in the morning as soon as the flodtleaves. Number
three already asked for a wake-up call at six-thirty

'l shan't be in that much of a hurry," Toni assumeal 'In fact, | might
even prefer to stay right where | am."'

'‘More convenient over here,' he rejoined. 'Esplgcialyou plan to
take all your meals in the dining room. We do & lbukakfast menu,
English style and Continental.’



‘Toast and coffee will be enough for me." She saidim for a
moment, attempting to pin down the elusive famiyarwithout

success. 'Won't you sit down while you're waitinglRe asked,
shelving the question as of little import. 'I'm@&yipg this too much to
hurry over it.'

'Please don't,’ he hastened to assure her, takingtther word. 'In
fact, I'll join you.' He signalled the waitress amdiered fresh coffee
for them both, then sat back in his seat to viewi¢h obvious
pleasure. 'You know, it isn't all that often we @any British staying.
Are you just visiting Canada or do you plan on stgysome time?'

'I'm not sure,’ she admitted. 'l came over with thizntion, but--' She
broke off abruptly, conscious of having alreadydsaiore than she
had intended. 'l thought of getting a job in Cajdar a few months,’
she went on after a moment. 'Have you any idea \wbetetarial
opportunities might be like?"

'‘Extremely good, especially for somebody with tiragn You'll be
snapped up,' Sean declared with a certainty whettenmer smile.

'‘How can you be sure I'm so well qualified?' shieedstongue in
cheek.

‘The look of you. The way you talk. Mind you,' heédad in perfect
seriousness, 'l had you down for a photographicahop until now.
You've got the bone structure for it.'

Her brows lifted a fraction. 'You know something oab
photography?'

''ve dabbled a bit. Margot—the girl on receptionsits for me
sometimes. Only a hobby, of course—although | do own
developing and enlarging. Gives me some interesidariof all this,’
with a gesture which encompassed the whole ofitbevisible from
where they sat. '"You've no idea how limiting tlmb gan be.'



'You said it was a family concern," Toni murmuréab they leave
you to manage the place on your own?'

‘Apart from frequent visits by big brother." Theatsiment held a
certain rancour. 'Rafe has a lot more on his phate | have. | guess |
should be thankful for small mercies.' Seeing teeuine interest in
the green eyes opposite he became suddenly canfidive're a

pretty well diversified company. Too many fingemso®o many pies,
some might say. Rafe takes care of everything dpanrt this side.

It's supposed to be totally my concern. Only thgd don't seem to
have what it takes to devote my life to fishing avidter sports, and
that's about what it amounts to. Come Novembebéllback up at
Valemont looking forward to another season of agkesvenings

and fun-filled days. We've extended too this y&aere isn't going to
be time to breathe, let alone anything else.’

Toni studied him thoughtfully, aware that the ligaés was merely
donned for the occasion. 'If you feel so out otpldoing what you
are doing why don't you let your brother run thel§ges and take over
some other facet of the company?' she asked, anthisashoulders
lift wryly.

‘Wouldn't work. I've tried. Motel management is abibe closest I've
come to making a good job, and even that leavesta be desired.’

‘According to whom?'

'‘Rafe. My mother. Me too, if it comes to that.’
‘Then do something else outside the company.’
'‘Such as?'

'Oh, lord, | don't know. I've no idea of your cajhéibs.' Toni was
beginning to be sorry she had allowed herself wobe involved.
'‘Photography, perhaps, if that's what you're istiexckin.'



'‘Hardly a paying concern unless it's the big conmméstuff, and |
can't afford to take the chance on getting that ltfer caught her eye
and shrugged again. 'My share dividends are all wig until I'm
twenty-five, and until then I'm purely on salarkdi any other
employee. Compliments of my father. He did the seon&afe, to be
fair, only he reached his majority nine years ago.’

She was getting in too deep too fast, Toni tolcs@ker yet having
come this far she hardly felt able to back out n@&ean was
obviously lost for a willing ear. Even talking duis problems might
help to ease them.

'| take it your brother isn't here at present,' sd.

'He left for Vancouver a couple of hours ago. Gdmgick up a new
plane. The old one got bent.’

A private plane? Toni mentally shrugged. Why nat@nfr what she
had already heard, the Stewart Company was more dahgoing

concern. Something was growing at the back of hedymeaching a
near certainty as she looked once more at thedeaxmsss the table
from her,

'‘Was he by any chance driving a white Buick?' skardh herself
asking, and knew the answer before it came.

‘That's right. Hey, how did you know that?'

Her smile was faint. 'You could say we almost budhp@o one
another a couple of miles back along the Highwatholught you
looked somehow familiar when | first arrived—famrgsemblance.'

‘You certainly managed to notice a lot from a pagstar,’ Sean
commented curiously, and she laughed without humour



'l had a close-up in more ways than one. | rantieéfroad and he
came back to rescue me. Considering it was my faaltnearly
collided, | suppose | can't blame him too muchfémling the way he
obviously did.’

'‘Meaning he read you the riot act?' Sean's smile weefully
reminiscent. 'He sure can go to town on that. Bet ¢idn't just sit
there and take it, though.'

'l was too shocked to say much,"' Toni admitted.tlBynear miss, |
mean. That's the main reason | came in here foomr| was feeling
a bit too shaken up to drive through to Goldengbni

'‘And that brother of mine wouldn't have helped akle sounded
suddenly angry. 'Sometimes he's just a mite tdoofashe jump!’

‘It doesn't matter now,' Toni hastened to reaskume 'I'm over it. |
don't suppose he'll be coming back this weekend?'

'‘Hardly. Should be six weeks or so before he makesher visit. He
seemed to think things were going reasonably well.'

'Only reasonably?'

‘That's Rafe. Super-efficient himself, and expestsryone else to
follow suit.’

Toni could imagine. It suited her impression of than she had met
so briefly. She drained her coffee cup and puslae# her chair. 'I'll
need my case from the car.’

The cottage she had been allocated was tucked iawdlie trees at
the far end of the group, at some considerableamist from the
Lodge. By British standards, the single room watsamdy adequate
In size but quite well equipped with table and chai addition to the
two divan beds, one of which was still made up asating unit.



There was a loop-piled carpet covering the floor fragh blue and
white cotton curtains at the two windows. A smadiset-like area
partitioned off at the back held the shower anigtoi

'l don't see what you were worried about,' Toni digah frankly to
Sean when he once more apologised for his inakudityrovide
anything better. 'It's clean, it's perfectly contddte and at ten dollars
a night it's a snip. With a small extension onldaek to hold a kitchen
and a proper bathroom, there's no reason why utlghtd be as going
a concern as the others obviously are. I'm sumgbrismur brother
hasn't thought of it.'

'He has.'" Sean looked a little sheepish. 'One eftliings | was
supposed to organise before the season got ungeBwgin the rush
to get the new units up and functioning in timepimehow forgot to
tell the builders to make over this place at thmestime. Have to wait
now.'

'If you only built the cottages this year you'vendawell to get full
capacity bookings this early in June,' she comneen@ood P.R., or
did you just rely on luck?'

Sean smiled. 'The Stewarts never rely on luck. ldaut coming
across for a drink before you turn in?'

'You have a bar?' Toni queried, surprised.

'‘Not a public one—we don't have a liquor licencendant to my

place. I've a couple of rooms at the back for myp oxse. | don't have
too much of a choice to offer, but | can probabtgfsomething you'll

like.'

'l don't think so, thanks. Not tonight.' Toni kéyetr tone light. 'I'm too
tired to even think straight, much less walk ughe Lodge again.'
She paused before adding casually, 'Are the hojgss for
decoration, or can | get a ride?'



'‘Any time you like.' Sean wasn't bothering to hedisappointment.
‘There's a party of three going out at nine-thimtthe morning. Shall
| tell Bill to count you in?'

She hesitated. 'l'd prefer to go out alone.’

'‘Can't be done—lodge rules. Too many places a lvarséreak a leg
round here, to say nothing of its rider's neck.’

'l can ride," she protested mildly.
‘Western style?'

‘That too. My last employer kept a small stablefémily use. | had
free access.’

Sean looked doubtful. 'l still don't think Bill wisbigo for it. At least,
not before he's seen how you handle a horse. ldigyfa back in
Kamloops. | guess the horses are a kind of subsstitde's an
ex-rodeo rider, and a real character. You'd getgpfime.'

Toni shrugged and gave in, unwilling to make anessf something
so relatively unimportant. Anyway, she could semsgense in what
Sean had said. She didn't know the country. 'ghtitell him I'll be
there. What time is breakfast, by the way?’

'From seven-thirty to nine. There'll be a room vatshower vacant
after eight if you want to come over and use it. &&a always bring
your bags over later.'

‘Thanks, but I'll bathe in the lake for one mornisge said. ‘It looks
good and clean.’

‘Ninety-six point six pollution free at the lastttebe agreed with an
element of pride. He waited a brief moment befaitany the hint



implicit in her concealed yawn, moving with relucta to the door.
'I'll leave you to it, then. Hope you manage a gomht's sleep.’

Alone at last, Toni breathed a small sigh of rediefl began to unpack
what few things she would need for the coming wadk&he had

been telling the truth when she said she was timgtdshe would have
refused Sean's invitation anyway. He was nicejrmnthny ways she

felt sorry for him, only that didn't mean that shanted to become
any more involved in his problems than she alreadg. She was

here for a quiet weekend, and that was all.

That brother of his really took the prize for sheeoldblooded

indifference, though. Why press someone into afgplwhich they

were temperamentally unsuited when it was more tiamous that

the Company could well afford to put in a managerrdn the

Lodges? Sean deserved a better deal than the draglleeen landed
with.

She was doing it again, she realised with a wrkslsf her head. The
Stewart Company policies were none of her condé8ean wanted
out it was up to him to stand up for his rightscé&pt that a man like
Rafe Stewart would not he easy to stand agains, led to

acknowledge. She could only be thankful that shalevanot be

meeting him again.



CHAPTER TWO

THE morning was bright and cloudless, the heat alréaadynning to
dance off the water when Toni went down to bathseaen-thirty.
She found the lake surprisingly warm considerisghieight above
sea level.

Several other people had had the same idea. Tohiirgo
conversation with a young German couple from one tloé
motor-homes, and agreed with them that Canada wadeautiful
country.

‘The scenery is almost too much at times," decldrednan, whose
name was Claus. 'lt numbs the senses. We have takanany
photographs of mountains we shall have to buy rhilonehere before
we leave.’

Not owning a camera, Toni had taken none, but ske/kust what he
meant. One wanted to preserve every moment,, evergl
impression. The trouble was the average amateyoskoascarcely
did justice to reality. Better to buy the professly finished
postcards and send them home franked from eachifs@grue
representation were required.

At eight-thirty she went across for breakfast, nmegt a
despondent-looking Sean in the lobby on the wayagatn.

‘Afraid your ride's off,' he announced glumly. IBilas called away
early this morning—family problems. Leaves us hagta dry till he
can get back. There's nobody else available tottekedes out.'

'I'd still like to go,' she said. 'I'll be perfecafe if | watch my trail. |
daresay the horses know the routes as well as dgyliat comes to
that.' The doubt still in his expression broughtmeasure of
impatience. 'Look, come with me if you're so wairi@bout your
animals.'



'l was thinking more about you,' he came back bara note which
made her feel more than a little ashamed of herpsleas. The
movement of his shoulders was rueful. 'Nothindike better than to
oblige, but horses just aren't my thing, I'm afrdich strictly a car
man.' He paused again, then gave in. 'They'rausgtiih the top corral.
If you go and choose which one you want to ridendve it brought
down and saddled for you.'

'I can do that,' she offered. 'I'd like to."

‘Well, I'll come up with you anyway,' he said, otwsly still rtot
totally convinced that he was doing the right thiti¢puld be you'll
need help rounding them up. Bill always says tleelire anybody
else—reluctant to start work of a morning. Are yeady now?'

Toni was wearing the jeans, shirt and sneakershmvars standard
riding uniform in this part of the world. She nodd&uite ready.'

The top corral was up by the main gate. Not a padrly safe place
to keep valuable animals overnight, she would hiéeeight, but
perhaps horse thieves weren't a problem. There wsiren all,
ranging from a rangy chestnut through to a littffvosa mare Sean,
told her could go like the wind. One of the geldinig particular
caught her eye. He was a big grey named approlyri§itver, in
beautiful condition and with the powerful hindgeast of a latent
jumper.

I'll take him,' said Toni.

Sean sighed. 'Sorry, there | have to draw the kes Bill's ride—a
one-man horse. Any of the others, but not Silver.'

There was a challenge in that statement, but Teinained from
acting on it. Sean had made one concession alréadguld hardly
be fair to press him to make another.



She chose the bigger of the two palominos in theg elicking her

fingers and saying his name reassuringly asshe artoveut him off"

from the other animals in the corral. Duke stodti®st her approach,
ears flicking to the sound of her voice. Still vath moving, he
allowed her to slide the rope halter over his head.

Sean was admiring when she brought the animal btiteocorral.
‘You really do have a way with horses, don't ytwe?said. 'Even Bill
usually takes longer than that to get a rope on.’

'It's all in the tone,' she smiled back. 'Hit tight note and the rest is
easy.'

The tack was stored in a shed down by the encloatmere the
animals had been grazing the previous evening. Ezaging one of
the Western saddles was quite a feat, as they egighgreat deal
more than their English counterparts with all thgaeleather. Sitting
in one was like sitting in a cradle, in Toni's ewtion, although she
had to admit they were comfortable.

The three children who were booked for the nineithide turned up
as Sean was giving her a leg up into the saddley Thoked so
despondent on being given the news that Toni wagethdo an
impulsive offer.

'‘Once I've got my bearings | could take them outfohour,’ she said
to Sean, and countered his unspoken objection bingdswiftly,
‘There were three children in the family | workear fdown in
Vancouver, and all younger than these. I'm capabdahy.’

'l believe it." He was smiling now, and looking mahan a little
relieved. 'Hardly fair to break in on your weeketithugh.'

'l don't mind," she assured him. 'l enjoy riding éime'.' She looked
back to the three waiting figures. '‘Come on dowhtrafter lunch and
you'll get your ride.’



‘Thanks,' Sean said gratefully, walking a shortagise alongside as
she moved towards the gate at the far end of tstua 'I'll call
round and see if | can find some temporary helpevou're out.
Mind how you go.'

She laughed and lifted a hand in salute beforengrthe gelding on
with a touch of her heels against the silken sitféastern trained
horses did not respond to knee pressure, nor didlike any pull on
the mouth unless in a request to stop. One rodetwib loose reins
gathered in the one hand and guided the animal $nple left or

right movement which touched the leather lightlyora the

appropriate side of the neck. It had taken her sormeto adjust her
ideas, and even now she would have preferred damoed control,
if only in that it gave her more communication witie animal under
her. On a morning like this, however, it was enoygs$t to be

mounted again. She felt totally content.

As she had predicted, Duke seemed to know which t@ayead,

angling up the hillside and along a well worn ttarough the trees to
emerge eventually on a plateau flat enough and epeugh to afford
space for a gallop. Reining in at the far end whieedrail entered the
tree line again, Toni sat for a moment or two jasking at the view.

The lake was below and behind her now, while imffiland to either
side stretched a landscape which caught at heatthfofew miles

away another lake glinted under the sun againstbdekdrop of

white- capped mountains. Up there the snows wemaalt the rock
below unchanged and unchanging through thousangieass. The

emotion swelling in her was so intense that foleating moment it

was almost tangible. Happiness: pure unadultetadeginess.

It didn't last, of course. Not at the same pealer&lwere too many
things waiting to drag her down again. Only nofas because she
wouldn't let herself dwell on them. She was malangew start from
this moment on.



She took the three children out that afternoon @snised, and
thoroughly enjoyed every minute of the hour. Whekea by others
on their return if she would be taking out any lertrides that day,
she could only shake her head with regret and risiem to the
manager, who might by this time have come up wotines solution.

Sean, however, had not. His stint on the teleplhaakebeen in vain.

'‘Guess we're just going to have to put them opasdure till Bill gets
back,' he said wryly, when Toni came across hinhénstore where
she had gone to buy an ice. 'Won't make all thathndifference to
profits, | suppose. It's the guests who are goiogntiss the
facility—-especially as it's underlined in the bnaces as an added
incentive to stay at Copper Lake.'

‘Yes,' Toni agreed, 'it's a shame. Still, it migbt be for too long.’

'It depends on what's gone wrong.' There was aepadsle he
studied her, a new expression coming into his ey#sen he spoke
again it was hesitantly, as if he already hearddfesal in his mind. 'l
don't suppose you'd consider taking the job on ldvgou? After all,
you don't have one to go to, and Calgary will s@lthere a couple of
weeks from now.'

Toni stood with the ice-cream cone suspended haltwayer lips
while she considered the idea. She had to admit ithhad its
attractions. Two or three weeks in this place dowagk she loved
could be just what the doctor ordered.

The elation lasted bare seconds before memorynedutl can't,’ she
said with regret. 'l have to return my car on Tagsd

'I'll cover the hire charges while you're heredldi@ion to salary.' His
tone was eager. 'You'd be living rent free, sody@ome out well on
top.' He seized on her hesitancy, a plea in his.eéy®u've no idea
how you'd be helping. If word gets around that peau facilities



might not be forthcoming we stand to lose bookirfgslks want
certainty—especially the long-term guests. It wooldy take a
couple of boats to go u.s. and we've lost a wraileflgoodwill.'

The hesitation was still there, but for a differeeason this time.
‘What about your brother?' asked Toni.

'‘What about him? He'd be only too glad I'd founchebody to take
over.'

‘That wasn't what | meant." She paused, seeingatdonic twist of

firm lips in her mind's eye and feeling the samgrgnmesponse run
through her. 'l wouldn't want to run foul of himeag,' she said. 'Once
was more than enough.'

‘There's no chance of that," Sean returned, aogepér comment in

the manner of one who perfectly understood thad kihreticence.

'He won't be here again for at least six weeksfg8aas he'll be

concerned, you'll just be a name on the staffltstn he does see it.
By that time you'll be in Calgary.'

She made the decision swiftly, aware that if sbe@td to think too
hard and too long about it she might find otheficlifties in the way.

‘All right, I'll do it. Starting right now, if yodike. There's another
party wanting to go.'

‘That's great!" He was all boyish enthusiasm. "§hast great! We
can discuss salary when you get back. | promise won't be
disappointed.’

'I'd better not be.' She was laughing, pleasecetiasthe way things
had turned out. 'Riding mistress at Copper Lakesolinds rather
grand, doesn't it!"

The pleasure in no way decreased over the followlsygs, busy as
Toni was kept. Riding was a popular pastime forngpand not so



young alike, and there were times when she felhddo limit the
number of rides in order to give the animals adexjuest.

Offered the opportunity to move into the Lodge leitself, she had
requested instead to stay where she was in theattadje, preferring
the relative privacy of thesituation. With the Igkeactically on the
doorstep, the lack of a proper bathroom was nodealback, and
she was spared the sounds from the jukebox disechwhiok place
twice a week until eleven in the recreation room.

The disco was not the only source of evening eaitertent. On the
Saturday there had been a barbecue which everymmelad, either
cooking their own food on the charcoal grills paed, or
participating in the group event arranged by thelde staff. A
regular feature of the summer season, Toni learaed ,one which
was always well appreciated. She looked forwarthtonext with
anticipation.

Sean had become a good friend, and she was caoekdep the
relationship on that basis. Being unattracted tdwdmm in any
physical sense, she found his companionship noattht@ her
equanimity, and was quite happy to spend most agsenchatting
amicably about this and that, either on their owpnroccasion with
others who might wander into their sphere. To Sestiate of mind
she gave little thought because he never madesaa o it himself.
He seemed perfectly content with things the way there.

When he asked her if she would sit for a couplphaitographs she
was happy enough to oblige and was pleasantly isspre by the
finished result. Sean had a flair for lighting lesbjects, subtly
emphasising the better features and playing doe/metst. She had no
bad side at all, he told her—a perfect oval ofce faith just enough
prominence of the cheekbones to lend interestirigws below. If

she had a fault of any kind it might be that aasthty her eyes were



just a fraction too long, and very slightly slantbdt that, he assured
her, added to rather than detracted from the dvenpression.

'‘Perhaps there's some Chinese in my ancestrystegdom lightly.
'‘My mother's mother was Italian, so I'm already stimmg of a
mixture.'

Sean's glance was curious. 'You've never mentigoed family
before. | thought you mightn't have parents alive.'

Her shrug held a nonchalance assumed for the e@ccaSihey're
divorced, and my mother is dead now. | very raselg my father.'

"You poor kid!" It could have sounded ridiculoussmlering the bare
four months difference in their ages, instead tbélys spoken

comment melted a small portion of that hard litttee deep down
inside her. For the first time in years she fourasklf actually
wanting to talk about it.

'It happened a long time ago,' she said. 'l liveith \wad till | was
seventeen, then he met Jennifer and—well, we jdsttdget along
too well, that's all. Jealousy on my part, perhaps/way, | found
myself a job in London and shared a flat with twbeo girls until |
was making enough to get a bed-sit of my own."’

‘And he didn't try to stop you going?'

'Yes, he tried. But he was between two firesditayed | don't think
Jennifer would have married him.'

‘Jealously on her part, maybe?'

'In a way | suppose it was. It was her first mayeiaand she's quite a
bit younger than Dad. They've two children of tre@am now.'



'‘And even less room for a grown-up sister.' Hisdsanere light as he
drew her towards him to rest his cheek against Haer. 'Poor
abandoned little Toni!

She should move away, Toni knew, yet the sheer @drof his arms
about her was more than she could resist. Whenolvedrhis head to
kiss her she responded without thinking aboutnly breaking away
when the pressure advanced beyond the realms qiegkign

'I'm sorry,' she said wryly. 'l didn't mean thateppen.'

'l did." Sean was smiling. 'That's the first tinmu've really opened
up, Toni. | hope it's not the last.’

Whatever she might have said in reply to that was &s the noise
from outside impinged upon her consciousness. Seamed to hear
it at the same moment, and his expression werlhiaptand singular
change.

‘That's a plane,' he said. 'And it's coming iratadl.'

Rafe Stewart. Toni's heart did a sudden double, bleah steadied
again as she brought herself sharply under cor8mlvhat if it was?
She was doing a bona fide job here, and doing lit Wéhatever his
opinion of her as a driver, he could scarcely qlamith her proven
ability over the last week.

Sean had gone to the window of the sitting roontWisierved double
duty as studio, craning his neck to watch the hrighe and white
machine descend towards the landing strip laidbeyond the belt of
trees.

'It's Rafe,' he stated flatly. 'One of his surprisits planned to catch
me slacking on the job!



'Or perhaps just to show you his new machine," assiggl Toni, not
really believing it herself. 'After all, he'd swyelot fly all this way up
from Vancouver just to catch you out?'

‘Not just,’ Sean agreed. 'He'll be on his way lhadBalgary. No need
to drop in at all, considering he was here justeakvback, but that's
Rafe. Never misses an opportunity.'

In which case Sean should have been expectingTig, thought,
but refrained from voicing any comment.

'I'll see you later," she said. 'I've a ride tcetakit at four.'

With any luck, Rafe Stewart would be gone by theetshe got back
at five. No doubt he had business to catch uptamas the first time
she had realised that the family was actually basedalgary—at

least that was the impression she had received Wbat Sean had
said just now. And waiting at home was the mothdre-rhatriarch.

The true ruler of the Stewart clan, perhaps? Frdmtvehe could
recall of the elder son, Toni doubted it.

She was late returning from the ride owing to tipaldosa throwing
a shoe. Tucked away behind the trees, the landiipgh&d not been
visible even from the top of the hill. Toni couldlp hope that the
visitor had departed. A confrontation with the nsne remembered
so well was the last thing she felt like tonight.

Her hopes, however, were soon to be dashed. Thbrtloers came
strolling across to the saddling rail as Toni biutuger charges safely
in through the gate at the rear of the pasturetdher of the two
moving to inspect the big grey and the chestnlitigtl up there. His
expression on looking up to her approach was nf@e e€nough to
tell her that whatever details Sean had seen finfmart regarding
their new riding instructor, that previous meetiragl not been among
them. She got in first before he could speak, drilbg a need to



iImpress upon him her total lack of concern over dinéortunate
event.

'‘Good afternoon, Mr Stewart,' she said formallyhdpe we haven't
been keeping you waiting. Bonny has a loose shoe.’

He said nothing, waiting until the riders had diseel and all the
horses were tied before finally giving voice to therds she could
almost hear quivering in the air.

'I'm not sure what your game is,' he said on gelipnote, 'but I'm
going to find out. Why here, of all places?'

'‘Why anywhere?' she asked, fighting the desireetmnahd what he
thought her gammightbe. 'l was tired and shaken up, and this pla
just happened to be handy.'

‘That was a week ago.’

'So why am | still here?' She was leaning agahestail with a hand
on Duke's soft nose, stroking him almost unconstjoul'd have
thought that was obvious. Sean needed a tempaizeyand | didn't
have anything special to do for a week or two, @@ h am.’

'So | see.' His tone was not encouraging. 'Withtwoalifications?’

'‘Nothing on paper,' she admitted. 'l wasn't awaveas necessary to
the job.'

'‘Meaning anybody can control a team of animalsemdchainly by
amateurs?’

'‘No, that's not what | meant.' Her own control viest slipping. 'But
an experienced enough rider can do it without &fiate of merit.
My last employers trusted me to take their threengpchildren out
without supervision.'



'On horseback?'

‘Yes, on horseback.' She was sharp, sensing sodeglying motive
in the question. ' 1 he family owned a livery sgabl

'‘Why did you leave?' This time the question was. sof

Toni stiffened, eyes suddenly veiled. 'Personatars,’ she said
shortly.

Sean chose that moment to step in, face stifft isat enough of the
inquisition, Rafe?' he demanded. 'Toni helped me ioua bad
situation. And she handles horses like she was toatr

Grey eyes did not move from green. 'All right,'dagd, 'so give me a
demonstration. We'll go out now, just the two of Tikese two are
fresh,' indicating the grey and the chestnut. "¢an unsaddle the
others and leave them free to graze.' He pausaul telling me why
these two were left tied in the first place?’

'‘Because Silver is more than capable of jumpingéhee to follow,’'
Toni responded stiffly, ‘and Caspar would haveoteé#d him. | don't
think riderless animals are vers helpful on a ride.

The sarcasm was ignored. 'He's Bill's lead horgeés Hsed to going
out with every ride. Why don't you use him?"'

It would have been simple enough to tell the trtitat she was still
feeling her way with the big animal, and only udach where

necessity dictated on the actual rides. To anytsee that was. This
man was different. Explanations would be regardedx@uses. Toni
lifted her shoulders.

'| prefer a change.'



'I'm sure you do.' His tone was smooth—too smad®&ight, let's get
the others unsaddled before we go.’

Toni caught Sean's eye as his brother turned aavay warmed as
always to the concern in them. The brief shakeesfhiead was to
dissuade him from any further intervention on helnddf. She would
handle this herself. Whatever happened, Rafe Steves not going
to undermine her confidence.

Dressed today in well-cut jeans and a blue cottort, she looked
subtly different from the man she had met a week Agart from his
expression, that was. Did the man ever relax ant smth genuine
warmth instead of that mocking flicker? Perhapguse didn't like
women, she reflected dryly as she slid off Dukatidée and hung it
over the rail to air off. Some men didn't basicaflyen though quite
prepared to take advantage of their physical uss#sdown once by
the opposite sex, a few weak characters remairaadesicfor life by
the experience. Except that she somehow couldagime this man
having any weaknesses. He suggested strength themegthrough.

With the other animals turned loose to graze, @ktdoni bare
moments to saddle up the two left. Rafe made ot to help her,
watching her movements with that same cynical latlout his
mouth.

'No," he said when she made a move towards thénche¥ ou ride
Silver.'

Toni obeyed without change of expression, vaultigitly into the
saddle before either man could offer her a legrupm her vantage
point she looked -down at the two, closing oneirygeswift wink for
Sean's benefit when the other man moved to mowntchiestnut.
Don't worry, she was saying in effect, | don't mimndnouring him.



'‘Back in half an hour or so,' said Rafe in the $adtt shouldn't take
longer than that.’

There was something vaguely disturbing in the wayblought out
those last few words—something Toni couldn't qpi her finger
on. She felt suddenly that there was more to thigg of theirs than
met the eye.

She rode in front of him along the lane and upbitek to the first of
the three gates which had to be opened en routeagimay to back
Silver up with only little difficulty as she helchdo the wood. Once
through it had to be closed again under Rafe's.daw&as in some
relief that she dropped the wire closure back tivempost and turned
her horse's head to the uphill trail.

There was no comment from behind during the figdt mile. Only

when they entered the belt of trees towards thetdpe hill did he

suggest with irony that she might try to avoidifejtthe overreaching
branches spring back too quickly from her grasp.

It had been a genuine accident in that the saidhboh foliage had
slipped through her fingers, but there was lititenp in saying so.
Toni gritted her teeth and carried on, aware img¥iere of the tall
lean figure at her back. At least Silver was bemgnhimself up to
now, moving ahead decorously to her guidance. Perater all she
had done the wrong thing in not riding him from tinst. All |l)ey had
needed was a certain rapport, and that they appearehave
achieved.

It was tempting providence, of course, in the wagre confidence
always does. Sensing a certain relaxation in héchiianess, the
grey chose that moment to revert to type, breakmg a canter
without any urging and taking the next small falleg across the trail
in an almost deliberately mistimed jump which veearly unseated
her. It took her some moments to pull him up beeaie couldn't get



a proper hold on his mouth using the one hand éihally she took
a rein in each and did it the British way, haullerk strongly and
steadily until the animal got it into his head thatwas not going to
get his way.

'You goof!' she exclaimed in angry exasperationmthey came to a
halt. 'Of all the times in the world to start plagiup you had to
choose this one! You must be in cahoots, you tvau Both want me
to fall on my face!

The grey, quite naturally, said nothing, standingetfy now, ears
flicking to the sound of her voice. When he swuhg great head
round to look at her it was with such a quizzidabgn in his eye that
Toni had to laugh. 'Devil!" she said, leaning foravéo slide a hand
over the smooth neck. 'I'll master you yet!'

'l doubt it,' commented Rafe, arriving in time tealn the last words.
'I'd say he just proved that much.’

'l pulled him up,' she pointed out, hanging onéo temper.

'‘Having let him go in the first place.' The darkatevas cocked, his
mouth slanted to match. 'How about if you'd hattiag of beginners

behind you, then? The others will follow the leaslepace

automatically, you know that. It could have meafdlb’

'‘But it didn't because they weren't,’ she retoadrammatically.
‘You're just looking for excuses, Mr Stewart!

He had ridden up close, his knee on a level witk he he brought his
mount head to tail with Silver. The grey eyes haldcurious
expression. 'Excuses for what?'

‘To get rid of me.' She was too angry and upspatomuch heed to
what she was saying. 'The very fact that Sean axffene the job
without waiting to consult you first was enough,swa it? He's



supposed to be in com-plete charge of this parhefiusiness, yet
you won't even leave him free to make his own deasd’

His eyes had narrowed, the expression in them harge
dangerously. "You and he seem to have done quit# af getting
together this past week,' he said. 'One way anthanb

Toni flushed. 'What's that supposed to mean?'

‘You tell me. I've seen the photographs he didoaf, \and Margot on
reception tells me you've spent every evening tegetHow about
the nights?'

Toni drew in a sharp breath; the flush deepeningeishe did speak
it was in a tone as cold as she could make §oif had any right to
ask | wouldn't be obliged to answer. Your brotiseat grown man, not
a child to be taken care of!'

'‘My brother is twenty-three,' he answered with datithion, ‘and as
naive as they come when a pretty face is involit.his fault. He
never learned to look any farther.’

‘While you did, of course.' Her own lip had curledll the same
under the skin, are we, Mr. Stewart?"

He had hold of her before she guessed his intentisnhand hard
behind her head as he drew her bodily towards hmost out of the
saddle. His mouth was hard too, but in a quiteed#ifit way. She
couldn't fight it, only suffer it, her whole bodgrtsed to his touch.

When he let her go she put up her hand and quilteedately wiped
the back of it across her lips, not bothering tocaal her revulsion.

‘That's probably all you know," she said with compé



'It's all you merit,' he came back on a biting nd@gaig Shannon's a
grown man too. Is that the only criterion you need?

The flush faded abruptly, leaving her pale for ammat by
comparison. She gazed at him in silence, unabfentbany words
which might sort out the confusion in her mind. Whghe did
manage to speak it was not at all what she haty raant to say.

'‘What do you know about Craig Shannon?'

'He's a friend. He and his wife." He paused tdHetwords sink in,

registering her reactions with a twist of his lifpavas there a couple
of days ago. Diane told me about their childrentarg nanny. She
even showed me a photograph of her taken with it Ko cut up

about it, she was. She'd liked the girl so much.oWlould have

thought a girl like that would stab her in the béagktrying to entice

her own husband?' The laugh was brief and harsho Wt Diane

would have thought she wouldn't!

The utter coincidence of it all took Toni's breakthings like this just
didn't happen in real life! But they did. Of coutbey did. Wasn't it
only a month ago at the top of Grouse Mountain wstenhad turned
to the sound of a familiar voice to find hersetikong into the equally
amazed face of a one-time next-door neighbour ophegnts? For
two people to travel thousands of miles at differiemes and yet
meet up in the same spot at a given moment inweageunbelievable
in itself. Why should this be so much more? ThenBbas and the
Stewarts moved in the same spheres. It had to beco@ble that
they might have met.

'‘No ready answer?' The mockery cut through herghtaulike a red
hot iron. ‘Shame. I'd an idea you knew them all!"

'It wasn't--' she began, then broke off abruptiyhwshould she try to
defend herself against this man's obvious pre-jugmh Yet could



she really blame him for thinking the way he did® l&d heard only
one side of the story—the side Craig must have Seempass on to
his wife in explanation of her sudden decisiondavke. Entice him
indeed! The shoe had been on the other foot.

'Wasn't what?' Rafe prompted. 'Intentional? Youenaearried away
by sudden overwhelming emotion, was that it?'

Toni discarded any idea she might have had ofdryanexplain. He
wasn't going to believe her, no matter how sheipatross. She
shook her head wearily. ‘It hardly matters noweft the « place
before any damage was done.'

‘The same way you're leaving this one.' His tong naxd. 'l brought
you up here to say what had to be said out of Séaaring. When we
get back I'll expect you to be packed and off thenpses before
nightfall.’

She looked at him for a long moment, searchingoutimuch hope
for any sign of a kink in the armour. 'What doll &san?' she asked at
last.

‘You don't have to tell him anything. Let him thitikn firing you
because you're just not good enough. It's closagnto the truth.’

She made no answer to that; there seemed no ptead up, she
indicated the way they had come. 'Perhaps youtdKead the way
down again. | might just feel tempted to let a feare branches back
in your face!"

‘Try it," he invited pleasantly, 'and you'll get rladhan you bargained
for. Might do you good at that. Lead on, honey,bé8 right behind
you.'

They reached base in a silence broken only by thea sounds of
the landscape going on about them. Even Silverappdo sense the



atmosphere, placing- no further strain on Toniteaaly overtaxed
emotions.

Sliding to the ground, she took off saddle andlbrahd turned the
animal free before making for the cottage. Sheategl Rafe's eyes
on her back, but she didn't falter in her step. 3dwner she was away
from here the better, she told herself fiercelyl knew it wasn't true.
She had loved this place, this job, this whole pestk. Why, oh,
why had Rafe had to come and spoil things?

Another couple of weeks and she would have beee gapway.

It took her only a little time to pack her suitcaSte had become
fond of the cottage. It was a wrench leaving it.a¥lthe moment
came she went out without a backward glance.

Her car was standing where she had parked it a \agek After

slinging her case in the boot, Toni hesitated. Raf@o Rafe, she
couldn't bring herself to leave without saying glogelto Sean. None
of this was his fault. He was in no way answerdbftehis brother's
bigotry; she had to make that clear to him.

Steeling herself, she went into the lodge, findieygot busy writing
up menus at the lobby desk.

'Is Mr Stewart in there?' she asked, indicatingdlsed office door
behind the girl.

‘They both are." From the sudden embarrassmenémad in the
other's averted eyes, it was apparent that shestvag idea of the
subject under discussion. The door was mere fealy dvom her
back, and voices tended to carry, especially wizesed in anger.
Toni could hear one now, although not the actuabiwoSean, if she
were not mistaken. Well, she could put a stop &b, tht least.



The door opened before she could reach it, frantinegyounger
brother for a moment in a manner reminiscent offitisé time Toni
had seen him. His expression, however, was vefgrdiit. She had
never seen him look so determined.

'l was just coming to find you,' he said. 'Coméane, will you, Toni,
please. There's something | want to say.'

Rafe was standing over by the window, hands thniistthe pockets
of his jeans. The strong features were hard, histmset like a trap.
Toni quailed inwardly and involuntarily before tlo®k he gave her.
‘Come to collect your dues?' he asked. Sean ctbsedioor abruptly
and stood with his backagainst it, almost as ist@p Toni from

leaving again. 'l told you,' he stated flatly.sHe goes | go with her!

'Oh, now wait a minute!" It was Toni who spoke, tere rising on a
note of concern. 'Sean, what are you talking about?

'‘What | say.' The determination was still therer@ased if anything.
'l won't let you be turned out of a job you've be&emng more than
ably for a whole week just to satisfy some perspngludice. If 'm in

charge here then my word goes. If I'm not then'/ go

In any other circumstances, Toni would have fei lpplauding that
speech. Right now she wished she were on her waguaof it. She
didn't care to look at Rafe, too well aware of whiatreaction would
be.

'I'm not going to be the cause of any family rghe stated firmly. 'l
only came to say goodbye.’

‘You're not going. | won't let you go!" His voiceok on a note of
appeal, faint but unmistakable. "You want to stepn't you, Toni?'



She could hardly deny it; not without making a cdetgp liar of
herself. She tried to sidestep the question. 'k waemporary job
anyway—we both knew that. It's time | was makiragks.'

‘No, it isn't. Not until you have to." His tonerfied again. 'l meant
what | said. If you go because of this, I'm comwith you.'

She stared at him helplessly for a long momentjsiag he was
serious in the threat. He was putting her in & skefk. Either she hurt
his already wounded pride further by telling him theut
equivocation that she didn't want him with hersloe stood with him
against his brother in a fight for which she hditelistomach.

Her glance towards the latter held a quality hayflwatween defiance
and resignation. 'You'd better tell him the reasen you're getting
rid of me. That might convince him how right yoe ar

‘All on one throw?' The grey eyes were cold enolagfreeze.'You
tell him. I'd like to hear your version myself.'

'Version of what?' Sean sounded bewildered. "Yonte talking
about that episode with the cars, are you?"

Toni shook her head. 'Before that. The family | keat for down in
Vancouver was named Shannon." She ignored his isedpr
exclamation and went on doggedly, 'l left for paaaeasons, | told
you both a while back. Well, that was true. Theyawsery personal.
| objected to a certain person's assumption thaad going to be
prepared to jump into bed with him the moment hife's back was
turned for a couple of days.’

‘Clever.' Rafe's tone was sardonically admiringu™lmost make it
sound believable!'



'It is believable.' Sean was quick into the breaebognising some if
not all of the situation. 'Craig's a great guy, lheis always had an eye
for other women.'

‘Not enough to do much about it without encouragerhkis brother
returned. 'He admitted to Diane that he'd been tednpy the offer.
That's why he got rid of our little English friehére so sharply.’

'‘He didn't get rid of me,' Toni said with contrblwalked out.’
'‘Making sure you had every cent due to you firstaurse.'

'I'd been paid the day before for the previous mohtconsidered
myself entitled to cash the cheque, yes.' She weetling fast but
still in command. 'Look, | don't care whether yaliéve me or not.
I'm simply making sure .your brother isn't undey dtusion as to
why I'm being told to go." Her smile was for Sedaint but

unwavering. 'Thanks for the support anyway.'

'It still stands." His tone was firm. 'Even if llleed all that it would
still stand.' He looked across at his brother vaitigry eyes. 'What
does it have to do with you anyhow?'

'‘Enough.’ Rafe paused, eyeing the younger man mood
intolerance. '"You're a bigger fool than | thought.'

'‘Sean, no!" Toni's cry was synonymous with her mivgrasp his
arm, staying his own sharp movement towards highbro'lt isn't
worth it.'

‘You're right, it isn't." The grey eyes held hemshwscorn in their
depths. 'So you stay till Bill gets back.'

Toni brought her chin up sharply. 'l don't want--'

‘You'd rather be responsible for a family rift?'



She shook her head with impatience, momentarilydtiing that the
subject under discussion was right here in the ragtim them. 'He
didn't mean what he said about coming with me."'

'Oh, yes, he did. And I'd say you know him well eglo to be aware
of it. There's no way I'm going to let him walk dafthere with you,
and you know that too. You stay.'

‘Toni, please!" Sean was watching her face, resognthe beginning
of a refusal trembling on her lips. 'For my sake.'

It was unfair, she thought resentfully. He was ipgtther under
intolerable pressure. Yet she could find room tmsgthise with his
motives too. He had made a stand, and couldn't dagkn now
without losing all self- respect. If she insistedleaving he would
walk out after her.

‘All right,’ she said, 'I'll stay.' She forced halfYo meet Rafe's gaze,
knowing just what she would see there. 'I'll do Ioegt to keep your
clients happy, Mr. Stewart. That's the main objesct} it?'



CHAPTER THREE

SEAN was subdued when he carried her suitcase batie toottage.
Toni felt sorry for him, and angry with herself.eShad let herself be
drawn into this and now she couldn't get out. Ndeast for some
time. The only consolation in the whole affair vwhat Rafe Stewart
would not be here -to make life even more difficult.

Dumping her case on the divan, Sean said sofilyarit to thank you
for backing me up, Toni. It took an issue like thise to make me
realise just how far down I'd let myself be pushiedfe won't be
doing it again, | can tell you!'

Perhaps he wouldn't have done it in the first plaag Sean shown
signs of having a mind of his own, came the flegethmought, swiftly
dampened. Not for anything was she going to stadirfg excuses
for Rafe Stewart's attitude. He was beyond excuse.

'Forget it,' she said 'I'm not very keen on beinghed myself. Of
course, your brother believes he has reason eriough.

'l don't see why. Like | said before, it wouldret &nything to do with
him even if it were true.'

Toni smiled a little, wondering if he really wers maaive as all that.
‘You must realise what he's worried about. He thihknight have
designs on you next.'

'l wish you had." The grin lifted his features bdaoktheir normal
buoyancy. 'Anyway, we won, didn't we?"

Except that the fight had not really been hers, &ikected, but
refrained from voicing the thought. Sean was fegljood again,
pleased with his strike for freedom. Why drag hiowd?



'Yes, we won,' she agreed. 'l'd better get thedsbiEck up to the
corral.’

'I'll get somebody else to do that for tonight. ¥euhad enough.' His
tone was solicitous. 'See you after supper?'

'In company with your brother?' She shook her h¢adn't think so,
thanks. In fact, the less | see of him the better.'

'I'm feeling a bit the same way at present,’ heitieldh 'But Rafe's
unlikely to hang around too long. Tomorrow's batkeeagain. Maybe
we could rig up a speaker and have some dancihginals to suit all

comers. Sound good?'

Toni was amused, and not a little impressed. Apybre
self-assertion was good for the imagination as waslithe soul.
'‘Sounds very good,' she agreed. 'I'm sure thdly#ngoy it. Do you
mind if | ask you to go now, Sean? I'd like to cparfior supper.'

'‘Not if you'll promise me first dance. I'll makersut's something |
can do.'

'l promise.' Right then she would have promisedoalnanything in

order to be alone. Sean was right; she had hadgen&he needed
time to gather herself, to lick her wounds and lsedhe hurt. Damn
Rafe Stewart! Damn all men! Why couldn't they lebee alone!

She knew why, of course. She had been told oft@ugmn Long

supple limbs; smooth curves; hair the colour ofkigolden honey
and a face like a sexy angel was how Randy haddesaibed her in
a light moment. A combination of eyes and moutHd laelded in
laughing explanation of the latter statement: atlsulmint of

sensuality which made a man yearn to plumb fartbeaig Shannon
had said something similar, if perhaps a littlesl#amboyantly the
night he had come to her room.



Toni quivered, remembering his insistence, the dlotch of his
hands dragging her into his arms. As the fathdrenfthree charges
and the husband of a woman she admired, she hidliged him up
zuntil that moment, persuading herself that theugmdo in his
conversational gambits was a figment of her imagnaWell, she
had learned her lesson—first from Randy, and nanfiCraig
Shannon. She would not be taken in again so easily.

Neither of the Stewarts put in an appearance awgpes. Toni ate
alone and hurriedly, not wishing to be around i avhen they did
show up. It was getting a little too late for Radebe thinking of
continuing his journey tonight, but with any luckadl he would be
away early in the morning. Either way, she shotildawve to meet up
with him again. That was a relief in itself.

She was back at the cottage before eight with alevkgening
stretching ahead. At nine sl>e slipped out to éixe for a last bathe in
the gathering dusk, staying close by the bank wtlereushes grew
down into the water. Normally in an evening she ldwave taken a
bath over at the lodge house around ten beforengdier way back
here to bed, but for tonight that was out. The laks an adequate if
rather less refined substitute.

Back indoors she got into nightdress and wrap anmed some milk

on the little portable stove Sean had thoughtfplgvided to make
herself a drink of hot chocolate before retiringeSvasn't sleepy yet,
and the night was still and warm. It was pleas#hhg out on the

step with the mug in her hand watching the moonlarhthe water.

Providing the lights were off in the room behind,lbe bugs left her
alone.

The site was settling down for the night, the osdyinds of revelry
coming from the next cottage down, which was a gwamhundred
feet away. The party of three, all male and inrtheenties, had only
arrived today, and had spent every minute of daykgit on the lake



fishing. Having seen the cases of beer being chsigreptitiously
into the place earlier, Toni could only hope thag dot intend
spending the greater part of the night carousingarf from
Saturdays, the general rule was as little noigmasible after eleven.
Sensible enough considering that most people whedthere were
either transients with a need for an early staxt merning, or simply
people who wanted a restful vacation in idyllicreundings.

They seemed to be quietening down, she noted iefrebme
moments later. Time she was thinking of turningpio, yet her mind
was not composed for sleep. Today had been a badldeound;
tomorrow had to be better. Whatever Rafe Stewaghtrthink of her,
she was not going to let it get to her.

He came while she was still sitting there on thep stwalking so
guietly that she was not aware of his approach hatspoke.

'You're likely to get a chill sitting about likeat'

Toni came jerkily to her feet, drawing the edgeb@fwrap together
with one hand in a gesture instinctively protective

'l was just about to go in," she said. 'GoodnilyhtStewart.’

‘Not so fast.' His tone was low but not soft. 'Inivto talk to you.' He
paused, looking at her, expression assessing. H®rother hand,
maybe we'd be better doing it indoors.’

Her voice sounded tight. 'Whatever you have toysaycan say it out
here. Only if it's just a repetition of what youids&arlier, you're
wasting your time.'

'‘Not a habit of mine,’ he said with meaning. He tadia brief
moment, then shrugged broad shoulders. 'So l'litsayt’ here. How
much do you want to get out right now? Tonight.’



Toni gazed at him in total silence for a long, langment, this tall,
lean man with the granite features and a matcheaythHer first
instinct was to hit him, but some other part of tsek over instead,
controlling both face and voice in a manner whiomaaed her in
retrospect.

‘How much are you offering?'

The faint curl of his upper lip was the only indioa he gave. 'l can
give you a thousand in cash. That's all | canaggther. There'll be a
draft for another thousand to go with it.'

'‘Which you could have stopped the minute the bamben for
business,' she pointed out, still in the same tws.

‘Hardly worth my while,' he said. '‘Cause too mugécsilation in the
wrong quarters. You have my word on that.'

'‘As a man of honour?' She let the irony stand irelges as well as her
voice, registering the thinning of his lips witkcartain satisfaction.
The extension of her open palm was equally caledldGive me the
money.’

The roll of bills he took from a back pocket lookemick. 'They're
mostly small,’ he said, placing it in her handttyeash. Want to
count it?"'

'l don't think that will be necessary, thanks.' iTelpped off the
rubber band holding the notes, and straighteneah thiat between
both hands. Anger lent her the strength she neédéuls is what |
think of your offer!" she said between her teeth.

Rafe made no move to pick up the torn halves okbaites littering
both step and grass where she had dropped themgréheyes held a
dangerous glitter.



'‘Playing for higher stakes?' he asked.

She was suddenly sickened by the whole affairjesastt ashamed of
her own part in it these last few moments.

'I'm not leaving,' she stated flatly. "You can thimhat you like, but
I'm not going to be driven out! Now, if you don'tnd, I'd like to go
to bed.’

"'l accommodate you.'

He was up the step even as she turned away, phsniagead of him
through the open door and closing it behind hino ffozen by shock
to put up any real resistance, Toni felt hersékdi and carried. Then
she was on the bed and his weight was pinning tmer,hands

clamping her wrists so that she couldn't get hegdts to his face.

‘This is what you don't like, isn't it?' he saidigbly. 'Having control
taken away from you! Craig told me about that. Hdd tme
everything! He still isn't over what you did to higou little bitch!"

'l didn't do anything!" She was frightened but oowed, her whole
body tensed in rejection. 'Whatever he told yasiitt true!’

'Isn'tit?' His mouth was a straight taut line, wWads clipped out with
scarcely a movement of his lips. '‘Not the way yocoairaged him for
weeks until he couldn't hold out any longer?'

‘Nol'

‘You're a liar! You thought you could play him likefish until you
had him netted. And then what? A word in Dianet® €xr maybe just
the threat of it? Only he came on too fast for yduln't he? He
wanted too much too soon. You should have gonegahlath him.
The end would have been the same—Diane would leiswdike a



shot if she ever had confirmation he'd been urfidithith you. You
might even have been in with a chance!'

'It wasn't like that." She was appealing now, fgyio make him see.
'He's twisted the whole thing round!’

'Like hell he has!" The laugh grated. 'I've seengtfiect you've had on
Sean in just a week. He's hardly the type to readnuch into too
little.'

'‘But he's the type to react pretty strongly if Inew about this,’ Toni
came back, giving up the unequal battle. He wagnitg to believe
her, not if she argued her case for a hundred y&#§oaild you really
like him to know he has a common rapist for a bectlBecause that's
what you'll have to do.’

For a horrible moment she thought she had overglége hand as
Rafe's face visibly hardened. With some deliberalie ran his eyes
down the full length of her body, lingering on tlender lines of her
legs, outlined by the tautly pulled material of heghtdress.

'It might almost be worth it," he said, ‘just td pau down.' He looked
at her for another long moment, contempt in hissetteen abruptly
released her. 'You'll get what's coming to you ohéhese days.
Leave Sean alone, do you hear!

Toni was silent, not trusting herself to speak. Wasts hurt from the
pressure of his fingers, but the pain was as ngtbimpared with the
anger inside her. He hadn't given her a chance;onet solitary
chance! Cold common sense told her that the bessemf action
was to get out now and leave the two brothers toad their own
differences, but pride wouldn't aljlow her to craaway in the night
like someone who really was guilty of all the trsnige had accused
her of. She had promised Sean she would stay ahRilhtcame



back, and that was what she was going to do, ndemabw
uncomfortable Rafe Stewart tried to make her life.

It was something of an anti-climax to find Rafe lad@ady left when
she went over for breakfast next morning. Somehbw lsadn't
expected him to give up as easily as that. Seancaels-a-hoop,
believing himself the outright winner of this padiar family

altercation. Toni made no attempt to pull him ddvam his pedestal.
He needed a little more confidence in himself.

The weekend passed pleasantly, its highlight their&ay night

barbecue. True to his word, Sean had an extenpeaker rigged up
to provide music for dancing on a flat stretch cds$ close by the
barbecue pits, starting off with a beat numbentbrch he claimed
Toni as his partner.

'I'm saving the more romantic stuff for later onemhit's dark,' he
grinned. 'By which time I'll be free to do them wlith you. Don't
forget you're booked!

Toni made some light reply and a mental reservatieiped out in

the latter instance by the combined attentiontethree young men
who occupied the cottage next to hers. All arouadrn® -age, they
proved to be excellent entertainment for the wigalthering, at one
time producing guitars and treating them to an ongatu concert of

country and Western songs which had everyone jgimn

Seated between one of the players and the motiaoaif her riding
pupils, Toni pretended not to see Sean's signdisating the spare
seat on the log beside him. While doubting thatritexest in her was
anything more than light and passing, she saw no irarefusing to
allow him to monopolise her, especially in the tigii one or two
comments made this evening on that very subjeothdr people had



noted how much time they had spent together theras certainly
more than time to do something about it. At least ¢onscience
would be clear should Rafe Stewart put in any rthppearance
before she finally left.

It wasn't as simple as that, of course, because Meself wouldn't

allow it to be. In the absence, however, of angmfit to put their

relationship on anything but a friendly footing,rnialecided that she
herself had been reading too much into too litthel aelaxed her
guard. She enjoyed Sean's company and he enjoygd/Meat harm

could there be in that?

She had become friendly too with the three in tle&t rcottage,
finding quite a lot in common with the one namedk®jiwho at
twenty-five was the eldest of the trio, and theyale willing to take
time off from fishing during the day in order tae. The three of
them had been friends since high school, he taldh®ne occasion.
They had been coming to Copper Lake as a grouphfee years
now, and were favourably impressed by the new namagt.

‘There's more going on,' he said. 'More people.&ed's good too.
Two weeks of little else but fish can get a bit mi@mous.'

'I'd have thought the three of you were a bit yotsmmgpend a whole
two weeks' vacation just fishing," Toni commenteghtly, and he
laughed.

‘Something only another fisherman would understapitked it up
from my father when | was a kid. Guess Bobby anittClid the
same. Anyway, we all take another vacation latearmh do our own
thing.' He paused, pale blue eyes glancing sidewdgsa going to be
here all season?’

Toni shook her head, feeling a pang of regret.y@ntil the regular
rider gets back. That should be this weekend.'



It was Thursday when Sean gave her the news.

‘Bill can't make it for at least another week, maywvo," he said,
trying to hide a certain jubilation. 'lt's his ddutigr. Apparently she's
going through a marital crisis and he doesn't & to opt out and
leave his wife to it all. You can stay on, can'i9o

Toni hesitated, not at all sure that she shoulsh @omsider it. Yet if
she went she would be leaving Sean in the samé.Iditee riding
facility was so popular. Many would be the longdaicit were taken
away, and that was hardly good for business. Andrevlwas the
problem really? She and Sean had a healthy, wklhbad
relationship with no misconceptions. Two weeks aurf— what
difference would it make?

'Yes,' she said, 'l can stay. I'm not sure how yaother's going to
feel about it, though.'

‘It isn't his concern,’ Sean's whole face wadflithishad to happen to
Bill at all I'm sure glad it happened now. You ddimow what a
difference you've made to the place, Toni.'

She was popular; it would have been false modestlehy it. She
laughed instead and shook her head. 'I'm sureh&ilhis following
too. Can't hang about—I'm due out again in five utes. See you
later.'

Despite what Sean had said, she found herself wimgdpist what
Rafe Stewart's reaction would be. Already he hetdted a point in
leaving her here without supervision. How would feel about
another two weeks?

Rough, she was willing to bet. But enough so toerahkother attempt
at persuading Sean to get rid of her? She doubtddhe latter had
stood up to him once and would do it again; Rafstmealise that.



No, he might fume and chafe, but there was litdebuld do about it.
Sean had him over a barrel.

It appeared she was right in her assessment agebkend passed
and another week got under way. Rafe had given Always
providing Sean had told him, that was. Yet Tonused to believe he
would deliberately have lied about it. The whol&ag&fwas his one
big triumph. More likely he would be only too readyflaunt it in his
brother's face.

Friday was a busy day. With most of the cottageksites changing
clientele in the morning, almost everyone who hadashorse at all
that week wanted a last ride before going homeingi&ilver on an
almost permanent basis now, Toni was able to takéwe at a time,
although still insisting that the horses had astiéalf an hour to rest
and graze between each ride. It was gone sevemebste finally
corralled the string.

Too late now to go and change before supper, stidatktiredly. A
quick wash and brush up in one of the bathroomsldvbave to
suffice. Sean often joined her for coffee eveneifiad already eaten
himself, but tonight 'there was no sign of him. ¢tailld have gone
into town, of course.

It was one of the waitresses who eventually toldwigere he was.
Rafe Stewart had come in about an hour ago whife Was still out
on that last ride. He'd brought a bag with him &ken over a room,
so it looked as if he might be planning on stayarigw days this time,
she added chattily while waiting for Toni to'sigarkchit. He and
Sean were in the back right now.

Making her way to the cottage, Toni wondered degmely how long
it would be before she received another visit it elder Stewart
brother. The last thing she felt like tonight wasther battle royal.



On the other hand, why should there be one? shtocmaa herself. If
Rafe had intended any further action he would hpue in an
appearance before this. He might be taking an dppity to check
up on her, but there was nothing he would find rgfdner this time.
Sean would put him right on that score. They werenfls, nothing
else.

Mike came over around nine to ask her to join aypairthe younger
folk for a last get-together, accepting her pleéirefiness with good
grace.

‘Maybe we'll meet up in Calgary at the Stampede,'said. 'You
should have finished here by then. It's a grea¢ tinyear. Being a
rider yourself you'd enjoy it all the more."

The party was loud and riotous and showed littggn S3f quieting

down when eleven came and went. By midnight, Tonid stand it

no longer. She hated to be a spoilsport, but enaagireally enough.
Sleep was impossible while that racket was going on

She dressed swiftly in jeans and shirt before gowvey to the other
cottage—an act for which she was to be gratefidrlan. Mike
opened the door to her knock, a glass in his haddaa ear-to-ear
grin splitting his face.

‘Well, lookit who's here!" he exclaimed on a dedlgenebriated
note. 'Change your mind, did you, hon? Bettertladé® never. Come
and have a drink.'

Toni shook her head, trying not to sound censoratagit it. 'l came
to ask if you could tone things down a bit. It'sfally late.’

'‘Hey, you guys!" Mike turned with an exaggeratedvement of a
finger to his lips. 'Keep it down, will you! Folkganna sleep.’



There was no appreciable decrease in the soundisgdsom within;

Toni doubted if anyone had even heard the pleach@ag Mike's

wryly humorous shrug, she sighed and acknowledgddatl The
only thing likely to stop proceedings on a volugtdrasis was a
simple lack of will to carry on, and that might rim# for hours yet.
Where were the Stewarts anyway? It was surely tilage to put an
end to the disturbance, considering the rules whesgs to begin
with!

Rafe's sudden appearance seemed almost in disgminge to her
guestion. He came up the step behind her, movingpohene side to
step past the man in the doorway and into the rbegond. An
instant later the blare of music ceased abrupilyet replaced by an
indignant clamour of voices.

‘That's it," Toni heard him state. 'Everybody @dutd | meamow!’

They came filing past like sheep, one or two muttermprecations
but no one actually prepared to stay and arguetatbdlike watched

them go with a comical look of uncertainty on tasd, as if not quite
understanding why the party had so suddenly fimishe

Rafe came last, his glance skimming briefly oveniTas he turned
his head to the younger man. "Your friends arepshgeit off. I'd
suggest you do the same. And if you come herfcnagsve the
liquor at home, okay?'

Mike nodded, gave Toni a feeble attempt at a ndachavave, and
vanished indoors, closing the door behind him.

Meeting the grey gaze now turned fully on her, Tlonced herself to
stand her ground. She had not been a party tolaablbeen going on
in there, and there was no way he was going toetien.

'If you'd done that an hour ago we might all beaglby now,' she
said shortly. 'The rule is eleven, isn't it?'



'‘Most times, yes.' He sounded surprisingly milgaVe them as much
leeway as | could, considering. | gather you cane ¢o complain
yourself.'

'For what good it did me.' She was silent for a raothunable to
comprehend the difference in his attitude fromrtkest meeting. Her
next words were almost in challenge of that diffiee 'Where's
Sean?'

There was no appreciable change in his expres$itoid him I'd
handle it. Come on, I'll walk you back to your egft.'

'It's only next door," she pointed out with a éfther chin. 'And I'd
rather go alone, thanks.'

'l can't say | blame you all that much.' The notswueful now. 'l
gave you a rough time, didn't I? I'm not making eses. | really
thought you had it coming.'

Toni stared at him in the semi-darkness, hardlg sdbtredit what her
senses seemed to be telling her. 'And now?' shrepteal at last, and
heard the unsteadiness of her voice without swapris

'I've had time to think things over,' he said. '€ito realise | might
have been a bit too hasty in putting all the blasneyou. Craig
probably made the running initially, which '

'‘Craig made all the running,' she cut in with deteation. 'lIf you're
not prepared to believe that then I'm not inteckstehearing any
more.'

His eyes narrowed fractionally as he studied e this shoulders
lifted. 'Okay, so he lied to save his marriage.tBhanderstandable, |
guess, Diane being who she is.’



'He wouldn't have had to bother if he'd stayed afmamn me in the
first place,’ Toni said. 'l lost a good job becaokbim!

'‘But you found another. Not quite the same, of seubut it has its
compensations.’

She looked at him suspiciously. ‘Meaning Sean?'

'‘Meaning more freedom. Sean's too young for yoshduld have
realised that too.'

'Except that it wasn't his age you thought | miggninterested in,’ she
came back pointedly, and received another of te&uhgmiles.

‘Not any more. You're smart enough to have realiseow that
Sean doesn't come into his own for another twosyeard yet you're
still here.' He paused a moment, eyes lackingerctiidness she had
come to expect from him. 'What I'm trying to say hew about
starting over? Forget the whole thing?'

Warmth was rising in her, curling up from somewhdesp down
inside as if too long held in. 'Even my drivingRésheard herself ask
on a purposely light note, and he smiled agais,tthie with humour.

'l take back nothing | said that time. | was atflrand witness,
remember?'

‘And | was a day-dreaming idiot,' she conceded. tk® record, my
mind will be strictly on the road in future.’

'I'm glad to hear it.' Rafe indicated the smallettage with a brief
inclination of his head. 'Going to trust me now?'

It still seemed unnecessary considering how clbsy tvere, but
something in her wanted it anyway. She had neviergiate so
supremely aware of a man as she did at this moment.



'‘Are you planning on staying over the weekend?'adked as they
moved side by side along the pathway between thaltmellings.

‘More than that,' he said. 'I'm taking over fronaséor a few days
while he goes on home. His mother wants to seedmahshe doesn't
feel equal to coming out here.'

Toni turned her head, struck by a certain inflectiohis voice 'ls she
in?"

'‘She was made a paraplegic in the car crash willed kny father." It
was said matter-of-factly. 'She gets around finevhgelchair and a
specially equipped car at home, but longer jourraeggiring for her.’

'I'm sorry." Toni wished she could find some lesadequate way of
expressing her sympathy. 'Sean never told me dbaut

'‘Maybe he just didn't get around to it yet.' Thay meached the other
cottage, and Rafe came to a halt at the foot oftbeshallow steps, a
hand on the rail. The moonlight lent a certain hass to the line of
his mouth. Then he smiled and the hardness was What time do
you get through tomorrow?’

She was surprised, not quite comprehending. 'lted@p on
bookings.'

'You should make yourself a deadline for the lakt of the day,' he
came back. 'Say five. That would mean you'd hawe ibrses
corralled for the night by six-thirty. Dinner agét?'

'Here?'

He laughed and shook his head. 'l think we can O better than
that. There's a place called Pine Lodge some weth-ugest of here.
It's a bit off the beaten track, but what they danwith Lake trout



makes it more than worthwhile. Anyway, it would &dehange for
you. Sean tells me you haven't been off the pla¢keree weeks!

'l haven't felt any need,' Toni admitted. She pdukere, feeling her
way. 'You don't have to feel obligated because at-time. It's
enough that you believe me.'

'Is it?' His tone was odd. 'Well, I'd still like take you to dinner.
Okay?'

‘Okay." Toni felt suddenly and overwhelmingly lightearted, her
smile spontaneous in its warmth. 'lI'd like that, teafe.'

'‘Good.' He made no attempt to touch her, inclifirgghead in the
direction of the door. 'I'll watch you in. And lockafter you. Our
friends over there might take it into their headsdb a spot of
sleepwalking." He paused consideringly. 'Maybe Wweukl think
about moving you over to the main building.'

'I've never had any trouble,' she protested. 'Athcather be out here.

'‘Privacy does have its advantages,' he agreedigAt| it's up to you.'
He smiled again, voice softening. '‘Goodnight, Toni.

On his lips her name sounded different. Or wassit, jToni wondered
as she closed the door between them, that she foomso different?
Only two weeks ago Rafe had tossed her down orbédhbver there
and accused her of trying to ruin his friend's mage, and now here
he was asking her out. It took a big man to adraitchuld be so
wrong. One had to admire him for it.

There was more to it than that, she acknowledgéd aviwry little
smile. She was attracted to Rafe Stewart, and bad fsom the first
moment of meeting, despite everything that had quhdsetween
them. What she had to guard against now was ldttmgarriers drop
too far. It would be fatally easy to like this n&afe too much.



CHAPTER FOUR

SEAN was on the point of leaving when Toni came owdrditeakfast.
He was driving through Calgary in the one hop, tid her. He
seemed singularly lacking in enthusiasm for the lestap.

‘You're going to be here when | get back, arenitybe asked on an
urgent note. 'l mean, you wouldn't just go?'

'Of course not,' she said. "You're only going tabay a few days.'

The hesitancy vanished, replaced by a smile. 'Jhadk'l need to
know. Take care of yourself, Toni. I'd hate anythtia happen to you.
And don't let that brother of mine worry you either

There was more to that last injunction than he knEeni thought

wryly, watching the car move off up the lane. Riadel been on her
mind since waking this morning. Turning now to fitie subject of
her thoughts watching her from the lobby doorwag, it the colour
faintly touch her cheeks. She found herself seagchis face for

some sign of last night's gentler mood.

His smile was reassuring. No more hostilitieseéraed to say; we're
going to be friends. 'Did you eat yet?' he asked.

Toni nodded. 'l was just going up to fetch the bsrdt's going to be a
busy day.'

‘Then | won't keep you. | thought we'd leave abewuarter after
seven. That suit?'

'Lovely." It was all she could think of to say. Shad never felt
tongue-tied with a man before, but she did with tme. Perhaps
because of what had gone before—or was it sim@yghe couldn't
guite fathom out what wasto come? There had beeralmecessity
for anyone to stand in for Sean. Not for a few daysich meant



Rafe had elected to stay. Because of her? She avihe could be
sure. It was suddenly very important to know.

She didn't see him again all day. Corralling thesbs at six-thirty,
she found herself looking forward to the eveninghwa sharp
anticipation in no way tempered by memories of pasbunters. For
the first time she regretted the lack of bathrocawilities that
necessitated taking along her things to the Lodgesé in order to
shower and change. It meant leaving her soiledhicigtthere for the
evening as she had neither time nor inclinatiomé&ke the journey
back to the cottage before meeting Rafe.

Eager to get away from the jeans and shirt imagaust have of her,
she had chosen to wear a simple button- through frale green
which offset her hair and growing tan to the belstemtage. Rafe was
waiting for her in the lobby when she went downjght, casual
jacket over his open-necked shirt and toning slackere was no
mistaking the frank appreciation in his eyes akbked at her.

'l don't wonder Craig went overboard," he saidlgofthen he was
putting her into the convertible.

There was no irony in the statement, nor any apparehe grey eyes
when she looked up at him swiftly, yet the stingswiaere, even if
only in her own mind.

'l thought we were going to forget about that?' sdud.

'So we are.' He slid behind the wheel, smiling et in a way that
would have made her forgive him almost anythinhefgé are other
things to think about.’

Pine Lodge was far enough off the beaten tracksoodrage casual
trade, yet well enough known to maintain a regulaéentele. The

view from the west-facing restaurant was tremenddosi felt she

could have sat there for ever just drinking it in.



‘The Rockies are full of scenes like this oned $tafe when she tried
to communicate something of her impressions ovéeeo'l'm not
saying it palls, but after a time it becomes acegpfThe pause was
just long enough. 'I'm more interested in the vigyht across the
table.'

Green eyes lifted to meet grey, reflecting the smihich moved her
lips. 'Why?' she asked.

For a brief moment he looked taken aback, theainghed and shook
his head. "You know why. We both do. It happened/ry first time
we met right out there on the highway.'

'‘You didn't give that impression.' Toni kept hemadight. 'Anything
but.'

'l was trying not to let the look of you impair niydgement,’ he
admitted dryly. 'Could be | went too far the otheay.' He paused,
eyes holding hers. 'l took your number with themion of trying to
trace you later. You were heading east; there sgenfair chance
you'd be making for Calgary.' The smile took onrg gquality. "Then
Diane showed me that photograph of you with the kiad the whole
idea went sour on me. Coming back here and fingawgwith Sean
wound round your little finger was like waving aneg in front of a
bull. I knew damn well what Craig was like, but bwdn't let myself
believe it.'

Her voice sounded husky. 'What changed your mithdald you.

Once | gave myself time to think about it | reatid&l been unfair to
you—and to myself. This trip of Sean's seemed aalidpportunity
to make my peace.' One dark eyebrow quirked. 'How doing so
far?'



‘Admirably." Toni was trying not to show how his nde were
affecting her. 'Sean seemed to think his journeysnwareally
necessary.'

'It was.' There was a quiet certainty in the stat@mKaren wants to
see her son. That makes it necessary.' He watblee@int drawing
together of her brows and shook his head. '‘My miadired when |
was eight and my father married again within thary8ean was born
the year after.'

'‘And you've never felt able to call her mother \g@li?*

Broad shoulders lifted briefly. ‘She's only tenngealder than me. It
was more like acquiring an older sister. My fativa&s only in his
mid-thirties, so the difference wasn't so great.’

‘You resented her?' The question was soft, draaisgdden bright
gleam of amusement to the grey eyes.

'No, | resented my father for coming between ug \Bas everything
a nine-year-old boy could want in a companion—oldugyh to open
doors he couldn't open but not too old to come dimams level when
the occasion called for it. I'd have done anything her.'" The
amusement faded a little, shadowed by some otheti@mnot as
easily defined. 'l still would. Fifteen years inwdneelchair would
make a lot of women emotional as well as physigalptes, but not
Karen. She's the most courageous person | know.'

Analysing her initial instinctive response, Toninwa to the
conclusion that it was envy rather than jealousictvhad prompted
the quick stab. For a fleeting moment she had widherself the
recipient of such admiration. Yet what a pricedy for the privilege!
Karen Stewart could only have been in her late tiwsenwhen the
accident had happened. It took more than couragernw through



the loss of both husband and mobility without loitess; it took an
indomitable spirit.

'‘She must be an exceptional woman,' she said.

'She is." It was a simple statement of fact. Thisntdne lightened.
‘Tell me about yourself. What made you come to @ana the first
place?'

That was one question Toni did not want to answduli. The hurt
Randy had inflicted had not gone as deep as shehioaght, true
enough, but it was not a subject she cared to skswuth another
man. She compromised instead.

'l was offered a job that didn't turn out to betguvhat I'd hoped.
Working for the Shannons was just meant to be pgsto until |
found something else.’

‘And when you leave here?' The tone was still light

'It depends,' she said, thinking ahead to the dagmvwshe would be
alone again without enthusiasm. 'I'm not sure Homgs might work
out yet.'

'‘No, | guess not.' He held up a hand to the waiti@sthe check, eyes
coming back to her face with an expression thatlksgned her
heartbeats. 'We'll have to talk about it.’

Toni was quiet in the car going back towards Copyadee, trying to
come to terms with her own emotional instabilithheShad thought
herself in love with Randy a bare two months agwoy here she was
as strongly, if not more so, attracted to anothan she barely knew.
And what of Rafe himself? How serious was he intWiehad said
tonight? He could be giving her the rush in the enab a quick
conquest, of course, but she somehow didn't thinktgook more
than that to make a man like Rafe sacrifice whalgsdf his time.



They were home before eleven, finding the barbecowd already
dispersed by the cool breeze blowing off the water.

'‘Sean ran an extension for dancing out here theviasweekends,'
Toni commented as they got out of the car. 'l sgppwbody thought
of it this week when he's away. It seemed a greatess.'

'I'm sure it was.' Rafe sounded surprised, agihtttion of his brother
having good ideas went beyond his experience. Hdald make it a
permanent arrangement.’ He paused, glancing dowmertface
hard-boned in the moonlight. 'How about a nightcap?’

'l should be going,' she hedged, not really wantimgevening to end
SO soon, yet conscious too of a need to be onvaeragvay from his

disturbing influence. 'l promised a couple of theldren I'd take

them out before breakfast.’

"It isn't late," he said, 'and I'd appreciate yoampany.'
‘You've had it all evening,' she pointed out, arelda smile.
‘A little more of it, then. I'm your boss. Shaliniake it an order?’

Her laugh signified capitulation. 'Strictly speagiit's outside your
province, but we won't argue about it. Lead the.ivay

Sean's small sitting room seemed even smaller thig¢hcurtains
drawn and only the light from a couple of lampsilleminate it.
Seating herself on the smaller of the two sett€es| watched Rafe
pour the Grand Marnier she had requested alongaMdburbon for
himself and bring the two glasses across.

'‘What made you decide to go into this sort of tRirslne asked, taking
hers from him. 'lt hardly seems the kind of bussnesompany like
yours would be interested in.’



'On this scale, no, it isn't,)’ he admitted, takangeat next to her.
'‘Copper Lake's just a try-out. If the end of thassm shows a good
enough picture, we'll be opening up a chain adtus€ountry under
the same general plan, running motel and campsjether.'

'‘With Sean in charge?"
'If he shows himself capable.’
'He stems to be doing that here.'

‘There's a difference between running one place aagdnising a
dozen. So far his record isn't outstanding.’

'He's only twenty-three," Toni protested. 'He'dl 8hding his feet.
Just because you knew what you wanted at that tageesn't
necessarily have to follow that Sean has to besdn@e.' She stopped
there, aware that none of this was her concerrsaddenly appalled
at her temerity. 'I'm sorry,' she began, 'l--'

Rafe was looking down at the glass in his hand aithunreadable
expression. 'What makes you so sure | knew whainted at Sean's
age?'

'Instinct.’” She was on firmer ground here. 'l thydu've probably
always known just what you wanted, Rafe.’

*You could be right."' His move to put down the glaa the lamp table
at his side was slow and purposeful. 'Like now.'

Toni relinquished her own glass without protespwimg what was
going to happen and wanting it too. The last timdén&d kissed her he
had been brutal about it, this time he did it wfthesse, the
movement of his lips slow and sensuous against Ters responded
Instinctively, mouth soft and yielding, her bodyrgag into the
circle of his arms. She could feel the hardnegsso€hest against her



breasts, the ripple of muscle beneath her fingérere was strength
in those broad shoulders, tempered now but readyde. She had
felt that strength the night he had carried heay the cottage and laid
her on the bed; had known then that resistancdwtiss

Tonight she didn't want to resist.

Rafe was the first to pull up, lifting his headltmk at her without
letting her go. The grey eyes had lost their cagdn®/hen he spoke it
was with a roughness he made no attempt to conceal.

'‘Are you always so quick to arousal, or can | dattnyself I'm a
special case?"

She reached up a hand to touch his face, shakie lnytensity of her
emotions. 'You're a very special case,' she whespirickly. 'l never
felt like this before, Rafe. Not even close.’

‘Tell me how you feel." The demand came low. 'Wimakes me
different from the others?’

‘There haven't been any others,' she said. 'Natélyeyou mean.’
'You mean you've been saving yourself for someikeenhe?'

The irony brought warmth to her face. Abruptly sheshed herself
away from him. 'If that's what you think there'spwnt in talking!

Rafe reached for her as she got to her feet, dgphem down again
and holding her there. 'Don't run away. It was atyh@rack, and
unnecessary.'

Toni relaxed a little, but only a little, searchitige lean, intelligent
features without success. It was impossible to teadnind behind
the grey eyes, to guess what he was really thinKifau're still not



wholly convinced about Craig Shannon, are you?'ssi "You still
believe | must have encouraged him.’

‘To a certain extent,' he admitted. '‘Maybe withexgn realising it.'

'It must have been.' Her tone was bitter. 'If Idnavstop and consider
every little thing | say or do for possible misirgeetation I'm not
going to get very far.’'

'‘But it might save you a lot of hassle in the long.' One hand slid
under her hair, holding the back of her neck inlasg just firm

enough to keep her still. His eyes were on her mdhe look in them
making her quiver. 'Right now I'm not misinterpngtianything. You
want me to make love to you as much as | want tib.'do

Toni made no attempt to deny it; the knowledge amsche inside
her. She only wished herself capable of indulgingt theed with
detachment from other emotions, the way Rafe olslyowas.

'‘What | want doesn't make any difference,' she. sign't going to
happen.’

'‘Why not?' The hand was moving, the ball of hisiibicaressing her
nape with a touch that set her alight, his oth@dh&arm on her skin
as he slid it so very gently down her arm. 'Youigbe it, I'd make
sure of that. We'd both enjoy it.’

She closed her eyes at the touch of his hand dorbast, fighting the
desire to abandon herself wholly to this one monaewlt be damned
to the rest. Rafe would be an expert lover; thal kone dreamed
about. She believed him when he said he would rakesnjoy it.
What he was doing to her now went beyond merefgation.

It took every ounce of willpower she had to puldtthand away from
her. She said fiercely, 'This is one time you'regmng to have your
own way, Rafe. It's so easy for you, isn't it? Takeat you can get



and to hell with everything else! Well, not with peu don't. | don't
live | that way!"

'‘Okay!" He was angry himself now, letting her gdahnabruptness.
‘Just cool it, will you? If it's no, it's no. Yowd't have to take a stick
and beat it into me!'

She was already regretting the outburst. Instiettivshe found
herself trying to justify it. 'l just don't like beg taken for granted,
that's all.'

'l took nothing for granted.' His tone was harshvds following a
natural impulse which appeared to be shared upaifgiv moments
ago.'

‘We hardly know one another," she protested weakig,saw his lips
twist.

‘There's nobody could likat naive.'

She flushed, accepting the implication because ksteav it was
deserved. 'All right, so it happens. To you it @bly happens all the
time!"

'‘Not all the time," he came back with irony. 'Tdrig met the
immovable object. Whare you saving it for?"

She looked at him for a long moment, not bothetimgkeep the
disgust from her eyes. When she got to her feetlihdrs felt
amazingly steady. 'Goodnight, Mr Stewart.'

‘Toni."' His voice caught her at the door, stopgieg despite herself.
'‘Wait a minute—please."'

It was the last which brought her head round. Baésvart was not a
man to whom that word came easily. He was sittilgne she had



left him, but on the edge of the cushion as if abourise. The
expression on his face was hard to decipher.

'‘Come on back here,' he said. 'l won't touch ygustiwant to talk.'
Toni didn't move. 'Whatever you have to say casdé from there.'

‘All right." He sounded resigned, and more tharttke lrueful. 'l
apologise. | had you wrong. At the risk of repegtmyself once too
often, can we give it another go?'

She hesitated, disarmed yet still not fully trugtiffo what purpose?'
she asked at last.

His smile was fleeting. "Who knows? All | do knoswihat you do to
me. Did you ever hear that old song "I've Got Yawder My Skin"?
That's the way | feel."

Her own smile was slow. 'lt sounds irritating.'

'It is—painfully. I'd like a chance to work it ouHe held up a quick
hand. "Your pace. That's a promise.’

‘Sean will be back in a few days,' she remindedduftly, ‘and you'll
be gone. What's the use?'

'I'm only half an hour from here by air,’ he canael 'And my own
boss. You said we hardly knew one another. I'dtbkemedy that for
a start. When Bill shows up again you could comé&oough to town
and I'll take you around. By that time we'll beairposition to know
how we both feel.’

Right now she felt bemused. Not five minutes agbédmbeen intent
on only one aspect of a relationship, here he séémbee planning a
whole possible future. Yet she had to believe hanhwhat he said.



There was no point in it otherwise. She wantedelele it; she had
never wanted anything as much in her life.

Her voice sounded husky. 'All right, I'd like thab.'

'‘Good.' Rafe came to his feet, lean, lithe and&dly unpredictable,
shaking his head as he saw her expression chdinygoing to see
you back to your cabin, nothing more. And don't gay can see
yourself back, because that might suggest a latkisf in my word."'

'l wasn't arguing,' she said.

He didn't touch her on the way across to the ceitaglking at her
side with an easy stride scaled down a little toaanodate her own.
The breeze was stronger, coming in sharp guststheofirst time

since her arrival here cloud was obscuring the blatting out the

stars from the south.

‘Might be in for a storm later on,' Rafe observdtew they reached
the steps. 'Don't let it alarm you. The sound ¢ffexan be pretty
spectacular, but you'll be safe enough inside.'

'I'm not afraid of storms,” Toni assured him. Sheked at him
uncertainly, not quite sure how he intended takiisgeave. From the
ironic curve of his lips he knew only too well wisdte was thinking.

‘Try shaking hands," he suggested. 'That shouldaltse any
complications.’

Her breath came out on a sigh: 'Don't make fun ef Rafe. | can't
help the way | am."

'‘Neither can I.' He paused, studying her, eyesddily something
only he could be sure of. 'So we'll start at square again,' he said.
‘Something like this.’



The kiss was over quickly; too quickly. It left hezarning, the way it
had been intended to. Then he was gone, stridiay awer the grass
without a backward glance; a man she hadn't eveyurbdo
understand.

Bill's return on the Tuesday came as a complef@iserto everyone.
A quiet, almost taciturn man in his late fiftieg bBpent a brief few
minutes with Rafe in the office, then came right muwhere Toni
was saddling up Silver ready for the next ride.

'l hear you've been doing a good job," he saidflgruirhanks for
standing in. The boss wants to see you.'

She found Rafe in the office going through the sodkseem to be
redundant,’ she said wryly. '‘Unless you can findsoreething else to
do for the next few days. | promised Sean I'd wihihe got back.’

Something flickered in the grey eyes looking ughet. "You don't
have to do anything. You deserve a rest. With Shediback we
could both take a day off and fly across to Kamidpound good?'

‘Very." She smiled at him, aware, as always, ofdtaging of her
senses. 'But can you afford the time?"

'For you?' He put down his pen, standing up tddtreut an inviting
hand. 'Come over here.’

Toni went unhesitatingly, lifting her mouth to tith a response she
couldn't and didn't try to conceal. In three ddyesythad moved quite
a long way from square one, but only as far anthsisas she had
wanted to go. Today Rafe showed the first signa&ing over the
pace again, holding her to him with an intimacyt thade her pulses
race.



‘You've got me tied up in knots,' he murmured agfaner hair. "You
know it too. We're going to make the most of theegt couple of
days until Sean gets back. And after that--' hé tle¢ sentence
unfinished, the promise there in the possessivepctd his hands
about her slim hips, the' growing demand in his.lip

It was a promise repeated many times over thosedtys, one to
which Toni could only respond blindly. Compared twthis, she
knew her feelings for Randy had been like watewitoe. She was
intoxicated—too far gone to sit back and view tieagion with any
degree of objectivity. All she wanted was to behwRafe, to talk to
him, to have his hands hold her close and feehloisth on hers—that
strong, chiselled, wonderful mouth which could hir to another
plane of emotion.

They were flying back from Kamloops on the Thurs@dtgrnoon
when she acknowledged to herself that she wasvawath him. It
had happened so fast she could scarcely belieyet iit, was true just
the same. Watching Rafe's hands so sure on theotxnshe
wondered how deeply he really felt about her. Tieatvanted her he
had demonstrated on many occasions, that he enjwredompany
she was willing to accept; it was only when it caimdis emotional
involvement that the doubts began to creep in.

His smile as he glanced round and caught her wagdfim served to
offer some reassurance. 'Enjoying it?'

Toni nodded, smiling back. 'l never thought I'dl feafe in a plane
this size," she said, 'but | haven't had one queesyent. How long
have you been flying?"'

'l got my licence when | was twenty.' Just for anmemt a cloud
seemed to pass over the grey eyes. 'l preferdritong. We'll be
landing in a few minutes.'



His mood had changed subtly, and Toni wondered \&8img could
find nothing in what either of them had said tociglthat faint
contraction of his jaw muscles. Some memory codjwe by that
reference to his younger days, perhaps? Somethangatn't liked
remembering. Toni contemplated asking, then swifjected the
thought. What was past was past and should rerare.tIn any
case, she doubted if he would be willing to teh. he

The landing was uneventful. Jumping down from tiep svith Rafe's
aid, Toni felt moved to put her lips to his in aebrbut stimulating
salute.

‘That's for today,’ she said. 'And all the otheysdalt's been
wonderful!"

'‘Nothing's over,' he returned with an odd inflectirhere's more to
come—if you want it.'

If she wanted it? She looked at him with her heatter eyes. 'Of
course | do. Can you doubt it?'

Rafe shook his head, mouth tilting. 'Do you wangtoup to Pine
again tonight, or would you rather stay on here?'

'Oh, let's stay here,' she came back impulsivékge tould go for a
swim later on. The water's wonderful at night!'

‘Sounds good,' he agreed.

Margot was on reception filling in some forms. Sbeked up on
their entry, glance flicking speculatively from oteethe other before
finally fixing on Rafe.

'‘Mrs Stewart phoned earlier. She asked for yolhtmp her back the
minute you got in. She said it was vital.'



'Did she?' Rafe's tone revealed little. He lookietiami and lifted his
shoulders in apology. 'Guess I'd better go andtd&ee you at
supper.’

Supper was more than an hour away. How long, simelered, did a
simple phone call take? She was immediately ashaaiethe

thought. She had been in Rafe's company all daglysshe could
hardly begrudge his stepmother a little time. Shiesl and nodded.

'Fine.'

Making her way across to the cottage she pondenetie possible
reasons behind the call. Business in all probgbyt there had been
something in Rafe's demeanour which suggestedwaderNot for
the first time she found herself dwelling on thiatienship between
Karen Stewart and her stepson. With only ten ysepgrating them,
it seemed somehow incongruous to think in termthaf particular
relationship at all. More like an older sister, &é&afad said, but that
had been when he was a child. How did he regardte?

With admiration, that was obvious; with solicitoess, that was also
obvious. With affection? Toni wasn't at all suren@ierness was not
an emotion that came easily to a man like Rafe; s yet to
experience it in him herself. Perhaps Karen hade®al of it anyway,
but that she wouldn't know without meeting her. 8bow that
prospect held little appeal.



CHAPTER FIVE

ToNI went over for supper around seven to find Rafeaaly waiting

for her. There was something different about hime, decided during
the meal, but nothing she could pin down exactlgofiple of times
she caught him looking at her in a curious spemddashion, and
came to the conclusion that it wasn't really hemfas seeing but
rather a problem in his mind's eye. She would h&ee to ask him if

she could help in any way, but the chance seemalotih. Whatever

it was, he would sort it out.

Later, in the privacy of Sean'’s little sitting rodimere was an urgency
to his lovemaking that had not been there befdréast not to the
same degree. Responding to him blindly, Toni krieat the decision
lay in her own hands. If she loved this man shaikhbe ready to
give him what he sought, regardless of what carne.dfove didn't
thrive on conditional surrender; she had found thatto her cost. If
she had ever really loved Randy in the first pldoatuation came
very close, by all accounts. Close enough to mestakthe real thing.
So was what she felt now for Rafe the real thing® Iselieved it was.
She wanted desperately to believe it was. And.yet.

As if sensing the struggle going on inside her,eRdfew back,
holding her lightly as he looked down into her face

His tone was understanding.

‘Hardly creates the right atmosphere, does it? ayd should have
installed soundproofing too.'

Until that moment Toni had been only vaguely awairéhe disco
music in the background, although now it was brotuglher notice it
did create a somewhat discordant note. It hadett bethering Rafe
either until now, she realised, and knew this wasvay of giving her
time. The very fact that he was willing to keepearon his own



obvious inclinations for her sake warmed her haadw. So many
men in these same circumstances would have cariggd on
regardless of any hesitation on her part—and piglsalcceeded too.
He must be aware of that.

'Let's go for that swim,' he said softly. 'At ledswill be quiet out by
the lake. I'll go find a pair of trunks and meetiyo front of the cabin.
Ten minutes?'

She nodded, well aware that the moment would caogaénaif not

tonight then certainly the next time he made lavdaér. But those
times were limited, weren't they? Tomorrow night$evould be
back and her reason for staying on at Copper Lakddbe gone. So
would Rafe's, if it came to that. Would he rememitnerpromise to
take her around Calgary, or had that just beerobtiese things said
on the spur of the moment?

The thought of not seeing him again was like an lvand about her
chest. If only she could be sure of his feelinggeshat he wasn't
simply playing with hers. Yet would he have spentraich time on
her had his intentions not been more serious thawera conquest?
Rafe was a busy man; Sean had made that fact leay. ¢le was
hardly going to take a week out just to seek thel kof fleeting
gratification he could find almost anywhere withyamoman, was
he?

With the moon not yet risen it was dark enoughidetthe cabin for
the eyes to take a moment or two to adjust propériypok Rafe's

movement away from the tree where he had beemigamidraw her
attention. He was wearing a dark brown towellingeraf Sean's,
which ended above his knees, the skin of his ledys @ few shades
lighter in colour beneath the coating of hair. Gh@nce he ran over
her own slender bikini-clad figure contracted hngch muscles.
She had never been as grateful as she was at dmem for the

genes which made her the shape she was.



Rafe went into the water first, his body lithe andscular above the
dark trunks, turning beyond the line of reeds ¢adkwater and thrust
his hair out of his eyes.

‘Come on,' he called softly. 'Not frightened of tak, are you?"

Not the dark, Toni conceded, moving after him, pethaps just a
little of what he was doing to her. Where Rafe wascerned, she
had no will of her own any more. She just wantedb& with
him—any way he chose.

They swam together out towards the centre of tke, lkeeping pace
with a slow steady side-stroke which covered dstamvithout
overtaxing the strength. Toni was the first to takeest, turning on
her back to float under the stars while Rafe tradiewclose by.

'I'm not up to your standards,' she said, gentlyingpher hands to
keep herself level. "You could be across the lakidaw'm still getting
my first wind. Why don't you carry on for a whilé?2an make my
own way back.'

'It isn't a marathon,' he came back, watching 'Hex.swim was all |
wanted, I'd have come alone.'

Toni wouldn't look at him, her face upturned to $kg, body tingling
with a sensation not wholly due to the movemenhefwater. "What
doyou want, Rafe?' she whispered.

He came to her then, bringing her upright to faire &nd holding
them both there by the movements of his legs. Big fwas tautly
etched, water beaded on his skin. Toni put her$iagdinst his chest
as he caught her around the hips, spreading hgerBrthrough the
thick dark hair in a gesture that was more a piaa & protest.

'We'll sink!"



'So take a deep breath,' he said, and put histdipsers as she
instinctively obeyed, his legs coming about hempio her calves
together in a grip from which she could not escape.

The lake was deep at this point: deep enough te takm what
seemed to be a long, long way down without toucloiom. Held
close in Rafe's arms, Toni was aware of nothingseusation: the
softness of the water, the hardness of his body, dlumming,
pounding beat of her heart in her ears. Then theyewising,
breaking surface, and she was clinging to him, iggsior breath, the
tumult inside her gathering momentum as he turrexcbh her back
and began to tow her shorewards.

Grass grew thickly between the trees lining the laige. When Rafe
laid her on it she made no protest, looking up thi® strong dark
features with eyes blurred by desire. His mouthers was fierce,
demanding, not asking, rousing her beyond the pointoherent

thought to a plane where fulfilment became the onéed, the only
wish, the only reason for existence.

Toni felt the touch of his fingers at her back,asténing the clip of
her top and easing it away from her body, the isedatoolness of the
night air on her skin. His hands and mouth weretlgemow,
exploring the firm softness of her breasts witlemassiality that drove
her wild, moving down over her midriff to the flalane of her
stomach.

For a moment she couldn't understand the suddep $haof his
head. Then she heard the laughter, the sound eéy@oming along
the path from the direction of the lodge. Some peopt for a late
stroll, perhaps.

Whatever the reason, they were coming this way.



They would be seen, Toni realised in swift dartipgnic. They
couldn't fail to be seen! She pressed against Rafest with both
hands, body stiffened in rejection. 'Let me go!'

He did so without argument, rolling away to reachtiis robe and
hold it out to her.'Put this on.’

Fingers nerveless, she huddled into the garmengisom, pulling the
belt so tight about her middle she almost cut lersévo. The party
was close enough now to be distinguishable as twples, the
women walking a pace or two ahead of their menbalk obviously
sharing the same conversation.

'Hi there,' said one of the former, seeing the figrores sitting under
the trees. 'Been for a swim, have you? Good idealowght to have
thought of that, Wal,' For the first time she sedme realise the
identity of the man with Toni, and her interestajained. 'Should be
getting on, | guess. How far round the Sake doedrihl go?'

It was Rafe who answered, his voice smooth and &ssgut another
half mile or so, then it turns off up into the tse&ou'll have to come
on back this way.'

'Oh, right, thanks." She waved on the rest of theypwith an
exaggerated gesture. '‘Come on, you guys!'

Toni found an answer for the chorus of goodnighttha quartet went
on its way. She couldn't bear to look at Rafe. Arofew moments
and they would have been caught in the act witl Wtle chance of
concealing the fact. Every last element of desae gone from her
right now. She felt stripped naked in more waystbae.

‘My fault,’ Rafe acknowledged ruefully. 'l wasriinking straight.’
He paused, viewing her unresponsive face, and iadslke a faint
sigh escaped his lips. 'Toni--'



'I'm cold,’ she said, not without truth. 'l thirk ¢o in." She was glad
of the darkness as she picked up the bikini thightow you out your
robe if you'll just wait a minute.'

He came to his feet along with her, but made rengit to touch her.
'‘We'll talk tomorrow,' he said. "There's a lot resdying. Just toss the
robe over the rail. I'm going to take another dip.'

She heard the splash as she walked away towardsttlage, but she
didn't turn round. There had been some differeatityuin his voice

just now—a kind of wry regret. Yet he had littleusa to feel guilty.

She had wanted him as much as he had wanted ltebean just as
unmindful of their surroundings.

She still wanted him, she acknowledged, only netwlay it had so
nearly happened tonight. She must make that addant tomorrow,,
even if it meant admitting to her own emotionalatwvement. If she
loved him she owed him honesty.

It was a good fifteen minutes before she heard ¢dome on to the
step to fetch the robe she had draped over theasaile had said.
There was a pause during which she steeled héosedftap on the
door, but it didn't come. The creak of wood sigedlRafe's descent
of the step again. She barely knew whether to && gif sorry that he
had made no further attempt to see her again tonigh

She was in bed, though far from sleep, when thelkad come on
the door some half an hour later. Putting downbibak in which she
had been vainly attempting to lose herself, Togidazing at the
wood indecisively, wondering whether pretendinbeasleep would
do any good. Why Rafe had chosen to come back sisa'twat all
certain. The only thing she did know was that shes weither
mentally nor emotionally prepared for anything lad ko say just yet.



The knock came again, this time accompanied byppea which
brought her swiftly upright. "Toni! It's Sean. Iv@ato see you right
away.'

She dragged on a wrap before going to open the tmking at the
familiar face in questioning surprise. 'l thougbtyweren't due back
till tomorrow.'

'l wasn't, until | found out what | did find outistmorning.' He looked
beyond her to the empty room, taking in the regewdicated bed
before coming back to her face to add hesitarilly,you mind if |
ask you a rather personal question?'

‘At this time of night?' She tried to make lightipSensing something
coming that she wasn't going to like. 'Can't ittvidlimorning?'

'‘No.' The hesitancy vanished, and determinatiok iisglace. 'l have
to know now. It's important.'

‘To you or to me?' she queried.

‘To us both.' He paused before saying it. 'Has Rigf@ anything with
you?'

Her face went stiff. "What's that supposed to nmeeaactly?’

'‘What it says. Has he been giving you the rushrtreat?' He caught
the sudden shift of expression in her eyes anaWis went blank.
‘The answer's yes, isn't it? He got to you.'

'‘No, he didn't get to me. Not the way you meanniTdeliberately
closed her mind to the lack of total truth in tettement, knowing
this went beyond mere sibling rivalry. 'Sean, wdwa you trying to
say?'



He stood looking at her in silence for a long motmére bleakness
still there. 'Can | come inside?' he asked at lagsn't easy to tell.’

Toni hesitated only a moment before drawing baclaltow him
entry. Whatever it was he had to say it wasn't gémnbe pleasant,
that much was obvious. She felt the need to beamugach of a place
to sit should the telling prove as painful as shes weginning to
suspect.

With the door closed, Sean seemed uncertain of toostart. He
refused a seat, standing with his hands on the dtdaglchair as if for
support.

'‘How do you feel about him?' he asked at last€Rahean. How has
he made you feel about him?'

She said thickly, 'l don't think that matters. Jigdt me what you
know that | don't.'

He sighed a little and spread his hands in a flgegesture of
contrition. 'I'm entirely to blame. | gave them teause.'

"Them?'

'‘Rafe and my mother. They planned it between théamwvas to come
down here and get you into bed with him, just toverto me how
worthless you were.'

'‘Why?' Her voice was a whisper, her throat hursiadpadly she could
barely get the words out at all. 'Why should theyé thought it
necessary to prove anything to you about me?"

His face coloured uncomfortably. It took him a mainer two to
force himself to say it. 'l told my mother | waslave with you and
planned to ask you to marry me. That's why she feemhe to come



home, and that's why Rafe came here. No way wene dgbing to
stand by and let me run my own life.’

'‘But why?' Toni asked again, dazed and uncomprehgndt wasn't
true!’

'Who says it wasn't true?' For a moment there \gdgerence in his
voice, quickly subsiding before the expression enface. His shrug
was defensive. 'Okay, so maybe | laid it on atbdit, but it wasn't so
far from the truth. The way things were going iuktbeasily have
happened.’

'‘Could it?' She tried vainly to recall any momentheir relationship
that might have led him to such a conclusion, mutlat find none.
'Sean, | never gave you any reason to think abeuthat way. We
were friends, that's all. Be honest about it. Yavar planned on
asking me to marry you. | doubt if you've thoughtr@arriage in any
serious sense at all yet.'

He said slowly, "You might be right—although if iddyou'd be the
kind of girl I'd want to marry.'

‘Thanks.' She did her best not to let what shefegsg inside show
through. 'All you have to do now is tell your brethyou've seen the
light, and he can go home happy.'

'It's not as simple as that." He sounded anythinghe latter emotion.
'You see, | kind of lost my head this morning winehmother let out

what she and Rafe were up to. | told her no maiteat happened |
was still going to marry you, and | was coming tighck here to ask
you. If I know her, she'd be on the phone to waafeRhe minute |

left.’

‘She didn't reach him till six," Toni said dullwé were in Kamloops
all day. It seems you've only two choices. You admit the truth, or
tell them | turned you down. Either way you're gpto lose face.'



There was a pause before Sean spoke. When he didsiton a
different note. 'Supposing we both of us save fdd¢ef?k what a kick
in the teeth it would be for Rafe if you told hinowd just been
playing him along until | got back.' He shook hesald at the look on
her face. 'Not for real, but we'd be the only omé®'d know that.
Come the right time, we'd just tell them we'd chethgur minds.'

'It's ridiculous!" Her tone was sharp. 'What egrtidod could it do?'

'For me, a whole lot. Prove I've got a mind of myngfor one thing.
For you--' Sean paused, eyeing her speculativelpdan't you like
to pay him out in his own coin? Appear to, at aatg r Knowing Rafe
the way | do, that would hit him right where it ksirl doubt if he's
ever had a woman ledamup a tree.’

Toni was silent, gazing at him with darkened egesiscious of the
temptation rising so fiercely in her. Rafe had knawo scruples, so
why should she? He deserved some kind of put-dewt she could
think of no better way. Recalling the feel of hals on her body so
little time ago, she knew a flash of sheer hatrslwould have taken
her without compunction had they not been inteedpteduced her
to something lower than a common prostitute becéeswould at

least have been paying for that service.

So let him pay another way, she decided. Let hiowkwhat it was
like to have someone make a fool of him, evenwiasn't really true.

‘All right,' she said, 'I'll do it.'

'‘Good! That'll show him. That'll show them bothkdh paused a
moment. 'Who's going to tell him?*

'‘Whoever sees him first.' Toni wanted suddenly@esperately to be
alone. 'l hope it chokes him!



"It will," Sean assured her. 'Right up to the tble.hesitated a moment
longer, trying to find the right words. 'Toni, I'sorry about all this. If
it hadn't been for what | said, Rafe would nevesehacted the way he
has. | should have suspected something similar wikesaid he was
going to stay down here while | was in town, but--'

'‘But who'd have thought anyone would go to that@mhof trouble to
prove a simple point?' she finished for him. She &grip on herself
now; one she was going to keep. 'Don't worry abpubean. No
damage done, beyond a dint in my pride.'

'‘Not as big as the one he's going to have, I'll bet not usually

vindictive, but this time he's gone too far. Theyibhave. They have
to let me make my own mistakes; it's the only way ¢oing to

benefit from them.' He caught Toni's eyes and celdwa little. 'l

didn't mean that the way it sounded."

'l know how you meant it.' She felt as weary asshended. 'You'd
better go now, Sean. It's late, and we're bothggtmmeed our sleep.’

'‘We've no plan of campaign,’ he said. 'Look, welll Rafe | came
straight out here the moment | arrived and you gaglto me right
away. And to make it even more authentic--' he feafing in his
pocket as he spoke, taking out a small square bgud better wear
this. Providing it fits.'

Toni gazed at the square-cut emerald and diamogdeirealed as he
flipped up the lid without making any move to touithlt wasn't
new—the setting was too old-fashioned for that—hutvas so
obviously a valuable piece.

‘Where did you get it?' she heard herself asking.

'It was left me by my grandmother to give to thd gieventually
married. | guess it never occurred to her thablin't be every girl's
choice. | collected it from the bank on my way here



‘You were so sure I'd agree to go along?’

Something flickered in the hazel eyes. 'No, butdught it best to
come prepared.' The pause was brief, with an efdggneern. 'You're
not changing your mind, are you?'

Toni thought of the last few days, and hardenedhiart. 'No, | shan't
change my mind. But | can't wear that ring, Seamight lose it.’

'It's insured. Anyway, you don't have to wear Ittak time. Just
enough to let Rafe see it. He knows what it wasndéd for.'

And it should have been saved for that purposej fraught, but

refrained from saying so. If it was what Sean wanten she would
go along. Anything in order to see the look on Raface when he
knew. She put out a surprisingly steady hand aokl tioe ring from

its bed, sliding it on to the third finger of he&ftlhand with only a
little difficulty.

'It's rather tight but not uncomfortable,' she saf@du'd better leave
me the box too, then | can put it away after g'ved its purpose.’

Sean handed it over, his fingers touching hers igeature of
encouragement. 'I'll see you in the morning, dfter seen Rafe. I'm
looking forward to telling him. It will be the fitgime | ever got one
up on him.'

Alone at last, Toni steeled herself against anyreds indulge in

self-pity. To a certain extent, she had asked fosla¢ had got by
being so gullible in the first place. Rafe's abtwty had been so
sudden, so unfounded. She should have suspectee slemior

motive.

Not that her stupidity let him off the hook by ameans. Revenge
was going to be bitter-sweet. She refused to theyohd that point,



sensing too many difficulties ahead. The here and was all she
cared about.

She slept little, awakening from a final, fitful zkbaround six-thirty.
After last night the thought of bathing in the lakas anathema to
her. She had to force herself to don a suit andwganto the still

morning air, to run down the same bank where sbddia with Rafe

and dive into the water, driving out the memoriasswift, hard

action.

He was waiting on the step when she got back tadttage. Eyes on
the ground, Toni failed to see him until she wasadt on him. She
felt her whole body tense as she looked up to rtieesteely grey
gaze.

'l just got through talking to Sean,' he said. 'NetMme hear it from
you.'

If there had been any wavering in her resolvel dtistone was all the
spur she needed. She stood her ground, lookingnatsQuarely,
towel slung about her shoulders. 'Sean asked metoy him and |
said yes. Does that cover it?'

'‘Why Sean?' His voice was still controlled. 'He Wwdpe worth
anything for another two years.'

‘That's a matter of opinion.! She forced herselfigoore the
implication. 'Personally, | think he's worth tenyafu right now!

He said it very softly. "You didn't seem to thimlat way so much last
night.’

Toni could feel the warmth rising in her face déspil her efforts to
stop it. It took everything she had to lift her sliers in wry
acknowledgement.'I'm afraid | got a little carraaslay last night. You
are rather persuasive, Rafe. But then that wagd#ae wasn't it? A



pity those people had to come by at the wrong moraed ruin a
whole week's work. Not that it would have made difigrence to the
way Sean feels about me. He's already told his endkfat much.’

It seemed an age before Rafe moved or spoke. A Inha@sk seemed
to be drawn over his face, robbing it of all exgres save for the
pulsing of a solitary nerve near the corner ofrhauth.

‘You're trying to tell me you were playing me aldhg whole time?'
he asked at last, and she shivered inwardly abtieof his voice.

‘There's no law against two playing the same gasnthere? As a
matter of fact, | quite enjoyed it. You must havada love to a lot of
women in your time to have gained so much expeeenc

The mockery was registering with him; she couldteaéin his eyes.
But there was no change of expression in his facsignal his
intention as he moved with all the speed of a istgilcobra to take
hold of her. Thrust ahead of him into the cottagei made no effort
to resist, aware of his superior strength andoallnhindful of the last
time. She turned on him as he kicked the door bletiind him,
feeling, the towel slip to the floor.

'‘Come near me and you'll have Sean to answer tdb@®t you care?’

'‘About Sean? Yes, | care.' The lean features ware yVhich is why
I'm not going to stand by and see him make a nikes#his of his life.
You win. Name your price™"

Her lip curled. 'Everything comes down to moneyrwbu. | don't
have a price.’

‘You're not trying to tell me you're in love witmff'

'I'm not trying to tell you anything,' she flungdéa'l doubt if you'd
listen. Just get out of here!'



He had her by the shoulders, drawing her up to s, fingers
digging into her flesh. 'l said are you in love wtim?'

'‘No." Even now she could not bring herself to depduolly from the
truth. '‘But | wouldn't find it hard to be. He's tbely one of you I've
ever met who was worth loving!

There was no slackening of his grip. His mouth embkruel: a thin
hard line. 'You've got him hog-tied, haven't yon2wo years you'll
have him ready to jump through hoops if you sayWell, I'm not
going to let that happen, do you hear? I'll show fg» what you are!'

Toni stared unwaveringly into the grey eyes, halimg for the power
his very touch still had to stir her senses. 'Gloe#t! You'll need it.
Sean's finished with letting you and his mothermiglife for him!

His mouth came down hard on hers, the thrust ofdmgue between
her clenched lips its own searing comment. Thenvag stepping
back from her, contempt in his glance.

'l was right about you the first time. You're oat fvhat you can get.
Just don't be too surprised if what you do getgwut to be rather
different from what you expect.’

It was deathly quiet for several minutes after &eé left. The sound of
a motor being started up along the lake was a wedcmtrusion on
her thoughts. Toni stirred herself numbly, awais thean might be
along any moment.

The first thing she was going to have to tell hiaswhat she couldn't
go through with this deception. The taste of reeengs sour, not
sweet. She wanted no more of it. If she moved $&&t could be away
from here in half an hour. Once she reached Calgas/would book
herself a seat on the first available flight homd=hgland. The fact
that she would be arriving there practically destitwas one she



refused to think about right now. One step at & tivas how she had
to take it.

She was almost packed by the time Sean did atdgestood in the
open doorway looking at her in stunned silencestareral seconds
before he spoke.

“Toni, you can't change your mind now," he burstadlast on a note
of concern. 'l thought you wanted to put one acorsRafe as much
as | did?'

She folded a shirt with meticulous care, not megtims eyes. 'l
thought so too. Somehow it doesn't seem importayptnaore.' She
blinked hard to clear her vision, determined tovsln@ emaotion. 'I'm
sorry, Sean, but that's it. I'm leaving. Your risgn its box on the
table over there.'

‘You gave me your word.' His voice was quiet buedained. 'If you
break it you're not the person | thought you were.'

She turned on him then, eyes sparkling. 'I'm n@pirson | thought |
was, so what difference does it make? You havertoosit your own
problems, Sean, | can't help you.'

'l can't, and you can.' He came across to takbyhtire arms, drawing
her round to face him. There was appeal in his.efpdsase, Toni,
don't run out on me. Not now when I've just madefimgg stand. It
will all have been for nothing if you go.'

‘You can do it without me,' she said in desperatidau don't need
anyone else to back you up. You're a person in gounr right, Sean,
not just an extension of the Stewart clan!

'‘But you're the only one who can keep me convirafetthat. That's
why | need you—to give me confidence in myself." pused,
searching her face with entreaty. 'Just for a sthoet, that's all I'm



asking. You don't care about Rafe. It's only youde that's hurt.’
This time the pause was questioning. 'Isn't it?'

It was pride that refused to allow her to admit theh. The word
came out without prompting./Yes.'

‘Then what's wrong with taking a dig at his? If yleave now he'll
have won. He'll think it's because you're afraidhiof.’

Toni was afraid, but not in a sense she could nssdan understand
without giving herself away. She spread her hamdisldssly. 'l don't
have a job any longer, and | have to turn in myscame time.'

‘That's okay. We'll both drive back to Calgary.'efidr was a new
decisiveness in his voice. 'I've finished with thigce. Rafe can putin
a manager. You'll stay at the house, of course.'

'‘No!" The refusal was jerked from her. 'l couldigtthat.'

'‘As my filancee and with nowhere else to go, yo&dkpected to.'
Sean added urgently, 'Toni, you were the one wldoe to stand up
to my family. Do you want to be the one responsfbleputting me
back lower than where | started?"

Her shoulders slumped suddenly and defeatedly. Kriow,' she said
on a flat note of acceptance, 'in some ways ygudteas ruthless as
your brother.’

'I'm learning,’ Sean returned. 'I'm learning ak time. Does that
mean it's on again?'

'l suppose so.' She made a weak attempt to regaie mitiative. '‘But
only for a limited period.’

He was smiling now. 'Thanks. You don't know whas tmeans to
me/ "



She had a better idea of what it was going to ntedrer, and the
knowledge was not encouraging. Committing hersedf scheme like
this had been crazy in the first place, but conedighe was.

'‘Come on over for breakfast,’ Sean invited. Thiaysays seem
better on a full stomach.’

Toni wasn't sure about that, but she went with &anmyway. She had
to face Rafe again some time, and probably theescihre better in
this case.

The latter was drinking coffee in the dining rodde watched the
two of them coming without change of expression.

'‘We didn't eat yet,' announced Sean somewhat ussedy. ‘Mind if
we join you?"

'I'm almost through,' came the brief rejoindert leel free.'

Toni sat down opposite, forcing herself to meetdhey eyes. The
coldness she saw there made her shiver. It wasudiffight now to
believe that only a few short hours ago she had ifaithis man's
arms, had felt that hard mouth of his so soft and¢r on her skin, his
hands so warmly possessive. All pretence on his placourse. That
was what hurt so much. All? Her own mouth took atyaical line.
Not quite. His physical reactions had been realigho

'‘What are your plans?' asked the subject of haugis, lifting a
sardonic eyebrow in response to his brother's gjafice. "You must
have made plans.'

'‘Some,"' Sean admitted with seeming reluctance,rtidked to add on
a firmer note, 'I'm taking Toni home to meet Moth&mybody could
run this place now. I've had enough.’

A shrug was the only comment. 'How are you gettinege?'



'‘By road, obviously. Toni has to turn in her cdrfdllow on behind.'
'‘When?'

Sean looked momentarily disconcerted, not havirigygie that far.
‘Tomorrow maybe. There's no tearing rush.'

'I'm almost packed,’ put in Toni, suddenly anxitmbe clear of this
place and all its associations. 'We could leavayo&he looked back
levelly at the older man.

‘Just think, if you'd let me go when Bill came backight have been
home in England right now!

'I'd have followed you,' declared Sean with conwigaertainty. His
laugh held a hint of malice. 'Lacking in tenacdign't you say not so
long ago, Rafe? Well, not this time. This time moghis going to put
me off!’

Come the time when this mock engagement ended viRefgoing to

remember that statement, thought Toni, watching ghey eyes.

Remember it and use it. Sean should have more Hsarséo keep on
underlining the non-existent permanency of thisamgement of

theirs. At the best she might stick it out a mon#md-even that was
going to take some doing.

'l let Karen know you're on your way, said Rafaaking the
decision for them. 'She'll want to make sure a rec®omeady.’

Sean hesitated for a moment, then let it passiesgthere's no real
cause to wait till tomorrow. Who will you bring to take my place?’

'l don't think that need concern you too much," eatme short
response. He got to his feet, face set in grimelenting lines as his
eyes found Toni's. 'I'll be seeing you.'



She recognised the threat without reacting tanind way was Rafe
Stewart going to be content to sit back and acttepsituation as it
appeared to him. Yet what could he do? Certainlying he-told
Sean was going to make any difference. He was stitbkt until the
moment when she and his brother decided to enchihw@de.

There was no sign of him when they left around f@nving away
from the lake which had been her home for thefastweeks, Toni
was conscious of a sense of loss. She had beely hizgne before
Rafe had come to disrupt her equanimity, happienanmy ways than
she had been in years. Had it not been for hintehbkl have looked
back on the whole episode with pleasant nostaRha.felt robbed.

With Sean sitting somewhat too closely on her thi& drive up
through Kicking Horse Valley was accomplished ithea less time
than Toni would have cared for had she been alime scenery was
magnificent, the road crossing and recrossingitlez via a series of
twists and bends which brought ever more spectagigavs of the
glacial mountains. At this time of year the riviself had narrowed to
a fraction of its springtime torrent, but the witteod plains isolating
the tiny community of Field were ample indicatiohtbe kind of
devastation the melting snows could bring.

Apart from the broad, well-metalled highway and thecasional
settlement, the landscape out here could have eldafigle in

thousands of years, Toni reflected. It was stitingier country, wild
and beautiful and unlikely ever to be tamed. Soayesihe would like
to come back and see other parts of it: Some day .

Inevitably she found her thoughts turning to théeat that lay ahead.
Meeting Karen Stewart for the first time was noingoto be easy,
especially knowing as she did that her very presem¢he Stewart
household was unjustified. What she and Sean wenegdwas
deceitful and dishonest, no matter what the prowmcaon either
side. And what good would it do in the end? Seas ga@ng to find



himself right back where he had started once hegardhimself
apparently incapable of fulfilling yet another role

The B.C.-Alberta border lay over a mile above ssell .according
to the guide book Toni was carrying. On impulse, signalled to the
vehicle behind and turned into the first conveniaegby, switching

off the engine and easing herself out from behnedtheel to stretch
her limbs in some relief.

Shining from a sky devoid of any masking haze silne had a power
totally at odds with the surrounding white- cappedks. Admiring
the view, she felt at odds herself—torn betweerflmbimg emotions.
Helping Sean was one thing, but where was it gtorigave her?

‘Tired?' he asked, coming up behind her at thev@l edging the
steep drop to the valley below. 'l thought we wgimg to keep going
till we hit Banff?'

' need to talk," she saiWeneed to talk, Sean.' She turned her hea
little to look at him, aware of a tightening of thmiscles around her
heart as her eyes rested on certain familiarities.father showed so
clearly in both brothers; to look at one was totbeeother. Just now
she didn't want to think about Rafe.

‘Supposing you told your mother the truth aboutsalg said. ‘It might
make her realise just what she and Rafe are doiggu.'

The shake of his head was emphatic. ‘It wouldntkwéou'll see that
for yourself once you meet her.'

'I'm not sure | want to meet her. Not this wayeélfa total fraud!

It was a moment or two before he answered, his fense as he
studied her. 'l hate doing this,' he said in the dsut can you afford a
ticket home if | refuse to pay the rental on yoar?x



She gazed at him in defeat, recognising the detetion in him.
'You should leave that kind of pressure to youthen' she said on a
bitter note. 'He doesn't have a conscience to kedum.'

'I'm sorry.' The apology was sincere. 'l just ckat'yyou run out on me
now. It's too—important.’

‘To you. What about me?'

His smile lacked buoyancy. 'You don't have to te# I'm being
selfish. | know. But I'll make it up to you, Tonlust give me the
chance.’

'l don't seem to have much choice.' She came awaythe wall. 'All
right, | let myself in for this, so | deserve toyplr it. How much
farther to Banff?'

'‘About forty miles. If we take an hour for lunch waould make
Calgary by four at the latest. We'll turn in yoar érst, then go out to
the house in mine. Okay?"

'It has to be, doesn't it?"
'‘Don't be like that," he pleaded. 'l need you.'

'‘Not as much as you think.' Toni gave him a reloicgmile, knowing
herself trapped. 'You'd better take the lead fremehl'll just follow
on.'



CHAPTER SIX

BANFF was a fairytale town in a fairytale setting, sowted with
tourists it took them almost an hour to find a plaz eat.

'‘Should have known better," Sean admitted oveeeoff his time of
year the Parks are always crowded. Lots of folkg get as far as this
and think they've seen all that's worth seeingit\gednly a few miles
to the Icefields Parkway over to Jasper. You shagelel the glaciers
up there—they're unbelievable! You can even ridesscAthabasca
in a snowmobile.’

"'l have to take your word for it,' said Toni, #gimg a little at his
enthusiasm. '"You don't have to sell me on this tgwf yours, Sean.
I'm more than willing to go along with any supeslatyou can apply.’

‘Think you could live here?' he asked on a caso.nin preference
to England, | mean.’

'In preference, no. | don't think there's ever aimg quite like one's
own country. If circumstances warranted it--' sheged, trying not
to think about the only circumstances which mighel, it wouldn't

be any hardship. Shouldn't we be going? The car dffice might

close early on a Friday.'

'‘No problem. We could always take it in tomorromécessary.'
‘All the same--'
'‘Okay.' He lifted a hand to beckon the waitresd@ver you say.'

The mountains were left behind now, dwindling tmgged line on
the horizon as the city came into view at last. Adern city,
skyscrapers tall in the centre and still growingreading out to fill
the plain. Toni viewed it with detachment. She Wwage purely as a
transient, soon to be gone again—though not soongin



Sean insisted- on paying the rental charges afteresdding her
correctly in his assumption that the gesture putineler more of an
obligation to him than if he had failed to trust.hé/ith her luggage
transferred into his own car, they were on theiy vagain inside
fifteen minutes. Toni was quiet as they moved thhothe busy city
streets, dreading the approaching confrontatione #las only
thankful that Rafe wasn't going to be presentpailtfn she had to face
him again some time, of course.

'‘We're quite some way out of town," Sean advisedsiag her
preoccupation. 'My father had the house built ndvenvhe married
again. Rafe keeps a couple of horses so you'lbkeeta ride when
you feel like it.'

Her laugh was short. 'l doubt if he'll be feelingngrous enough to
offer me the use. You seem to be forgetting whppkaed.'

There was a small silence before he answeredzérieund out what
did happen—not exactly. | know he made love to yout;-'

'‘But you're not sure just how far it went.' Heraidr felt tight. "Why
not ask your brother?'

'l wouldn't give him the satisfaction. Anyway, ib@sn't matter. He
lost.'

On the surface, she thought painfully. Only onghdace.

The Stewart estate was even larger than she hagpbated. From the
wide white gateway to the house, itself they claclyp almost half a
kilometre. Two-storeyed, and imposingly fronted, timeise offered
her little welcome. It looked what it was: the howfea rich and

powerful family. She could only be glad that hesidence was not to
be permanent.



Inside the house was no less impressive. The edrabby alone
had to be twenty feet square, the double- widthcstse rising from it
to meet an open gallery. Sean instructed a colonradservant to
bring in his own and Toni's luggage from the chentled the way
across to one of the big mahogany doors, takingimemreassuringly
as they reached it.

'For better or for worse,' he said, 'this is itn@det me down.'

There was no time to reply because he was opeméengdor, ushering
her forward into a room full of light from the wefstcing windows. A

beautiful room furnished with taste and discretitime long silk

curtains a perfect complement to the thick gold-add carpet and
warm, glowing wood. From here the mountains loo&kdost close
enough to reach out and touch, their rugged slspésned by the
early evening sun.

The woman seated in the wheelchair facing the vieade no
immediate effort to turn on their entry. Cut shorfollow the lines of
her well-shaped head, her smooth dark hair showedane of grey.

'l expected you earlier,’ she said without particuhflection. 'Rafe
said you left at ten.’

She came round to face them then, controlling #neskectrically via

a series of buttons set into an arm. At forty- fadaren Stewart was
still a very beautiful woman, her features fine aedular. Her eyes
were so dark a brown they were almost black, thgpact hypnotic.

A long red skirt hid the useless legs.

'S0 you're my son's choice,' she said, returning'3acrutiny. Her
smile was unexpected. 'lt's going to be nice haamather woman to
talk to. Would you like tea? | ordered some to Ibeught in the
minute you arrived.'



‘Thank you, I'd love it." Toni felt totally at ads. Whatever she had
anticipated it had not been this. She glanced aih S®eing the same
confusion she felt mirrored in his eyes.'You wengpezting
opposition both of you, weren't you?' Karen soundeulised. 'You
came in here ready to fight.'

It was Sean who answered. "Yesterday you said didynToni over
your dead body.'

The smile didn't falter. 'Yesterday we both saidhole lot of things
best forgotten. I've had time to think since therrealise that you're
of an age to make your own decisions, right or \gron

‘This one isn't wrong!

'Did | say it was?' Her tone was gentle. 'Only twe of you can
decide that question. All | ask is that you giveisgelves the time to
be sure.' She patted the arm of the sofa againshwhe had stopped
her chair. 'Come and sit down, Toni, and tell mdttee about
yourself.'

'Hasn't Rafe already done that?' she asked withetation.

'Only so far as he knows it—or thinks he knowsihowing Craig
Shannon the way | do, | think you deserve at ldasbenefit of the
doubt." She broke off at a sound from outside.eéH®mes the tea,
specially in your honour. Sean, you might open twor for
Luis—save him putting down the tray. Do come andiewn, Toni.'

Toni went, albeit with reluctance. The whole sitoltfelt wrong.

Here was a woman doing her utmost to overcome mbpda
prejudice, and she wasn't even entitled to be hemdl. Sean had
given her the wrong impression of his mother. Hegrference could
have stemmed only frorr\ concern for his welfaned avho could

blame her for that? Mothers were always reluctargive up their
sons, she had heard; more especially so perhafigicase of a



widow with no man of her own to fall back on. S@amst be made to
realise how unfair this deception of theirs was.

Sean brought the tray across himself, settingutrdon the sofa table
in front of Toni. There was a silent plea in thegyneeting hers as he
straightened. Don't give the game away, it said.

It was difficult to avoid doing so during the folling moments of
wholly amicable conversation. Far from quizzing f®background,
Karen seemed interested only in her impression€afada as a
future home, increasing the sense of guilt withrgweord. Toni
scarcely knew whether to be relieved or dismayedn\Rafe walked
into the room.

Sean revealed himself under no such dilemma, jgnpright in his
seat as if propelled by a spring. 'Whenybad decide to come home?’
he demanded.

‘About an hour after you left,' came the reply.cOn'd settled the
guestion of who | was going to bring in to take ofrem you there
seemed little point in staying on. The new man balthere now. He
was flying charter up from Vancouver.' His gaze edaaorest on Toni
and took on a harder light. 'Enjoy your trip?'

‘Very much.' Her tone was subdued. She had ne@deda prepare
herself for seeing Rafe again. Deprived of it, shd no armour.

Rafe waited a moment as if expecting more, thanggjed and went
to pour himself a drink from the cabinet in thedarner, turning back
to the room with glass in hand and irony in hislemi

'‘Anyone feel like proposing a toast?'

‘You're the only one drinking," his brother pointedt shortly.
‘Propose your own.'



'Fair enough.' It was no accident that the greysdya come to rest
once more on green. 'To new relations!'

'I'm tired," announced Karen suddenly into the &migdnce which
followed. She looked it too, her face drawn. 'Inthi'll go and lie
down before supper.'

Rafe put down the glass without having tasted themts. 'I'll see
you up.'

The offer was accepted in the manner of one acmestato such
solicitude. To Toni she said briefly, "You'll hatceforgive me. We'll
talk again later.'

Toni waited until the door was closed before vaidine question. 'Is
she often in pain like that?"

'‘As often as she wants to be,' said her son witeowdtion. 'That's
something you'll learn.’

‘She can't have been pretending just then,' Tategpted, shocked by
his attitude. "You saw her face. She looked as galdeath!

'I'm not saying she's pretending. Just that it Seientome on at the
moments she chooses.’

'‘Psychosomatic, you mean?' Her brows creasedea litt
'If that's true, why now?'

'‘Because of Rafe. To prove he's still hers evémihot.' He shrugged
at the look on her face. "You don't have to takenoxd for it. Just use
your eyes. It happens often enough.’

It was a moment or two before she responded, hieevow. 'If
you're right why doesn't he see it himself?'



‘Maybe he does. Who knows? It wouldn't make anfedihce.'
'l don't understand.’

'It's simple enough.' Rafe sounded as hard asrbtedy right then,
his face set. 'Considering he's responsible fomtdeshe is.’

The silence seemed to grow about them, broken bwylan odd
whining sound from somewhere in the house. Lift,edement of
Toni's mind supplied without being asked. 'How® ght out at last.

'He was driving the car they were all of them in the
time—nineteenth birthday present. Another carttett when he was
crossing an intersection. Dad was killed outright.’

And his mother crippled for life. Toni didn't sayetwords; they were
burned into her brain. 'And Rafe?' she heard Hesisél

'He walked away with hardly a scratch.’

She sat with closed eyes, imagining what the moroergalisation
must have been like. At nineteen, what had Rafesélinbbeen like?

‘They said he wasn't at fault,” Sean went on insdmae emotionless
manner. 'The other car went through a stop sighelhadn't been
driving too fast he'd have seen it coming.'

‘You can't be sure he was driving too fast,' sleégsted softly. 'If the
police said it wasn't his fault it hardly seemshk'

'He always drove too fast. She used to encourage hi
Your mother?"

'Who else?' His voice had acquired a certain Ioigtes. 'With her it
was always Rafe. | didn't have enough spirit far'he



‘What about your father?’

'‘From what | remember he was rather quiet, evearved. Rafe
supposedly takes after his mother so far as tempsra goes.
Attraction of opposites, isn't it called?’

Repeated in his second marriage, Toni reflectedy @is time the

result of that union had taken after him. Had henbéisappointed?
Worse still, had he revealed that disappointmeihtigo/ounger son?
There was no reason to suppose so. It appearedaiolyptowards his
mother that Sean felt any bitterness.

She was becoming involved, she realised with disnrayspite of
everything, she was allowing her emotions to taker.oShe had to
make herself stand back from the situation - to vigwvith
detachment. She was here to play a part, nothing.mo

'I'd like to have a shower and change my clotlsbg 'said. '‘Can you
show me which room I'll be in?"

'l can always find it. | know the options.' Seasg@bruptly. 'Let's go
and look.'Rafe was not in evidence on the upper fldoni wondered
if he could still be with Karen, and knew a sw#harp pang before
she took a hold on herself. That was not the natlitee relationship,
nor ever could be. What existed between the twthein was far
more complex. For fifteen years Rafe had lived wite constant
reminder of terrible tragedy. How did that affeechan’'s mind? How
could it not affect him?

Her room overlooked a paved area of garden congisiswimming
pool, with the mountains off to the right. From #meall balcony Toni
could see outbuildings and a corral beyond a treh bf trees.
Perhaps she might wander over later on and takesardook. Rafe
could hardly object to that.



'l shouldn't have asked you to come here, shouldditl Sean
unexpectedly from the doorway behind her. "You weght, | was
only thinking of myself.'

She turned to look at him, responding to the dejean his voice
with an wryly acknowledging smile. 'Perhaps not;, ihow that | am
here we can't do much else but see it throughought your mother
seemed pretty well adjusted to the idea considdthiegway it was
sprung on her. The thing | don't like is lying terh

‘Then don't,’ he said with sudden urgency. 'lIt dbémve to be a lie,
Toni. We could make the engagement real.’

She stared at him without moving, realising he s&sous. 'Sean--'
she began slowly, 'l don't---'

'l know you don't love me," he broke in, 'but yewds much in need of
someone as | am of you. We could make a go oldt Jive it a
chance!'

He had never seemed so young as he did at that mohani barely
knew what to say to him—how to make him understand.

'If isn't just a matter of not being in love witby,' she said at length.
'We just aren't—balanced. | need someone oldefewbu——

'Like Rafe?' he demanded with bitter inflectionuéBything was fine
till he came along!

'Not Rafe.' She made the denial with a fiercenébgioown. 'There's
no way | could marry a man like your brother!

"You wouldn't get the chance. My mother would sethat—the way
she saw to it the other times.'

'‘Other times?' The question was torn from her.



‘Twice Rafe has brought a girl home to meet hethBines she
became so ill it was pitiful to see her. Finallydw the message, anc
since then he's kept whatever love life he hastltitio himelf. She's
never going to let him go, not while she's alivee,Mhaybe, but not
Rafe. He made her the way she is and he has tiopdy

‘That's sick!'
'Who's arguing? It's the way things are.'

'‘But don't you see? By giving in to her Rafe istjosaking the
situation worse. Sometimes it's necessary to bal twbe kind.'

‘That's his problem. | want out." He paused, tdreging. "Toni--'

'It's no use, Sean.' She said it as gently asalld.cl don't feel that
way about you. | think it would be better if | weént

'‘No, please." He sounded unhappy. 'l shan't makeisance of
myself, | promise. If you leave now I'm going tkoa complete
idiot. Once it's accepted that I'm a free agenll w&ige a break-up.
I'll even put you on a plane home myself.'

He who hesitates is lost, Toni thought, and kneapjilied to herself
In this case. She said wearily, 'All right. | dolike it, but I'll stay.
What time is dinner? | still have to change.’

‘We usually eat around seven when it's just fandilyat gives you
almost an hour." Sean waited a brief moment, thadena resigned
little gesture. 'I'll see you then.'

Sean was not in love with her, she comforted heveleén she was
alone at last. He simply needed someone to suppuarin his fight

for independence. Rafe was another matter. It deb@m possible
that he would allow himself to be manipulated iy army, much less
this one. The accident had been a terrible strokate for which he



could not be blamed. What Karen was doing to hinmtweeyond
justice.

Showered, she felt better about things, if onlgtdly. There was
something about running water which lifted the ispidespite
oneself. Negative ions, wasn't it? Right now sh@ddave used an
overdose.

She put on a cool cotton print in pale green, aydier reflection in
the long dressing mirror with a certain disfavdtiwas the way she
looked which brought all the problems. If she wedain Jane she'd
probably be a great deal happier.

And that was rubbish too, she acknowledged almbsinae. Her
gullibility was the real problem. To survive shadha start looking
deeper beneath the surface—use a little more df sbecalled
feminine intuition. Starting with Karen Stewartrpaps.

There was no opportunity to start that evening bee&aren did not
come down to dinner. She was taking the meal imdwn, Rafe said.
Alone with the two brothers, Toni found the atmaesgh
overwhelmingly brittle. She was not at all surptdisehen Rafe took
his leave as soon as they finished eating.

'I'm not sure how long I'm going to be able to tdks,' she confessed
to Sean as the door closed behind the older nmasnt even as if |
had right on my side.’

'He doesn't have it on his either,' came the stesponse. He was
tracing the weave of the fine white cloth with tife of his coffee

spoon, ignoring the faint brown stain he had keftis wake. When he
looked up it was suddenly, as if he hoped to cathout in some
way. 'How do you really feel about him, Toni?'

She was silent for a while, not at all certain BHrd don't hate him,'
she said at length. 'He couldn't have got anywivatbout my



co-operation. If he's as trapped as you say, levan feel sympathy
for him.'

'‘He wouldn't thank you for it.'

'He doesn't have to. | doubt if I'll be extendirtg Bhe stirred
restlessly, aware of the evening stretching ah@adyou think he'd
have any objection if | strolled across and haolok kat his horses?'

'‘Can't see why he should if you're only lookinga® hesitated. '"You
don't want me to come with you?'

She shook her head. 'I'd rather be alone for aevitylou don't mind.
Even if the engagement were real we wouldn't havieré in each
other's pockets.'

'‘No, | guess not.' He sounded downcast. 'l saidulén't make a
nuisance of myself, and | meant it, only it's goiagook a bit odd if
we don't spend any time at all together. The Stamgéarted today. |
thought we might go down to the grounds tomorrow.'

‘That sounds a good idea," Toni said gently.ldtk forward to it,
Sean. | think I'll turn in when I've had my walKksIbeen a long day.'

He made no demur, seemingly prepared to go alotig anything
she suggested. There was little else he couldrdoreflected dryly,
considering that he was the one who needed helpheaght he did.
All he really needed was a little more of the kofdletermination he
had shown in getting her here. Faced with thath bobther and
brother might start taking him seriously.

The air was still and warm, the humidity down ta@nfortable
degree. Skirting the swimming pool, Toni took ahpetitting across
directly to the corral, strolling along with hantlscked into the
pockets of her dress. Apart from one or two smgihd bugs there
seemed relatively little livestock about. The lafknosquitoes was a



relief in itself. There had been times out at thleel when they had
driven her mad—one of the penalties of living cltsepen water.

Inevitably her thought turned to the previous njgimd the pain
stirred in her. The pre-design was what hurt so mteclkknow that

every kiss, every caress had been carefully cakaitawards the one
ultimate end. If only it were possible to hurt himthe same way. It
wasn't, of course. He was impregnable. That wasHung she was
going to have to accept.

The two horses were both fine animals, as she hadk they would
be, one of them a big chestnut stallion with powleguarters, the
other a dark roan gelding friendly enough to apgindae fence when
Toni leaned on it.

‘You're too trusting to belong to who you do belaog she told the
animal softly as she stroked the head thrust imtues/ across her.
'You should be more like your stable-mate over tlagick stay aloof!’

‘Too bad he's lacking in horse sense," agreed dRglfe from almost
right beside her. '‘Bored with Sean's company ayf¢ad

She gave the animal a last rub before turning slowilling herself
to stay cool and calm. 'Not at all,’ she saidelt like a walk and he
didn't. Anyway, he doesn't have any interest irsbsr

‘True.' He rested an elbow on the ralil, liftingoatfto a lower one. He
was wearing jeans, the material tight about legrs.hiThe eyes
holding hers were sardonic. 'Now tell me the realson you came
over here.’

It was a moment before she took his meaning, hetmmmpressing
as she did so. 'l didn't know you were here. Hd it would have been
the last place I'd have visited!



'Sure.' He made no effort to conceal his disbélefu just wanted to
see the horses.’

‘That's right.' Toni said it firmly and clearly.nd having done that
I'm quite ready to go. Goodnight.'

He caught her before she had taken two paces, s\gihgr round to
face him again. The glitter in his eyes held mbantanger.

‘You're not going to marry Sean,' he gritted.t'#f the last thing | do,
I'll stop that happening!

His touch was like fire on her skin; she could feetself trembling,

the swift aching desire coursing through her. Hs wght, she was
not going to marry Sean. But the choice was hetshis, and one she
would announce in her own time.

'How?' she asked. 'He's of age, and in full possessf all his
faculties. There's nothing you can do to stop it.’

‘There's this,' he said, and pulled her to him.

Held taut against the hard body she couldn't fagit didn't want to
fight. All she wanted was for this moment to go innperpetuity,
shutting out the rest of the world. It couldn'titke that, of course.
The world refused to be shut out. Memory lent Her strength of
mind to stop the blind response.

'‘More instructions from your stepmother?' she sdidn he lifted his
head. 'Too bad you can't live up to her expectatairyou, Rafe.’

His voice was quiet but not soft. 'Leave Karenajut. This is for me.
I'm going to break you, Toni. I'll make you sormyuwever set eyes on
Copper Lake!



She was that already, but she refrained from sagonghere was no
way she was going to let him intimidate her nowt hen do his
worst. She faced up to him squarely. 'l don't bresdly.'

‘We'll see. He let her go, standing back from high & hard twist of
his lips. 'We'll see just how tough you really are.

Toni made herself walk away slowly, feeling anythibut tough.
Staying on here was going to prove a feat of entr;dut she would
see it through. Only when Rafe finally accepted bieawas not going
to drive her out would she be ready to leave, amdhat day she
would have the pleasure of telling him the truthwas a thought to
keep her going.

It was almost dark by the time she reached her+edoo dark to see
more than the blur of trees fronting the corralt ¥@mehow she knew
Rafe would still be there, watching for her ligishe put one on
before drawing the curtains, standing for a monierthe balcony

doorway looking across. Let him see her doing @t him take it the

way it was meant—as a challenge to him. She evVed la hand in

mocking salute before closing out the night.

Surprisingly she slept well, awakening to a morringht with sun.
The Canadian summers might be short, but while tasted they
were what summers should be. Even in winter ongvknst what to
expect. It gave life a certain regularity missimgni the English
scene.

Sean was alone in the dining room when she wenhd®afe, he
said, had already left the house on business uifigge@and his
mother never came down to breakfast.

'If we're going to the Stampede grounds you're dressed,’ he
commented, eyeing her linen slacks and shirt. 8Jaad boots are the
order of the day. Do you have any boots?’



Toni shook her head, smiling at the thought. 'hpkd on waiting till
the appropriate time to buy things like that". @raly, that is. |
doubt if I'll still be here come the colder weather

‘Just jeans, then—and maybe a checked shirt? Wgetayou a hat
when we get there.' He paused, watching her, &igadsa his eyes.
‘You never told me why you came to Canada in tis¢ filace.’

She had no intention now either. She smiled agaid,shrugged. 'l
needed a change. With no other ties, it seemechwhile making it
a big one. How long does the Stampede last?'

‘Ten days.' If Sean recognised a deliberate chahgebject he gave
no sign. 'And it isn't confined to the showgrountlee whole city
gets in on the act. Tonight we'll go into town dook up one or two
people—have ourselves a party, or maybe join ub wdmeone
else's. Anything goes Stampede week!

Toni was silent for a moment, viewing the prospeitihiout any great
enthusiasm. A rave-up—and that was what it sourdked—was
hardly her scene. 'Do | play your fiancee for thteo?' she asked.

Now it was Sean's turn to be quiet, his eyes refigenner conflict.
‘There's no point otherwise,' he said at lengtle. ddh't have to make
a big thing out of it.’

We don't; others might, she thought, but there reagnation in it.
She was up to her neck already; a little deepen'ivgeing to make
any difference.

Dominated by the red-masted heights of the Calgawer, the
downtown area of the city looked from a distancé asnight have
been set there en bloc by some gigantic hand,diggese sharply
defined. They drove through the centre of it tachethe Exhibition
ground, leaving the car parked on a back stredewiey joined the



throngs of Western-garbed people all making thely wathe same
destination.

Old and young alike joined in the spirit of the asion, sporting
shirts bouncing with fringing, and stetson hat®wery imaginable
hue. There was a carnival feeling in the air.

The whole thing was bigger, more elaborate than fiad visualised.
Smiling to herself, she had to admit that in hendfs eye she had
seen Calgary itself as little more than the catien it had once been.
Walking through aMidway not yet into its daily swginone had to be
aware of the vast amount of planning which musingo this yearly
event. Worthwhile, of course, for the profits it shbring to the town,
but a tremendous effort nevertheless.

Inside the huge grandstand building, she foundelifeirsa world of
bright modern decor and cool tiled floors, of sniiyptrunning
escalators and orderly traffic flow.

‘We're infield," Sean told her, leading the wayauqamp to emerge in
the hot sunshine of the stadium. '‘Over there bethiachutes.’

The infield seats were ranked in metal tiers biight over the animal
pens themselves, with a canvas canopy to protecwétchers from
the full heat of the day. To reach diem they tragdra tunnel below
the race track and climbed to the level of the umost tier by way of
a boarded walk stretched between metal supportgpdrg down

again to find their own seats on the front row indimagely over

Number Six chute gate. The animal smell was stemjpungent in
the air, emotive of a time when cattle and horseevall this region
knew in the way of wealth. Oil, Toni thought, couldver smell one
half as sweet!

The chuckwagon racing which began the morning'srembment
was a revelation in itself. Competing for a sizeabhunk of the



overall prize money, thirty-two wagons ran in eigbktits of four to
decide a winner who not only had to be possessamufage and
daring, but also, so far as Toni could see, adegree of death-wish
into the bargain. Twice the stand-by ambulance va#lecout on to
the track to pick up drivers dragged be- nealh toveed wagons,
although it was subsequently announced over the $/#gem that
neither man had suffered more than superficiariegu

‘The risk's all part of it,’ said Sean when Torpressed concern for
those still waiting to race. 'lt has to be spedtacar nobody would
want to come and watch. Here, take the binoculads keep your
eyes on number four. He's going to win this nesthe

Toni did so, but only for a moment or two, liftingwards to casually
scan the massed ranks of the grandstand acrosardéin@. The
glassed-in centre section had tables to one end, peibple seated
eating a meal while they watched the action bel®@mething

familiar in the angle of a dark male head caughglftention, and she
came back to the couple, lingered briefly, therw§ldowered the

glasses.

'Did you say Rafe had a business meeting?' she said

The words were almost drowned by the roar of tleevdras the race
got under way. Sean was on his feet with the otld@ut him,
craning his neck to watch the wagon take the ffiestd at breakneck
speed, then swinging round to be ready for themingrut of the
back stretch which could not be seen from this tmosi His face,
under the white stetson which matched the one debbaght her,
looked young and alive, his mouth formed into al yef
encouragement for his favourite number four. Tomdtto register
the same enthusiasm as the first wagon thundetedigw, followed
closely by its team of outriders, but her heart Mtag it. Her
enjoyment of the day had taken a decided tilt doancls.



'Said he'd do it!' Sean crowed as number four platbgewinning post
a good wagon length ahead of his nearest compéiitmuldn't be
surprised if he took the final.' He subsided bantk his seat, turning
his head as if in sudden realisation. 'Did yousayething?'

Toni kept her voice casual. 'Only that your browthdousiness
associate seems very attractive. He's up theteeinlubhouse with a
redhead. | suppose it's what you could call a waykireakfast.'

'‘Where?' Sean took the glasses from her, traihi@gton the expanse
of glass.

‘Third table, second row down." All Toni could s#¢resent was that
two people were seated there, but the positionfiwed in her mind.
‘She's wearing a pink fringed shirt and a neckefchi

'‘Got them." Sean brought down the glasses fromehes with a
curious expression. ‘That's Audrey Cooper. | dilniw Rafe was
seeing her. She's only just twenty.'

That much Toni had judged for herself. The girked every inch the
bright young Canadian. If Rafe was using her assaape valve then
he should be ashamed of himself. She was muchaowoegyfor a man

like him.

'Who is she?' she asked, still striving to appekatively detached.

'Her father owns a ranch north of here. Biggesh@area. It joins on
to Surewater land.’

Toni glanced at him sharply, sensing something rukhihat
statement. 'Another ranch?’

'‘Rafe's. He inherited it from his mother's side.lds a manager to
run it for him." His tone was thoughtful. 'Maybe'sheonsidering



selling out to Don Cooper after all. Don's beeemfim to do it long
enough.’

'‘He'd hardly be discussing that kind of deal wite tman's daughter,'
she pointed out, then paused as another thouglukstier. ‘Unless
he's planning another kind of merger.’

'No way.' Sean's tone was decisive. 'He'll neverrynavhile my
mother's still alive. She won't let him.'

'‘She might have to if he once makes up his mindhdps he's
pandered to her up to now because he hasn't feligdy enough
about anyone, but | can't see him doing "it for tast of his life.
Some time he has to forget about feeling respon$dslthe way she
Is and make a stand.’

He was silent for a moment or two, looking at hearggely. 'Not with
Audrey,' he said at length. 'She'd never marry a foarteen years
older.'

'‘Why not?' Every word was a self-inflicted injuryutbshe made
herself go on. 'Plenty of girls that age fall ftdler men. You saw the
two of them up there—the way she was looking at'him

‘You're imagining things,' he came back flatly.éSkasn't looking

any way at all.' They had both been speaking inttmves, conscious
of the people about them. Now he grinned, deliledyaightening his

mood again. 'There's still a whole lot to come. Hdwwut a long cool
drink?'

Toni stayed where she was while he went to feta@mththe
binoculars idle on her knee. To look again at the in the stand
would be tantamount to spying, yet the temptatias there.

Finally she could resist no longer, and swung tlassgs up to her
eyes. Rafe was easy to find; his face seemed poaieher out of the



crowd. He was watching the semifinal at presenpnogress, his
expression reflecting little real involvement. Oniyhen the girl at
his side leaned forward to say something to hintldedean features
come alive, his mouth curving in a smile as heddrhis head to look
at her.

She was worth smiling at, Toni acknowledged num¥bung, pretty
and quite obviously adoring. What man could resisth a wealth of
charms?



CHAPTER SEVEN

SEAN'S number four wagon took first place in the final fes had
predicted. Blindly watching the antics of the aremawns which
preceded the bareback riding, Toni finally acknalgled the truth.
She had gone along with what Sean had asked dbhene reason
and one reason only—-because to do otherwise waud meant
never seeing Rafe again. Yet what good had shedhbpeght do in
the long run? If there had been enmity and suspicidRafe's mind
before there was even more now, and she couldyhiali@ine him for
it. She had done everything possible to implatitete.

So far as she could see, she had three alternahescould walk
away from the whole Stewart family—disappear withol
explanation; she could stick it out as she had memSean until he
considered himself capable of retaining the initehe had grasped,
or she could go to Rafe, confess the whole thirthask his help on
Sean's behalf. No course appealed, the last |éadt. At best he
could only regard her as interfering in the affafdis family, and
that was hardly likely to enhance her charactdrsreyes. And what
of Sean himself? She had given him her word thatvstuld see him
through, at least for a week or two. Foolish peshdpit there it was.
She had been foolish all the way through this affai

It was lunchtime before the last of the barebadkrs had taken his
turn at the eight-second ordeal. Cramped fromdhg kession on the
hard, narrow seats, Toni was only too ready to metien Sean

suggested they go and get some food. Without #wesgk, she could
not be one hundred per cent sure that Rafe ancbimpanion were
still at their table, although someone in a darkdhshirt like the one
he had been wearing certainly was. In any casefedmoned, the
chances of bumping into one couple in such a cnaerc very slim.

Had she known that the restaurant for which Seamaking was in
the Clubhouse itself she might not have felt adident. It was only



when they reached the head of the escalator andashéhe signs
directing the way to the Clubhouse seats thatsatadin came, and by
then it was too late to suggest a different venue.

'Suppose we see your brother?" she murmured, apd/ @r
suspiciously bland glance.

'Suppose we do? We've as much right to be up hsréhea
was—probably more, considering he's not in thet leiasterested in
rodeo.’

In which case his attendance must be purely iniritexest of his

lovely companion, Toni reflected. Lucky girl to leafound a man
willing to make such concessions. Lucky girl allnal, in fact. She
had looked so happy, so lacking in complicatioreréhwas no way a
girl like that would ever get herself mixed up netkind of mess she,
Toni, was in at the present moment. She would hawe sense.

The eating areas were to the rear of the conco8esn was first to
spot the two for whom he was obviously looking vadray Toni with
him as he made for the table.

'‘Mind if we join you?' he asked as Rafe looked'8pve breaking up
a larger party.'

It was the girl who answered, her face lightingwvatsmile. 'Hi there!
Of course we don't mind.'

It was difficult to read anything in Rafe's featirdoni avoided his
eyes as he made the introduction, but somethihgsitone must have
got through to Audrey somehow, for her smile fajlesd a little.

'l didn't know,' she said. 'Congratulations, Seéwu too, of course,
Toni. When do you plan on getting married?'



'‘We haven't talked about it yet," Sean put in eefiani could answer.
'l guess not too long. How are your parents? | hawseen them in
ages.'

'‘Not since you came out to Surewater last falg' agreed. 'They're
fine, thanks.' The blue eyes came back brightlydai. "You must
find things very different from England.’

‘Yes, | do.' That was one question she could ansmtbrtruth, Toni
thought. She went on quickly before the next obsiame could
create difficulties. "You live a far more outdote Ihere. At home the
weather can change from one hour to the next, a@'thalways an
element of doubt attached to any outdoor activiBhe sounded
stilted, she knew, but she couldn't help it. Sgttmext to a silent Rafe
she found it impossible to relax and be herself.

'If you're going to live here you'll have to stirinking of Canada as
home,' said Audrey with faint asperity. 'After atlwill be, won't it?"

'l suppose you're right.' Toni forced a smile, &ndriedly changed
the subject. 'Sean was telling me earlier that yaonily has a ranch
north of town.'

‘Earlier?' It was Rafe who had spotted the slip tbne sharpening.

'‘We saw you through the glasses,’ Sean admittdgl. dturely by
chance. It must be years since you last came tStdmapede.'

The reply was brief but succinct. 'lt is.'

‘Tell me how you and Sean met,' put in Audrey, obsly aware of
some atmosphere if not the cause of it. 'l guessugt have been
recently.'



'l looked after the horses out at Copper Lake féava weeks,' said
Toni, passing over the latter question. 'Just gteary job until the
regular man got back.'

‘Copper Lake?' Audrey's brow wrinkled for a momeinén cleared.
'Oh, that must be the place you were telling meuakast time you
came out home, Rafe. First of a chain, didn't yays

'‘Providing the odds come out in our favour.' He \eaking at his
brother, mouth tilted. 'There's every chance naat tiney might.'

'He means because it doesn't depend on my effoytsnare,’ Sean
explained without apparent rancour. 'There's eehance he's right.
| can't say my heart was in it.’

'If you like to ride, Sean must bring you out tad-Creek,' said
Audrey before Rafe could form any cutting remawou'll have a
whole string to choose from. Maybe we could planoaernight
camp. | haven't done that in ages. Rafe, you'd cameldn't you?"

‘Unlikely," came the reply. 'l can't afford the &m

'‘One night?' She pulled a face, playing up thepgisantment. 'Surely
you can find that much.’

His smile and shrug were noncommittal. ‘Maybe. {d want any
dessert?'

She took the hint, shaking her head. 'l expectiitie | got going.
We've a run-through at two. I'm with the Young Gdiaas,' she
added for Toni's benefit. 'We're in the show eaghtralong with all
the rest. | hope you're going to come and see it.'

'‘Not tonight,' said Sean before she could ansWés Have other plans
made.'



'You wouldn't get in anyway. It's a total sell-olity for midweek.
We should have ironed out all the problem spotthby.’

'‘We'll make it,' promised Toni. "You can be surét.of

'‘Great. I'll be counting on a good report next tinsee you.' Audrey
got up along with Rafe, her glance flicking to Sedace with an
expression which in other circumstances Toni mighte described
as wistful. 'l hope you'll both be very happy.'

Rafe's leavetaking was briefer: a nod of the da&dhand he was
gone. Toni sat back in her seat and looked atSé&arstermy eyes.

‘You did that deliberately. Why?'
His shrug was a parody of his brother's. 'Jusbastl
‘And was your curiosity satisfied?"

'‘No." Suddenly the nonchalance had flown. 'No,asmt. But | know
one thing. If Rafe does anything to hurt that ¢id-' He let the
sentence peter out as the waitress came up withattaer, avoiding
her gaze. 'Let's eat, shall we?'

The place had filled up, and a queue was forminohalthe
concourse. Although nothing was said, one felt botm hurry
through the meal in order to give others an oppatio eat. Inside
half an hour they were ready to go.

'Feel like sampling what the Midway has to off@sked Sean on the
way down to the ground level. 'You'll need a strettgnach for some
of the rides, but they're great fun!'

Having seen something of what he was talking abbatj privately
doubted that latter statement. Being spun upsigeradmnd inside out
on a space-age fairground machine was not heroities.



'‘What about your mother?' she asked. 'She's bedmeomown all
morning. Surely some member of the family shouldagd spend a
little time with her.’

'She isn't alone. She has Eva.'
'Eva?’

'‘Guess you didn't meet her yet. She sees to athotfier's, needs—a
bit like a personal maid. She's a qualified nuose $0 she's well able
to cope.'

‘It wasn't just coping | was talking about. Doroiuyspend any time
with her yourself?'

'‘Not much,' he admitted. 'We don't have a lot imo®n. She has a
specially adapted car she can drive. She isn'troeehto the house.
Rafe takes her places when he's home. She prefersompany
anyway.' His glance was defensive. 'You think I'@king excuses,
don't you? Well, I'm not. Any time we do have tdgtshe spends
comparing me with Rafe. I've been a disappointmeriter all my
life. That's why--' He broke off abruptly, shoolslnead. 'Forget it.'

‘That's why you grabbed the opportunity to takegaadl them both,
through me,' she finished for him softly. "You deel just for the
moment, don't you, Sean.' It was a statement, gaeation. ‘How do
you think she'll react when this so-called engagérotaurs breaks
up?'

'l don't know.' He sounded depressed. 'Maybeubli yvalk out at the
same time.'

'And do what?"

'l don't know that either.' He made a wry littlesgee. 'I'll have to
think about it, won't I?'



There had never been a better time for plain spgaKioni decided.
'Yes, you will,' she said. '"You can't be a failalieyour life." She gave
him a smile to take some of the sting out of thedspand nodded
towards the main doors. 'We could be at the hausde an hour.’

Sean spoke very little on the way, all his attemt®eemingly

concentrated on the road. He had been expecting sumport from

her, Toni knew, but he wasn't going to get it. Boy more. She was
only just beginning to realise how immature helyeais. Jealousy
of Rafe was only part of it. He had no drive, nob&mn. She had

provided him with an excellent excuse to abandanrble out at

Copper Lake.

How she was going to handle the situation from lo@ren she wasn't
yet sure. If Rafe had his way she would not be g enough to
handle it at all. Rafe. Her throat closed up attioeight of him. If she
had any real sense she would get out now whilgdihey was good.
Last night's threat had not been an idle one; deresant every word.
To stay here in the face of it was a challengaselfi. At least, that
was how he would take it. Yet she knew that a valgnleave-taking
was beyond her. For the present, at any rate. Amythas better than
total deprivation.

It was a surprise to find Rafe's car parked intfadfrthe house when
they arrived. Sean reacted in obvious disgust.

'We needn't have come back after all. He shoul@ lsaid!'

'l don't suppose it occurred to him,' Toni defendetbmatically, and
drew a sour glance.

'‘Meaning he'd hardly expect me to have the sana?itleither would
| have had if you hadn't forced it on me. Anywdagn hot spending
the afternoon with the two of them together. I'nmgddack to town.
Coming?'



Toni looked at him for a long moment before slowlyaking her
head. 'I'm staying.'

'Suit yourself,' he said, and got back into the taning in a tight
circle to speed down the drive in the directiorhaf gates.

She watched him go with mixed feelings, aware thatwould
probably not return for the evening either. Whieft her alone with
the rest of the family. It was a daunting prosplecat,one which had to
be faced. Only not just yet. She needed an hotwmto herself first.

She made her room without seeing anyone. The bgaldoars had
been opened, with the screen left closed agaiysnanauding insect
life, admitting a pleasant little current of airaten's voice came up
clearly from the poolside below:

'You're sure it was Sean's car?"

'‘As' sure as | can be from the engine noise. I'dsde it." A scraping
sound of metal against concrete, then Rafe spo&im.adhey must
have changed their minds and gone back to town.'

'‘Buy why?' Karen sounded puzzled. 'Why come adl way just to do
that?'

'‘Who knows?' (In her mind's eyes, Toni could alnsest the shrug.)
‘That son of yours isn't a creature of logic. Matfbey had a row and
he left her and then changed his mind when he g&t.'h

'‘Did they seem at odds when you saw them?"'

'‘No, but he didn't like my being with Audrey. Wotkeut better than
| hoped. | thought we might have to go looking togm.'

There was a momentary pause before Karen spoke. a§adrey's a
sweet girl. I'm not sure you should be using hexwway.'



'I'm not doing anything she wouldn't do for hersehe knew the
way things were. She fell hard for Sean when hatsipat week at
Surewater in the fall. I can't think why—he isrt'tadl her type. He
liked her too, though.'

'‘Not enough to do anything about it.’

‘That's Sean, isn't it? He needs pointing in argig&ection. Our
English friend recognised that much early on. Givéme
encouragement, Audrey is capable of asserting lhérse

‘You intend telling her, then?"

‘At the right time."' Another pause, then he added dlifferent note,
‘Karen, she'd be good for him. Young she mightlhg, she's got
backbone. Wouldn't you rather see him married taca Canadian
girl?'

The answer was a long time coming. 'l guess sooAayexcept this
Toni.' Karen hesitated briefly. "You never reallgiics just how
attractive she is--that beautiful hair, and thogeseEnough to make
any man want her.'

‘Want, maybe.' His tone had hardened again. "Is$sstmething else.
| wouldn't believe a word she said.’

‘Getting rid of her might not be so easy.'

His laugh came low and harsh. 'Don't worry abauytthe time I'm
finished with Madam Brentwood, she'll be glad tdGoni forced
herself into action, sliding the double- glazed dalong as quietly as
she could manage it. Not that she should be thaown®rry if they
heard her. Quick angry tears stung her lids forlthef moment it
took her to dash them away with a fierce littletges Eavesdroppers
rarely heard good of themselves; why should shee@xanything
different for herself? Those two down there wera &fnd.



What hurt most was Karen Stewart's hypocrisy. hgliinto a sense
of false security, she believed was the term. Wetewarned was
forearmed. Neither Rafe Stewart nor his stepmoties going to
decide her actions for her. She would play thenthair own
game—starting right now!

It took her only moments to find a swimsuit and pwn, drawing it
up the length of her slim, shapely body with a seof purpose.
'‘Want, maybe,'Rafe had said down there. Her first aim wouldde
remove any doubt. Let Karen watch and yearn. Slserded no
better!

With her hair fastened up in a swathe on top ofhead, Toni seized
a short robe and put it casually about her shos)dkeen took a look
in the mirror, trying to see herself through a mayes. She had what
it took, according to all she had heard and rede question was,
could she put it to deliberate use and still remaumolate herself?
There was only one way to find out.

A plain-featured woman in a white uniform dress ambes was
coming up the stairs as Toni descended. The qhiftko expression
across the other face made her wonder just hottefean confided in
her nurse. She paused and smiled, holding outdret.h

'You must be Eva. We didn't get to meet last nigmh Toni
Brentwood.'

‘Yes, | know." The tone was pleasant enough, bathiindshake
simply a touching of fingers. 'l thought you and $&an were still in
town.'

'He is—at least, he'll be part way back by now.dAgpped me off.
I'm not used to all this heat.’

'Oh, | see.' From the blankness in her voice, Evarsot at all. This
was obviously not how engaged couples acted iexyrience. Toni



could almost hear her deciding that there had begumarrel of some
kind. She wasn't so far wrong either.

'I'm on my way out for a swim,' she said, somewlraiecessarily
considering her appearance. 'Are Mr and Mrs Stestidirout there?'

'l think so. They were ten minutes ago for sure.'

'‘Okay, thanks.' Toni ran on lightly down the stamsvare that the
woman was gazing after her. A qualified nurse, Seah said, yet
that didn't have to mean looking like one. Tonirfdut surprising that
Karen could stomach the constant reminder of heapacity in the
sight of that uniform. Unless that reminder was fRafe's
benefit—although one would have thought the whestcilone was
more than enough.

No more concern about that side of things, she nded herself
hardily. From now on she treated as she found. Aeldhair gave no
one the right to make decisions governing anothiée'sThat was
something Karen had to learn. As for Rafe--Shdhetblack anger
rise just enough to give her incentive, controllingbehind a
determined facade. He would learn too, but in geqdifferent way.

The two of them were sitting by the pool, Karenabiong, angled
lounger with her legs stretched out beneath a gmlyerned skirt.
She was wearing a sun-top, her shoulders smoothhethabove it.
On her feet she would be about five feet six, vaithigure in near
perfect proportion. In spite of everything, Tonisuanable to stifle a
momentary flash of sympathy. Such tragedy shouldafipen to
anyone.

The sight of Rafe was enough to harden her hearhable sat in a
chair with feet propped comfortably on the front cd another, his
back bare and bronzed, dark head arrogantly pofsgthss half full

of ice and some unidentifiable liquid stood closehand on a



wrought- iron table. As Toni moved towards them|ifted it to his
lips, taking a long pull before setting it down aga

Karen was the first to see her, the muscles imbkek standing out
clearly as she tensed in surprise. Toni took thiaiive from her with
a wide bright smile.

'Hi there. Do | need a swim! This has to be thédsbtday yet!

Rafe swivelled to look at her, feet dropping to th®und. His
recovery was fast, his glance upwards to the bglomerhead swift
in comprehension.

'So Sean went back to town without you,' he said.

‘That's right.' She leaned her weight againstabketedge and gave a
philosophical little shrug. 'We had a slight di#ace of
opinion—nothing important. He'll be back.’

It was Rafe who answered, face expressionless.s@ond very sure
of yourself.'

'‘Oh, I am. It doesn't do to be otherwise.' Toni l@aghing as she said
it, making a joke of the words in full knowledgettne was not in the
least amused. "That's something else we share—Rafe.

The use of his name, soft and deliberate, brougipiaak to the grey
eyes. She was only feet away from him, legs stestcbut and
crossed at the ankles, hands behind her suppdréngalance. The
robe had fallen open above the tied belt, revedahegoutline of her
breasts under'the thin material of her suit. Sknelsa gaze drop as if
without volition, heard Karen's indrawn breath &ndw no shame at
her behaviour. Stirring this man physically wasshlé cared about:
making him remember what it had been like before .hdd wanted
her then and he would want her again, but he woeler have her.
She was going to show him just how that felt.



'I'm going to take a dip,' she said. 'Are you cagfiin

She didn't wait for any answer, but pushed hermety from the
table to slide off the robe and drop it casuallyh® floor. Walking to
the poolside, she stood poised for a moment, afted In a pretence
of securing her hair, then with one swift movensre dropped them
level and dived into the water.

She swam the length before surfacing, smoothingviter out of her
eyes as she turned. Rafe was sitting where shiefidam, but there
was nothing relaxed in his attitude. He said somgtto Karen in a
short aside, then rose to his feet, shoulders bmodgowerful above
the tapering length of his body in the black truriksspite his size, he
cut the surface with scarcely a splash.

Heart beating suddenly faster, Toni waited for homreach her,
slinging both arms backwards along the edgingimasupport of her
body and kicking idly with her legs in apparent amcern. When he
surfaced it was almost immediately in front of Hrusting back his
hair from his face with a gesture she might haweébintimidating

had they been entirely alone.

'How much did you hear?' he demanded, treadingrwatdeep
himself upright.

'Hear?' She widened her eyes at him in questiosumgrise. '‘About
what?'

'You know damned well what!" His voice was low bdangerous, the
jerk of his head towards the house indicative bfjlat control. "You
were up there a few minutes ago, weren't you?'

‘Well, yes.' She let her own gaze move upwardsamindows of her
room. 'But sound doesn't travel through doubleigtazl'd have
thought you'd know that.'



He eyed her for a narrowed moment before swiveliinfpllow her
gaze, taking in the closed door beyond thebalcoith @& faint
contraction of his jaw. 'lIt was open earlier.’

‘Then someone must have closed it," she returnédsmieet logic.
‘All | did was change. Anyway, your business secrbuld have
been perfectly safe. | doubt if I'd have known wyat were talking
about.’

He didn't believe her; she could see that in thg mealooked at her.
Not that it mattered a great deal. She hadn't égddum to do so.
Her smile was slow.

'Poor Rafe, always so suspicious! Why don't yoaxd little? We
could still be—friends."

The slight hesitation on the last was not lost on.IShe saw him
stiffen for a moment, but only for a moment, thée tontrol was
back. His lips thinned into a smile of his own.

‘Maybe we could at that.'

Hooked, she thought in satisfaction. She had hesest. Sean could
take a back seat when it came to indulging his rogstincts. He
deserved putting down for that alone.

'‘Come and have a cool drink," he invited. 'Karel lvd going up for
her physiotherapy soon.’

Toni was surprised and showed it. 'Does it do aodg"

'If you mean does it give her any chance of evdking again, the
answer is- obviously no. It helps keep what muscusage she still
has in good shape.' He grasped the rail acrossdireer, holding
himself lightly upright. 'Every day for fifteen yesa It's a boring
routine, but she never misses."



'‘Not even when she's ill?" Toni met his glance dljan'Sean
mentioned she sometimes is.'

‘She suffers pain from time to time.' His tone wghsrt. 'A broken
back doesn't necessarily mean total lack of feektrg you coming
for that drink?'

'Sure.' She pushed off from the side with a stieagkwards kick of
her feet, passing close enough to him to feel thishoof his thigh
against her hip. If Karen hadn't been watching st~ he would
have grabbed hold of her; she sensed the instenatiaction in him.

He passed her before she was halfway to the otitkoethe pooal,

hauling himself out and standing up to extend alltarher when she
got there. Toni saw Karen's face through the Visfidgs and knew
the older woman liked none of this. She steeleddienot to weaken,
smiling into Rafe's face as he drew level.

‘Thanks. I'll have a Tequila Sunrise if you can agmit.'

"'l do my best," he said with mockery. 'Did yoant a towel for your
hair?'

‘That's all right. I'll leave it pinned up." Sheokothe seat he had
recently vacated, lifting her feet to the same tomsiand leaning back
with an audible sigh of content. 'This is the life!

Rafe looked at Karen. 'Would you like something?'

She shook her head. 'Eva will be coming for metghddut don't let
that stop you.'

Toni wondered if Rafe too had noted the faint bistukess in the last.
If he had he gave no sign of it. He disappearedarsithrough the
sliding screens which gave access to a large sung& There was a



bar across one corner. From where she sat, Told see him take
out clean glasses and start to mix ingredients.

Karen was the first to speak. 'Did Sean say wima¢ ihe might be
home?'

'No,"' Toni admitted.

'So the quarrel was rather more serious than yote ge&s to
understand a few minutes ago?'

'It wasn't a quarrel at all,’ she explained palyerile wanted to do
one thing and | wanted to do another. We both lzanght to a free
choice.’

Karen seemed to digest that for a moment beforgoreing. "You
really believe he had a right to walk out on yoattway? You don't
mind him not caring enough to sacrifice his timgkesasing you?'

It was Toni's turn to be silent for a moment wisitee considered her
reply. Karen was talking about herself, she redlsabout her own
relationship with her son. What she said now migétcrucial to
Sean's future welfare.

'l don't think anyone has a right to demand saerifrom anyone
else,’' she said slowly at last. 'If it's made kit ghould be voluntary.
Sean doesn't necessarily think any the less of esause he didn't
want to spend the afternoon lazing around. Helhedack all the
sweeter for having gone his own way.' She hadn&nint® say the
last, but it struck a good note. She only hopedchSezuld not let her
down when he did return.

Rafe came back with the drinks, patting a stopiorasponse Karen
might have found. His glance went thoughtfully frone to the other
of them, as if he sensed some conflict.



'Five minutes," he said, 'and we'll get you int® ¢hair ready for Eva.
Think you'll make it down to dinner tonight?'

'Of course.' Her tone was abrupt. 'l usually makean't 1?'

It was not a question which required an answer, Rate didn't
attempt one, taking a seat on the edge of a néauinger. The eyes
briefly meeting Toni's were impassive. If he reasgd the tension he
was not responding to it.

'‘Had an idea we might go out to Surewater next emeekinvite some
people over for a barbecue lunch on Sunday. A aharigscene
would do you good, Karen. You haven't visited thuech in almost a
year.'

'I'll think about it," she said, still on a shodta. 'Depends how things
go. Sean may have other plans.'

And ffis presence was vital, of course, thoughtiTanyly, or how
was Audrey going to work on him? The rancour theat barried her
through the last half hour had somehow dissipa&ed.felt suddenly
weary of the whole affair, Rafe included. Seantoaglease her from
her promise, and he had to do it soon. There wasayoshe could
keep up this pretence until he decided enough wasgh.-



CHAPTEREIGHT

Eva'sarrival was a relief. Watching Rafe lift his steqmer in strong
arms to deposit her in the wheelchair standingyedase by, Toni
wished she had kept her mouth shut a minute obbae&. It wasn't up
to her to tell any member of this family how to ris or her life.
They had to sort out their own problems.

It was a simple need of something to say which ggnbthe question
to her lips as the two women vanished indoors. Yo never think
about using the pool for some of these therapy@esz | understand
water exercises can be very beneficial in a latases."

‘Karen has a phobia about anyone seeing her Rgfe'came back
levelly. 'Apart from Eva, that is. The pool is tpablic.'

‘Surely it could be kept private for half an houtay?"
‘Not to Karen's satisfaction. Do you think it hag@en tried?'

She was doing it again, Toni realised wryly. Whesuld she learn?
'I'm sorry,' she said. 'l should have known.'

His eyes narrowed a fraction, as if he found theayy suspicious in
itself. When he spoke again it was on a harder. Adtieat exactly did
you say to her?'

'When?' she asked, playing for time.

‘You know when. While | was fetching the drinks.uoould have
cut the atmosphere with a knife when | came ouindga

She sighed and gave in. 'l spoke out of turn.’

'About what?"



'Sean: We were discussing the sacrifice of persémegidom for
reasons of loyalty.'

'‘And you naturally were against it.'

She refused to drop her gaze. 'I'm against angpre®eing brought
to bear. Loyalty has to be earned, not taken fanigd.'

‘And you think that's what Karen does?’

Toni stirred restlessly, aware that non-involvemeas not all that
simple to achieve. 'Can we talk about something/%ls

‘Sure.' His tone was deceptively mild. 'As goodrids we can discuss
any topic under the sun. Name your choice.'

'Rafe.' She said the name hesitantly, not quit@icehow to set the
record right between them. 'What | said in the @owlhile ago--'

‘Talking about me?' asked Sean from the other sfdde closed
screen doors. 'The Prodigal Son returned to tluk' fol

"You're mixing your metaphors,' returned his bratbarely turning a
hair. 'If you'd come a little earlier you could lesspent a few minutes
with your mother—or didn't that fit in with yourgohs?’

‘Not with you there too.' He paused, still makirgattempt to open
the screens. "Toni, can | have a word with you?'

‘You can come out here and have it,' cut in Raferbeshe could
answer. 'I'm going up to change.' He got to hig tae glance sliding
over her face with a look she found disquietingeMinish our
discussion another time.'

It was he who slid open the screen, holding it baaintedly until
Sean had come through, then closing it again behigeah.



'What did he mean?' asked Sean when he was aghoasd earshot.
‘What discussion?'

'He was just being funny," she said, and wishedcshéd believe it.
She looked at him questioningly, taking in the gihse expression.
‘Get it out of your system?'

'‘Some,' he agreed. 'l realised | was being unéayou leaving you
here on your own to face my family. Not that yoerseo have been
doing too badly.'

It was not how Toni would have described the hapmeEnof the last
hour or so, but Sean wasn't to know that. He hada $er and his
brother apparently holding a close conversation padhis own
interpretation on it. She had no intention of tejlhim the truth of the
matter. It might be enough to put him against Ayagikogether, and
that would hardly be kind to the girl who knew nath as yet of
Rafe's plans for her.

'It's a matter of opinion,' she said and hesitdtefibre tagging on
slowly, 'Sean, | really think we should call it ayd My being here
Isn't doing you any good.'

'How can you tell?' he demanded. 'It's barely heemty-four hours.
If you leave now you'll be breaking your word."'

'I'm asking you to release me from it.'

'‘Well, | don't. Not yet.' He made a gesture of abppe have to have
someone on my side.'

'It wouldn't be so bad," she returned,/if you knetWat you were
fighting for. If you don't want to work within th@éompany, then you
have to have some other alternative mapped out.t Vdbaut

photography on a professional basis?'



His shoulders lifted hopelessly. 'Starting with wWha don't have
control of any capital.’

'That doesn't have to be the end of it. Who Is etxaedor the estate
until you're twenty-five?'

‘My mother.'

'l see".' Toni bit her lip, aware of having bluneter'\Well, that needn't
stop you from trying. Executors have the legal righadvance from
capital under certain circumstances—at least, @ in England,
and | shouldn't think it's any different over hevéhy not put it to
her? If she saw you were enthusiastic about itnsight consider it
worth backing. Getting some professional to endgmer work
could help to persuade her.’

Sean looked unconvinced. 'Not a chance.'

‘You can't be sure without trying. Even if you fadu'll at least have
made some effort.'

He was silent for a long time, considering hdlt.think about it,' he
said at length.

It would be too easy to leave it there, Toni dedidgean didn't just
need pointing in the right direction, he also reedikeeping there.
'Rafe suggested everyone spending next weekenalt @urewater,’
she said with purpose. 'If you haven't done somgthabout
organising your future by then | shall leave anywsxythink about it
hard, Sean.' She got up then, reaching for herantesliding it about
her shoulders. 'I'm going in to wash my hair «<ndnge. Are you
going to be here for supper?"'

'l guess so,' he agreed moodily. ‘No reason whgheelldn't go out
later on, though. There's an all-comers party justnablocks down
the road if you don't fancy going into town again.’



Toni hesitated, torn between the need to be olRadé's way if he
planned staying in for the evening and reluctawctutther the lie
they were living. Finally she compromised.

'I'l come, providing you introduce me simply asiand of the family
staying for a short time," she said. 'I'm takinghat your brother is
hardly likely to be there too?'

'‘No." Sean shrugged resignedly. 'Friend of thelfarnis. Don't dress
up. It's still Stampede gear.'

But not jeans, she thought, making her way indoatseast, not for
her. She was tired of looking Western.

It took her some time to brush-dry her hair aftashing it, curling

the ends softly under about her face and thankingiékence for the
natural wave which madeperms and rollers unnecedgithe time

she had finished it was already gone six-thirtythfhe tan she had
acquired out at the Lake, she had little need ddeup apart from a
dab of lipstick and the faintest touch of eye-shadblat done, she
got into a cotton skirt in pale tan together witdrawstring-necked
blouse in white which managed to look appropriatedgual yet

feminine at the same time. A pair of tan canvaslaiscompleted the
ensemble.

Rafe was coming out of the room a couple of doorsrdfrom hers
when she emerged at ten minutes to the hour. Itheasrst time she
had realised that he was so close. It gave heeladeof insecurity
she had to fight to keep from showing as he waeder to reach
him.

'Planning an evening out?' he asked, viewing heeamnce with
mocking appreciation. 'Let me guess. The Masonduary?’

'If that's just a few blocks down the road, youyrebably right,’ she
said. 'Sean didn't tell me the name of the people.'



'It's them okay. Their Stampede parties are legend.

Toni kept her eyes front as they moved towardstaigs. 'Shall you
be going?'

'‘Would you like me to go?' he countered. 'Or do ook Sean might
object?’

She looked at him, then, a swift assessing glateehaold her little.

'‘Rafe--' she began, and stopped abruptly, realthiege was no way
she could explain her behaviour in the pool eavighout admitting

that the "reason for it lay in what she had overthe@he temptation
was strong in her to break down there and thertelhlim the whole

truth. It would hardly be likely to enhance her i@dwer in his eyes,
but at least she would be free of the burden oéitlec

She didn't because she couldn't, too consciousedight in which it
would also show Sean. They had reached the gaflewy. Rafe
paused, looking down at her with enigmatic eyes.

'‘Rafe—what?' he queried softly.
‘Just a passing thought,' she said. 'Aren't yourapiown?'

'l usually bring Karen down with me." If he had esbtthat she was
ignoring his previous question he was apparenttyabout to pursue
the subject. 'Gives Eva chance to get out the riaghle before she
eats. She likes things organised.' His glance wegbnd her and
hardened. 'Just in time to see your fiancee downpper—providing
you're both planning on eating here at all?’'

‘Yes, we are.' Sean moved into view from the dografahis room,
looking as reluctant as he obviously felt. ‘Not ahpice, | can tell
you.'



‘That | wouldn't doubt." The grey eyes came baektihgly to Toni.
'Seems we have you to thank for getting the fatodyether for once.
Karen will be grateful.'

Sean drew in an angry breath as his brother watifedlong the
gallery towards the door at the far end next todllezator. 'Can't let
an opportunity pass,' he remarked bitterly. 'I'aéf B mind to leave
right now!

'If you do I'm not coming with you," said Toni fityn'That was aimed
more at me than you. He thinks | manipulate mattersy own ends.'

'‘Better than having him manipulate you to his; heminded her on a
note which brought a faint flush to her face.

'l hadn't forgotten. It's the whole reason I'm heet's go down, shall
we?'

Karen spoke little during the meal, but her presenas there to be
felt. Watching her covertly from time to time, Tonondered how
she combated the sheer sameness of her dayselanks life seeing
the world from a sitting position could hardly fa give a narrow
viewpoint. She needed taking out of herself, gigeme interest
beyond home and family. Occupational therapy meante than

basket making and such. There must be many wayghioh an

intelligent person could utilise their time.

'l never asked you if you enjoyed the Stampedd' Isaren at one
point, catching her 'What you saw of it, at angrat

'l thought it great entertainment,” Toni repliedthtfully enough.
'‘More dangerous than most of the riders made k tbough—and
especially the wagon racing.' She paused befogerggn casually,
‘Do you plan on going down yourself, Mrs Stewart?'



The other shook her head, smile perfunctory.hlislly my kind of
thing.'

'l was thinking more of the show at night,” Tonintessed. 'l
understand it's usually very good.'

'It's usually excellent,’ Rafe corrected, not uapémtly. 'l tried to
persuade Karen to go and see it last year, butvaise't interested.
Maybe you can talk her into it this year.'

'‘Why don't we all go together?' Toni responded,epting the
challenge without hesitation. ‘Midweek, didn't Aegisay? We could
perhaps have one of those tables on the very tap ttten there
wouldn't be any problem."

‘There wouldn't anyway. Wheelchairs are cateredHomw about it,
Karen?'

She looked at him without expression. 'I'll makenup own mind, |

don't need anyone's help.' Her gaze came backio [bsing nothing

of its coolness in the process. 'You'll be meefingrey again at the
weekend if you come out to Surewater. The Coopershaxt-door
neighbours. You do plan on coming, don't you?'

'l don't remember being asked,' put in her son reefwni could
answer, and drew a quelling glance.

'You weren't here when it was discussed. I'm suoei Wwould
welcome the change.'

‘Yes, | would." She said it with firmness, daringa8 to balk any
further. 'I've never been on a proper ranch béfore.

'‘Surewater isn't all that large,' said Rafe, sougdelatively unmoved
by his stepmother's remonstrance. 'Fire Creekinae times the area
of land.'



'‘Why Fire Creek?' asked Toni, taking her cue.

'It's self-explanatory. The hillside overlookingetbreek is covered in
fire pines. It takes temperatures in excess of rdied and fifty
degrees centigrade for those particular coneslibasm germinate,
so there has to have been a big fire at some tintieel past for the
trees to growen massetence the name. I'm sure Audrey would b
delighted to tell you more.’

Toni held the grey gaze without flinching. 'I'llnember to ask her.’

It was gone nine when they finally started outtfog party. Sean's
few blocks turned out to be more a matter of mibegting north of
the city to a residential suburb of large, indiatly designed houses
set in landscaped gardens. The Mason home was lowgand
luxurious, the driveway curving around the fronttbé house to a
parking area already full to overflowing. RegardleSean managed
to tuck in his two-seater, conveniently ignoring fact that in doing
so he was blocking off all means of exit for atskethree other
vehicles.

Voice and laughter came from beyond the shrubberthé rear.

Cutting through it, they came out on to a wide @ggaof lawn and
flags with a floodlit swimming pool set obliquelgrass the middle.
There were people everywhere, standing, sittingpjag in and out

of the pool in appropriate dress. Long trestledalbield enough food
to feed an army, with two portable barbecues snipkinone end.
Everyone looked to be having the time of theirdive

In the following half hour, Toni met so many newda she lost track
of names. Not that it really mattered, she toldakras she probably
wouldn't be meeting any of them again. At some tpshe lost sight
of Sean altogether, finding herself drawn intoi@nfdly argument on
the relative merits of the Western versus the Bhgsaddle with a
group of fellow riding enthusiasts. One of thempat name she had



heard only as Mick, turned out to be Audrey Cogpbrother, in
town for the weekend and obviously intent on makimg most of
every minute. He was perhaps a year or so older 8ean, with
Audrey's auburn tinted hair and blue eyes and ghiag, open
countenance that appealed.

'‘Guess | should be at the show watching her daght now,' he

admitted cheerfully. 'Only this seemed more my bheountry. The

parents are there anyhow, so she isn't going ompyosted by

family. Are you coming out to Surewater next weak&Rafe hinted
he was thinking of holding a Stampede barbecuasobWwn on the
Sunday when | saw him this morning. Should be géfednever does
things by halves. | had a real surprise seeingwitm Audrey in tow.

| always thought it was Sean she liked. Rafe'seatgguy, but he's
way out of her league.'

'If you object to him seeing her, why don't yod tein to leave her
alone?' Toni suggested, tongue a little in cheek.

'I might if it were anyone else but Rafe. She'® safough. He'll let
her down lightly. He's known her since she wasla/beow long are
you going to be staying at the Stewart place?'

'It depends,’ she hedged. 'Over the next weekyatae.'

‘Then you're sure to be coming out to tiff- randié sounded
genuinely pleased about that. 'I'll be looking far@d/ to next
weekend.'

Someone else claimed his attention just then, amd found herself

momentarily alone on the fringe of the crowd, thesg in her hand
still more than half full of a fruit punch that lmhe right between the
eyes after a few sips. Delicious but dangerous,tsbaght now,

taking another cautious taste. Lord only knew winad in it!



There was a table close by. Toni put the glass dmwm and moved
in the direction of the shrubbery, feeling the nésda few moments
of peace and quiet. A path led down through forioaber beds to a
small round summerhouse lit only by moonlight aesent and
surprisingly unoccupied. Once inside, the noisanfrthe party
seemed remote. Seated, Toni leaned her head atfenstll at the
back and closed her eyes. Just five minutes, thewsuld go back
and rejoin the fun. They were a grand crowd of pe@nd she
enjoyed being with them. If only it could have béea different way
from this! She was here under false pretences.

The shadow falling across the doorway was more eskriean
seen—a presence felt. She opened her eyes swiltlgat up straight,
unsure of who the newcomer was until a shaft of mhigbt fell
across too-familiar features.

'Sean desert you again?' asked Rafe with softuason. That's
really too bad of him. Maybe | can make up forlak of attention.
That's what you wanted, wasn't it?'

Toni came slowly to her feet, the edge of the wooskeating hard
against the back of her knees. 'l made a miststhe got out. 'l tried to
tell you earlier. | was angry and upset and | wariteget at you in
some way. That's all it meant.’

His expression didn't alter. 'Because of what yeerloeard?’

‘Yes.' There was little point in denying it nowditl have the window
open, just as you thought. | heard every word. Do really believe
you have the right to interfere in Sean's affdirs tvay?'

'His affairs are his own business, marriage affdetswhole family.'
He said it softly but with emphasis. 'I'm out togstt, any way | can.’



She knew then that she was going to tell him théhfrSean or no
Sean. He might despise her even more than he digd mat at least
they would have things straight.

‘You don't have, to go to the trouble,’ she sdicheVver had any
intention of marrying your brother. We're not engaat all. It's a
pretence.'

There was no judging his reaction. "Why?'
'On Sean's part?' She made a small wry gesturecetded a bolster.’
‘Against what?'

"You—and his mother. He feels pushed into a cofdependent on
you for everything.'

'‘Dependent on his mother. She's executrix for ftate.' The words
were clipped. 'How was a mock engagement supposkeelp?’

'I'm not all that sure myself, | think he hoped yblooth realise he had
a mind of his own where his future is concerned.plé@ned to fake
a break-up at an opportune time.' She searchestritrgg features for
some sign of belief, sighing when she failed talfib 'Rafe, I'm
telling you the truth. Ask Sean if you doubt it.'

‘You've told me why Sean did it,' he said after @mant, 'but you
haven't explained your own part.'

Toni bit her lip, realising how far she was goirmghave to go to
convince him. 'l'd have thought it obvious. | wastland | wanted to
hurt back. Making out I'd been playing you alonglu®ean got back
was the only way | could find of doing it,’

"You mean your pride was hurt.'



'‘Not just my pride. It went deeper than that." $reed herself to
carry on. 'l believed you were beginning to feehsthing of what |
felt for you. Finding out it was all a sham was therst thing that
ever happened to me.'

'‘Not all a sham.' The smile held irony. 'It miglavie started out that
way, but | kept losing sight of the main objecteTdther night at the
lake, | was ready to believe I'd made a mistalptained on coming
over early in the morning and talking it out witbuy'

‘Then you saw Sean and that was that,' she finiginddm painfully.
'‘Rafe, I'm not trying to find excuses for whatdl dout--' She stopped
there, shaking her head in dull acceptance. 'Tég@yat words, aren't
they? I've no way of proving |, mean them. It ailb down to the
same thing in the end—Iack of trust. You took Ci@g@nnon's word
against mine from the start. If you believe me ryow have to accept
that he's a liar. Is that so impossible?’

'l guess not. He had his marriage to think of.'eRatidied her for a
moment as if trying to penetrate her thoughts. "Wfust have given
him someencouragement. Even Craig would need that.'

'If | did it was without meaning to.'
'You weren't attracted to him?"

'‘No. Well, not really." Seeing his expression clerahe could have
bitten off her tongue. Sometimes one could be tmd-searching.
'He's a good-looking man,' she added quickly.dl teebe aware of it.
But that was all. | didn't want him making lovene.'

'Because he's a married man?'

'‘Not only that. There's a difference between figdgnman attractive
to look at and being attracted. | can't explaiany better. Another
woman would know what | mean.' She paused hopgldssbwing



she was making little impression. 'It's no uset4d'm not going to
convince you no matter how I try.’

‘Maybe not with words," he agreed. 'There are otlags.' He came to
her then, taking hold of her by the waist to pudr lagainst him, his
hands hard and hurting. 'If I'm different, show Imesv I'm different.’

Toni gave herself up to doing just that, lettingaj@ny hold on her
emotions and feeling the response in him. His hawdsight her
closer, moulding her to him in a manner that leftioubt in her mind
of his own desire, his mouth hardening to a pasgianseared.

It was Toni who broke away first, knowing it wasmor never. '‘Not
this way," she said thickly. 'l don't want it to thes way, Rafe. You
have to trust me first.'

He was breathing hard with the effort of contrgle® narrowed to
twin blazing points. 'Then make me,' he said. 'Gneereason to trust
you.'

The appeal was dragged from her. '"How? | don't krieww!'

‘You'll find a way.' His hands came up to cup heef, holding her
tightly so she couldn't look away from him. 'l waotbelieve in you,
Toni. If | find-out you've lied to me about you aBéan I'll hurt you
worse than you've ever been hurt!

'l haven't. You only have to ask him." The wordsneawithout
volition. 'Rafe, | love you. That's the truth too!

He was silent for what seemed an age, expressiondaefine. 'If |
accept that," he said at length, ‘where do we @ frere?’

'l don't know that either. It has to be up to yidyou tell me to go I'll
go.’



‘And if | ask you to stay?'

'l do that too." Toni hesitated before sayinganvare that she was
treading on delicate ground. 'You can't spend #s¢ of your life
making up for something that wasn't even your fawe first place.’

His jaw hardened abruptly. "You don't know what 'y@ualking
about.'

'l do. Sean told me.' Having come this far shedatbring herself to
back down. 'l understand how you must feel, butwedone your
part. Karen has to let you go.’

His laugh jarred. 'Would you like to tell her that?

'No,' she conceded, 'l wouldn't like it. But I'ditld | had to. It isn't as
if she'd ever be left alone.’

The grey eyes took on a new expression. He sandysltYou really
think any woman | married would accept that kinditdfiation?'

‘Some.
‘Would you?'

Her heart jerked. 'Knowing the circumstances, yesuld. She isn't
a vindictive person. She just needs to learn tbhbdy can ever pay
for what happened to her.' She paused irresolukdhfe--'

'It wasn't a proposal,’ he denied dryly, 'just @dtietical question.
We should be getting back to the party.’

'To find Sean?"

'Why not? No time like the present." The pause e@sulated. 'Not
afraid of the outcome, are you?'



'l don't have any reason to be.’
'In that case, let's get to it.’

The party was still going strong; that was appateatmoment they
reached the main arena. Not so surprising, Totisexh catching a
glimpse of Rafe's watch as he raised his wristdaap at it himself.
They had been gone only a matter of half an howirjtifelt much

longer. The man at her side was watching the crovichg about the

poolside, his profile austere. She ached for thehoof his hands
again, the feel of his mouth on hers. Once Searvéatfied her story
everything would be different. She only wished itk have to
depend on him.

It was several minutes before they found him. Maceurately, he
found them, weaving his way across the lawn to elieey stood and
throwing an arm about Toni's shoulders with laughbtehis lips.

'I've been looking for you all over the place. W&iéryou go?' He
seemed to notice his brother for the first timegfibsing some of its
animation. 'Well, look who's here! Since when duliyo in for this
sort of thing?'

'Rafe wants to talk to you,' Toni said swiftly, estepping the arm.
'He knows about us, Sean.'

Hazel eyes moved from one to the other of themn¢a&n a sudden
enlightenment in the process. Watching him, Tonv @& jaw go
tense.

'Knows what about us?' he asked in an ominous maiWe don't
have any secrets, do we?'

'You know we do.' She tried hard to keep any nétentreaty from
her voice, aware of the listener at her side. samry for letting you
down, but | couldn't keep it up any longer. | tbich the truth.'



There was no change in his demeanour. His facegbad blank. 'l
don't think | understand. He already knows we'negto be married.
What else is there?'

'Stop it, Sean!" Her tone was sharp, rising to antjevas never real,
and you know it!

'It was to me.' He managed to make the hurt so@mdiige. "Toni,
why are you doing this to us?'

She gazed at him in dismay, unable to believe ldqgoossibly be
serious. 'Sean, please—don't try to pay me outliise Tell Rafe the
truth!"

'He's heard it.' The statement was flat. 'I'm sdritydoesn't tit with
any new plans you might have made, but that's hasy i

'He's lying.' She made the appeal to Rafe direlathgst sinking at the
hardness in his eyes. 'lIf it were true we'd havedangome
announcement here tonight, surely?'

'‘Except that you didn't want me to tell anyone yest' Sean put in,
without fear of contradiction this time. 'l guesshbuld have realised
there was something wrong." Fie looked at his lgthmouth
stretched to a thin line. 'Satisfied?'

'For the moment.' Rafe didn't even glance at T6hileave you to
sort it out between you.'

Toni made no attempt to stop him as he walked ageyss the grass.
It would have been a waste of time anyway. Chegsit tishe turned
back to Sean, seeing the defiance slowly fade umelegaze.

'‘Why?' she asked. 'Why did you do it?'



'‘Because | wasn't going to let Rafe take over,shahy,' he came
back defensively. 'Anyhow, | did you a favour iretlong run. He'd
only make you miserable.’

'I'm miserable now, she pointed out, and thoughtatwan
understatement that was. 'lt wasn't up to you todéewhat's good for
me.'

'l did it because | care about you,' he protedtisl.voice took on a
note of appeal. 'Toni, ,don't walk out on me. lchgeu.'

Her laugh was short. "You really think | could skegre after tonight?
You think Rafe is going to let me stay?'

'It doesn't have to be up to him.'

‘It will be." A tremor ran through her. 'So fartass concerned, | lied
to him. He isn't going to let that pass.’

‘There's still nothing he can do if | want you tays And | do.'
'I'm sorry,' she said. "You've made it impossible.’

'Oh, God!" He sat down suddenly on the grass ngsis forehead on
his bent knees in a manner that made her wontienwas feeling the
effects of too much punch. 'l don't know what casaer me, Toni.

I've never done anything as rotten as that in ey I[His voice was
muffled. 'Do you want me to go after him?'

She sat down beside him, resisting the urge t@@ympathetic arm
about his shoulders. It was sympathy that had gotrito this in the
first place. That and stupidity.

‘It wouldn't work,' she said dully. 'He'd just tkihd talked you into it.
If there's a seat available on tomorrow's flightt ldLtake it. Will you
get me out to the airport?'



'If that's what you want.'

‘It isn't a case of what | want, it's more of whiaaive to do. Can't you
understand that much?'

'l guess so.' Sean lifted his head again, but glewlif it might drop
off should he jerk it too hard. 'lI've had too muohdrink and it's
starting to catch up on me. Do you think you calrdge us home?'

It was one place Toni didn't want to go, but sheétf@vhere else. Her
things were there anyway. 'I'll manage,' she sBiglyou want to go
now?'

'In a moment or two, when | feel able to stand His' glance was
rueful. 'l wish you'd let me talk to Rafe.’

She shook her head. 'It wouldn't be any use. Fargeean.'

'l can't forget it." He sounded desperately unhappyu're in love
with him, aren't you?' He didn't wait for her answkguess it was
realising it just now that made me do what | didouildn't stand the
thought of him taking what was mine.'

'‘Except that | wasn't and he hasn't,’ she came baoky. 'l don't
belong to anybody. Do you feel able to make it ¢ar yet?"

'‘With help. My head's going round in circles.’

Mick Cooper detached himself from a group arourelstvimming
pool and came over to where they sat, squattingi®maunches to
view Sean with a knowledgeable eye.

'Feeling bad?'

'‘And some," agreed the object of his scrutinyo'tlknow what Matt
used in that punch, but it's sure lethal!"



'l guess he's not all that sure himself. He keepsing in another
bottle in passing.' Mick looked at Toni with a smilNeed any help?’

'If you could give him a hand to the car,’ she sdilll drive him
home.'

They made it unnoticed by all but a minority, dragva friendly jeer
or two when it was realised what the trouble waghV8ean seated
safely if still not too happily in the passengeatsdoni slid behind
the wheel, smiling up at their helper.

"Thanks.'

'‘Any time."' He added cheerfully, 'See you at thekead. | saw Rafe
not so long ago and he told me you'd definitelythere. We could
take a ride, maybe?'

'‘Maybe,' she agreed, not about to argue the pgdentnust have seen
Rafe before the latter had followed her to the senmouse. "Bye,
Mick.'

Sean fell asleep before they were halfway backh® house.
Fortunately the route was simple to follow. Toniowk with

concentration, trying not to think of what lay atledi Rafe had gone
straight home he might very well be waiting for.her

The place was in darkness when she finally gotthéne parked the
car close to the main doors and shook Sean awake.

'I'm okay now,' he assured her, standing unsteagitight when she
opened his door. 'A night's sleep and I'll be asdgas new!" He
attempted to smile. 'Thanks for the lift.'

With visions of having to ring the bell for entrand oni was relieved
to find the door unlocked. She refrained from tgkidean's arm
during his shaky progression across the hall anteigtairs, sensing



his embarrassment over the whole episode. Outssd#olor she said
a whispered goodnight and carried on to her owmtamosing the
door behind her without switching on a light andrlimg against the
wood for a moment in order to gather herself togeth

‘Thinking about how to get out of this one?' askafe from the
shadows over by the bed. 'l can save you the teoau don't.’



CHAPTER NINE

SHE could see him as her eyes became accustomed tatkeess
created by the drawn curtains. He was seated irchh& near the
base of the bed, his whole demeanour one of waiting

‘You've no right to be in here,' she said, and d¢ae shake in her
voice without surprise. 'Anything you have to sancwait till
morning before | leave.’

'‘What | have to say is going to be said right ndvwe,'came back
hardily. 'l told you what would happen if you lie@ime.'

'So what do you plan on doing?' she queried onta abbravado.
'‘Beating me?'

‘Nothing so crude.' He came to his feet, menaainkis size. 'You
said you loved me, so now you can show me how.a\ging to
spend the night together.’

'‘No, we're not,' she denied, determined he wasiriggo make her
crawl. 'l didn't lie, and Sean is ready to vertfpow.'

‘After you worked on him? Pity you didn't have tilnefore. Sean
would roll over and play dead if you told him to!

"You neither of you have too much regard for theegtdo you?' Toni
responded with scorn. 'The loving brothers!

‘Half-brothers," Rafe corrected, unmoved by the wunsth 'And
whoever told you attack is the best means of deféas never found
themselves in quite the same situation. I'm gombave what you
promised me in the summerhouse tonight. All thaspa shouldn't
go unsatisfied. Get undressed—I'll wait that long."'



'Rafe, stop this!" Her voice came out husky. "Witayou think you're
going to prove?'

‘Not a thing,' he returned. 'I'm out purely forisiaiction. Given the
right incentive, I'm sure you'll provide it.’

She gazed at him, breathing hard and fast. 'You'mng. | won't
provide anything. Whatever you do you'll be doimgyour own!

His smile mocked her. 'We'll see. Are you goingyéb your things
off, or do | do it for you?' His move to grab heaswswifter than hers
as she turned to open the door. 'No, you don't'réawt running out
on me.'

‘Leave me alone!" She hit out at him as he pulesddwards the bed.
'‘Rafe, listen to me!"

'l already did.' He pushed her down on the covaeeekng over her to
peel off his shirt with a purpose that froze hBori't worry, I'm not
going to rape you. You're going to be warm andimgliwhen it does
happen—if it takes me all night to get you that ivay

It would take far less than that, and they bothikrieEven now Toni
could feel the stirring inside her. She could kedtself she detested
and despised him, but her senses failed to recddha fact. She
went limp, acknowledging the futility in struggling?hysically
incapable of resisting him she might be, but shelardt lift a finger
to help him.

If he had been cold and ruthless about it himsed sight have
succeeded. The soft, sensuous touch of his liperomded her
defences in a way no demanding pressure could Haue. Her
response was involuntary, her body relaxing to ewnodate him as
he came down over her.



He kissed her into total, mind-blanking hunger,rmuth following
the passage of his hands over her body, findingyeverve,
exploring every sensation. She heard the low, ggspioans coming
from her own throat and could do nothing to contin@im.

Rafe was breathing hard too, but he hadn't lodrabiHe proved that
when he lifted his head to look at her, mouth dyuslrved.

‘Do you want me to go on?' he asked softly. "Tad| foni. Let me
hear you say it.'

Far gone as she was, some faint premonition fdtetteough,
freezing her into stillness under him. The wordsiedhickly. 'Rafe,
don't.’

'Say it!" He hadn't raised his voice but the infl@t cut like a whip.
‘Tell me you love me now, you lying little devil!'

'l do." She put a hand each side of his face, hgldim fiercely as she
looked into the grey eyes. 'lt doesn't matter wioat do to me, you
won't change that! Ask Sean again. He'll tell yioai truth.'

It was Rafe's turn to be still, gazing back at \w&h the struggle
clearly reflected. Then quite suddenly he was goaking away
from her to lie on his back looking up at the dase ceiling.

‘You're driving me crazy,' he said through hishe#tcan't even think
straight any more!'

'How do you think you've affected me?' she saidkighalifting
herself to an elbow. 'l always believed being velevas supposed to
be a wonderful, happy experience, but most ofithe you go out of
your way to make me hate you instead.’

He rolled his head to look at her, no softeningexpression in his
eyes. 'If I'm such a bastard, why don't you?'



'‘Because | fell in love with the whole man, nottjtlee bits | like."

Anger seared through her, tensing her throat msisti&e trouble
with you is you want too much. Even if | could maja believe me
over Sean, there'd be something else. Every laviolence you have
against me depends on someone else's word. Whsyriaking mine

for a change?' She made a hopeless gesture ackhefl response
from him. 'Damn you, Rafe. You can go to hell"

His hand came out to her arm as she sat up, puleangound and
down again to the hardness of his chest. The késssavage, hurting
her until she wanted to cry out, but she took igiting for the
flerceness to run its course before attemptingfttbér mouth away
from his.

'You were right," she whispered through bruised.lifyou are a
bastard! | must be crazy too.'

1l half kill Sean when | get hold of him," he eve softly, still
holding her. 'Why did he do it?'

'‘Because he's jealous of you," she said. 'Not gust me, over
everything. A lot of it's your own fault too. Youodt try to
understand him. It's you and his mother on one ardehim on the
other. How do you expect him to react?'

He studied her for a long tense moment, his haads &t her back,
then relaxed suddenly with a faint sigh, mouth rigkon a rueful
slant. "You don't sound much like a woman in love.'

'l told you, | love you the way you are, not be@ysu're kind and
gentle." She put out a finger tip and touched ips, Ifeeling the
firmness give a little. 'Rafe, leave Sean alondl you? He was
feeling rotten enough about things when | got homa.’

'He deserves to,' came the short reply.



Watching him, Toni gave a sigh of her own. "Yosti# not sure, are
you? | don't suppose | should blame you too muchigCShannon
did too good a job,’

'‘What would you do if you ever met the Shannonsr&yde asked
with an odd inflection. '"Would you tell Diane theaythings really
were?'

She shook her head. 'What point would there bewidyeCraig is
she'll find him out sooner or later without beiodpt'

''ve an idea she already suspects,' he admilets hever been able
to resist an attractive woman.'

‘Then why did | get all the blame?"

'‘Because he got to you before | did and you weee dhly one
available to take it out on.’

‘That doesn't sound very fair.'

His smile came faint. "You just got through tellinge I'm anything
but. In any case, | meant what | said earlier. st have given him
some reason to think you'd be willing, knowinglynmt. Those eyes
of yours promise a man all kinds of things."'

‘Then I'll have to start wearing dark glasses.' f8tidner insides turn
liquid as she looked into the dark features. Anymant now he was
goiijg to turn her under him again, and then sheilld/de beyond
making any decisions of any kind.

His hold tightened when she started to move. '"Whlergoou think
you're going?'



‘Just far enough away from you to keep some sdnmeportion,' she
said. 'We're here like this for all the wrong reesdRafe. It has to be
different.'

"You mean you want me to tell you | love you befaemake love?'
There was cynicism in his voice. 'lt's only a wbrd.

'‘Not to me it isn't. It mightn't be to you eithéryou'd let yourself
feel.-

His eyes had narrowed to her face, seeking songetl@aper than the
surface. When he spoke again it was in a diffetené. 'Just how
much did Sean tell you about the way Karen is?’

Toni hesitated, not quite sure how far she dared'lde said she
became ill the only times you ever brought a giie to meet her,’
she said carefully at last. 'If either one had masmough to you
would you have held out?'

'I'm not sure,' he admitted. 'The question didn&ea He was still
looking at her; still searching. 'When | knew Kakeas a paraplegic,
| gave her my word I'd always take care of herddesn't matter
whose fault it was. | was driving the car.’

‘Looking after her doesn't have to mean going witlelife of your
own.'

'l haven't,' he said. 'lI've simply kept the twoaepe, that's all. So |
was wrong. | should have made things clear from dteat. At
nineteen it's difficult to see that far ahead.’

‘Especially when you're riddled with guilt,’ sheegd softly. 'Rafe,
even if the accident had been your fault you cduliive done any
more. You've a right to your own life.'



His hand came up to touch her face, a smile fagtitying his lips.
‘With you?’

'If that's what you want.' Her heartbeats were eadf. 'Only you'd
have to be totally sure about me first, and ydulsdve doubts, don't
you?'

'Some,' he acknowledged. He studied her a momeggeto then
made a sudden decisive movement to sit up, put@rgaway from
him as he did so. 'You're right, it would only cosé the issue. | need
to think things through.'

'‘Don't give Sean a hard time," she begged. 'Hadwmchuch to drink
tonight or he wouldn't have said what he did.’'

'I'll bear it in mind.' Rafe stood up to pull orstghirt, mouth slanting
as he looked at her. "You're not making it easy.'

She pulled up the neckline of her blouse with wadyefingers,
wishing it only could be easy. Why couldn't sheéd&allen in love
with some nice, uncomplicated man who would love hack
without question? She knew she didn't mean thde fRas the only
man she wanted.

He came to her, lifting her head with a hand under chin,
expression controlled. 'We'll talk tomorrow,' h@salust be sure you
know what you're doing, that's all.’

'l already am,' she whispered.

She stayed where she was for some time after hgdvael thinking

about what had been said. If Rafe asked her tocstall she do it,

knowing how far from ideal their whole relationshwas? On the
other hand, could she bring herself to leave arveémsee him again?
If the choice was offered she doubted if she wdnalde the strength
of mind to make it the latter.



Trapped, she acknowledged ruefully. Emotions wieeedevil.

It was late when she finally slept, and gone teemshe woke. Sean
was sitting out by the pool alone, his damp hatifigng to a recent
swim. He looked round on her approach, his smileentioan a little
strained.

'Hi," he said on a subdued note. 'Did you eat?'

Toni shook her head. 'I'm not hungry, thanks. ldneeclear some
cobwebs.'

'If you're going in for a dip I'll have some coffeeought out,' he
offered, stirring himself. 'Or tea if you'd rather.

'‘Coffee sounds good.' Her tone was forcibly brighit. just do a
couple of lengths to loosen up.’

She did several more than that, swimming with s sfirecise stroke
that left her mind free to wander. Seeing Raferagais going to be
the most difficult moment. He was unpredictablegyatde of having
changed entirely from the man who had left hernégght. In the cold
light of day he might very well decide that whatfek for her was not
enough to disrupt his whole life over. Toni doubifeitl was herself.
She was the only one who was in deep.

The coffee was ready and waiting when she eventakthbed out of
the pool. Sean poured her a cup while she towakedair, pushing
It across the table towards her as she sat downarof the reclining
chairs.

'‘Rafe took my mother for brunch with some frientig,'said. 'They
won't be back till mid-afternoon. Is there anythspecial you'd like
to do today?'



'‘Nothing | can think of." She looked at him for @mrent, trying to
find a way of asking what she wanted , to askh&éend she just said
simply, 'Did Rafe have anything to say to you th@rning?'

‘About last night, you mean?' The rueful look waskoin his eyes.
'He told me to lay off the drink if | couldn't talke | started trying to
explain about—you know what—but he cut me off, saidiasn't
important.’

'l see.' Her heatrt felt leaden. 'Well, that seeanyfcut and dried!

‘Toni, I'm sorry.' He sounded wretched. 'I'd gingthing to be able to
make things okay for you. If I'd realised beforeviwou really felt
about him--' he paused there, his mouth taking amyatilt—'well,
I'm not going to make out I'd have been delighbed |'d have reacted
differently. The only thing | was really interestedwas getting you
back here with me. We were so close before he cdong!"

'‘Only superficially,’ she said gently. 'We wereefiids, Sean. Just
good friends.’

‘You let me kiss you,' he defended.

'‘Once. And only then because you did it at a tirhemi happened to
be in need of a little comfort." She softened tlueds with a smile.
‘You're a great guy, to put it in the vernaculaut, you need someone
different. You know it too, deep down.' She paudsdy. "You didn't
like it when you saw Rafe with Audrey Cooper, daou$ Did you
stop to ask yourself why?'

'He's too old for her,’ he said. 'That's why. Sjussa kid!
'She isn't. Twenty is fully adult.'

He was silent, digesting that, his face changingression a little.
You think she's really gone on him?' he askeéragth.



'‘No, | don't. Any more than he's gone on her. Tjhsyyhappened to be
lunching together, that's all." Toni kept her toocasual. 'Why

shouldn't they be? He must have known her sincenstsea baby.

Mick didn't seem to find anything in it anyway.'

'‘Maybe you're right," Sean said slowly. He met éyg¥s and gave a
sudden faint grin. 'You're right about somethirgedbo. It was more
than just the age thing. | felt--'

‘Jealous?' Toni suggested on a soft note as h&ateesi'You don't
have any reason to be. | got the distinct impresthat you were the
one she felt something about. Didn't you see hee fahen Rafe
introduced me as your fiancee?'

'l was too livid to take much notice.' There wahaughtful look in
his eyes. "You really think she—likes me?™

Her laugh was involuntary. 'If you had any vanitypat yourself at all
you'd realise how easy it is to like you, Sean. ikyctan't be the only
girl attracted to you. In fact, | know she isn'saw at least two more
hanging on to you at the party last night.'

'‘Probably because there was nobody else available.’

‘There you go again!" This time she didn't smidou're a very
good-looking and attractive person. Why can't yolielse it? You
never showed all this doubt in yourself with me.’

' never really felt it,' he said. "You were so\etstalk to. It was only
wanting to impress you that made me stand up te Rathe first
place.' His voice took on a new note. 'lt got méafua job | hated
doing, at any rate. From now on | don't get pusimegvhere.’

'Fine," she came back dryly, 'providing you doaket it too far. |
iImagine you were only put in charge of that" paiac project



because you needed some kind of involvement ilCtrmapany. You
told me yourself it was the only thing you showeg aptitude for.’

'‘Based on .one season at the Valemount lodge hahavas already a
going concern.' He shook his head. 'I'm not cuf@utnanagement in
any form.'

‘Then go out for independence. It might be a steuf a couple of
years if your mother won't realise any capital ¢éa,ybut you could
take a job in the same field and get some expezisviule you're
waiting.'

'It might be worth thinking about.' He soundedigued by the idea.
There was a brief silence between them before ideskawly, "What
do you plan on doing now, Toni? | guess | don'tehany right to ask
you to stick around any longer, but it's going éodifficult to explain
if you suddenly up and go after a couple of days.'

'You mean because of your mother?' She looked l@ckim
squarely. 'l think she should know the truth.’

He winced. 'l don't fancy the idea of telling h&he'll think I'm a total
fool.'

'l doubt it. Not if you tell her why you felt moved do it in the first
place. It might even make her realise a few thihgs'

'It might." His tone was doubtful. 'At least it wdwget it through to
Rafe, too.'

If he believed it, Toni reflected with doubt of hewn. Aloud she
asked, 'Is there a London flight out today, do knaw?"

It was a moment before he answered. 'I'm not $dreave to check.'
He made a restless movement. 'Toni, you can't goimg off this
way. What about Rafe?’



'‘What about him?' She kept her tone emotionletlssiinply be
saving him the trouble of seeing me off himselfsiitt just you, Sean.
He doesn't trust me, period.'

'‘Because of Craig Shannon? That guy needs a puritie gaw! I've a
damned good mind to go down there and do it myself!

‘That wouldn't help anything." She was smiling desherself.
‘Thanks all the same.’

'‘Rafe should have his brain examined,' came tlyudied response. 'l
don't know how you can feel anything for him."'

'I'm a masochist,’ she said without inflectiorfall for all the wrong
men.' She caught his eyes and deliberately ligtéee tone. 'Don't
worry about it, Sean. I'll get over it. Just help get away.'

Tll do what | can."! He heaved himself to his featbeit with
reluctance. 'Hang on.’

There was little else she could do, considering, tstought as he
disappeared indoors. She saw him lift the telepmeoeiver from its

rest on the bar and press out a swift sequendesomumber panel. If
there was no direct flight to London today, sheld@erhaps take one
as far as Toronto and fly on from there tomorrow.dvernight stay

couldn't cost a great deal, certainly not enougméke any great
difference to her state of finances. A job was gdia be a first

priority. That, and somewhere to live, of courseth@lgh the

Y.W.C.A. would serve initially. In a few weeks sheuld have

forgotten all about this part of her life—might evieave met a man
she - could really relate to.

She was kidding herself, and she knew it. Nothibgua this affair

was going to be forgotten. Put at the back of hedpperhaps, but it
would always be there waiting for an unwary moméie outlook,

to say the least, was not a rosy one.



Sean came back shaking his head and trying unsfatiggo hide
his lack of regret. 'Nothing before Wednesday. Timse of year
they're always busy.'

'What about Toronto?' she asked. 'Or even Montreal?

I've no idea offhand. Didn't ask." He sounded ahserted. "You
realise you could get stuck?'

'It's a chance I'm willing to take." She half Idtberself to her feet
when he failed to move. 'The airline can alwaysckhie position
ahead for me anyway.'

'l see to it." There was resignation in his wiclf you're so
determined to go I guess | can't stop you.'

This time he was more successful, though not, dawgr his
expression, from his point of view.

‘There's a Montreal flight at two,' he announc@nd' they can get
you out on a London flight on Tuesday evening. §an cope for
two days?'

She would have coped with a great deal more inrdalget herself
on that plane. 'I'll go and pack,' she said by afegn answer. 'Luckily
| never got round to taking all my things out of mgse.' Her smile
came faint. 'Premonition, perhaps. What time shkalhave to leave
for the airport?'

'Half after twelve." Sean seemed about to add donwgeklse, then
apparently changed his mind, shoulders slumpingadetlly. 'At
least you'll have time to eat before you go.'

Toni doubted if she would feel like it, but made camment. She
would be gone from the house by the time Rafe metlito it, and that
was all she cared about. If there were any lingedioubts in his mind



as to the way he felt about her, her departuredconly bring him
relief. Remove the temptation and the problem sbivgelf, so to
speak. That applied to her too, of course. She eglisthe could
convince herself of it.

It didn't take her long to shower and change inliglgweight green
trouser suit that would be comfortable for travelli Packing away
the few items she had taken from her case took Bgntime. She
put the damp suit in a plastic bag and tucked &y a corner
without overdue concern. Wherever she stayed tigat she eould
take it out again and dry it off properly. In theamtime it couldn't do
much harm.

Sean had a light luncheon of cold cuts and sakirand waiting for
her when she went back down at eleven- thirty. $des@me of it to
please him, and drank two cups of coffee to pldasself, forgetting
that caffeine could be a depressant as well asralsnt. It was a
relief when the time came to leave for the airport.

Sean was not talkative in the car; he seemed te havout of things
to say. Toni was grateful for the silence. Makiog\ersation was a
little beyond her at present. Once she was onldreeshe would be
all right. She had to be all right.

With her luggage unloaded on to a trolley outslike terminal, she
told Sean not to bother parking the car, holdingrear hand with a
bright little smile.

'I'd rather say goodbye right here if you don'tanin

'l do mind," he said, but he didn't argue aboutis. eyes held regret.
'I'm sorry, Toni. | was a selfish idiot bringingwybere at all.'

'l was the idiot for coming,’ she denied. 'Forggt Sean. Just
remember to stick out for what you really want."'



She turned away quickly, pushing the trolley ahafder through the
automatic doors and heading for check- in withoubagkward
glance.

Seated in the departure lounge waiting for thenflig be called some
twenty minutes later, she heard the announcemestt the tannoy
system with a philosophical acceptance. An houelaydwas not
going to make so much difference, simply that mesk time to wait
at the other end. In the meantime another cupfiéeavould help to
pass it on.

By a quarter past two she was on her third, nahsoh because she
needed the liquid but to occupy her hands and rtond certain
extent. So far the delay time was still holding,ishhmeant they
should be calling the flight within the next fifireeninutes or so, In
another hour they would be in the air and headasg away from all
"this. Three days from now she would be back homé&mgland
ready to start her life over again. If that thoulgéld little appeal right
now it would then. She would make herself intersteshe had to
work at it night and day.

Automatically she moved over as someone slid inéoseat next to
her. From the corner of her eye she saw a handifaktee spoon from
the saucer it had just placed on the table andlstvly.

‘You're not getting on that plane,' said Rafe vgthet emphasis. 'l
just had your luggage taken off the transporter.’

Toni made no immediate movement. She felt confusedafe
genuinely wanted her to stay why had he left hgp@aotedly alone
this morning?

'‘Why?' she got out.

''d have thought last night made that obvious.'



She looked at him then, taking in the steadinefiseofirey eyes.' Last
night made only one thing obvious, and you didaiketadvantage of
it.

His smile was faint. 'For reasons | explained attiime.’

'l know. That's why | thought you deliberately got of the way this
morning, to give me a chance to leave.'

‘Afraid I'm not capable of that much subtlety,' reéurned on a dry
note. 'lt was a long-standing engagement I'd foegoabout myself
until Karen reminded me. I'd have left you a messagcept that it
never occurred to me you'd take things the waydidul rang the
airport to have you paged as soon as Sean told hneeewyou were,
then found it wasn't going to be necessary.' Hs@athere, glancing
about him with drawn brows. 'We can't talk herem@aand reclaim
your baggage and we'll do it in the car.'

She still made no move. '‘Going where?'
'Back to the house. Where else?"

'‘As Sean's fiancee?' She shook her head. 'I'mdhrauith all that,
Rafe. Your stepmother deserves the truth.’

'She already knows it. | told her the whole stonytbe way home
from the Lawrensons'.' His expression gave littlay 'She'll accept
it because she has to. | made that clear.’

'‘Accept what?' Her voice was so low it was almosthésper.

‘That you're coming back for my sake, not Sedtiésrhade a decisive
movement to stand up, his hand coming under heswelVe'll
discuss it in the car.'



Toni went with him because she couldn't help h&rseatotions in a
whirl. For his sake, he had said, but how far diat go? If he didn't
believe in her now he was hardly likely to do s@iweek or two. In
returning like this she could be laying herself opge the kind of
heartache she would never forget, yet she wagisiilg it.

They headed in a northerly direction away fromadirport, angling
towards the ever-present mountains on a minor haghuntil all
signs of the city were left behind.

‘Surewater's about forty kilometres or so further' said Rafe,
bringing the car to a halt eventually at the jumctof a crossroads.
'‘We take a left here to get back to the house.'

He turned his head then to look at her, restingramalong the back
of the seat between them. His voice was rock-stéBiy.you mean
what you said about being prepared to take Kargradf the deal?’

Toni gazed at him for a long moment without ansmgrseeing the
clean-cut lines of his jaw, the firm mouth and iginé jut of a nose,
feeling the tension curling down deep as she caamé& o the grey
eyes again. 'What kind of deal?"

‘Marriage,' he said. 'l want you to marry me, Toni.

Her breath felt trapped. It was too soon; too sad&he couldn't
accept that he meant what he said. Rafe watcheditierut moving,
waiting for an answer she was incapable of produdks usual it was
iImpossible to tell what he was really thinking.

'So say something,' he urged with dry intonation.

'‘Why now?' she forced out. 'Last night you weresute about
anything. Only this morning you refused to listewthat Sean had to
say.'



'l didn't refuse,’ he responded equably. 'l told liwasn't important
any more. | meant exactly that. If I'm going to gquicyou at face
value then | do it wholesale.'

‘No more doubts?'
'No more doubts.'

It was pressing too far, but she had to be sur. éMen over Craig
Shannon?'

His hesitation was brief enough to be almost nastert. 'Not in the
way you mean. Craig's the type to need the mesgadkng out loud
and clear. Maybe you just didn't freeze him offchanough.’

‘That might be true,’ she conceded ruefully. difcult to know how
far to go with that kind of thing. After all, he wany employer.’

'‘And in the past,' he agreed. 'Let's leave himethéte put out a hand
and slid it behind her neck to draw her to himgdinad her there with
his eyes on the soft fullness of her mouth. 'l wani,' he said on a
sudden rough note. ‘And | need you. I'm not gomigt you say no to
me, Toni!'

Want; need—every word except the one she wantdie&n. Yet

wasn't it a good enough start? It had to be, skieaadedged in swift

resolution, because there was no way she coulddtusm what Rafe
was offering her. He could learn to love her. Iswap to her to make
sure he did. At* least she would be fighting, sepeak, from an
inside position.

She gave him her answer in her lips, responditigg@aemand in him
without restraint on her emotions. He was breathiragd and
unevenly when he put her from him, his eyes darttene



'‘Don't tempt me,' he said. 'It's neither the tioethe place.' A smile
touched his lips as he looked down into her faCkis'way you're
totally transparent."

Toni knew then that she still didn't have his triébt wholly. She
told herself she didn't care. She had him, and wed all that
mattered for now. The rest would come.

'‘Does Karen know?' she asked, striving to contrel lown
unsteadiness. 'Did you tell her just why you wetetiing me back?'

'l had to tell her," he said. 'l wanted to give s@me time to adjust to
the idea.'

'You were that sure I'd say yes?"'

The smile came again very faintly. 'l was that dunasn't going to
let you say no. You've given me more restless sitffan any woman
| ever met before. The times I've imagined haviog yight there
under me, seeing your hair spread over a pilloadbk in your eyes
when you start wanting the way | want. I'm going have all

that—and more."'

Toni had her eyes closed, her senses tuned tatimel ©f his voice,
the feel of his hand at her breast. "You could Heagakall that without
marrying me," she whispered. 'lIf you'd stayed taght | couldn't
have held out—and you knew it.'

'‘Except that once wouldn't be enough,' Rafe carok twaighly. "This
way | know you'll be there when | want you to berth Make no
mistake about it, Toni, what's mine is mirte onlgon't share in any
sense.’'

'l won't let you down.' She tried to underline Wnerds, to make them
sure and certain. 'l love you, Rafe. One day yoelileve it.'



'‘One day | might even understand the distinctiom came back on a
faint note of irony. 'For now I'll settle for whihtan see and feel.'

His kiss was briefer this time, but no less seannigs intensity. He
released her abruptly and reached for the ignitiet's go home.'

Home. For the first time Toni allowed herself towhabout what that
was going to mean. Karen was part of the deal, Radesaid, and she
would be the last to argue the point. The questias whether Karen
herself would be prepared to accept things thethay were. On the
face of what Sean had told her, it seemed unlikely.

'‘Whose house actually is it?' she asked suddemdfedt his glance.

'l wondered when that might occur to you. On tleefef it, it belongs
to Karen, although she only holds a life interessise can't sell it or
alter anything structurally without my say-so."'

'‘But she can ask you to leave?’

'Yes, she can do that. If she does, we'll liveati8urewater. It's only
an hour into the city by car, and there's an grstight on the
doorstep.'

She said it almost to herself. 'lIf Sean leavesst@ll be alone.’

‘Apart from Eva.' His jaw had gone tight. 'We'lbss that bridge if
and when we come to it. You were the one who toddlmouldn't
spend the rest of my life paying for what happetocaer.'

And she was the only one to persuade Karen thdtingpthad

changed, Toni acknowledged. Rafe wasn't lost tpgter simply had
to learn to share him. She only wished she coutduagle herself it
was going to be easy.



CHAPTER TEN

SEAN was coming down the stairs when they went intdhithese. He
paused when he saw them, face reflecting a crosshrnfemotions.

'S0 you got there in time,' he said unnecessartity— glad.’
‘Thanks.' Rafe's tone was short. 'Where's your endth

'In her room." The younger man seemed to steelgiimi$he doctor
Is with her. She had some kind of seizure righdrafou left.'

Toni's eyes were on Rafe's face, registering thdesu blanking out
of all expression. It was happening again, jusbef®re. Only this
time it couldn't work—mustn'twork! He had to break free of the holc
she had on him.

'l need a drink," he said with flat intonatioril He in the study. Let me
know when he comes down.'

Toni made no attempt to follow him, waiting unhktstudy door had
closed behind him before speaking.

‘How bad is it?' she asked Sean.
''ve honestly no idea,' he said unhappily. 'Sisé ¢ollapsed.'

'‘Genuinely?' Toni hated herself for saying it, bWutad to be said.
*You don't think she could have been putting it'on?

'‘Not a chance. She was as white as a sheet whiead her up. |
couldn't find a pulse at first!'

'‘But you think it happened because Rafe had talchbaevas coming
after me?'



'‘Not wholly, no.' He sounded wretched. 'She tote me after he
left—said | was to blame for having brought youenhar the first

place. | guess | lost my head, | know | said sometty rotten things
back. In the end | told her | was getting out tagaid she'd finish up a
lonely old woman. | was halfway out of the door wHeheard her
fall.' He paused there, misery in his eyes. 'lt'sng fault!'

'‘No, itisn't." Toni made her tone forceful. 'lfyame is to blame, | am.
| told you to stand up to her. If it weren't for mene of this would
have happened.' Her eyes went beyond him to thedesoending the
stairs. 'Is this the doctor?'

It was a purely rhetorical question; the man's tiflgrwas obvious
from the bag he carried. He looked professionadyaommittal.

'l think we should have the whole family togethke 'said in answer
to Sean's query. 'Did Mr Stewart get back yet?’

'He's in the study," Sean replied. 'This way.'

Toni was out by the pool when Sean came to find ering spent
the intervening minutes imagining all the worsts@as why the
consultation should be taking so long. He lookdakso

'‘Rafe would like to see you,' he announced. "Will go to him? He's
still in the study.' He shook his head at the gaash her eyes. 'I'd
rather he told you. It isn't easy to explain.’

The study was a room Toni had not entered befavekBlined and

leather-chaired, it was an essentially masculineagta place to be
alone in when the pressure became too great. Refstanding at the
window, his back to the room. He turned on herygregxpression

controlled.

'It isn't going to work,' he stated flatly. 'l wagool to think it might. |
should have let you take that plane this afterdoon.



‘What did he say?' Her voice was low.
‘It doesn't matter what he said. The facts remain.'

Toni drew in a steadying breath, trying to treas thing rationally.
'Only an hour ago you asked me to marry you. Ikhimave a right to
know why you changed your mind. If your stepmotheliness
depends on my staying or going then it can't bamig'

It isn't." He said it without emotion. 'But it'® tess real for it. The
mind can take over matter where the incentiverangt enough—or
that's what I'm given to understand.’

*You mean she wills herself to be ill and she yeial'

'‘More or less. It isn't necessarily a consciousoadter part. In some
ways that makes it worse. The subconscious camddsmned with.'

"You could try,' she appealed. 'We could all thye &as to realise that
both you and Sean have a right to live your owadihAll she needs is
reassurance that she'll never be left alone.'

‘That simple?' There was hard derision in the dqouestif the
conviction is so great you don't alter it with avfevords."'

"You might. It would surely depend on the word&é Svanted badly
to go to him, but instinct told her this was nad thme. 'At least let me
talk to her,’ she said. 'We haven't had the chanceven get
acquainted. If | explained about Sean--'

'‘No."' The tone left no room for appeal. Til seewthiixing you up
with a flight out tomorrow. Don't worry about anyig. You'll be
taken care of.'

Don't worry about anything, when her whole futuraswat stake!
Toni wanted suddenly to laugh—nhysteria, she redlig@aren had



won after all. From now on Rafe was hers and whbolys. He
thought too much of her to risk putting her through pain of his
being anything else.

‘You're wrong,' she said on a dull note. 'You'redwng Karen any
good.'

'I'm not doing her any more harm, which counts mdie made a
weary gesture. 'Leave it alone, Toni. Weil bothlget

‘Youwill, no doubt. After all, | couldn't give you athyng a dozen
other women couldn't give you!" She was out to,het body racked
by a pain also emotionally based. "The only difieeewill be that
you won't have one quite so readily available!" Meice broke,
suddenly, catching on the lump in her throat. 'Raféove you.

Doesn't that mean anything?'

‘It might be if | was totally convinced you meant he came back
with the same hard inflection. 'There are other nYexu won't have
any difficulty finding one. Maybe with a great deabre to offer too.'

She stared at him with darkened eyes, trying toneite the images
of a couple of hours ago with the man who stoodfecher now. 'If
that was all | really wanted why should | havedrie get away?' she
asked huskily. 'l ran because | couldn't bearhibaght of you telling
me to go. You didn't have to come after me.'

'‘No,' he agreed, 'l didn't. Better if | hadn't. ifag a woman is no
adequate substitute.' He shook his head as shetmageak. 'That's
all I'm going to say on the subject. It's over. Yewoing home.'

If home was where the heart is, she reflected dthisn hers would
always be here. Further argument was useless. ENkaut Karen
the whole relationship would have been doomeditoréa

She turned without another word and went from toen.



The bedroom she had occupied these last two nigddsts blinds
half drawn against the sunlight. She opened theamag order to
step out on to the balcony, leaning on the railview the far
landscape with dispirited eyes. Tomorrow she wdwddgone for
good, that scene out there lost to her for evevalt only a minor part
of her heartache, but it reckoned. She could hawed this country,
as she loved one of its people. Now she would nearee the chance.

The knock on the outer door was too tentative ve gny hope that it
might be Rafe having second thoughts.

She called 'Come in' and moved indoors as Seanedbéye
invitation.

‘Thought you might need some things," he said,mngpher suitcases
to the floor. 'I'm not above the occasional swedbdur!'

'I'l only need enough for overnight,' Toni retudneeeing no point in
keeping it from him. 'I'll be leaving in the morginThanks for the
thought, though.'

‘Just an excuse,' he confessed. 'lI'd an idea Refg@@ing to react this
way. | could see it coming when Don Conlin was sgis piece.'

It was a waste of time going over it, but Toni askke question
anyway. 'What exactly did he say, Sean?’

'He suggested a psychiatric hospital, but Rafe @dulhear of
it—said he'd find his own solution.' He looked at with sympathy
and compassion. 'Guess he did just that. Not tthaimk he's right.’

Her shrug belied her depth of feeling. ‘It hardlgttars who's right
and who's wrong. He made up his mind. As shorha s I've known
him, | doubt if you or | or anyone else but yourther herself is
going to change things now. | agree with him toaloh't think
psychiatry is the answer.’



‘She is emotionally disturbed,’ Sean pointed out.

‘Yes, but the cause of it is pretty obvious. Digltaody ever really try
to talk to her about the future, or have you jafitit to her to imagine
what might happen should you and Rafe find outsiterests?’

'l guess we might have, at that.' He sounded distlhimself. 'l
never thought about it that way before.’

Then it's time you started, Toni was about to Séae stopped herself
because it was futile to labour the point. Whatéhaegrpened, it was
too late now for her. Rafe wouldn't change his mihen it came

right down to it Karen held the only power to mdwm.

She-said slowly, 'Sean, would you do me a favour?'
‘Anything | can.'

'‘Go and ask your mother if she'll see me. Telllmreaving in the
morning and I'd like to say goodbye.'

There was doubt in the hazel eyes. 'l don't rehlhk--'

‘Trust me,' she appealed. 'l wouldn't do or sayrang to harm her.
I'd just like the chance to tell her that thingsrérrthe way they seem.

The doubt was still there, but he nodded. 'I'll. trycan't promise
anything, though. If she's developed one of hedaelaes she won't
be seeing anybody.’

Toni sat and waited his return with a mind madeppsely blank.

Useless to try and plan ahead on what she mightcsaye older

woman should the opportunity be given her. She bale to play
it by ear, trust to her senses to tell her howsfer should go. Win or
lose, at least she would have made every effortshlel to free Rafe
from his self-imposed chains.



She knew as soon as she saw Sean's face thatnbowe hoping.

'l couldn't get past Eva,’ he confessed. 'She Bégther's under
sedation and not to be disturbed. Sorry, Toni.'

She shook her head in bleak repudiation. 'It wabatsly a lousy idea
to start with. Don't worry about it, Sean.' Her lemwas purely for his
benefit. 'Do you think | might have some tea upeRRefm dying of

thirst!'

‘There's the rest of the day to get through taoreurned with some
shrewdness. 'Are you coming down to supper?’

"'l be there.' It would be hell to sit acrossrfrd&rafe knowing it was
for the last time, but Sean was right, she coulsbay in this room
until it was time for her to leave. 'Don't worrgtie repeated. ‘It will
be all right.’

The afternoon wore on slowly. She forced herselfitiok the tea

when it came because it seemed churlish to sepack untouched
when she had asked for it, yet the normally refresibrew tasted
bitter in her mouth. The accompanying sandwichlsfi&completely

alone. Her hunger was not for food, it was for Rédethe feel of his

arms about her, the sound of his voice in hertbarhard comfort of
his body trapping her with its weight— all the thanshe would never
know again. Other men might come into her life, bty could none
of them ever equal Rafe. It was a soul-destroyimtpok.

She was early down for supper because she codlmhger bear the
solitude of her room. Fixing herself a drink at sum-lounge bar, she
took a seat close by the screens and sat withriteeiched glass in
her hand looking out on the rippled surface ofgghel. There was a
storm gathering, she thought; one could feel teetecity in the air.

The last one had been out at the lake, the nigfet IRad told her their
future relationship was in her hands. She wasidva with him then,



but it hadn't taken long. And now she was leavgaing back home.
Except that it wasn't any longer. She belongedt tgdne with him.
She always would.

He came in a moment or two later, casually cladlatks and a
long-sleeved shirt open at the neck. He made no @rhmhen he
saw her, mixing himself a dry Martini and bringibgth shaker and
glass across to a chair a few feet away from her. ow

‘You're on the eleven o'clock flight to Toronto tmmow,' he said
unemotionally, 'and the London one on Tuesdayd'tlithink you'd
be too keen on moving far, so | booked you int@import hotel for
the night. Okay?'

‘Thank you."' She tried to keep her own voice le\ix. you think |
might have a cab to collect me in the morning?'

'‘Could be best," he agreed. 'I'll see to it fingtg.'

There was a silence after that. He didn't lookest leaning back in
the chair with one knee lifted across the other andtal lack of
expression on his features. Toni let her eyes dvdlr him hungrily,
remembering the feel of him, the scent of him, thleeer
overwhelming maleness of both mind and body. Whenspoke it
was in direct defence against her longing to goito

'‘How do you intend living your life from now ontesasked.
‘The same way | lived it before," he returned.

'‘Keeping your women away from the house?' She gieweo chance
to answer, hand curled tightly about her glass.séttle for that if
that's all there was.'



'‘But | wouldn't.'" This time he did look at her, éataut with an
emotion not so far removed from anger. 'Just |ésat®ne, will you,
Tonl.'

'It would be better than nothing,' she insistedaodesperate note.
‘Anything is better than nothing!

'‘Not for me it isn't.' His tone was unrelentingaye it's as well this
happened. The odds were against it working out agyw

Why?"*

'It hardly matters now. You're getting on that gaomorrow. If
there's any doubt about it I'll see you on to iself’

‘That won't be necessary.' Pride gave her ail tméral she needed.
'l go. without a struggle.’

There was little conversation over the meal, noheéhem being
disposed to make the effort of dissemblance. Lapkin during one
such lull, Toni found Rafe watching her with cysiti in his eyes,
and had the sudden feeling that he might even dtefgit for having
the decision taken out of his hands. Wanting a womas no
adequate substitute, he had said earlier, and debkan right.
Physical need was only part of what she felt fon.RiVithout the rest
his own need of her would not have lasted long.

'I'm going for a ride,' he announced as soon agfiheshed eating.
‘Want to come?"

The temptation was strong in her, but she resistéd be alone with
him now could only make things more difficult.

'‘No, thanks,' she said. 'I'll stay here with Sean.’



The latter was the first to speak after his brothet left the room.
'I'm going to hate this house when you've gonestated flatly. 'I'm
going to do as we talked about and find myself&’ jo

"Your mother-——=Toni began, and saw him shake his head.

'It's Rafe she's really scared of losing. He's dooee for her than |
ever did. She could accept it when she believeadd the one you
were marrying, but not when it came to Rafe.'

‘You're wrong,' said Toni. 'She didn't accept ite ®nly pretended to
because she knew there was a good chance it \gagmf to last. It
was no accident that we saw Rafe with Audrey Coagtethe
Stampede. They planned it between them.' She wiahinvg his face
as she spoke. Now she added quickly, 'Audrey krainimg about it.
She was simply the bait to pull you out of my ches.'

There was anger in the hazel eyes. 'They had hotagise her in that
way!'

'‘No, they didn't. On the other hand, I think thegrevright in thinking
she had a lot more to offer you than | could. Saédsely girl, Sean.'

'l know she is. She always had been.' He saidnosi fiercely. 'Just
let him go near her again, that's all"’

‘There's one sure way---' Toni started to say, aokloff abruptly as
the door opened again, gazing at the newcomer avithind gone
suddenly blank.

It was left to Sean to put the question, his t@awealing a concern he
for once made no attempt to hide. 'What is it, Hsany mother--'

'‘Mrs Stewart is quite herself again,' put in theseuon an impassive
note. 'She'd like to see Miss Brentwood.'



Two or three hours ago such a summons might hasndier hope,
Toni thought. Right now all she could ask herseifwhere was the
point? All Karen could want from her was the triumpf seeing her
beaten. The last and greatest threat removedelhat been content
to sit back and wait, Rafe would probably have gberight himself
before it was too late.

‘Toni?' Sean sounded uncertain. 'l thought thatwest you wanted.'

'It was,' she said. She gave him a smile, coming sudden and
philosophical decision. If satisfaction was whatrétawanted then
why not let her have it? She had little enoughmgtthaing else. 'I'm on
my way.'

Eva said nothing as they mounted the stairs toge@iancing at the
plain features, Toni wondered fleetingly if the m®had been a
deliberate one on Karen's part because of Raf¢ai@lgra younger
and prettier attendant might have provided a tetigpta

'How long have you been with Mrs Stewart?' she dhdarself
asking.

‘Three years,' came the reply.

‘That's a long time.' She kept her tone light HBdle thought you'd be
living as one of the family by now.'

'l don't want to live as one of the family,' saidak'When I'm not
looking after Mrs Stewart | like my own company.'

'‘Does she really need a fulltime nurse?"

'‘Medically speaking, no. I'm more of a companidimé smile that
momentarily lit the other face revealed an hithersuspected sense
of humour. 'Not exactly what you'd expect in thapartment, am |,
but we get along fine. | understand her, you see.'



They had reached the door at the end of the galéityh her hand on
the handle, Eva paused, her eyes skimming Tom¥ésttalinger for a
moment of naked but somehow moving envy on the galke fall of
hair. "There's something | ought to tell you befgwa go in there,' she
said. 'I'll be leaving in a couple of months:— faneommitments.
My father's going to need regular nursing by thang I'm the
obvious one to do it.’

'I'm sorry." Toni meant that in more ways than eb&ious, sensing
the things left unsaid. This woman had given Hertlb the care of
others, but that didn't signify any lack of regi@t what might have
been. She added softly, 'I'm afraid | shan't be heyself.'

'l know—she told me.' The hesitation was brief.uYe wrong to go.
She's been given in to a sight too much. Mr Steisalt doing her a
kindness sending you away. She has to realiseabefsuch right to
his freedom as she has to hers.’

'How?' Toni asked. 'Considering what happened dlftisrnoon it
hardly seems likely she's ever going to accept it.'

‘She won't die of what happened this afternooanifthing happens
to Mr Rafe it might be a different story. She wdmive anybody
then.'

'She'll have Sean.'

'Who gives back only as much as he gets.' It v&aimple statement of
fact made without rancour. 'What she really nesdswhole family

to fall back on—grand- / children to care aboudfan marries at all
it mightn't be for years, and | don't see him stgyn here to comfort
his mother—not without letting her see the saaifie's making at
any rate. Rafe's another matter. He cares too nildt's the whole
trouble.’



Toni's chest felt tight. 'Even if | agreed with y@guwouldn't alter
anything. He's the only one who can do anythingualtto and he
won't.'

'He isn't. You are. Maybe she only asked you toecapmand see her
because she wants to taunt you, but that wasnitnipression | got. |
said she was herself again, but that was only sadaner physical
state goes. Emotionally she's depressed where ebstme's been
elated. Could be she's finally seeing things rigwu'll know when
you've talked to her.'

‘Eva.' Toni put out a hand and touched the wheae\s as the woman
made to open the door. Her voice had a catch What makes you
so sure I'm the right person?'

‘Character judgement,' came the brief responsel'dYao this whole
family a lot of good."

Toni doubted that. She had already done too muam.hava was
well-meaning but in possession of too few factsfeRao longer
wanted her to stay.

The room beyond the door was large and airy, fagdswith just
enough pieces to take away any bareness yet |leapke aoom for
the passage of a wheelchair to any given point. daars led off it,
one to either side. Eva made for the one on thewbich already
stood ajar, standing to one side to allow Tonipaiccess.

Karen lay propped in a high, narrow bed that hguliléey handle

slung above it on a chain for her to lift hersgifight. A console unit
at the foot held a television and stereo tape debke to her hand
was a control panel covering those and other fanstijudging from

the number of buttons set into it. Her wheelchi@mod close by ready
for use, the battery box at the rear making it Idedavy and

cumbersome when unoccupied.



‘You can leave us alone, thank you, Eva,’ she shmd. quite
comfortable.’

Toni remained where she was close by the dooreasutse went out
again. There was something different about that femmed against
the white pillows. It looked subtly older, the I;blurred. Karen had
been weeping, she realised—not sobbing aloud,drp down inside
where it hurt the most.

'I'm sorry,' she said on impulse. 'I've caused golot of trouble
coming here. | don't have any excuses either. iletg to be Sean's
fiancee was inexcusable.'

‘Yes, it was.' There was no accusation in the @, just a stiff
acknowledgement. 'Why did you agree to do it?"

There was little point in prevarication, Toni thdug It hardly
mattered any more.

‘To be with Rafe,' she said. 'Love makes fools ol at times. In
some ways you're as much to blame as | am. I'drirenee fallen in
love with him in the first place if you hadn't sémi to get me away
from Sean.'

‘Do you think | don't realise that?' Karen's toreswbleak. 'l didn't
know then what you looked like—what you soundee.liRerhaps |
should have guessed from Rafe's attitude when dleesgbout you.
He wasn't too reluctant to be persuaded to daakdd. What | didn't
bargain for was him falling in love with you.'

'He isn't in love with me," Toni denied, feelingetiurt of that
statement. 'Not the way you're talking about.'

It was a moment before Karen answered, her facesteeigg
confusion. 'He asked you to marry him," she saidrajth. 'At least,
he told me he was going to ask you.'



'He did, and | accepted. Only it wouldn't haveddsHe said as much
tonight.'

‘Then why did he do it?'

‘To be honest, | think because you drove him tdetneeded a buffer,
the way Sean thought he needed me.'

'‘Against me?'

Toni steeled herself to carry on. Eva knew this worfar better than
anyone; she had to trust her judgement. 'Yes, saggini. You saw no
reason to let either of them be independent when gauldn't be
yourself. Especially Rafe, because he made yowd#lyeyou are. Isn't
that right?'

'So what if it iIs?' came the sudden fierce demdid.made me a
promise!

'‘Which he's kept—which he'd still keep without theess.'
'‘Providing another woman let him. Would you haveei

‘Yes, | would. Because | don't happen to believidial possession.
Rafe hasn't stayed with you out of duty; he's dbbecause he thinks
enough of you to want to stay. He told me once Vioat were the

most courageous person he knows because you'd pecer let

bitterness take over. | think he's wrong. You'veameshown it, that's
all.'

Karen's eyes were closed, her whole upper bodybliegar When she
spoke it was in little more than a whisper. 'Hawa gny idea what it's
like to live like this? To see everything and emry from the level of
a bed or a chair? Rafe was in that car too, anddtieed away.'



'‘And his father was killed.' Toni had moved to ltkeel, drawn there by
compassion yet conscious still of the need to kaepense of
proportion. 'No, | can't imagine what it must bleeli | don't think

anyone could who hadn't experienced it for theneselBut however
restricting, it has to be better than being deasl Wave your eyes,
your hearing, the use of your hands. Why don'ttypuising them to

find some compensation? Take up painting, write@kbYou could

have talents you've never even thought about. Ayolu really want

to count your lucky stars, think about those asdiGapped as you
who don't have all the aids and luxuries you prob#dke so much
for granted.’

She stopped there, wondering if she had gone todK&aen's eyes
were open again, and she appeared to have beamrigt but there
was no telling her reactions. She looked frozemdahile, her face as
blank as an unwritten page.

Then suddenly that blankness was crumpling, hed ltaming out
gropingly, reaching for Toni's swiftly extended one

'‘Don't go,' she said thickly. 'l want you to stay.'

'l can't." Toni made her voice as gentle as shédcdRafe doesn't
want me to any more.'

'‘Because of me. Because | made it impossible. Woatt happen
again. Not now.'

'It's more than just that. He doesn't trust medbkesn't really believe
| never encouraged Craig Shannon.'

‘That could be because you haven't been honeshuatlabout other
things." She smiled faintly at the sudden tensihghe hand still
holding hers. 'A man named Stevens, for instanaadRR Stevens.'



'How did you know?"' It was Toni's turn to whispeer mind racing to
cope with the implications.

'‘Wheels within wheels.' Karen put pressure on Hrelshe now held.
'Sit down, Toni—on the bed. It doesn't matter." $lad gathered
strength again. Only when Toni had nervelessly etlejid she go
on, tone rueful. 'You see, | had to have some aktkk in case
everything else failed, so | had a friend of arfdedelve into your
background via Immigration. They came up with tluelrass you
were staying at when you first arrived in the coyntthe same
address as the man who went guarantor for yold Rafe, of course.
He didn't seem surprised. He said you'd been @attitd talk about
your reasons for coming to Canada and now he countterstand
why.'

'He surmised | was living with Randy.' Toni put gxitaing she'knew
into keeping her voice level. 'Is that it?"

'l guess we both did.' Karen paused, searchinggleer' 'Isn't that the
way it was?'

'‘No." She groped for words. 'l...’
‘Save it for Rafe. He's the one entitled to heatifianyone is.'

'What's the use?' Toni asked on a dull note. 'He'tixelieve it. He
probably won't even listen.’

‘Then you'll have to make him listen. The way yocade me listen a
few minutes ago.' Her smile was wry. '‘Nobody ead she things
you said to me before. They were overdue. If yay gbu'd be good
for me as well as Rafe. You could help me keemyhin perspective.’

'If | stay.'



'I'd say there isn't much doubt. | knew the wandisiwere with Rafe
the moment | saw you two together for the firsttitw/ith the wicked
stepmother out of the running he won't have a é&gtb stand on
either.’

‘You're not wicked,' Toni responded, smiling wittrhOn impulse
she leaned forward swiftly to press a kiss on tderavoman's cheek.
‘Given the opportunity, | think we could become biest of friends.'

'‘And if | have anything at all to do with it, wellave it,' promised
Karen. 'Why don't you go and find him right now?2Ihem | want to
see him.'

'‘He went riding.'

‘Then we'll both have to wait.' She glanced up lasogk came on the
door. 'This may be him now.'

It wasn't, it was Eva. 'If you're through talkings time you were
having your bath,' she announced.

It was Toni who answered, getting up from the bedlae did so.
'‘We're through.'

'Only for the moment,' Karen stated with a certaiini wished she
could share. 'Tomorrow's a whole new day.'

Outside on the gallery, Toni stood irresolute fon@ment or two. If
she went downstairs again there would be Seande fath the
inevitable questions, and she didn't think sheadstdmach that. She
needed to be alone, to have time to think thingsuiih. Seeing Rafe
again was going to be difficult enough after whatiad said earlier.
Telling him about Randy in a way he might underdtaeemed
impossible.



It was cool and quiet in her room, the air-conditigna soothing
murmur.

Kicking off her shoes, she lay down on the bed widr hands
supporting the back of her head and thought abadhimg in
particular, because forward planning was goingetchgr nowhere. If
Rafe came at all it could only be to tell her itswe use. Asking her
to marry him had been an impulse as swiftly regcetHe would not
make the same mistake again.

The crash of thunder awoke her with a start, bnigdner jerking
upright on the bed. Although the blinds were doha next flash of
lightning lit up the whole room, making her cowdespite herself.
She had never been afraid of storms, but this asenght overhead
and big enough to frighten anybody.

Her watch said ten o'clock. Rafe would not be cgmaw. If he had
heard what his stepmother had to say he had ollyiolesided it
made little difference in the long run. Knowing wie did know
about Randy, Toni felt she could hardly blame Himam Randy to
Craig to Sean and then to Rafe himself must seemdigical steps
for a girl on the make to take. He might have @ithdhimself to that
fact for a little while, but not any more. She wibbk going tomorrow
as planned.

The rain sounded almost as loud as the thunderg&hap from the
bed and went to the window to watch it, seeingoib@ below turned
to a seething, bubbling turmoil as lightning fladlyet again. Anyone
out in that lot would have been soaked to the skiseconds. One
could only be thankful to be warm and snug indodrgh any luck it
wouldn't last too long. Storms in these regionsewesually over and
done inside an hour, leaving the air cleansed afréshed. In the
meantime, there was nothit@gdo but wait. She had been doing a Ic
of that today.



The knock on her door came synonymously with the o&ap of

thunder, making her uncertain as to whether shehkadl it or not.
Only when it came again as the thunder rolled awtythe distance
did she slowly turn and walk across the room tonotiee door,
looking at the man standing outside with an od# @cemotion. He
was wearing a dark silk dressing gown over matcipiyyjgmas, his
chest bare beneath the deep rolled collar. Thesditila to read from
his expression. He could have been making a scaial

'l stayed out longer than | intended,' he saidsékmed pointless
getting dressed again.'" He paused there, stillonttrchange of
expression. 'Karen said you had something to tell m

'‘Was that all she said?' Toni asked, and saw highslant briefly.

'‘No, it wasn't all. | don't know how you managediit she wants you
to stay on.’

‘Do you?' Her voice was low. 'Or does that depand/bat | have to
tell you?'

‘Maybe on the way you do tell it," he came back. et to come in,
or do we conduct the whole conversation out hetharcorridor?"

Gazing at that lean, inflexible face, Toni felt anglower suddenly
inside her, growing in seconds to un- mangled progpws. Why
should she be expected to bare her soul unleseteepsepared to do
the same? If he didn't trust her now he was haydigg to take her
word over anything she told him.

'‘We don't talk at all,’ she said fiercely. 'l jaeanged my mind! | don't
have to prove anything to you, Rafe. I'd ratherenesee you again
than live with a man who can't trust his own judgeth

He stopped the door from closing with a swift fagtoss the jamb,
wincing as the hard edge cut into the leather sligjut keeping it



there regardless to force his way through. Tonilccanly feel
confusion as he pulled her to him, then his moatinél hers and she
stopped thinking at all, conscious only of lovingland wanting him
in a way which transcended all doubts.

Lying with her in his arms, minutes, hours, weekt®i, he looked
down into her face with a smile in his eyes. 'l'onrg,' he said, 'l
shouldn't have done that.’

'I'm glad you did," she told him softly. 'l lovelyoRafe.'

'It's mutual." His own voice had a softness aboubao. 'And it's
permanent. No more suspicions. I'm willing to a¢gemu might want
me just for myself.’

‘Such modesty,' she mocked, then sobered agadtutoraa wry note,
'l don't really mind telling you about Randy, yomoky.'

'‘Some other time,' he said. 'lIt stopped being itgmbdrthe moment
you threw the whole thing in my teeth the way yaod.'dHis voice
roughened a little. 'I've been a fool. | could hést you.'

'‘We could have lost each other," she corrected vil@udidn't, did we?
We caught up in time." She rubbed her cheek plabBuagainst his
chin, smiling as she did so. "You've shaved adzoes that mean you
planned this assault?’

‘Maybe subconsciously | did. The only way | wasesaf you was
physically.’

'But not any more.'

'No," he said, and there was no mistaking the lndkis eyes. This
time I'm sunk. Marry me soon, Toni."



She held him close, thinking of all it was goingtean, of what she
was taking on. Sean's future still needed strarghteout, and Karen
was not going to be easy to convince. Yet solutmmdd always be
found if one tried hard enough, and with Rafe fdnusband how

could she fail?

'‘As soon as you like," she said.



