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Breathless...

That was how Jake Morgan's kisses made GeorgiaAedlthat was
the problem. A hard-headed businesswoman, Geoeglartanaged
to avoid relationships for twenty-seven years. 8beldn't stop now.

Notorious...
It was the only word to describe Jake! He had ctonteer aid when
she needed him most, but rescuing naked blondes avas

occupational hazard as far as he was concernedade playboy,
pure and simple.

Indiscreet ...

Locked in his arms, Georgia seemed to forget al$oa. Behaving
badly had never seemed like such a good idea!



CHAPTER ONE

'‘MARRY you? Don't be ridiculous!" Georgia Geldard's kdyes had
more than once been likened to polar ice, and kiaglynever been
more frosty than at this moment. 'And if you thilka going to

consent to spending one single night on this yaght,can just think
again,' she added on a note of withering scorn.

Unfortunately her sharp words served only to pr@/b&r captor into
a display of pure Latin machismo. '‘Bgtierida,you have no choice.’
He swaggered with overstated arrogance. 'l caths¢égou have no
weapons concealed about your person ...'

Georgia felt a faint blush of pink rise to her dkmeShe was acutely
conscious that the brief blue silk bikini concealedy little; if only
she had at least paused to slip on a shirt or $ongetbefore
accepting Cesar's seemingly innocent invitatiore tfbuble was, she
had known Cesar Nunez de Perez since he was a #altdgscent
whose only interest was American baseball, andsshehought of
him as a mere boy, so when he had zoomed up desigacht on his
latest toy—a jet-ski— she had quite readily agreethy aside the
very dull report on world coffee production she heen studying
and go for a ride with him. And when he had sugggkstat they step
aboard his yacht for a cool drink she had thougihing of it. She
would never have trusted a grown man in such cistantes.

But though he was now an extremely spoiled and s®jbortant
young man of twenty-two, she had no intention dfilg him
intimidate her. 'Oh, for goodness' sake, Cesap glaying silly
games,' she rapped impatiently. 'Tell your captiaitake us back to
Mangrove Bay at once.'

Cesar's handsome young face took on a sulky Buit.Georgia, you
know how | feel about you," he pleaded. 'l adora— worship at
your feet.'



'l have no desire at all to be worshipped,’ sharted. 'Besides, don't
you think you're a little too old for that sortadolescent infatuation?'

‘Infatuation?' Oh, dear—she had affronted his feadignity again.
‘You call it that? | offer to marry you— no lessblY cannot think me
a fortune-hunter—my father is an extremely wealthgn, as you
well know. As my wife, you would enjoy the highestatus and
privilege...'

'I'm quite happy with the status | have, thank yanod being chief
executive of one of the most successful compameEurope is
privilege enough for anyone.'

‘But is no life for a woman!" he protested heatedlys not good that
you should be all the time concerning yourself wibsiness
affairs—it is not natural. | do not know what yamandfather could
have been thinking of, to leave such a responilidi you.'

'‘He was thinking very wisely, as he always did¢ sbuntered, with
brusque disregard for his sensibilities. 'l wasngd to run the
Geldard Corporation from my cradle. | enjoy it, dimddamned good
atit. And | intend to go on doing it for the ndiftly years, if | live that
long! And, what's more, | have no intention of marg
anyone—Ileast of all you. That you could stoop tinkpping me...!"

The handsome boy lifted his magnificently developkdulders in a
dismissive shrug, though two betraying spots obaotarkened his
cheeks. 'A little trick...'

‘A little trick? Is that what you call it?" Those blue effashed with
cold fire. 'You lure me aboard your yacht by thestmonderhand
means; you lock me in ...'

'It was...how you say? An impulse,’ he argued fettye'l had not
planned. But | saw you there on your boat, so liedutke a golden
goddess shimmering in the sunlight. It brought yohead a fever...'



‘Well, you should have taken an aspirin,' she tetbdampeningly.
‘Now, will you please take me back to Mangrove Bay?

He shook his head. 'l cannot do tham, querida,'he insisted, his
voice throbbingly low. 'l would treat you with &@bnour, | swear it. If
you would but be sensible, | would make you at angéoride. But if

you will persist in this obstinacy, you leave me alwice. Once |
have you in my bed, | will make love to you untilushave no more
will to resist me...'

Georgia decided on a strategic retreat behind gelapnyx
coffee-table—the yacht was furnished with somewfanhboyant
taste. 'Listen, Cesar,' she coaxed, trying to thttesvcold water of
reason over his theatricals, 'you really don't wamharry me. Apart
from anything else, I'm nearly six years older than...'

‘Your age is immaterial to me!' he protested argeiidesides, you do
not look so old.'

‘Thank you," she responded with dry amusement.I'Bom't imagine
your father would be very pleased. I'm sure he dipuéfer for you to
marry some nice, sweet girl of your own age, whaild@dore you
and give you lots and lots of beautiful babies.'

‘My father does not dictate to me," he protestddlgu'Besides, how
could | even think of marrying my stupid cousin,emhit is you |
adore?'

Georgia smiled in gentle understanding. 'Sb&sgot someone lined
up for you,' she mused. 'You wouldn't be very vissdefy him, you
know. What would you do if he cut you off withoupanny?'

'l would not care!



'‘No?' She lifted one delicately arched eyebrowool enquiry. 'Even
though it would then mean that | would be the omehtld the
purse-strings? | don't think you'd like that veryah, Cesar.'

He coloured in anger. 'It would not be so!" hestedd fiercely. 'In my
household | would be the master. | would teachtgonbey me!'

Her eyes flashed him a look of sardonic humour, i@ally? At the
same time as worshipping at my feet?'

Recognising that he was in danger of coming off stvan the
argument, the young man retreated into a displayfodnted dignity.

'l will give you a little longer to consider my eff' he declared
loftily. 'l am sure you will come to recognise tvesdom of accepting
my proposal—as night-time approaches." And, swegpi
magnificently out of the state-room, he closed twor behind
him—and locked it.

Left alone, Georgia sighed with wry impatience. Waaidiculous
situation to find herself in, with that silly bosnagining himself to be
in love with her—it would be laughable if it wasslich a damned
nuisance. Oh, she was quite certain that evensirptasent temper
Cesar would stop short of actually assaulting Inatrshe really didn't
have time to hang around waiting for him to comaisosenses.

However well-trained and discreet her staff, hesagpearance—in
broad daylight, from the deck of her own yachtia safety of one of
Bermuda's most exclusive hide-away resorts—wassoatething
that could be hushed up for long. There would Hesatts of
speculation, which could have a very destabiligifigct on Geldard's
shares—it was a risk she couldn't afford to take.

Over on the starboard beam, she could see thawbeld soon be
rounding Spanish Point, leaving the island-dottadeim of the Great
Sound behind; the powerful yacht would be ablei¢t& pp speed as



they headed out for open water—across the vasttyempes of the
legendary Bermuda Triangle towards South Ameri€ashe was
going to escape, it was going to have to be rigit.n

Most of the windows were sealed units, except fay of the rear
ones which served as emergency exits. It was typic&esar, she
reflected with a trace of wry amusement, that ikkimg his dramatic
gesture of locking her in he had forgotten suchriaical detail.
Slanting a swift glance at the locked door, shecked up the catch
of one of the windows and slipped nimbly out onte tharrow
gunwale that ran along the side of the boat.

The blue water churning beneath her seemed todoggray awfully
fast, and for a brief moment she felt a little gid8ut she quickly
regained her balance and edged her way to the steuching low to
avoid being seen from the bridge. If she remembegddly, there
was an inflatable tender at the stern of the yasimjlar to her
own—if she could launch that without being seere shght to be
able to paddle ashore. It would be a risk, of cedrshe wasn't sure
of the currents—but they couldn't be much more thamousand
yards from land.

To her relief, the tender was where she had exgddie be. Keeping
her fingers crossed that no one would be watchiygshe dragged
the small dinghy to the rail and swung it over.dthe raised the alarm
as it bobbed away in the wake, not much bigger thamck tyre.
Stepping carefully over the rail, she launched ¢léedter it in a long
dive that took her well clear of the danger of Wecht's twin
propellers.

She was a strong swimmer—a mile in the morningredfoeakfast in
the pool at her Berkshire home was her regularcesesrStriking out
in a powerful breast- stroke, she reached the gingh few minutes.
It was no easy task to scramble up into the fraittdut she managed



it, and then, using the late afternoon sun to gefan estimate of due
south, she began to paddle for the shore.

It was hard to guess how deep the water was hetevas so clear
that she could see the myriad schools of tiny fiarling across the
sandy bottom. But there was coral, too—she woule ha be careful

to avoid jagging the bottom of the dinghy on itgaiasharp edges.
Kneeling up in the bottom of the dinghy, she cooidy catch an

occasional glimpse of the shore as she cresteda Waeemed to be
getting no nearer, but at least there was no diguirsuit...

A warning horn blared urgently, and a gleaming wihnull sheered
past almost above her; the helmsman must have takeert
last-minute avoiding action, slewing the yacht awduo avoid a
collision, but the churning wake chopped into thedy dinghy,
tossing it aside like so much flotsam.

The paddle flew out of her hand and she hit theematth an impact

that knocked all the breath out of her. Half-dazdte went under,
choking as she fought blindly in the swirling uncerent, desperate
to find the surface. Her lungs were hurting andd¢heas a buzzing
sound in her ears... She could feel herself growewayier, her limbs
no longer under her control. She wouldn't let Hérdewn... She

wouldn't...

'‘Relax, Blondie—I've got you.'

A strong arm had slipped around her waist, liftimeg to the surface,
and she gasped thankfully for air, her head tipgagk against a
broad, solid shoulder. Exhausted, she could omhjydiegister that it

certainly wasn't Cesar, nor any of his South Anagricrew, who had
come to her rescue. The accent was unmistakaldgnopromisingly

Australian.



She closed her eyes in relief, letting him towtheough the water to
the side of the yacht. As if from a great distasioe heard her rescuer
giving orders, and then she was hauled unceremsiyiop onto the
deck and felt the welcome comfort of a blanket ewmapped around
her. And then someone lifted her as if she weigh@adnore than a
feather, and carried her along the deck and imiaba.

She was lowered onto a deep, well-padded sofalantes her head
fall back with a sigh. 'Thank you," she murmuredhwheartfelt
gratitude.

A deep, mocking laugh answered her. 'Don't mentidrhe pleasure,
| assure you, was all mine.'

She opened her eyes quickly, regarding her reswir some
misgiving. He was big, and handsome in a discomggyt rugged
way. His hair, darkened now by the sea, would gobbhe almost
blond, and cut rather longer than convention dectatat present it
curled in damp tendrils over his ears. His eyesewar shade
somewhere between brown and hazel, deep-set besteatiht dark
brows. And he was wearing only a towel, slung loauad his waist.

Her heart gave a thud of alarm; had she escapgadtfre frying pan

only to fall into a very much more dangerous fif@f?course—she
tried desperately to rationalise—he had just drddger out of the
water; he would have had to take his wet clothés &he closed her
eyes again swiftly, but the image of that darklyrzed body,

hard-muscled and covered with a smattering of rougale hair,

seemed to have been burned onto her eyelids.

‘Brandy?' he offered, a sardonic inflection invogce.
‘Er... No, thank you...'

'You'd better drink it.'



Her eyes flew open in angry indignation as he satrdon the edge of
the sofa beside her, sliding his arm around heulslecs to lift her to
a sitting position. A strong whiff of alcohol adsal her nostrils, and
as she opened her mouth to protest he deftly tipipediery liquid
down her throat.

She gasped in shock, choking as she swallowédbiv.. .dareyou?'
she demanded, furious.

'l don't want you catching pneumonia on me," heted in that
laconic Australian drawl. 'That would rather spgbig game.’

She glared up at him, the heat of the unfamilianty coursing
through her veins and doing odd things to the o&tieer heartbeat.
This was clearly a man who was accustomed to hakiagevery
word unquestioningly obeyed; there was an arrogamitet strongly
carved face that would make poor Cesar look p@atiticneek.

He lifted one questioning eyebrow. 'What's wronipnglie? Aren't |
playing it to the right script?’

She hesitated, struggling to get a grip on theaidn. She wasn't
accustomed to being treated with such offhand fanty. Brought

up by her grandfather with the knowledge of thessaifitial fortune
she was to inherit, she had been taught from lalierto keep any
hint of emotion under the strictest control, ane itthage of chilling

reserve she projected was usually enough to keepdhld at arm's
length.

'l... appreciate your rescuing me,' she managadydiee stiff with
dignity. '"However, | would prefer it if you didrcall me Blondie.'

He shrugged those wide shoulders in a gesturesnfatainconcern.
'‘OK—so0 what do you want me to call you?'



She slanted him a measured glance from beneatadhers. He didn't
know who she was. That wasn't surprising, reallye-afas usually
quite successful in avoiding having her picturethe papers, and
even if he had seen it he was unlikely to recogheewith her hair
soaking wet and slicked to her head.

Well, that suited her. She had no idea who he \thsre—she might
easily find herself in a far more dangerous positltan with Cesar.
'l...there's no need for you to call me anythistpe responded as
coolly as she could. 'If you would just be so kasdto take me back to
Mangrove Bay...'

He laughed that lazy, mocking laugh. 'Don't putloet haughty act
with me," he advised drily. "You're not the firsefhy mermaid to get
herself washed up alongside my boat. Though | havedmit,' he

added, slanting her a look of insolent approval,'ye the best looker
of the bunch so far.'

She stared up at him in shocked amazement. 'Y@lysdon't believe
| did that deliberately?’

‘Either that or you're plumb crazy,' he returnegliat of amusement
In those dark, deep-set eyes. 'You don't look dteppugh to take a
flimsy thing like that out for a pleasure cruisedat'd be a pretty
bizarre way to commit suicide.'

'l certainly wasn't trying to commit suicide!" sptested hotly.
‘Then whatvereyou doing?'

'I—' She stopped herself abruptly; she couldnlt heh the truth
without revealing who she was—and worse, revealieigils of the
awkward episode with Cesar. 'l don't even know wbo are,' she
countered, injecting several degrees of frost lv@ovoice.



'‘No?' He wadaughingat her! "You mean any old yacht would hav
done? Provided it was big enough and swanky enoaifgbourse.
Well, I guess that puts me in my place.’

She glanced around, for the first time properlirtgkstock of her
surroundings. The yacht certainly was 'swankyhaalgh the style
was as uncompromisingly masculine as the owner.sBt@on was
easily as large as her own. Rich dark mahogany lihe walls, and
the huge, comfortable sofa she was lying on was anéour,
upholstered in pale cow-hide, surrounding a heasxgs®edged
coffee-table. Beyond, she could see a dining dratwould easily
seat twelve around a large oval table.

'‘Who are you?' she queried, frowning up at him.

‘Allow me to introduce myself." A disturbingly sered smile was
curving that sardonic mouth. 'Jackson Morgan—at wauvice. My
friends call me Jake.'

Jake Morgan—oh, damn, that was all she needed!Makgan was
known as one of the most predatory sharks of thethson
hemisphere. His name had first hit the financiglgsaonly about five
or six years ago, but in that short time he hadezhrhimself a
reputation for gobbling up smaller fry apparentlgtjfor the sake of
it.

And he was as famous in the tabloids as he wa#enserious
financial press, she had heard—his reputation witmen was
deadly. She had been inclined to doubt a good noénlye stories
about him, knowing how fond the newspapers could dfe
exaggeration—but now that she had met him she dmlidve every
one.

'‘Ah, so the name does mean something to you dffeha taunted,
his eyes glinting with dark humour. 'Are those dolkigns | see



lighting up those great big beautiful eyes? Whaeweu hoping for?
A couple of weeks cruising in the sun and a fewvitpr@iamonds to
take home with you afterwards? Or something morgdnder if
you'd be worth it...?"

Before she had time to realise what he was goiripidie had bent
his head and his mouth had brushed lightly oves.h&he felt the
heat, and her lips parted in shock; only once leefi@d anyone ever
presumed to kiss her like this—she had been seseytars old, and
he had got her riding crop across his cheek foimsislence.

But this was alarmingly different. As the moist @b his tongue
flickered into the sensitive corners of her lipe $blt an odd little
shimmer of heat run through her veins™ The muslkeypsof his skin,
mingled with the salt tang of the sea, was sometoygging her
senses, making her heart beat so fast that it iWfa=zutl to breathe.

She closed her eyes, a strange melting sensatvm through her
as he pinned her back against the warm leatherlstphg yielding
helplessly as he plundered the soft sweetness ooeith in a
flagrantly sensual exploration. Maybe it was jin& brandy that was
making her head float like this...

He lifted his head, and she opened her eyes tdhfmdooking down
at her in quizzical amusement. 'That's quite an Bkindie," he
commented, a mocking edge in his voice. 'Shivem thizzle—you
could make a man catch something far worse thanmaoeia.’

Shock turned to coruscating anger, and withoukthghabout it she
swung her hand at his cheek. Her palm sang andabkped in
surprise, touching his fingertips to the scarlerkrmshe had made.
And then his eyes darkened with lethal anger, amith wwift
ruthlessness he had grasped both her wrists, fpritiem down
behind her back and pinioning them with one powdrénd.



'So you like to play rough, do you?' he grated roamgy. ‘Well, | can
play a great deal rougher than you, and | can asgur that you'll be
the one who comes off worst.'

The kiss he inflicted on her was pure punishmeistlips crushing
hers apart, his plundering tongue swirling deem iher mouth,
asserting his mastery. She struggled wildly but sioaildn't

escape—he was far too strong for her and she whshomting

herself. When at last he lifted his head, his maogkaughter inflamed
her fury.

‘Let me go!' she raged fiercely. 'How dare youttrea like this?'

"Well, now, isn't this what you were after, froliog around my boat?'
he sneered with icy contempt. 'Why waste time pigycoy little
games? Like | said, you're not the first pretty m&id to try that kind
of trick to get herself on board, but you're thietfivho's gone to such
bold extremes.'

As he spoke, and his eyes raked coolly down overbbdy, the

blanket had fallen away, and with a sudden stdtmobr she realised
that her bikini had gone- leaving her completeliketh It had been
just a flimsy thing, designed for lounging aroumndthe sun rather
than serious swimming, and in her floundering acoumthe water it

must have come unfastened without her even notidirdeep blush
of humiliation suffused her cheeks, and she turinedface away
from him in total defeat.

'‘Hey, what's this?' The harshness was suddenly fyomehis voice.
With a gentle hand he turned her face back towhants brushing
away a tear that sparkled on her cheek. She gazddta those
fathomless dark eyes, feeling herself once agawiing...

And then abruptly he let her go, rising to his faatl tossing the
blanket back over her in a gesture of scornful alisd'OK,



Blondie—you get the Oscar for that one. | don't\wnehat game
you're playing but it's a new one on me, and uiktllow the rules you
can deal me out.’

Still dazed with shock, she wrapped the blankeurdoherself,
curling herself up into a defensive ball on theasefarily watching
his every move.

'‘And spare me the Sarah Bernhardt impersonatiengpped acidly.
‘It won't wash. Just get your cute little backghi®ugh that door and
find yourself something to put on—there's a draggiown of mine

in the bathroom.' He jerked his thumb towards aeped door in the
corner of the saloon. 'Once you're decent, you aane back in

here—and then we'll play the game by my rules.’

Without waiting to argue, she rolled off the sofanding in an
undignified heap on the thick-piled carpet.

Picking herself up, tripping over the trailing cerrof the blanket, she
dived through the door he had indicated, closirgylacking it behind
her. And then she leaned back against it, slidioglg to the floor,
her eyes closed, her whole body shaking in reaction

Anyone who knew her only as the cool, self-assefradf executive

of the huge Geldard Corporation would have beend-pegssed to
recognise her as this frightened, bedraggled aredbtuddled on the
floor, trembling and crying, trapped on a strargygacht—a stranger
who had made his intentions absolutely clear.

But then she was the only one who knew how falsetivafacade she
showed to the world. At twenty-seven years oldhwiéver even the
slightest hint of a romantic involvement, it wagwitable, perhaps,
that certain myths had grown up around her—indestit had

deliberately cultivated them as part of her defeter eyes could



freeze impertinence at twenty paces- few saw thedfivulnerability
in the softness of her delicately drawn mouth.

As sole heir to her grandfather's substantial feetishe had always
known that any man who showed an interest in heramdy trying to
get his hands on her money or control of the Geléampire. And she
had learned to recognise the shallow complimenteenooks for
what they were. Her blonde colouring and fine skiare well
enough, and she would acknowledge that she haddfgure, kept
in trim by regular exercise, but the Geldard feasuwhich had given
her grandfather such an imposing air were reatlyeratoo strong for
feminine beauty; a firm chin and a faintly patriciaose hinted at an
assertiveness that terrified most men of her actaace.

And that was the way she liked it. She had neveedcdo put
Grandfather's teaching to the test—she had her owather's
example as a constant reminder of the consequegickling in

love. Not that she, Georgia, would ever do anythasgfoolish as
running off with a driving instructor—the ease witiich the young
man had been willing to be bought off had shown apmn his true
colours.

She had grown up with the story of how Grandfatie brought
home the jilted bride, chastened—and pregnant. dadply, her
mother had further disappointed him by producimgese girl instead
of the longed-for grandson to inherit the bisctatdsrewery empire
he was busy building, and her weakness of chardadrfurther
revealed itself in a steadily worsening drink peshl Georgia
remembered her only as a pale wraith, hauntingaberheated
orangery at the back of the house, her breath alvgayelling of
sherry, terrifying her with tearful attempts to redier sit on her lap.
She had died almost unnoticed when Georgia was ten.

Surprisingly, however, Grandfather had taken tognanddaughter
from the time she could toddle, and she had grogwtolbe the apple



of his eye. She had inherited his biting intelligen and
determination, and he had groomed her to take ttnvereins of the
company as if she had been a boy.

And she had accepted that the privileges she ethjosd their price,
never allowing herself to regret that her wealthhes apart from the
romantic pleasures of other young women of her &gectly trained
to despise the weakness that had destroyed heemstie was happy
with .her solitary state—most of the time; it wadyosometimes at
night, waking from a fitful dream with an achingise of unfulfilled
need, that she would even admit to herself thataselonely...

But Grandfather would never have approved of h#mgi here
feeling sorry for herself, she reminded hersely—and she hadn't
escaped from Cesar's clutches only to fall vicorthe notorious Jake
Morgan! Pulling herself together with an effortvafl, she sat up and
looked around, taking careful stock of her surrongs.

It had grown dark outside, and sliding to her &t found the switch
that turned on the lights. The soft glow of sillkadied lamps filled the
room, gleaming on the rich, dark mahogany wallss Thust be the
master stateroom—spacious and elegant, it hadathe air of being
an exclusively male province as the saloon. It dasinated by a
huge bed, elevated on a low, carpeted platform covered with

wine-red silk sheets. What had she got herselfinto

Curiosity drew her to explore, opening the door$ is¢o the
wood-panelled walls. One revealed a cavernousdfittardrobe,
half-empty—just a couple of beautifully-tailoreddmess suits and
hand-made silk shirts, but mostly good quality ehslothes, several
pairs of rugged denim jeans and a stack of diftereloured T-shirts.
Another revealed a small television set and a |ardg and a column
of CDs which told her nothing but that his tastenmsic ran from jazz
to hard rock, with a little country and a few unegfed classics
thrown in.



The last door opened to reveal a bathroom of hetomilack marble,
complete with a huge, deep sunken bath with ggid that would
have been at home in a Roman potentate's paladegaaing back at
her from the mirrored wall opposite was her owrleatfon. She
stared at it, strangely disturbed to see hersatidshg there in such an
alien environment, her eyes glittering darkly aed tmouth as soft as
bruised raspberries, the blanket slipping fromraked shoulders...

'‘We'll play the game by my rules..." It didn't takach imagination to
guess what he meant by that, she mused, stealimp@ehensive
glance back at that big bed. Suddenly a vivid image in her mind,
of her own creamy-gold skin against those winesieekets- overlaid
with a deeply-bronzed, hard-muscled body...Quidtlg shook her
head, alarmed by the rapid acceleration of hertbear. She had
wasted too much time already—at any minute he migiow
impatient, and come in to see why she was takingrsg. Stepping
over to the window, she uttered a sigh of reliedr huck was
holding—from the moonlit contours of the coastlsie knew that
they were sailing into Mangrove Bay, the exclusidge-away where
her own yacht was moored. It was really no coinoode of
course—naturally Jake Morgan would choose to dtthyesbest place
on the island.

Seeking and finding the window that doubled as gemey exit, she
pushed it open. She had nothing on beneath the&dilabut she
couldn't do anything about that now. Anyway, it waéerk—with
luck, she could get back on board her own yachhout anyone
seeing her. Dropping the damp blanket to the flsloe,clambered out
of the window.

She couldn't avoid making a splash as she tumhtedhe water, but
hopefully all the attention of the crew would be the task of
manoeuvring the big boat into a suitable anchosipgt among the
others dotted around the bay. Striking swiftly avirayn the hull, she



swam underwater for a short distance as an adeeadyion, before
surfacing and looking around to get her bearings.

It took her only a moment to identify tligeldard StarAll appeared
quiet on board—her captain would have waited, chedwvith the

company's lawyers before raising a full-scale aldrhve swim-steps
were down and she crept up them, keeping low.

Jake Morgan's boat was no more than two or threelded yards
away, dropping anchor and tying up to a mooringybwiih all the
usual commotion and to- ing and fro-ing of crew—ggioto distract
the attention of her own look-outs for a crucialmemt or two. Like a
ghost she slipped across the deck and into thedacdksaloon, at last
reaching the safety of her own elegant state-rddimsing the door
behind her, she leaned against it, sighing witiefel

There had been moments, during the past couplewthwhen she
had thought she was in serious trouble. But hendjedher had
taught her never to give in, to keep planning heves—the winners
were the ones who reallyelievedthey could win, he always said.
And she had won; she was back on her own grouragcshld get
some clothes on and stroll back out on deck, andsarshe gave
permission no one would even dare question whexénald been. It
would be as if none of it had happened.

The Geldard Starwas one of the biggest boats in the bay, but Je
Morgan's boat was even bigger; from her cabin shi&csee straight
across to it. A solitary figure stood on the foesski, looking out over
the dark waters of the sound towards the open dhametween
Spanish Point and Maria Hill—as if looking for mexiais.

A small shiver of heat ran down her spine as shenebered those
glittering dark eyes, sweeping down over her ndkedly with such
mocking contempt. No, it couldrguitebe as if those past few hours



had never happened, she reflected uneasily; she'tvggsng to be
able to forget those kisses.

Absently she touched her fingertips to her lipslifey still the warm
softness that had melted them so sweetly. No, slsa't\going to be
able to forget.



CHAPTER TWO

THE office of the chief executive of the Geldard Cogimn was on
the top floor of Geldard House, one of the talldetks in the City,
with a spectacular view over London—from the silvibbon of the
Thames almost at its feet to the distant blue-ghe§s of

Hertfordshire, away beyond its northern suburbs.

Georgia could vividly recall the first time she haame up here with
her grandfather, when the building had still beecoacrete shell.
Stomping around in his yellow hard-hat, doling otders right and
left to the builders, he had insisted on walking@dt to the edge of
the open floor—the point where she was standing-rdtough then

there had been no glass in place and the wind kad whistling

through like a hurricane.

But old George Geldard had cared for nothing, mehehe forces of
nature—and certainly not for the fact that the sadtthe building
were spiralling while the prospects of letting spaa it were
tumbling. 'Hold your nerve,' he had used to say neler she'd
queried the wisdom of it. 'Keep planning your mouégou believe
you can win, yowvill win.'

He-had lived just long enough to see it completdtie-pinnacle of
his empire and very nearly its ruin. To finandedathad been forced to
float a new share issue, even though it had mezsmd overall
control of the company; he had planned it to bey @aashort-term
measure, until he could afford to buy back enoutdres to hold a
majority once again. She had been working to aehileat ever since.

The task would have been easier if it hadn't beerthie constant,
bitter rivalry between her two uncles; it was irthat in his
disappointment at her birth her grandfather hatdleseblocks of
shares on his own nephew and his wife's, beliethegnanagement
of the company would one day have to pass into tteds— they



were so busy fighting each other, they couldn'teharvanaged a
prayer meeting in a nunnery.

It had largely been their inability to agree oroapromise candidate
that had enabled her to win the boardroom battleetelected chief
executive—in spite of the Old Man's wishes, it baén no foregone
conclusion. And in the three years since then stk had to fight
every inch of the way to prove to the sceptics—tipalarly within
the more conservative institutional holdings—thla¢ svas neither
too young, nor the wrong gender, to shoulder sudulastantial
responsibility.

She knew that there were many who were watchingwamting for
her to make a mistake. But she had worked damneet] &iad at last
she was beginning to feel that she was respectaeriawn right, not
just as the Old Man's granddaughter. It amusedvhen she heard
herself described as a chip off the old block- evdme highest
accolade—as George Geldard the Second.

Of course, the price of her success had been higsirgde-minded
ambition that could permit nothing to distract H&ut it was a price
she had always been willing to pay; she had eveagan to be happy
with her life- she had everything that money cdulg. It would just
be greedy to ask for anything more...

A discreet tap at the door brought her out of leerie, and she
moved back to her desk. ‘Come in.’

‘Georgia? Sorry to interrupt—I hope you weren'tyfus

Bernard Harrison had been the company secretagifoost fifteen
years; loyal and dependable, he was one of th@é&aple she felt she
could trust. She smiled at him warmly. '‘Not at alhe assured him. 'l
was just day-dreaming, I'm afraid.’



He frowned, studying her in some concern. 'Thaitdike you. But
you do look tired, you know—you ought to take aidhay.'

'l had a holiday in February," she reminded himhwvat touch of
asperity.

'Yes—but that was almost three months ago,' heteoesh with the
bluntness of one who could remind her what sheldwikd like in a
gym-slip, with her hair in bunches. 'And, to be éstit didn't look as
if it did you a great deal of good. | know you dorant to tell me
what happened that last afternoon—'

‘Nothing happened,' she returned with uncharatteiimpatience.
'‘Heavens, | was only gone for a couple of hours—earywould think
I'd been missing for a week! | just went for a wahat's all.’

‘Without telling anyone where you were going...'

'So | was irresponsible for one afternoon! Goodvkasa, | was on
holiday—I felt like being off the leash for a whilest being like any
other holidaymaker, strolling around without anydmnewing who |
was... Anyway, what was it you wanted, Bernard@'aided, quickly
changing the subject before he could probe any more

‘You asked me to try to find out a little aboutsthiolding company
that's been buying up our shares,' he remindeddy@ng a slim file
on the desk; the label, neatly printed in his ovguase hand,
proclaimed "Falcon Holdings". 'Not much success, #fraid- it's
owned by a company in New York, which in turn isnas by a
private trust registered in the Bahamas.'

Georgia sighed, picking up the file. 'l was afrafdhat,’ she mused
wryly. 'l suppose there's no way of finding out wdamtrols the trust?'



Bernard shook his head. 'lI've tried, but it's lIb@nging your head
against a brick wall when you come up against theas of banking
secrecy.'

‘Ah, well... Thank you, Bernard—you did your béate'll just have
to watch things very carefully. If therga bid, do you think we'll be
able to fight it off?'

'l would hope so,' he assured her soberly. 'l tiiakd be able to keep
most of the private shareholders with us. It'sitigtitutions I'd be
concerned about—if the offer was high enough, thbgve to think
very seriously about their own sharedholders’ agis:'

Georgia clenched her fist. 'I'll fight it, Berndrghe declared. 'Every
inch—they'll find | won't be a walkover.'

'‘No one would expect anything else from you—the way've run
this company for the past three years proves theidentally,' he
added on a note of diffidence, 'this may be no mian a
coincidence—but on the other hand...?'

He put a copy of one of the more sensationalidoimewspapers
down on the desk in front of her. She glanced upiratin amused
surprise, and then her heart gave a sudden thsiteagcognised the
man in the frontpage picture beneath the blazomadllne Lucky
DIGGER.

Only the iron self-control instilled by her grantfar enabled her to
conceal her reaction.

Australian business tycoon Jake Morgan arrivedritaB last
week, and already he's got two new women in F
life—stunning dark-haired supermodel girlfriend Sha
Smith, and winning three-year-old racehorse Blondie

Blondie...?



Even in the black and white newsprint there waaranistakable air
of arrogance in the set of those wide shouldechatienging glint in
those deep-set eyes. He'd been here a week, tlyessid—but it
didn't say why he'd come or how long he was plajpminstay. She
picked up the Falcon Holdings file in her other thaeyeing it
speculatively.

'Yes, you...could be right, Bernard,' she manageohehow keeping
her voice steady. 'Well spotted.’

Had he found out who she was? It had probably be
inevitable—though unlike him she sought to avoidspeal publicity
as much as possible. Newspaper editors seemedfastiaated by
the fact that a female—particulary a young blondmdle—was
running such a substantial company, and couldsistraising a
photograph of her whenever they ran a story abelddd's. But she
had hoped that he might not recognise her— aftesla¢ had been
soaking wet at the time they had met.

Well, if he thought he would be able to use thatdant to blackmail
her in some way, he would be disappointed, she goesolutely. No
one knew about it, and she would simply deny thatad ever
happened.

The May Day Ball in aid of the Geldard Foundatioasvwone of the
most glittering events of the social calendar. Tumdation had been
another of her grandfather's grand gestures, st sygport research
into heart disease—unfortunately he had stubbogilysed to listen
himself to the advice available, dismissing all dator's pleas to
give up his brandy and cigars.

The grand ballroom of one of London's top hotels e venue for
the occasion, where two hundred and fifty of theaon of society



could dine and dance in elegant style into the lshmalirs of the
morning while being parted from as much money asibte in the
name of a good cause.

Georgia cast a last anxious glance over the sedBnipe first of the
Bentleys and Rolls Royces began to disgorge thegraat occupants
outside the imposing entrance. It was as near @ed® six long

months of hard work by the committee—and sevengs g the staff
of the hotel—could make it. Long white-clothed &hlawash with
silver and crystal, sparkled beneath the massianddliers that
swung from the lofty ceiling, and the wide expartdfeparquet

dance-floor gleamed with polish.

It had occurred to her more than once that it waqurlmbably be a

great deal easier to call the whole thing off antp$y write to people

asking for a financial contribution, instead ofmggio these lengths to
prise open their wallets. But she was aware thagrendfather had
had a more cynical motive in mind—it did the compargreat deal

of good commercially to be associated with sucheatgious social

event.

‘Georgie, darling! What a fabulous dress! And tled@rd diamonds
too, | see. Sthat'sthe reason why some of these "waiters" have su
magnificent shoulders!

Georgia turned, smiling in welcome for her old salfrtend, now
married into the minor echelons of the aristocrdty.afraid so,' she
responded lightly. 'The insurance company insistedt. I'd really
rather leave the damned things in the vault and paste.'

'Oh no, surely not,’ Margot protested, shocked.ey¥ke so
beautiful—if they were mine, I'd wear them all timee. Even to bed!
Especially if one of those gorgeous hunks had toecalong to keep
an eye on them! she added outrageously, slantiigtiadious eye
over one of the stone-faced security-guards whdead assigned to



protect the priceless gems around Georgia's thnogtulk not too
discreetly concealed beneath the white dinner jaaka waiter.

Georgia shook her head, laughing. 'Margot, youfrgpaissible!
You're supposed to be a respectable married wohesse days.'

'‘Me? Respectable?' her friend gurgled. 'Not likéW, Charles is a
dear, but he's just husband,after all. But what about you?' she
added, frowning slightly as she held Georgia at'afength and

subjected her to a critical survey. 'Holw you keep your figure? I'll

swear you're even slimmer than the last time | gaw and yet you

eat like a horse!'

'Oh, l..get a lot of exercise,’ Georgia explain@gqving one
beautifully manicured hand in a dismissive gesti&ad I... had a
slight bout of flu or something earlier this year.'

'Flu, huh?' Margot's searching eyes were watchargféce for the
slightest betraying flicker. 'Not a man, then?'

'Of course not!" Georgia concealed a stab of alatrher friend's
shrewd guess. 'Why on earth should you think that?"

'It's usually the only way | ever get to lose angight,’ Margot
confessed ruefully. 'Excitement while I'm falling love, and pining
when it's all over! Though now I'm married | supposhall have to
forego all that sort of fun.’

‘It doesn't sound much like fun to me," Georgianretd drily.

Margot chuckled. 'Ah, you ought to try it. In faitts about time you
did—it would do you good. Your grandfather's gtitao answer for,
you know—I suppose he was only trying to do whathHoeight was
best for you, but he ended up convincing you tlatman could be
interested in you for any other reason than younewo



'‘Don't be ridiculous, Margot," Georgia protestedage of a slight
waver in her voice. 'Oh, you'll have to excuse meed some more
guests arriving. I'd better go and do my duty.' Aheé slipped away
before her friend could ask any more probing qoasti

As she crossed the foyer she caught a fleetingpgknof her own
reflection in the large gilded mirror on the walWas Margot right?
Had her grandfather made her too suspicious? Thgerthat looked
back at her seemed to mock her. Poor little rich diseemed to
say—you've got everything, and yet you've got maghi

Her hairdresser had swept up her hair in an elegigid, and her
slim-fitting dress of silver-white satin had a pwienplicity of line,
cut low across the honey-smooth curve of her bsedsigging her
slender figure right down to her ankles—all thetdretio show off the
fabulous Geldard diamonds.

She didn't actually like them very much; they wesather too

ostentatious for her taste—a heavy collar of spagkihite gems, set
in gold, with matching drops swinging from her shedrs. They
were reputed to be part of the Russian Crown Jetelagh Georgia
was inclined to doubt the truth of that. Her gratkér had bought
them for her grandmother as a silver wedding ptedkat lady, a

plain Yorkshirewoman, had thought it a terrible teasf money, and
Georgia heartily agreed with her—most of the timeytwere locked
up in the vaults at the bank.

But at least while she wore them no one would dthddtthe Geldard
fortune was as healthy as ever. And if she wasgtoithave to fight a
hostile takeover bid, it was vital to keep up apprees.

‘Great party, Georgie! Just about everyone's here!'



Georgia smiled, discreetly weaving her partner @uar potential
collision; Robin Rustrom-Smith was an excellent @anwhen he
was sober, but at the moment he wasn't. 'Yeggatryg very well,' she
agreed, glancing around the crowded room with feation.

"Everyone" was indeed there—aristocrats rubbingulkslers with

film stars and captains of industry, all willingabandon their dignity
to compete fiercely in a game of bingo to win tetkthat had cost
less than they'd spend on breakfast, or to scratublehe prize

balloons. A swift glance at the slim Cartier wadchher wrist told her
that it was almost midnight; she could at last bdgi relax in the
knowledge that the ball had raised a great deahafiey for the

foundation...

Suddenly she stiffened as a tall figure near thee daught her eye. It
wasn't the first time this had happened—severagiover the past
three months she had spotted a man of a certaghtread build, with
dark blond hair curling over his collar at the baakd her heart had
tripped over itself until inevitably a second loodnfirmed that it was
a complete stranger.

But this time she didn't need a second look; theas no mistaking
the arrogant set of those wide shoulders, theotiliis head as he
surveyed the room. The formal dinner jacket he waaring was
beautifully cut, but the vivid memory that flashetb her mind was
of his bare chest, hard-muscled and bronzed bsuthescattered with
rough, curling, male hair...

Her heart fluttering in panic, she nudged Robirosstto the far side
of the dance-floor—fortunately his brain was rattey fuddled by
the excellent champagne that had been flowing gessr all
evening for him to notice anything amiss. Hiddentlhy crowd of
dancers, she watched warily, like a small mousegidch the long
grass; hoping the farmyard cat wouldn't noticevsas there.



She had known that there was a risk that she woualéhto him if he

stayed in England for any length of time. But wivas he doing here
tonight? His name wasn't on the guest-list; anddiess he had only
just arrived—if he had been there at dinner, sheldvoertainly have
seen him. Was it just an unlucky chance, or haddnee looking for

her?

Waltzing around the crowded dance-floor, she waslpaware of
the music or of the glittering gathering enjoyimgmselves with an
increasing degree of bois- terousness beneath pakling
chandeliers high above their heads, pastel-colobai#dons drifting
around their feet, curling lengths of streamer datoog their hair and
shoulders.

As the dance came to an end she was surroundedeby a throng
of admirers, clamouring for the chance of being telead her round
the floor.

‘My turn, Georgie.'
‘Georgie, you promised me.'

'‘Pardon the intrusion from the far-flung Colonibsys, but | think
this is my dance.'

It was that lazy, mocking drawl she had tried sodha forget. To
Georgia's disgust, not one of the other claimantsetr hand seemed
willing to challenge the newcomer; groaning in psif they
conceded defeat, standing aside ~o let him steplenheld out one
imperious hand, and she could do nothing but ptg heit and let
him draw her out onto the dance-floor and intodnrss.

He danced well, for a man who looked as if he'thioee at home on
horseback, herding half a million sheep across dutack, she
reflected with a touch of asperity. And she codldigny that the
elegant cut of a formal dinner jacket suited himaekably well. But



the memory of the last time he had held her imahiss was swirling
in her brain, and all her usual cool poise had dedéer, leaving her
feeling as gauche as a schoolgirl.

His soft laughter mocked her. 'Well, good evenBlgndie. Thisis a
pleasant surprise.’

She lifted her eyes to stare up at him. 'What atedoing here?' she
demanded raggedly.

'l bribed my way in," he admitted without sham'en ‘staying here at
the hotel, and | was passing across the hall wheppened to look
in—and who should | see but my little mermaid? $ollared one of
those fearsome old dragons who always seem ttase things, and
gave her a nice fat cheque to let me in. | wasrigppmight run into

you while | was in London, but | certainly didn¥pect it to be here.'
His voice took on a note of sardonic amusemerdlniost didn't

recognise you.. .with your clothes on.'

She returned him a look of cool dignity which shepéd would
override the betraying hint of pink in her cheelsyou're going to
make coarse remarks like that, | shall walk offdlaace-floor.'

He chuckled with laughter, the arm around her wagstening just a
fraction, as if to warn her not to try it. 'l seeuygot your diamonds,’
he remarked, a hard edge in his voice. 'Quite-a-tet real thing too.
You havebeen busy since the last time we met. Found ydigseie
rich fool to marry, did you? Who is it? That pastgeed creep you
were dancing with when | came in?'

'‘Robin isn't a creep!" she protested hotly.

'He isn't man enough for you." He had drawn heseasiohis warm
breath stirring her hair, his hand sliding slowbwah the length of her
spine to mould intimately over the smooth curvehef derriere.
‘Don't you sometimes wish, when you feel his scyalaamds on your



smooth, satin skin, for eeal lover?' he taunted provocatively. '‘Ong
whose touch would be warm and gentle on your sadiked
body—who would caress those ripe, firm, beautiftgasts with
tenderness and who would make love to you all nigh¢very way
you could possibly imagine...?'

Georgia drew in a sharp breath, shocked not so foytis words as
by her own reaction to them; breathing the muskglenscent of him
was conjuring a memory of that brief encounter am yacht, a
memory so vivid that she felt as if she was ona@ragaked in his
arms, her mouth bruised by his kisses, her creamyoth skin
flushed beneath that insolent dark gaze.

It took a considerable effort of will to regathketscattered threads of
her composure. But she couldn't let herself weak&me—knew only
too well how swiftly he could take advantage of &myering of her
resistance. From beneath her lashes, she studmedwiairily. It
seemed that he still didn't know who she was. I wassible, of
course—he had been here no more than a few mirartdd)e might
not have bothered to ask anyone her name.

Or, on the other hand, he could be playing somé &incruel game
with her. If hewasthe mysterious figure behind the holding compar
that was buying up Geldard shares, she was quiehguwould try to
use their previous meeting to gain an unfair acagat—there was no
mistaking the hint of ruthlessness about that hawdth.

Either way, she had to keep her nerve, keep plgrimenmoves. And,
for the moment, it seemed that the best tactic wwaplay the
confident, sexually assured siren he had takefolnelt was hardly a
role that came naturally to her, but all she hadddowas copy
Margot's style—it couldn't be that difficult.



Slanting him a flirtatious smile, she lifted heresyto his. 'l...didn't
know you were planning to come to England," she ar&ed
carefully. "You didn't mention it.’

Only the slightest flicker of those dark eyes s&gied his surprise at
her change of manner. 'Well, now, as | recall vemdiget too much
time to talk about anything before you disappediresh my life," he
responded on a note of mocking humour. 'But siheeonly thing |
knew about you was that you were English— at leégured that
from your accent—it seemed like the best way tal fyjou was to
come to London.'

Heavens, he must think she was stupid! She lautileitl, hiding
her annoyance behind a gloss of sophisticated amarge '‘Really?
You didn't exactly rush, though—it's been nearhgéhmonths.’

'‘Ah, well... Unfortunately there were one or twesiness matters that
forced me to go back to Australia first,' he expdal. 'But | came as
soon as | could.’

She shook her head, mimicking Margot's best aramergsms. 'No,
really—what are you doing here?' she persisted. ypo have
business interests in England?’

‘A few,' he conceded, those enigmatic dark eyasgivothing away.
'I'm just looking around for anything that catchn@geye. I've already
picked up a nice little filly— as a matter of fdetamed her Blondie,
after you.'

Georgia's jaw was aching with the effort of mainiag her smile. 'So
| saw in the paper. Am | supposed to be flattered?'

'l like the name," he countered genially. 'And htd&now your real
one.'



She laughed the implied question aside. 'And wkeyeur other
"filly" tonight?' she enquired, trying for an aif worldly unconcern.
‘Not with you?'

'You mean Sheena? No, she's working—Paris or Rome
Somewhere. Why do you ask?'

'Oh, just... mildly curious,' she responded, nategable to keep her
voice as even as she would have liked.

'‘Not jealous, by any chance, are you?' he taunted.

‘Jealous? Of course not.' She shrugged her slinlddrs in a gesture
of unconcern. 'l have no reason to be jealous.’

‘No, you don't," he murmured, drawing her closeimgShe'sdmost
as beautiful as you, but she doesn't kiss like yu tasted like
honey and melted in my arms like a dream...’

'l was... half-drowned,' she choked out, her mésl@ly slipping.

'So you were,' he conceded softly, mockingly. 'Bou're not
half-drowned now.'

With a small stab of alarm she realised that hevmaktzed her out
through the open French windows at the far endhefdance-floor
Into a cool marble atrium, where a green cast-foamtain played
amid a riot of tropical palms beneath a high gldssied ceiling.
Before she could protest, he had drawn her backtivd shadow's
behind one of the Doric columns that ran aroundatlier rim, and
his mouth had claimed hers in a kiss that she tdidr@dw how to
resist.

His lips moved over hers, warm and sensuous, atldavsoft sigh
she surrendered to their sweet persuasion, grahitmngdmission to
the moist, secret depths he sought. The musky scalet of his skin



was drugging her mind, stirring an instinctive @sge that was far
beyond the reach of reason.

She was curving herself into his demanding embrhee,tender
breasts crushed against the hard wall of his chesgpine melting in
the heat that was swirling in her blood. His semsutmngue coiled
around hers as his hands moulded intimately owestit curves of
her body with that warm, tender touch he had pretis

'‘Why did you disappear like that?' he breathed hilngky timbre of
his voice caressing her. 'l thought I'd never seeagain. If it hadn't
been for one very damp blanket on the floor bydpen window |
might have thought you were a figment of my dreafwm now that
I've found you, | don't want to let you go—I wantrake love to
you...'

Abruptly his words brought her back to reality. Whahell was she
doing, letting him kiss her again when she knew figawas a threat
to everything she had worked for—everything hemdfather had
worked for? Summoning all her strength, she forbed hands
between them, struggling to push him away.

'‘Damn that bloodless creep and his diamonds,” hesedu
misunderstanding her reaction. 'l can buy you dizase-all the
diamonds you want. Come upstairs to my suite anaderemind you
what it's like to be touched by hands that stilldhgaome warmth in
them...'

'Stop it—Ilet me go..."' she begged, her voice rigiqganic. 'Leave me
alone...'

'It's all right, Miss Geldard, we've got him!

As Georgia blinked in bewilderment a sixteen-stgoella in a white
dinner jacket caught Jake from behind in a mas&ear-hug,
dragging him off her as another swung a punchsahéad. With the



instincts of a street- fighter he ducked, the blhatting the first gorilla
square on the jaw as Jake barged the second ww eufgby tackle,
bringing him down in a sprawling heap—and the wenldpted in a
melee of flying fists and the exploding flashbudif$’ress cameras.

'Stop it! You've made a mistake!' she cried, wighshe could vanish
through the floor as the atrium filled with curiogigests, coming out
to stare.

Slowly the struggling mass on the floor resolvesklit into three
bruised and bloodied men, who drew cautiously apad rose to
their feet, eyeing each other with considerableilitgsand suspicion.
Jake shook his head, pulling a handkerchief frognploicket to dab
gingerly at a trickle of blood on his lip.

'‘Would somebody mind telling me what in hell's gpion?' he
demanded, looking from his assailants to Georgibbatk again.

She drew in a deep, steadying breath. 'I'm... ssshe managed,
conscious of the flaming heat in her cheeks. 'These are from the
security firm responsible for protecting my diamend

'‘We thought you was trying to pinch 'em,' the fgstilla supplied.

'I'm sorry, Miss Geldard—we was watching you dagciand

everything looked kosher. Then the next minute yw@s missing,
and when we got out here it looked like you wdsaving a bit of
bother. I... suppose we jumped to the wrong comafshe added
sheepishly. 'No hard feelings, mate?' he addedke. JWe was just
doing our job.’

Jake grinned, accepting the massive hand that wiag beld out to
him. 'No hard feelings,' he conceded, the glinamiusement in his
half-closed eye suggesting to Georgia that he le gnjoyed the
scrap.



"You put up a damned good show,' the other gadiaitted with wry
admiration. 'If you're ever looking for a job, weutd use you on the
firm.’

‘Thank you,' Jake responded, shaking his hand sdjerh hope |
won't ever need to be, but if I am I'll remembetth

The flashbulbs exploded again, to catch the momgigs Geldard,
what are the diamonds worth?' one of the photognapballed out,
delighted with this unexpected bonus on an evenihgn they had
anticipated nothing more than deadly dull societgs.

With a swift step, Jake interposed himself betwéen and the
cameras. 'l think you have enough pictures,' hereessgrimly. ‘Miss
Geldard is tired.'

There was a murmur of protest, but no one seenahideda to argue

with him. With some reluctance, the crowd and thetpgraphers

drifted slowly back to the ballroom. The securityagds were the last
to go, leaving them alone.

Georgia lifted her hand to her hair, trying in vamtuck back the
strands that were slipping from the elegant arraveye her

hairdresser had created. Nervously she flickedaaaog! up at Jake,
who was leaning one wide shoulder against the spila beside

them, easing his grazed knuckles.

'‘Well, Miss Geldard he remarked, adding a sardonic emphasis to |
name. 'l suppose you could say that we've now Heanally
introduced—in a manner of speaking.’

She lowered her lashes, her cheeks flushing fammtly. 'Yes, well...
I'm very sorry for the...misunderstanding ...’

He shouted with laughter. 'Well, that's an undézstent! There was
[, thinking you'd found yourself a nice wealthy augladdy, and



what do you know? Turns out you're a little Croesugour own
right!" He lifted the heavy diamond collar aroungr throat on one
finger, regarding it with the expert eye of one wkooew his
gem-stones. 'Very nice too—and worth a cool hatfilaon, at least.
No wonder you need bodyguards.’

'‘Quite." With an effort of will, she lifted her ey¢o meet his, all her
icy dignity restored. 'However, although there's'lbloodless creep”
on the scene, I'm afraid | must regretfully declywur charming

Invitation to go upstairs to your suite. | havetaste for casual one-
night stands.'

He laughed without humour. 'That wasn't exactly wiead in mind.'

'‘Oh? And whatdid you have in mind?' - He regarded her for
moment in quizzical assessment, and then he shsdkelad. 'No, |
don't think this is quite the right moment to explahe responded.
'‘Why didn't you tell me who you were?'

She hesitated, drawing in a long, steadying brédatbn't think this is
quite the right moment to explain,' she countenesply. 'I'm sorry
about the misunderstanding with the security peejlaope your
injuries aren't serious?'

T'll live," he returned, an inflection of sardoiamour in his voice as
he cautiously felt his swollen eye. 'Ow! Those gogs sure pack a
wallop!'

'I'll ask the kitchen to send you up a raw steak.'

‘You could try kissing it better..." he tauntedyiang his hands against
the wall on each side of her shoulders to trafbléreen his arms.

Her blue eyes flashed him a frost warning, and dileked neatly
under his arm. 'I'll ask the kitchen to send youauraw steak,' she



reiterated dampeningly as she turned him an albotilder and
walked back to the ballroom.

He chuckled with wry amusement. 'You know, you sticalways
wear diamonds,' he remarked in lazy mockery. "Tip@wvith your
eyes.’



CHAPTER THREE
'‘DECENT shiner you've got there, old man.’

Jake squinted out of his good eye, smiling wryltlss pale young
man, whom he recognised as the one he had mistak&eorgia's
rich sugar-daddy, came over to join him, leaningiast the bonnet of
the Range Rover. "You should see the other guy.’

Robin Rustrom-Smith chuckled. 'l had a ringside.déa all over the
papers, you know. Our Sweet Georgia is not goirfgetbest pleased
with you—doesn't like that sort of publicity.'

Jake shrugged his wide shoulders in a dismissistige holding his
binoculars gingerly to his eyes to watch the stohgorses galloping
across the soft Lambourn turf. 'How was | suppdsdehow who she
was? She never told me her name.'

'‘Ah, so that's why you were so reckless. You gétlightly, you
know—the last chap who tried it on with her stidldrs the scars.’

‘You don't say,' Jake drawled with laconic humour.

'‘No, I'm serious. Took her horsewhip to him—Ilovelyn, straight
across the cheek. Ten years ago, that was— ndsmbas dared risk
it once.'

Jake lowered his binoculars, turning to staresagknial informant in
frank astonishment. 'You mean...no one?' he quetid one's
even...? But she'd have been ... what, sixteen?'

'Seventeen.'

'‘Oh, come on!" Jake laughed. 'You're kidding megodd-looking
broad like that? She must have 'em queuing iniglesi



Robin shook his head. 'If there'd been any actidnhave known
about it—m'sister Margot's one of her best frierats] you know
what women are for talking about that sort of thi@d, | agree she's a
great girl, but when it comes to trying it on withr... To tell you the
truth, even the thought of it scares me into theldhe of next
week—and I've known her since we were children.’

'S0 you mean she's still...?"

Robin nodded in cheerful confirmation. 'Of courgeyas the Old
Man's fault—her grandfather. The tight- fisted gloht was always
convinced that anyone who looked twice at her vites his money,
so he all but locked her up in a chastity belt gandw away the key.
Siberia, we used to call her at school—couldn'tmvaer up with a
blowtorch.'

‘Well, well..." Jake lifted his binoculars agalwvell, well, well...' That
was certainly no longer true—as he had every retskmow. Or was
that the sort of game she played? He had met theé kefore,
promising everything and then refusing to delivetiluthey had got
whatever it was they wanted—usually a ring on tlieger and a
meal-ticket for life.

Not that the frostbitten Miss Geldard had any neéda meal
ticket—she could afford to buy not only her owndbnbut the whole
damned restaurant if she chose. Nor did she neesstot to those
sort of tactics to get herself a husband, if thatswvhat she
wanted—with one snap of her fingers she could hbal the
available men this side of the Rockies queuinganghér hand.

So what was it? Some kind of power trip? Was thadtvwurned her
on? Didn't she have enough power as chief execofiveer family
firm? But then he had met a lot ofento whom power was like a
drug—the more of it they had, the more they needdy shouldn't
some women be like that? And in her position shetrhave to fight



her way in a man's world every day of her workifer--what better
way to even the score than by hitting back beloe lelt, as it
were...?

Damn, he never had been able to resist a challergpecially one
with such a prize at the end of it! The thoughttedching Miss
Geldard the danger of playing power games wittbigéoys, and at
the same time disproving his new acquaintance\stbloh theory,
was tempting enough to make his mouth water. logldvoever have
melted more sweetly into honey...!

A third off-roader pulled up in the field, the dewclimbing out and
strolling over to join them, calling a casual gnegt Jake vaguely
recalled having met him before—and not liking himmah. He had
wondered then what had caused the faint white doan his right
cheek.

‘Nice looking filly you've got there,’ the newcomesmarked,
studying the horses in training through his ownobirars. 'l was
after her myself.'

'‘Were you?' Jake smiled grimly, the amusing irohthe remark not
lost on him.

Robin chuckled softly to himself. "You'd best beetal, Nige," he put
in, with the air of one feeding fuel to a fire. tils like he's making a
habit of picking up fillies you were interested in.

The Honourable Nigel Woodvine cast his old schddend a
withering look down his aristocratic nose.

'I've just been telling him about our Georgie," Robupplied. 'He
doesn't seem to believe me.’

Nigel turned his cool survey on Jake, letting fpsclurl into a slight
sneer. 'Is that so?' he queried, carefully calmgat degree of disdain



that would fall just short of provoking any serialenger from those
hard fists- he too had been present at the Geldamhdation May
Day Ball. "You think you can do better than the s, then?'

Jake shrugged, returning the contempt. '‘Could be.’

Nigel laughed unpleasantly. 'l doubt it. From whagather, you've
barely made it to first base. Granted, that'ste [further than most
people have got to with the damned frigid bitch—yo won't get
her into bed.'

Jake examined his grazed hand, flexing the fingendemplatively,

wondering how the knuckles would stand up to anottiese

encounter with hard bone. "You don't reckon?' headudeceptively
quiet.

Nigel lifted his binoculars, coolly watching theisg of horses as
they turned for home. 'No, | don't,’ he confirm&tbu putting that
filly in for the Geldard Cup at Ascot in September?

'l expect so.’

"Il tell you what—I'll make a bet with you. My ja— the one leading
the string there—against your filly says you ca®t her into bed
before the race.' He lowered his binoculars, hisowaeyes glinting.
‘What do you say?'

Robin drew in a sharp breath. 'Hey, Nige...!" h@tgsted, appalled. 'l
mean, come on! You can't make a bet like that!"

‘Can't I?" Again he gave that unpleasant laughyliaur Australian
friend doesn't think he can take up the challenge?'

Jake held his anger carefully in check; sometirheset were better
ways of dealing with contemptible jerks like thisseo-bred
Englishman than using your fists. Was he really sabgring



accepting such a dumb bet? He'd never done anylikmgf in his
life—even in his crass adolescence he wouldn't ilegamed of it.
But maybe the stiff-necked Miss Geldard had it cayrto her.

He lifted his own binoculars again, studying thegaint bay at the
head of the string. 'A bit showy for my taste, bwtouldn't mind
having her," he drawled with mocking self-assurateu're on.'

‘Another red rose, Georgia.'
‘Thank you, Janet. Throw it in the bin like theat please.’

'Oh, but... It seems such a shame!' her secretatggted. 'He called
three times yesterday, too.'

'If there's one thing | can't stand, it's a man wdom't take no for an
answer,"' Georgia responded on a note of crisp dgahi'l'm leaving
for my lunch appointment now, Janet. And if Mr Margrings again,
the answer is still the same—no, | will not havedi with him, nor
dinner with him, nor will | go to the theatre oryavhere else with
him.'

'Yes, Georgia,’ Janet conceded with a wistfuleligigh. Normally
briskly efficient, there was a small, romantic carim her soul that
was highly susceptible to the rough-hewn charnheftig Australian
who had been pursuing her hard-hearted boss witbh si
determination for the past couple of weeks.

Georgia smiled grimly, and swung her handbag ostoshoulder. 'l
have a meeting with Bernard at two- thirty, so bk back by
two-fifteen. And I'll need the production figures the Redford Road
bakery by tonight—I have to write a briefing paper next week's
board meeting.'



Her secretary nodded, making a note. 'Do you wanfigjures for the
past three years?'

‘Better make it the past five. See you later, JaBae swept from the
office, studiously ignoring the single, perfect redse in its

cellophane wrapper lying on Janet's desk. She load than enough
to worry about, without Jake Morgan pestering figie mysterious
Falcon Holdings was steadily buying up more ofdteres; they had
almost fifteen percent now—another fifteen and thewld have to

announce a formal bid. She had already decidedatd discreetly

liquidating some of her assets, ready to fight it.

And now, just when she didn't need it, she had bdenmed that one
of the companies that owned a small but potentiadlyortant block

of Geldard's shares had itself been taken overafgntly it had been
a friendly takeover, providing a rescue packagewoald save them
from the hands of the receivers—which was fortuf@at¢hem. But it

left her with a worrying question mark—would thewnewners

support her or not?

The executive lift took her down smoothly and shyifto the

basement, where her chauffeur was waiting withiéeblue Rolls
Royce to transport her to the restaurant wherevwss meeting a
representative from the new owners of Linepaq tculs their
continuing association with Geldard's.

‘Morning, Miss Geldard,' Maurice greeted her, opgrihe rear door.
'‘Good morning, Maurice. What's the traffic like?'
‘Not too bad, miss. Shouldn't take us more thaotdifteen minutes.'

‘Thank you, Maurice.' She glanced at the slim gatch on her wrist
as she settled on the smooth Connolly hide redarasebfastened her
seat belt. She would be a little early; good—thatesl her. She



would have time to settle herself and be in corbedbre her guest
arrived.

As Maurice eased the car up the ramp and outh@d/tay sunshine
she glanced at the file on the seat beside herw@kameeting a Mr
Watson, the financial director, probably a grey nfafi of figures,

she speculated wryly—what a waste of a sunny aftarnAround

the Tower of London the tourists were enjoying daly taste of
summer, sitting on the grassy bank beneath the iglke wall,

licking melting ice-cream cones—and she had to Hameh with

some boring accountant.

Laughing at herself, she shook her head. What wasgwvith her

lately? It wasn't like her to be discontented witr lot—she knew
that she was very privileged. It was just... somet she envied
people whose lives were a little simpler. But thteey probably
envied her, she reminded herself crisply—glidingrbiier gleaming
Rolls, bound for lunch at one of London's most esile

eating-houses.

Le Perigourdin was a charming little restaurang guiet street close
to Covent Garden. By night it was a popular diniplgce for

theatregoers, but by day it was also a favouri@ $mr business
lunchers like herself. As Maurice dropped her a ttoor she
reminded herself of another advantage of the pgés she
enjoyed—she didn't have to face the impossible tdsknding a

parking space.

The head waiter knew her well, and came at oncgdet her as she
stepped through the door. The atmosphere was Rralewith
whitewashed walls, dark rustic beams and rush ngatin the floor.
At the back was a large white-walled conservatorgssed with ferns
and ivies, opening onto a tiny patio where in sumitie most
favoured diners could always expect a seat.



It was there that Henri led her, settling her ed@oer table with many
compliments that made her laugh. 'Henri, you'reassible! You're
making me blush.’

‘But you look so beautiful when you blush," he desil broadly.

'Henri, | have a very dull lunch with a very dutcauntant, and | have
to concentrate,’ she pleaded.

‘Mai non?'he protested. 'It is not right that so beautiflddy should
fill her mind always with business, business, basson such a
lovely day! It is a day for strolling barefoot ing park, hand in hand
with your lover,n'est-ce pas?'

She shook her head, still laughing—and then fraza &ll, familiar
figure appeared in the doorway. He was casuallyssé@ in
close-fitting denim jeans and a white cotton shiith the sleeves
rolled back over strong, sun- bronzed forearms. Tokar was
unfastened at the throat and his loose blond hasraatching the sun;
as he lounged towards her she felt her mouth gdesug, dry.

'Hello there, Blondie," he greeted her lazily, hagkout a chair and
sitting down.

Somehow she found her voice. 'Go away!" she pexdester eyes
flashing angry sparks. 'l mean... I'm sorry, I'metireg someone for
lunch," she amended, conscious of Henri hoverirgideeher, his
broad smile dimmed with concern.

'l know," Jake responded in that lazy, mocking draie." He
grinned up at the head waiter. 'We'll have the meow, please. And
I'll have a glass of lager, if you've got any. Wihgbu have to drink,
Blondie?'

'‘Nothing!" she countered in a harsh undervoige.ridt having lunch
with you. And stop calling me Blondie.'



‘She'll have lager too."'
‘No, | won't! | don't drink beer.'

'l believe we have some excellent Australian lagéhe refrigerator,
sir,” Henri offered, recognising beneath that chsygpearance a
customer to be respected.

'Hey, that's great! Henri, isn't it? OK, two tubed lager,
Henri—frosted!'

Henri bowed himself away as if he had been asketth&finest Pinot
Noir, leaving Georgia glaring at her companion abertable.

'‘How dare you?' she demanded. 'If you think I'mimgunch with
you...!'

'‘But we have an appointment,' he reminded hemeggative glint in
those dark eyes. "To discuss business.'

She drew in a sharp breath, struggling to contikacing beat of her
heart. You'vetaken over Linepaq?' she queried sharply.

‘That's right,’ he confirmed, leaning back lazify his chair. 'We
clinched the deal last week.'

‘And this Mr Watson? Does he exist?' she enquired.

He shook his head. 'Made him up. It was a pretpeasgive way to get
you to have lunch with me, but it worked.'

Her mouth thinned into an angry line. 'lIf you exjp@e to believe that
you took over a whole company just so you couldehlamch with
me...""



'‘Well, maybe nojustso | could have lunch with you,' he conceded.
gets me an automatic seat on your board, as wel.o8 won't be
able to go on giving me the cold shoulder—you nsawall just relax
and enjoy it! Ah, well done, Henri.' He beamed las head waiter
himself reappeared with two tall ice-cold glasstsght beer on a
silver tray.

'‘My pleasure, sir." The portly Frenchman beamedk.babe perfect
thing for the thirst on such a warm day.'

'‘My sentiments entirely.' He took a long, cool djauof the lager.
‘Ace!" he approved cheerfully.

‘Thank you, sir. The waiter will bring the menu j@u now.'

'‘Have you any idea how ridiculously out of place yook?' Georgia
hissed across the table. 'This is a very smaduestt—I'm surprised
they even let you in, dressed like that! And dnrikbeer...!"

'It's good beer,' he responded. 'Besides, as Haidkiit's a very warm
day—I think I'm the one most sensibly dressed. \Wlbg't you take

that jacket off?' he added, slanting a critical eyer her jade-green
silk suit.

'‘Because... I'm not wearing anything undernedtkhe admitted, her
cheeks scarlet.

He lifted one dark eyebrow in mocking speculatidms gaze
lingering with insolent reminiscence over the sofell of her breasts
beneath the jade silk. 'Nothing at all?' he taustatly. 'Not even a
bra?'

‘Well, of course a bra,’ she amended, half choldihgy. mouth felt
dry, and without thinking she reached for her gte#fdager, gulping it
down nervously. 'We're...here to talk about busipesot my



underwear!" she insisted, not quite able to keeprégimor from her
voice.

‘Ah, but your underwear's so much more interesoriglk about,' he
murmured, tipping his chair forward and leaningdrisis on the table
so that he was much closer to her. 'l love to seeraan in silk and
lace. I'm not fussy about the colour...'

To her relief, the waiter arrived with the menughatt point, and in
the distraction of selecting from the mouth-watgramoice she was
able to recover some semblance of composuréadi/k the Cassoulet
d'Oleron,' she decided. 'Followed by... Coteleti&&gneau, with
mange-tout and duchesse potatoes.'

‘The same for me,' Jake added. 'And another cafipdgers.' As the
waiter withdrew he regarded Georgia across thetabse deep-set
hazel eyes glinting with wicked amusement. 'Soydmearked, 'why
have you been refusing to take my calls? | supgos&e expecting
me to apologise for mistaking you for a gold- didyje

It... might help,' she acknowledged stiffly.

‘Well, I'm not going to. Under the circumstancethink it was quite
an understandable mistake to make. | find a bedwtdman...'

‘Beautiful?' she countered, arching one finely daraayebrow. '‘Oh,
please, spare me the fatuous compliments, at leas&tever else |
am, | know I'm not beautiful.'

'l find a beautiful woman,' he reiterated, ovengliher objection,
'drifting around in a silly little dinghy, stark ked...'

'l wasn't naked,' she protested, slanting a fugiaace at the people
at the next table, hoping they couldn't hear tleemversation. 'At

least, not while | was in the dinghy. | had a bilkan—it... must have

come off in the water.'



He accepted that amendment with a shrug. 'OK, lhatwhe hell
were you doing out there in the first place?' hergpd. 'Surely you
know how unpredictable the weather can be arouecethA squall
could have blown up at any time."'

'l.. .can't tell you why | was there,' she respahder cheeks flushing
faintly pink. 'Please don't raise the subject again

Those dark eyes glinted, mocking her retreat. right—let's talk
about something simple,' he conceded geniallys'Thsupposed to
be a business lunch, so let's talk business. Teeklnout Geldard's.’

Georgia hesitated, eyeing him warily from beneath lashes. She
didn't trust him one inch, and the last thing steted was to have
him on the board of Geldard's. But there didn'trsé®be very much
she could do about it; one of the terms of Linepagnership of their
shares was an automatic right to a seat on thelbdaftess she could
come up with a good sound reason why he shouldsbealified, she
would have to accept him. At least the company wasce, safe
subject to talk about—and there wasn't much hededufind out with
a little research anyway. So as they ate the exellinch she told
him the history of Geldard's, right from its eadsys just after the
war, when her grandfather, newly demobbed, hadrbeguking in a
small bakery in his home-town near Leeds and heat [@ought it
from the owner—working up to eighteen hours a dayhe had loved
to relate, baking the bread and delivering it hifndeom a
horse-drawn cart before returning to open the sbothe day.

‘He must have been quite a character,' Jake rechdikehave liked
to have met him.’

'He was," she responded with a wry smile. 'He adwegrked as hard
as that—he never let up. The trouble was, he egfdemteryone else
around him to do the same—and not many could tak@ace. Also
he hated having to delegate. Even when the comgango big, he



still wanted to be in control of every detail—anelchsack even his
senior managers at the drop of a hat, sometimewojusep the others
on their toes. It was the biggest problem | had rwheéook over,

persuading people that they reatyuldwork on their own initiative.'

Jake nodded. 'lt's a big mistake to operate lilat,'the agreed. 'But
not uncommon among self-made men. They find it hardelieve
that anyone else can ever be as good at the juolegsan. So they
stifle development—and because everything has t foa their
say-so there are constant delays and disruptiohghvwwltimately
cost money.'

‘Mmm..." She nodded meditatively; she had alwaysdoit difficult
to be critical of her grandfather and his businesshods, but there
were still legacies of his autocratic rule thatdegkto be swept away.

‘Were you fond of him?'

She glanced up at him in astonishment; ‘fond' wasmbrd she could
associate with the irascible figure who had dongdanost of her
life—still dominated it, if she was honest. It wascause of him that
she felt guilty if she wasn't always busy, work@gost the same
kind of hours that he had—and because of him thehsad never had
a boyfriend, when all her friends had been propdisading theirs.

‘You listen to your grandpa, child," he'd usedayp ® her. 'Don't you
let no one make a fool of you. If your ma had hste to me, she'd
never have gone off with that damned rascal. Batvghs weak and
silly, just like a woman—fancying herself in lovadabelieving all

his damned lies—and look at the way she ended upy&u take

after me—a real chip off the old block. You'd neletiyourself make
a mistake like that.'



Was Margot right? Had he done too good a job of intpker
cautious, so that she had come to regard every3nammet with
suspicion...?

But she was right to regard this one with suspicgime reminded
herself crisply—his reputation was enough to wagn df that. And
though the way he was looking at her over the ueatd table seemed
to convey the message that he found her attra¢hieespectre of that
threatened takeover bid still cast its shadow. IL$hie knew for sure
who was behind Falcon Holdings, she could affortiust no one.

She cast a swift glance at her watch, surpriseskéothat they had
been sitting there for over an hour and a half—eHead the time
gone? Catching the eye of the waiter to summobitheshe turned to
Jake with a smile of polite apology. 'I'm afraid.Have to be

going—my chauffeur will be back for me shortly. Clagive you a

lift somewhere?’

He smiled that lazy, sensuous smile, casually ¢efeing the waiter
as he brought the bill and handing him his crealitic'Thank you—a
lift back to my hotel would be very handy, if itist too much out of
your way.'

It was, but she could hardly withdraw the offerf @@urse not,' she
assured him. 'And please let me pay for lunch—adterl invited
you.'

‘You can pay next time,' he responded, a wickedt gh those
deep-set hazel eyes.

She returned him a thin smile. If she had her #re wouldn't ever
bea next time—he had tricked her quite neatly irdeihg lunch with
him today, but in future she would be twice as ftaAreRising

elegantly to her feet, she swung her handbag oatoshoulder,
waiting while he signed the bill and then precedang through the



restaurant, exchanging pleasant farewells with Hesahe held the
door open for them.

The ice-blue Rolls Royce was waiting at the kenhd &Maurice
stepped smartly round to open the rear door fantl&he gave him
the new directions and settled herself in the taner of the leather
seat, a little too aware of the uncompromisinglyaesence beside
her. He seemed to take up an inordinate amouobofyhis long legs
stretched out in front of him and his arm restiagually along the
back of the seat so that his hand 'swung discangériclose to her
shoulder.

'‘Why don't you get yourself a drink?' she invitéagicating the
leather niche set into the bulkhead that sepathtad from Maurice.
'I'm afraid | don't have lager, but there's whigkyl brandy.’

'l don't mind if | do,' he accepted genially. 'Goeyou?’

'Ill...have a small brandy.' She didn't really wane, but she seemec
to need something to do with her hands.

The drink he poured from the cut-glass decantetdcbardly be
described as 'small’, but she accepted it withrangtd smile. The
traffic was rather heavier than it had been earbed as they drew
towards Trafalgar Square it came to a complete Bak pressed the
button to lower the glass partition between thetfrand rear seats,
and leaned forward.

'What's causing the hold-up, Maurice?"Looks likebia of a
demonstration, miss. I'll see if I can cut down &ods the
Embankment and get round that way.'

‘Thank you." She sat back, glancing at her watch.

'I'm sorry—I've made you late for your appointmeddke remarked.



'Oh, it... doesn't matter,' she responded with raigsiof her slim
shoulders. 'l can put it off to tomorrow.' Now, wihgd she said that?
The last thing she wanted was to prolong this urodable
encounter—wasn't it? So why had she offered hiift &nlthe first
place? a small nagging voice enquired mockingly.cbleld just as
easily have taken a taxi.

Maurice knew most of the best routes through Londord they
quickly found themselves skimming along the bankhef Thames,
past the leafy Embankment Gardens towards the relsgioeo-gothic
edifice of the Houses of Parliament, presided doyethe imposing
tower of Big Ben.

'Hey, this a real sightseeing tour,' Jake remarleaahing over to look
out of the window as they passed Westminster AbbBksn't
Buckingham Palace around here somewhere?'

‘Yes, it is, sir," Maurice responded. 'We can gmibthat way if you
wish.'

Georgia would have protested, but she could hamdjye with Jake
in front of the chauffeur. Turning into Birdcage Wathey drove
down the side of St James's Park, and in a moniet were
swinging round past the high gilt-tipped railings front of the
palace, with its ceremonial guards in their redts€and plumed
helmets.

*There were even more tourists here than therdobad around the
tower, basking in the unexpected bonus of sunshineondon.
Suddenly Jake leaned forward. 'Stop the car, Mauricfancy a
walk."' The chauffeur brought the car to a sedaliedtdhe kerb, and
before Georgia had realised what was happening Ha#tegrabbed
her hand and pulled her out. 'lt's much too niclyato go back to
work," he insisted. 'Let's walk in the park. Conaelfor us in an
hour, Maurice.'



‘Very good, sir,' the chauffeur responded, his dl&ate concealing
any thoughts he might have had regarding this useted turn of
events.

Georgia found herself on the pavement, watchingsiartled
amazement as her car drove away. 'l... What dotlimk you're
doing?' she demanded, furious. 'l can't just giwglin the park—I
have a great deal to do.’

‘Let your hair down, Miss Geldard," he urged heeelaily. 'Old
Grandpappy ain't around to tell you off for slagkimow.'

No, he wasn't she mused, feeling a little lightdegh— maybe she
shouldn't have had that brandy. Whatever, she atlodake to drag
her across the wide road that circled the ornattovia Memorial,

planted like a wedding-cake in the middle of askeeeremonial red
tarmac, and coax her over the low railing into Hweet green
paradise of St James's Park.

'‘Hey, now, this is really pretty!" he declared,iggapprovingly at the
long, curving lake, sparkling in the sun. 'Why damé take a stroll
down to that bridge and feed the ducks?'

Georgia laughed a little uncertainly. 'How did yewer manage to
become a business tycoon, spending your afterrfeeding ducks?"
she enquired.

'‘Ah, but that's the secret,' he assured her, megktss. 'You've got to
be able to relax a little, learn to unwind. Feeding ducks is what
they don't teach you at business school.’

He hadn't let go of her hand, but she pretendedanbtice. They
must have made an incongruous couple, she reflegtkd touch of
wry humour—she in her elegant jade silk suit amghtneels, her hair
swept into a neat pleat on the back of her heasidéethis tall,



broad-shouldered man with his casual clothes, ¢ouslond hair and
long, rangy stride.

‘There, now—isn't this a lot nicer than dashingktaca stuffy office
and some stuffy meeting?' he teased lazily asréeghed the bridge,
drawing her over to the rail to look down at thekkiand moorhens
scudding around busily on the shining water below.

‘Yes, I... suppose it is,' she was forced to coacédwas certainly

something she had never done before; for ten ywardad studied
and worked in this city, and she had never oncentakstroll in the

park. It made her a little nervous that he had laédato persuade her
so easily to break her routine.

It was like a little green oasis, away from therrofathe traffic and the
baking heat of hard concrete pavements. A soft semioneeze
whispered in the leaves of the trees, and the sfeagriass filled the
air. At the far end of the lake, beyond the spatkiplay of the
fountain, the white towers and pointed grey rodf$iorse Guards
and Whitehall looked as if they would have beenaratr home in
some Ruritanian fantasy than in the heart of London

'Let's go sit on the grass.'

She knew she ought to call a halt at this poirsision going back to
the car. But the sun was warm on her face andwakestill holding

her hand. The spiked heels of her shoes were atly iitable for

walking on grass, so she paused and slipped thgmanfying them

in her hand.

"... a day for strolling barefoot in the park handhand with your
lover..." She had laughed at Henri's words, bu¢ Bbe was, not two
hours later, doing just that... Except that Jakergdn wasn't her
lover, she reminded herself a little shakily. Neerewould be.



Finding from somewhere the strength of will to seé$iim, she drew
back, trying to disentangle her hand from his. k,do. really have to
be getting back now,' she insisted, though herevigicked conviction
even to her own ears. '‘My staff will be.. .wondgrmhere | am.’

He laughed softly, mockingly. "You seem to makeahihof going
missing with me," he remarked. 'Maybe that showt Yyou
something?'

'Yes! That | should keep well away from you," sheurttered
heatedly. 'You're... dangerous.’

He slanted her a quizzical look. 'Dangerous? Dionget, | saved
your life once—all right, I'm not going to try toake you tell me
what you were up to,' he added as her eyes spaikedngly. 'But it
was hardly the action of a lady too staid and @40 take half an
hour off for a walk in the park.’

'I'm not staid!" she protested, stung.

'‘No? Then come and sit on the grass for a littlelenvhHe threw
himself down beneath the shade of a tall poplagtcting out lazily
with his hands folded beneath his head and his legg crossed at
the ankles. The glint of amusement in those daés ehallenged her
to sit down beside him.

Just walk away, the voice of reason told her. Diehthim tempt you.
He's dangerous... But when he smiled up at herkriesgs seemed to
go weak, and she found herself dropping down dmgaytass beside
him, as if something else had taken over her wittmsthing or
someone.

There were lots of other people sitting on the giraffice workers in
shirtsleeves and summer dresses, taking a littie but from the
rat-race to share the contents of their lunch-baxiés the myriad
bird-life in the park, and some couples, snatclargief lunch-time



tryst,wrapped up in each other to the extent afidgpaimost oblivious
to their surroundings.

But Georgia sat bolt upright, hugging her kneesséeand defensive.
It scared her that she seemed unable to resistsJakguiling
persuasion—she should never have let him talkriterdoming into
the park in the first place, let alone into lingerihere when she had
work to do...

Something soft brushed over her lips; he had pllickelong
grass-head and was tickling her with it. Slantimgn [ reproving
look, she turned her head aside, but he let thesgraad trail instead
across her cheek and down the long column of heathto linger
against the lapel of her jacket, just touchingstan.

'‘Don't,’ she protested, brushing it away.
‘Ticklish?'

She swallowed hard, conscious of the blush of pisikug to her
cheeks. 'No, just... | don't want you to touch me.'

'l wasn't touching you,' he contradicted her, drehthis voice took
on a huskier timbréThisis touching you.'

With the tip of his finger, he retraced the pathtloé grass-head,
slowly, tantalisingly, across her trembling lipsdaover her cheek,
down the neckline of her jacket... into the soflexabetween her
breasts. She became aware that she had stoppediryegazing

down at him helplessly, captured by the strang# kpavas weaving
around her as he slowly let his finger slide -b&méeer jacket and
along the lacy edge of her bra.

‘That's touching you," he murmured, as with nothimgre than the
hypnotic power of his eyes he drew her down intodims.



Some part of her mind seemed to have retained énsagity to

recognise the hint of mocking triumph in his smiBut she was
helpless to resist as his fingers tangled in har, haecking the

demure style as he drew her head down to his; ati&hown from

the moment he walked into the restaurant that darftanded to lure
her into this, and if she had really not wanteshi should have left
right then.

But she wanted it. Her lips parted on a soft sigiviting the
plundering invasion of his sensuous tongue intorev@veet,
sensitive corner of her mouth, and she closed s, detting him
lead her down into the unfamiliar labyrinth of plogd pleasure,
where she had always been so terribly afraid touven

The kiss went on and on, as the sunny afternoortte@usy park
faded into oblivion—all her senses were focusethertaste of him,
the touch of his hands, the musky, male scentobbdy. She was
lying along the length of his body, and his harldssdowly down to
mould over the base of her spine, curving her emere intimately
close against him, nestling her thighs betweenHes.breathing was
ragged, every inch of her skin felt flushed anadle&gnmoaning softly,
she moved against him in unconscious invitatiohjragwith needs
she had never known before, needs she didn't uaddrs

But she sensed that he was still in full controhohself, and she
lifted her head, puzzled by his restraint. Thalylamocking smile

taunted her, and with a sudden rush of horror €oarne aware of
their surroundings. How could she have forgottest tihhey were
lying on the grass in a public park, in full vieweveryone passing
by? Her cheeks flamed scarlet with shame, and shednquickly

away from him, slipping on her shoes and risingtesxily to her

feet.

'l.. .have to go,' she choked out. 'l.. .Mauric# ke waiting for me,
and I... have an appointment this afternoon.’



He laughed with sardonic humour, rising beside Remning away,
Miss Geldard?' he taunted. 'Just like you alwaya do

She turned wide, startled eyes up to his. 'Wh-wibatou mean?' she
protested. 'You... don't know anything about me.'

'l know more than you think," he responded, sofpisgvocatively.
‘You've been running scared all your life, afrafdubnat you might
find out about yourself if you let anyone get tdose.’

'‘Don't be ridiculous!’ she countered on a notesirig panic. ‘What on
earth should | be afraid of?'

The glint in those dark eyes was disturbingly petive. He lifted
one hand to her face, brushing the pad of his thlighitly over her
soft, bruised lips, and then he bent his headdoepthe lightest kiss
there. 'l think perhaps you're just beginning talfout.'



CHAPTER FOUR

THEREWwas an air of hushed elegance about the Geldardislroom,

in spite of the modernity of its decor. The longlved windows was

shielded by generous drapes of soft white mushe, ftoor was

covered in a pale grey carpet deep enough to abi@tund, and the
tubs of indoor palms were lush and green, expeadhded by a
specialist firm who came in every week.

But what dominated the room, uncompromisingly duplace, was

the huge Victorian-style portrait of the firm's faler in its heavy
gilded frame. Georgia perched on the edge of tigeobal table,

regarding the portrait thoughtfully. She could diyi recall the

painting of it; she must have been about eightiee at the time, and
she had frequently been puzzled as to why Graneiféidd agreed to
sit for a couple of hours a week for the man whoe#o the house
with all his clutter if it made him so grumpy.

A discreet knock on the door heralded the arriaher secretary,
bearing the smart leather folders embossed witrcdinepany logo,
containing papers for the board meeting, and sharbé& lay them
out around the table. She was followed by Bernadisbn, who had
a worried frown deepening the lines in his forehead

'‘What's wrong, Bernard?' she enquired.

He handed her a computer print-out. 'The latestesteport. Falcon
Holdings have picked up another three and a haifem¢ of our
shares.'

‘Which brings them to...?'

‘Eighteen and a half percent, give or take a pdintl that's just their
official holding—you know as well as | do they cdube hiding
behind other names.’



Georgia nodded grimly. Though the rules of the StBzchange
technically prevented a buyer from using nomineesidrease their
holding secretly, in practice it could be extremiedyd to prove. And
then there was the ploy of taking over other cormgsawith holdings
in Geldard's shares, she mused angrily—compatied.inepag.

‘Do you think they're seriously planning to lauadiakeover bid?' she
asked.

Bernard sucked in his breath, considering his repith his
customary cautiousness. 'Not necessarily. Theydgast be building
up an investment—Geldard's is considered good tgustibck, with
consistent returns. But it's not a risk we canrafto dismiss lightly.
Will you tell the board?'

She had already asked herself that question, awdshe shook her
head. 'Not yet. | need to be sure who's going torbeny side.' She
sighed, glancing up at the portrait of her grariéfat 'He used to
enjoy nothing better than setting Uncle Lewis andcld Giles
against each other, you know,' she mused. 'lt wasdaof game to
him, but | wish he hadn't done it. They hate edbleroso much, | can
never rely on either of them acting rationallymthe best interests of
the company if they think they can score some pafit the other.
That's become more important to them than anytbisg.'

'I'm afraid so,' Bernard agreed heavily. 'And Getsglecision to go
into the property market just at the point he dakting him overall
control, has left us in rather a vulnerable positto a takeover
predator. Sometimes | think that towards the entbdgan to get a
little... reckless.’

Georgia glanced at him in surprise. It was the firse she had ever
heard him say anything remotely critical of hergtather. But
unfortunately he was right; towards the end ofiifes the Old Man's
grandiose schemes had begun to get more thaneaolitt of hand.



Perhaps realising that he wasn't, after all, imadptie had tried to
leave his mark on the world by stamping the Geldaache over
everything he could.

‘What | can't quite understand,' she mused, ‘iswdiye being picked
on at this moment. Our shares aren't particulareavalued, and our
recent record is strong. There doesn't seem togoead deal of logic
in it.'

‘It could be any number of reasons,' Bernard redgoseriously. ‘A
lot of overseas companies are trying to get a tdé-in Europe at the
moment, and Geldard's is a prime target for that.'

Her secretary put her head round the door. 'Geatwgadirectors are
beginning to arrive for the board meeting,' sheoanmced.

‘Thank you, Janet—please ask them to come in. Aall Wave
coffee right away, | think." That would at leasvgiher a few
moments to collect her thoughts. Even without thevsrabout the
shares, she knew it was going to be a difficulroaeeting to chair.
Jake Morgan would be there—it would have been msuval for him
to have sent a representative than to come hinmélfyhen had Jake
Morgan ever done anything the "usual” way?

But, on the whole, she had come to the conclusiahit would be
better to have him on the inside; for one thingiauld give her the
chance to get to know him a little better, to wout how he operated,
and for another there were certain legal restmetion his actions as a
director of a public company which, although thegim not actually
prevent him from getting up to any devious tricksght at least act
as some constraint—the Department of Trade andstnddid not
look favourably on any suggestion of insider trgdin

So long as he didn't continue with the ridiculousarade of
pretending to be attracted to her—though he shbalk got the



message clearly enough a week ago that that taesa't going to
work, when she had walked away from him in the p&kcourse,
she should have done it much sooner, but at Iéashad found the
will-power in the end.

The directors were beginning to drift in, greetibgorgia in a manner
that was mostly friendly, though often a little q@atising. But then

many of them had known her since she was a schi@gd she had
found sometimes that it could be to her advantagethey tended to
underestimate her a little.

‘Good morning, my dear—you're looking very fetchinday.' Giles

Aldridge was the son of her grandfather's sistail,as the only other
surviving blood relative of the company's foundex tegarded

himself as having considerable importance—far maa&yrally, then

his long-standing rival, who was merely a nephewmayriage.

'‘Good morning, Uncle Giles,' Georgia respondedepiicg the kiss
he planted on her cheek. 'You're looking very wellrself.'

'Oh, | like to keep in trim, you know," he acknodded, proudly
squaring his shoulders. 'So tell me about this ceap that's joining
us. Australian fellow, | *believe?'

‘That's right. He's just taken over Linepag.'

‘About time somebody did. Old Harry's been losirsgghnip these past
five years, and that son of his is worse than gséle

'‘Coming from you, that ought to be taken as a consoit,’ Uncle
Lewis snorted as he strode into the room. 'Sometishy about it, if
you ask me.’

'‘Not at all," Giles argued, predictably taking i bpposite stance.
'Sounds like just the sort of chap we could do vatbund here.
Bright, go-ahead, full of new ideas."



'‘Hmph! Doubt if he'll even bother to come along &&f,' Lewis
grunted. 'Probably just send along a nominee.'

‘That's all you know!" Giles taunted. 'As a matikfact I've just seen
him down in the car park. Dare say he's on his wagight now.'

‘Have you met him yet, Georgia?' one of the otlexctbrs asked.

Every eye in the room turned towards her, but she well prepared
for the query, her features schooled into a madiafd unconcern.
'Of course. As a matter of fact | had lunch witmfa couple of weeks
ago.' Just at that moment some kind of sixth semseed her that he
had walked into the room behind her, and, summoauagy ounce of
the will-power her grandfather had drilled into j&e turned to him,
her face a smiling mask. '‘Ah, Mr Morgan—I'm so giaml could
make it,' she greeted him, coolly polite. 'Allow toantroduce you to
everyone.'

‘Thank you,' he responded, the glint of mocking sentent in his
dark eyes warning her—not that she needed any m@grrihat she
was dealing with a very dangerous opponent. '‘Binbught | told
you—when we had lunch together—that my friends welJake?'

'So you did," she conceded tautly. 'Jake, thers iBhGiles Aldridge

and Lewis Chadwell..." She managed to completerdise of the

introductions, her jaw aching slightly from theaetfof maintaining

that smile of cool self-possession. Then, withangé at her watch,
she suggested they move to the table and begmékeé&ng.

‘Well, gentlemen, now that we've all met, | woukklto formally
welcome Mr Morgan—Jake—onto the board." She smile
saccharin-sweet, in his direction. 'Strictly spegkiof course, the
articles require that we take a vote before acoegptim, but since
you've all had due notice and no one has raiseabj@gtions, can |
take it that there's no dissent?'



She glanced around the table for confirmation, teth moved on
smoothly to the minutes of the last meeting. A fevoments'

discussion of a matter arising gave her time tooatk and regather
her resources, and to covertly watch the man gitiear the far end
of the table as he watched everyone around it.

She had seen him in a formal dinner jacket, in @ag@ans and an
open shirt—even, though she tried not to think altleat occasion,
clad in only a towel. Today, however, he was more lass

conventionally dressed for a board meeting, iglat\veight business
suit of impeccable cut, though it was lent his it@dle touch of
individuality by the petrol-blue silk shirt he wobeneath it, collar
unfastened.

Four different occasions, four different images. dANkas the real
Jake Morgan? A man who defied labels, apparentlghameleon,
able to change his skin to suit his purpose. Shegeag to have to
be very careful. And yet... there was an odd kihéxhilaration in

confronting such an opponent—her life, which hagumeto seem a
little dull and predictable, was certainly moreagiful since he had
stepped into it.

The minutes dealt with, it was time to turn to thain agenda. There
were a number of routine items to be dealt wittolethey came to
the most controversial point— a proposal to closerd one small

sector of the company that was proving unprofitalllshould have

been a simple enough decision, but it had beensthgect of

wrangling on several previous occasions, and thosqul to be no

exception.

'l just can't agree to letting it go," Uncle Gilgsclared forcefully.

‘This company's never been in the business of-$bort expediency.
You've got a highly skilled workforce there, anatth an asset you
don't just throw away. With a decent injection apttal...'



‘Throwing good money after bad!" Uncle Lewis obgectvith equal
vigour. 'Look at the figures for the past five year

‘Those figures don't mean a thing. In case you 'hadticed, we've
been going through a major world recession. Oncetwme the
corner...'

The argument raged back and forth across the taiegasingly
acrimonious. Georgia was just beginning to consgiene kind of
intervention when Jake cut in, his voice quiet tartrying enough
authority to stop the combatants in their tracks.

‘Do you mind if | ask a question? Why is productspmead over three
sites?' Everyone began to answer at once, but hgaiat in with that

underplayed hint of power. ' Perhaps | should haddgressed my
guestion to the chair?"

Georgia drew in a long, slow breath, as much tosician how to
explain such a complex situation in a few sentemse compose
herself to speak to him. 'None of the sites orr then has sufficient
room for expansion. One of them is sandwiched betwee railway
line and the motorway, one of them is next to agieded site of
special scientific interest, and the third is righthe middle of town.’

'OK, so why not get rid of all three sites andggtsomewhere else
entirely? You have the freehold on all three.' Hanged through his
papers. 'They're worth more than enough betwean tohefinance
such a move.'

‘Thought of it, old boy," Giles Aldridge put in. dGldn't get a
buyer—not so much as a sniff. Bad time, you see.'

'What? Not even for the one in town? Surely thapsime site?'



'‘Ah, well..." Georgia's eyes flickered almost uremausly towards
the painting on the wall. 'We have... quite an chtaent to that
building. It was the first Geldard Bakery, startsdmy grandfather.’

'l see.' He glanced up over his shoulder at thérgarwas it her
imagination, or was it glowering at him? 'And angthof the Old
Man's is sacrosanct?’

She felt a touch of pink rise to her cheeks; somgtim the mocking
glint of his eyes seemed to suggest that he wasdimg her in that
statement. 'Of.. .course not,' she respondedila $tiffly. 'In fact

there have been a great many changes in the pagiecof

years—we've sold off a number of subsidiaries aaddhised the
retail sector—but the Redford Road Bakery is.tteelbit special.'

‘Tell you what,” Uncle Lewis put in, changing higew of the

newcomer as he sensed a potential ally againsvldiadversary,
'‘why don't you go and take a look for yourself?résh eye on the
situation—that's what we need. Someone who isdédound by
tradition.' He glared across the table at Gilesidlgk.

'‘Good idea!" Uncle Giles concurred, manoeuvring\waitly. 'And
you could take Georgia along with you, to fill yoo on the
background.’

Georgia opened her mouth to protest, but a modliing from those

dark eyes silenced her. Coward, it challenged thleBhe had no
good reason to refuse to go- not one that she daradmit to, at

least. 'It... might .not be convenient for Mr...&ake,'she suggested,
with little hope of a reprieve.

‘Not at all,' he responded smoothly. 'I'd be vetgrested.'

‘Very well," she conceded, almost hearing the gatds of the trap
snap shut. 'I'll ask my secretary to check wheavieha suitable time
free.’



'‘Good morning, Miss Geldard.'
‘Good morning, Jim. How are you? How are the grandien?’

The elderly gate-keeper beamed in delight that ghmuld have
remembered. ‘Very well, thank you, miss. Our Tmatarting at
college in September," he announced proudly. 'Bgsibtudies.’

'‘Good for her,” Georgia approved. 'Tell her to camaus if she's
looking for a work experience placement.'

‘Thank you, miss.' He tipped his cap as the elefails Royce
passed through the gate, and Georgia pressed tioa o raise the
window. '‘Mind how you go, now.'

Jake slanted her a smile of quizzical amusememe. 6Id-farshioned
family touch?' he enquired, an inflection of sanddmumour in his
voice.

‘Geldard'sis a family firm," she responded with cool dignitweé
pride ourselves on staying that way, even thoughewew a public
company.'

‘Admirable,' he approved.

She chose to ignore his mocking comment as thdrear up at the
entrance to the bakery, where the managing direfitonked by

several of his senior executives, was waiting fmam. He stepped
forward to open the car door for her and she clontat elegantly,

exchanging pleasant greetings with him as she h#dtive more

humble employee on the gate.

‘And this is Mr Morgan,' she added as he unfoldedemgth from the
back seat.



He smiled that big lazy smile, shaking hands witergone genially,
but Georgia sensed a distinct air of constraintuallloem. It was
hardly surprising, of course—they knew the reasmomttis sudden
visit. And they were worried about their jobs. Galils was one of
the biggest employers in town—if the bakeries dpsshat else
would there be for them?

''ve arranged coffee for us before we begin our,tdhe manager
explained, leading the way to his office. 'l thougbu might like us
to fill you in a bit first.'

‘Thank you.' Her eyes were already filling heralert to every detail.
The building was old, but of solid Victorian consttion which
promised many more years of useful service. Buhelee had to
admit that it wasn't really suitable for modern sipsoduction
techniques—the lighting was inadequate and there swadence
everywhere of a chronic shortage of space.

From beneath her lashes she slanted a cautiouseglgrat Jake as he
walked beside her down the linoleumed corridor.hifa, the place
must seem like a museum; she could already guestshglwas going
to recommend to the board—closure. And she wasiriggo have a
strong enough argument against it; as a public eompthey had a
responsibility to their shareholders—there was rmonr for
sentiment.

But touring the bakery floor, speaking to the waoskesome of
whom had worked for her grandfather before sheevas born—she
found it hard to consider letting them down.

‘This is one of our classic lines,' she informekkJas they moved to a
long conveyor belt. 'Golden Geldards. ,they'rd ptibduced in the
traditional way. We use a wire-cutting machinedon and shape the
dough, which gives us an irregular shape that rissaly in the



ovens—that's what gives the biscuit its famoust)igrumbly texture
and home-baked taste.'

Jake glanced along the line to where the traysnoboked biscuits
were being loaded by hand into the vast ovense'l. s' he murmured
non-committally.

'Of course, we could produce far more biscuits byng over to an
automated system,' she conceded with a touch ehdef pride, 'but
modern machinery tends to result in a much dehsawier texture.
We're very proud that our product is unique.'

He flicked her a dry smile. 'Very good,' he appchvélow well do
they sell?'

She exchanged a hesitant glance with the managegiat. 'Er.. .not
quite as well as we'd like,' she admitted reludyaiithey're more of a
luxury item, and unfortunately, in a recession,gedend to cut back
on that kind of thing. We've gone into the whol@agjwvery carefully,

dene a great deal of market research to be sure/éra placing them
appropriately and at the right price. Our problenour production
costs.’

He turned to survey the room—a hive of purposetiivay with
people in white coveralls and white net hats byiskbving about,
each one knowing exactly what they were doing aetting on with
it. 'It's very labour intensive," he remarked.

'Yes,' she conceded tautly. 'But, as | said, ibgerated in a different
way the biscuits just wouldn't be Golden GeldaAlsd we have a
highly skilled workforce here—it would be imposshio replicate
that if we moved production elsewhere. Besides,bikeuit line is

what made Geldard's a household name—it's whatyewver
associates with us. It could be very damaging toowerall market

strategy to close it down.’



'You're in something of a quandary then, aren'tybe responded, a
hint of mocking humour in his voice. 'Well, lets gnd have a look at
the next place.' His tone suggested that he haddjrdecided this
visit was a waste of time.

"You don't have to tell me what you're thinkingedggia glared at
Jake belligerently over her ceviche of salmon amhkfish. They
were staying at the same country house hotel jutstide of town
where she had frequently stayed with her grandfattnen she had
accompanied him on business trips up here—it alwags to amuse
him that when he was a boy he had worked for thelyathat had
owned the house then, doing odd jobs after scloosditn a few extra
coppers for his widowed mother.

'‘Now look at me,' he'd used to chuckle. 'Sittingninat used to be
their best parlour, eating my dinner. | weren'treadowed in here
back then.’

Jake slanted her a look of amused enquiry. 'D@h'hé queried. 'l
hope no one else can read my mind so easily—itdvodke them
blush.’

Georgia felt her own cheeks flush a heated pilmk.tdlking about the
bakeries," she responded, with as much cool digastyshe could
muster. 'lIt doesn't make sound economic senseeto tkem open.’

'‘Not in their present form,' he agreed, breakingagbiece of bread
roll to eat with his iced stilton soup. 'But younght about the
workforce; they're a valuable resource. It's thddings they're
working in that are the problem—if you could putethvhole
operation under one roof you could slash costssaie.'

'So what would you suggest?'



'Ideally, sell all three sites. But that clearlg'tdeasible at present, so
| suggest you concentrate the whole operation ahé&nd.'

' '‘But it's nowhere big enough!" she protestedd'fere's no room to
expand—you saw that for yourself.'

'What | saw was a great deal of space being wdsitting stock
that's tying up even more of your capital. Streamjiour purchasing,
fine tune your inventory control, and you can ocotirystock levels to
a quarter of your present levels—maybe even less.'

She frowned, a little startled by the unconventiostaategy but
forced to concede that it had possibilities. Of reey its success
depended very much on the reliability of their digyp and transport,
but those weren't insurmountable problems... msckhe hated to
admit it.

'l still doubt if it'd be big enough,' she argu&hd with the whole
labour force moved over there there'd be a lot moeies to
accommodate. That was the major objection theilast we tried to
get planning permission—car parking and accesstel$a primary
school and a hospital on that road.’

‘There's a strip of land on the far side of théway line—it's too
narrow to be much use for anything but parking. Bwat up, putin a
footbridge and presto! Your staff can drive in ttker way and you
can extend your buildings out onto the presenpeak, just keeping
enough room for the loading bays."

"You make it all sound very simple,’ she responidatly. '‘But what if
the council won't give us planning permission agand where's the
money supposed to come from? The last thing we aetbé moment
IS to extend our borrowing.'

‘The council will agree if you push them hard erfguge asserted
with easy confidence. 'There are too many jobskt And as for the



money, that will come from increased productivitys—aell as the
sale of the out-of- town site.'

'Who to?'

‘The university. They're looking for premises for environmental
research centre—where better than slap bang nex twture
reserve? And they've got an EEC grant to pay faoithere won't be
any problem negotiating a reasonable price.'

'‘And the Redford Road building?' she demandediatied by his
smugness.

‘Economically, it ought to be pulled down for redpment.’
‘But it's a listed building!'

He shrugged his wide shoulders in that characierggsture of
unconcern. 'OK—so turn it into a tourist attraction

She blinked at him in astonishmentdgyour pardon?’

‘A tourist attraction,’ he repeated, lazily sippihgs wine. 'It's
practically a museum as it is. Why not let peogme and see how
the biscuits and cakes are made the traditionatidbelway? You
could convert part of it into a coffee-shop, soytban sit down and
try the goodies there and then, and also have @where they can
buy them to take home.'

Georgia felt her jaw tighten. It was an excellel#a, one she wished
she had thought of herself—and she was furioushitbavas the one
who had come up with it. 'So that's what you'rengdd recommend
to the board, is it?' she grated.

tis.'



‘What if | won't agree to it?"

‘You don't hold an overall majority,’ he remindeer,ha glint of
amusement in those dark eyes.

‘And you think the board will follow your adviceste challenged.

'l think they'll recognise that it's the most séfescourse of action,' he
responded evenly. '‘And it would be one way ouhefimpasse those
two stubborn old men have got themselves into, autleither of
them having to lose face.’

Yes, it would, she mused bitterly. It would alsoamethe workers
could keep their jobs and the old bakery would havew |lease of
life—not to mention becoming a wonderful advertisploy for the
company. But just because he was right it didn'améat she
couldn't resent his interference. Suddenly theciabels ceviche tasted
like ashes in her mouth, and she put down her #irdeady he was
moving in on the company, making his influence, fedking over
control—and he hadn't even launched his bid yet!

The waiter arrived to remove their plates, lookiogcerned when he
saw that her starter was only half- finished. 'lgergthing
satisfactory, madam?' he enquired anxiously.

'Oh ... Yes, perfectly, thank you. I... found | wasery hungry.'

He bowed himself away, returning a moment latehwlteir main
course. Georgia eyed her plate with little appetiemon-roasted
pork had sounded tempting when she had seen hhemenu, but
somehow she had lost all interest in it now. Sleepied only a tiny
portion of vegetables, waving the waiter away asriee to pile up
her plate.



'Surely you aren't dieting?' Jake remarked, tuckatg his own Beef
Wellington with relish. "You don't need to, you kwe-not from what
| remember.’

Her blue eyes sparked cold fury. 'How dare you moarthat again?'
she demanded, her voice ragged.

He laughed softly. 'It's no good trying to preténdever happened,’
he taunted, his voice taking on a huskier timbréiasmesmerising
gaze held hers across the table. 'lt was one ahtist... memorable
experiences of my life.'

Georgia swallowed hard, struggling to free heréelin the spell.
Too angry even to notice the startled stares obther diners, she
slammed down her knife and fork and rose to her féeu are the
most..despicableman it has ever been my misfortune to meet,' s
declared tautly. 'Why can't you just go back totalsa and leave me
alone? If I never saw you again in my life it woblel too soon!'

And, snatching up her handbag from the floor bebelechair, she
stalked from the room, her head held high, thouggide she was
wishing she could slide through a hole in the sgame continuum
and disappear from sight.

The tears were starting as she reached her roomblfg with the
key-card, she let herself in and threw herselfhended, surrendering
to the storm which had been threatening, she egshhew, for some
time—ever since Jake Morgan had walked back intolifes that
night at the May Day Ball, in fact.

And it had nothing whatsoever to do with what wasg to happen
to Geldard's, she acknowledged bitterly, and etergtto do with
what was happening to her heatrt.

It was nearly an hour before she stopped cryindpakigted, she lay
staring at the ceiling; her head ached, her thn@st sore, and her



eyes felt swollen and hot. Easing herself carefaffythe bed, she
padded through into then suitébathroom to peer at her reflection ir
the unforgiving light of the mirror over the marblanity unit.

Yes, she looked every bit as bad as she felt. \Ygaeeling off her
clothes, she ran herself a hot bath, swirling geaerous amount of
her favourite perfumed bath-oil. She lowered hérseb the soft
green water, closing her eyes.

What was happening to her? How could she haveelself fall for a
calculated charmer like Jake Morgan, when until sbe had always
been so heedful of her grandfather's warnings?tiBaiimemory of
those deep- set hazel eyes haunted her constanitytha way they
had slid down over her naked body, assessing wehyeappearance
of appreciation the firm swell of her breasts, sh@oth curve of her
stomach, the slender length of her thighs...

With a groan almost of pain, she succumbed toahwtation to let
her own hands mimic the imagined caresses thatfiiad her
fevered fantasies, aching to know the touch ohhrsds on her naked
flesh, to yield beneath the possessive demandsdiduy...

If only she wasn't who she was. How could she &wst a man who
seemed attracted to her—how could she ever knoweifwas
interested irher or her wealth? Not that Jake Morgan needed to
concerned about that, she acknowledged wryly—hédgmobably
buy her out ten times over. And hadseemed to be attracted to he
before he had even known who she was...

Although she didn't know for sure that he hadn@wn who she was
that night at the ball, an insidious voice inside head whispered
mockingly. It could all have been a ploy to disdrer long enough
for him to gain control of Geldard's. And besidegen if hewere

genuinely attracted to her, it meant little—he Haglsame reputation
with women as he had in business. He was a predasirark—and



she had no defence against him. If she let hintogetlose, he would
destroy her.

She felt a little better after her bath, but shevkishe would still find

it difficult to sleep—a glance at the small trairedl clock she had put
on her bedside table told her that it was barelfydzest ten. The warm
night air drifting in through the open window waslén with the

scent of roses, and the midsummer moon hung lcavsky of deep

cobalt blue. Perhaps a stroll in the garden woelg her unwind.

Fortunately she had brought with her a pair of ct@ltrousers and a
matching wrap-around jacket—one of her regular cstays on
business trips to slip into in the evening whenwhated to relax a
little. As it was dark, she didn't bother with @brit was unlikely that
there would be many people about at this time efdhening, and
anyway she wasn't going far. Avoiding the main p&the hotel, she
slipped down the back stairs and let herself oubutph the fire
escape door. The gardens were quiet and peacethkvays of old
brick cobbles wound their way around the flowerbadsl under
archways heavy with honeysuckle and climbing rae®en to a large
ornamental pond, where an artistically contrivedenfall tumbled
through a picturesque rockery and several largec&m, bright as
jewels, cruised just below the surface in the shaaifothe lily-pads.

There was a low stone bench to one side, so shiewat for a while;
there was something restful about the gentle rippleater over the
rocks and the occasional soft plop as one of #iegopped up to the
surface to catch a fly—it seemed to soothe thelgghgmotions in
her brain, calming her troubled spirit, helping get things back into
proportion.

It really was unlikely that Jake was particularterested in her,
though perhaps he had been a little piqued by #uot that the
assumptions he had made about her that first thene had met had
proved so totally mistaken—she guessed that he'ihenkind of



man who cared to be proved wrong. And perhaps itigvbe better,
after all, if hewasinterested only in Geldard's—at least she kne
how to fight him on those grounds.

She had no idea how long she had been sitting besreath the stars,
when the sound of a footfall close by made her lopkstartled. A

familiar figure moved out of the shadows. 'Oh, yomade me jump,’
she protested breathlessly. 'l.. .didn't realiseais you.'

In the darkness she could still see the mocking glithose deep-set
eyes. 'A little late for a stroll in the gardem'ist?' he taunted.

'l... No, not really. It's such a lovely eveningdahe roses smelled sa
sweet. | thought a walk might do me good beforehtito bed.'

‘Afraid you might have trouble sleeping?’

‘Not at all. I just... I..." Her voice trailed awag he sat down on the
bench beside her, her mouth was dry and she fdly atizzy—and
tonight she had had nothing to drink except spwager with her
dinner.

‘The last time | saw your hair loose like thisywas soaking wet,' he
murmured, stroking his fingertips back along thee Iof her jaw to
trail up over the delicate shell of her ear. 'litsyou—you should
wear it down more often.’

She stared up at him, a small shiver running thncugy though she
wasn't cold. She had thought she was sure thatttnection to her
was feigned, but now, as she gazed up into those-siet hazel eyes,
everything seemed confused again.

‘You know, | was told something very interestingoatbyou,' he
remarked softly. 'l was told that that air of untbability is no
illusion. Is it true?'



She felt a wave of heat colour her cheeks. 'Wh-iwltbyou that?' she
demanded raggedly.

He shook his head. 'Never mind who told mes ttue, isn't it?* There
was no trace of mockery in his husky voice. 'Yowymet believe me,
but it's never been a sport I've pursued—deflovgevirgins. | could
never see the attraction. But maybe there coulddmeething to it
after all. | wonder...?'

His hand slid round to cage her skull gently, haddher prisoner as
his mouth came down on hers, his sensuous tongke{l between
her trembling lips, warm and enticing, coaxing thapart. And she
could only surrender, all the rational reasons vghg shouldn't
swamped by the aching need inside her that onboh&l assuage.

He groaned softly, his strong arms sliding aroued to draw her
close into the warmth of his embrace, and as md haved to caress
her aching breast beneath the soft, slippery $itlcojacket she heard
his teasing, husky laughter. 'Ah, now this time yoen'twearing a
bra, are you?' he murmured, his warm breath ggitngr hair.

'l...didn't expect to meet you out here,' she gteteraggedly, afraid
that he might think she had done it deliberately.

'‘No? Then it's just my good fortune, isn't it? Yloave such perfect
breasts—as ripe and firm as peaches, with suchigtlerhipples, just
waiting to be touched...'

She didn't know how to stop him as his hand slioela¢h her jacket,
his touch warm on her naked skin. His long fingeese cupping the
weight of her swollen flesh, the pad of his thunthshing lightly
over the tender peak, rolling it delicately betweleis fingers,
arousing it to a taut nub that sizzled in eleateésponse. His mouth
moved hotly over hers, his tongue plundering theedvsoftness of
her mouth in a flagrantly erotic exploration, madtiher bones...



And then abruptly he stopped. Bewildered and cadushe drew
back her head to find him smiling down at her vgtlizzical humour.
‘Now I'm in a quandary,’ he mused. 'This is hatlly most suitable
location for you to discover the delights of sexudimacy for the
first time, but | have a very strong suspicion thatry , to persuade
you to come up to my bed, or to let me come to youshall get a
very rude answer.'

His words struck her like a douche of cold watemding reality
flooding back. A scarlet flame of humiliation hedteer cheeks, and
she rose quickly to her feet, fumbling to straighteer disordered
clothing. 'Don't... ever touch me again,' she cdaket. 'l don't want
you near me—I hate you.'

He sighed wryly, a glint of mocking amusement is Byes as he
lounged against the stone bench, his arms hookalgl kcross the
back. 'We both know that's not true,' he tauntdtlysd/Vhat makes
you sick is being forced to admit that you want tmenake love to
you. And one day, Blondie, the time and the plack be just
right—and then you'll have to stop running.'

'So far as I'm concerned, there'll never be a ttighe or place with
you,' she retorted. And, turning him an aloof sdeul she stalked
away, only the strength of her will keeping herdega and her feet
from running.



CHAPTER FIVE

IT was probably the most difficult thing Georgia had edene, to
force herself to go downstairs to breakfast inrtf@ning, knowing
that she would have to face Jake. She had basgdy, sind, gazing at
her own reflection in the mirror as she finishedssing, it seemed to
her that her eyes looked far too big for her fabejr expression
strangely haunted.

Shaking her head to dismiss the fanciful thoudig, swiftly applied

her usual light touch of make-up, and then, pickipgher handbag
and drawing in a long, steadying breath, she left comparative
safety of her room, and made her way down to theispsly elegant
dining-room on the ground floor.

There were a few people there, mostly businessoneted behind
their morning papers—she wasn't sure if any of thHead been
witness to her walking out at dinner last nighte Mmaiters, at least,
were a different shift. The morning sunlight str@agrin through the
tall windows, and the pristine white cloths thadh@&placed the
sophisticated dark green ones used in the evegang the whole
room a different atmosphere which made it easike&p the cool air
of composure in place as she crossed to the tabdzendake was
sitting.

He glanced up at her approach and she favouredptiman aloof
little smile, ordering coffee and croissants frdra waiter as she took
her seat. 'Good morning,' she greeted him crisply.

‘Good morning.' There was a hint of something toatid have been
mockery behind his smile, but his manner was imalelgcpolite.
'Did you sleep well?’



'Yes, thank you. We're meeting with a Mr Johnsamfrthe local
planning office this morning, and then at one-thite're seeing a
delegation from the union.’

'l have a copy of our schedule,' he respondedrdosi note in his
voice.

'‘Good. I've.. .given the matter some consideraton,|'ve decided to
go along with your recommendations. | think thenplag people can
be persuaded to co-operate with us over the Ponddsite, but they
may be more concerned about what will happen tddredRoad.'

'Oh, I'm sure you'll be able to persuade themyesponded in that
lazy, mocking drawl. 'Just turn on that warm, paeedde charm...'

Her eyes flashed him a frost warning, but at tham@nt the waiter
returned with her coffee, so she had to bite backangry response.
The croissants were still warm, breaking apartigasiher hand and
melting the butter as she spread it on. She tdokearegarding the
man across the table with a suspicious glare.

'You're moving in very quickly,' she remarked, Weice carefully
controlled. 'Gaining the confidence of the boartdming so closely
involved in key decisions when you've been withfarsso short a
time. Do you always take such an active interestompanies you
have such a comparatively small investment in?'

That fascinating mouth curved into a disturbinggnsual smile.
‘Sometimes,' he responded blandly. 'It dependstaat the company
has to offer.’

She met his gaze, her blue eyes cool. 'And what Geddard's have
to offer?' she enquired.

'Oh, a very great deal.' He smiled—a totally unaddel smile. 'It's
one of Britain's top companies, after all—almospareled as



blue-chip. If I'm going to get myself a toe-holdthee Old Country,
what better place to start?’'

‘A toe-hold?’

He shrugged his wide shoulders, lounging backyaaihis chair as
he stirred his coffee, meeting her undisguisedilitgstvith casual
unconcern. 'lt's a global market-place these dayseng can afford
to isolate themselves in just one sector. And &ithope set to be one
of the biggest growth areas, naturally | want tarben it.'

Georgia took a sip of her coffee and another bitbev croissant.
Maybe it was time to risk being blunt. 'Have yolweeweard of a
company called Falcon Holdings?' she enquired.

Those hazel eyes gave nothing away. He shook hed. he
'‘No—should | have?'

‘They've been buying up our shares. It's been gmirfgr a couple of
months.’

‘And you think they could be about to launch a taiez?'

'l don't know yet. If they are, | expect we'll knawite soon—their
stake's getting big enough to start rumours, aatlitiset the share
price moving upwards. | suspect they'll show thgind within the
next few days.'

'‘And when they do?’

"'l be ready for them," she asserted grimly.divé no intention of
relinquishing control of Geldard's.’

* * %

'‘Good morning, Georgia. How was your trip?'



Georgia returned Bernard a wry smile as she laidbhefcase on the
desk. 'Oh, | think you could say it was quite sgsta,’ she
responded, her voice conveying as little emotiopassible.

It had certainly been a successful trip, businesg-w spectacularly
successful. They had come home with the kind ok@ge that would
please everyone. The council had been extremehusiatstic about
the plans for Redford Road, the university had jadhat the offer of
the out-of-town site, and the union, relieved ttieg jobs of the
workers were safe, couldn't have been more co-tpera

She ought to have been delighted. The Georgia @Gkkte thought
she knew, the successful businesswoman that ewergse saw,
would have been feeling extremely satisfied at th@ment—not
miserable and confused and wishing that she caud fJumped on a
plane to Australia with a tall, laconic, hazel-eyadn who she was
sure was her enemy, but who filled her dreams raffet night with
images that made her blush to remember them whewske.

He would be gone for a couple of weeks, he had &€¥idourse, she
had known that he would have to spend time therekaldea business
empire to run, and though with the miracles of mode
communication he was able to be in almost congtarth with it
while he was away, that was no substitute for resence.

Perhaps it was just that it had been so sudden-kabehad no

warning that he was going. On their journey homehlad just

casually requested, as they had reached the M&6thiy drop him

off at Heathrow so that he could catch his plahe. [&dn't know how
to react, and she was afraid that her eyes had daretoo much

away. As they'd drawn up outside the terminal bogde had leaned
across to her, and, placing his hand along herhaiad turned her
startled face up to his and brushed her mouthljigtith his.



‘That's just on account,’ he had murmured, huskdgking. 'Keep it
in mind till I get back." And climbing out of theag he had walked
into the airport—a long- haul passenger flying waly round the
world with only hand-baggage. The ultimate in tiang light. Just
theway he travelled through life, she had remindeerself
bitterly—unencumbered by heavy-weight commitments
inconvenient personal relationships.

Unconsciously she touched a hand to her lips,fgehem still warm
from his kiss. 'Keep it in mind..." How could shedherself...?'

‘Georgia...?"

'Oh... I'm sorry, Bernard, | was miles away.' Laibr. "What did you
say?'

He looked a little puzzled by her uncharacteriabstraction. 'l said,
have you seen this morning's share report? Ittsciusie in on the
wire service.'

'‘No...' The company secretary's frown warned hagrittwas going to
be bad news.

'‘Falcon have made a dawn raid on our shares—thexreo
twenty-eight point three percent.’

Georgia felt icy fingers clench around her heahe $ad thrown
down the gauntlet at breakfast yesterday morniragnimng him that
she would fight any bid— and he had taken it up edrately. That
explained why he had suddenly had to fly back testfalia, she
mused bitterly; even for Jake Morgan, a bid foompany the size of
Geldard's would take considerable organisation—@omkiderable
finance. He'd needed to return to his own base.

Absently she strolled over to the window and stgading out over
the densely packed jigsaw of the City spread bélexto the yellow



concrete edifice of the Stock Exchange, the hehthe world's

financial markets. The game was about to begin—aegtnat was
supposed to be conducted by strict rules but oftesn't. Could she
win, against such a devious opponent?

It was a sunny day, and the sky was a clear, \nlie—more like
Bermuda than England, she mused, something tuggangully at

her heartstrings. Way over there, fifteen mileshi® west, a silver
aeroplane had just taken off from Heathrow andeliaging up into

that sky. Of course it could be going anywhere—netessarily
Australia. But it was a reminder of how small therld was

becoming, with Sydney less than twenty hours' §yime away. Not
really very far at all...

‘Georgia...?"

She turned away form the window, smiling grimlyetBard, | need
to see the current share register, and patch eywmyge through to
me as soon as it comes in,' she commanded, oncethgaseorgia
Geldard she had always been—the consummate busomress,
fighting to survive in a tough world. Leaning acgdser desk, she
flicked the switch on the intercom to her secretary

‘Janet, call all the directors and see how soog dam attend an
emergency meeting. Then get me the bank on theeplaom bring
me the latest reports from every sector of the @ampOh, and get
me an appointment with the chairman of the Seegritand
Investments Board—I think it might be worth trying persuade
them to take a closer look at Falcon Holdings.'

*You think they're going to announce a bid?' adBedhard.

'I'm absolutely sure of it!



'Oh, good hit, Nige!" There was a ripple of poafgplause around the
field as the ball shot low and straight between dgbalposts. The

player swung his stick in salute, reeling in higpto canter back into

the lineup at the T-mark, ready for the next play.

'‘Good game,' remarked Robin Rustrom-Smith, leawnghe rail
beside Georgia. 'We could win this, with a bitudk.’

'‘Mmm,' she agreed. 'We'll have to watch out forrthamber three,
though—he's very sharp.'

She drew in a long, deep, refreshing breath, swehtthe scent of
horses and summer grass; it was another gloricusiny day, with
just enough breeze to lift the pennants that ftatiet the tops of the
goalposts. Against the green backdrop of theredis that surrounded
the park, the ladies in their silk summer dresseisthe gentlemen in
their military blazers and regimental ties madelawrful sight.

It was practically the first time she had been @iuber office for a
month, since the bid had been announced. It wasla affer, which
was unusual, and that made it harder to fight—wbkoeas behind
Falcon was pretty keen to get their hands on timpemy. But she
had prepared the best defence she possibly conddyih the share
price soaring they would be forced to increasertbffer. All she

could do now was sit back and wait to see how lhgly would be
prepared to go.

‘There's a friend of yours over there,' Robin rekadr

'‘Oh? Who...?' she enquired innocently, following tlirection of his
gaze—and her heart almost stopped beating. Jakstarading by the
rail on the opposite side of the field, casualliaxed in denim jeans
and a checked shirt, in characteristic defiancéhefsemi- formal
dress code—he looked as if he was at a Wild Welapnot a polo
match in leafy Windsor on an English Sunday aftemo



He had seen her, and lifted one hand in mockingtigng When had
he got back from Australia? She hadn't heard froamm—khe had
made no attempt to contact her. And what was hagdbere? It
seemed impossible that it could be mere coincide#ng how had
he known she would be here? Had he followed her?

'‘Georgia? Are you all right? You've gone awfullyfgzayou haven't
got a touch of sunstroke have you?'

'l... No, it's... I'm all right, thank you RobiWith an effort of will,
she managed to regather the scattered threads cbimposure. 'Ah,
it's the end of the chukka,' she added as the gepa's bell sounded
and the players laid their long polo sticks actbss saddles as they
rested their tired mounts.

It was the signal for the spectators to spreadaoubss the field,
treading down the divots of turf that had been satup by the flying
hooves. As Georgia and Robin ducked under théaaib their share
the player who had just scored rode up and disneaucibse beside
them, arrogantly athletic in the slim-fitting padtirt that stretched
taut across his wide shoulders and the beautiftlyjodhpurs of
white hide, moulding his long, hard- muscled legperfection. Even
the faint white scar across his cheek only addddshing air to his
handsome countenance.

'Hi."' He flicked his golden hair back from his foead with conscious
grace. 'Enjoying the game?’

‘Not bad, old chap,' Robin returned, with a casodifference that
Georgia knew masked a dislike that had endurece gime two men
had been at school together; on Robin's side it wmged with a
certain envy of the splendid physique that paigfelinphasised his
own skinny, round-shouldered frame, and on Nigal'slightly

puzzled confusion that the man for whom he had ingtibut

contempt should be so much more popular than himsel



Now he slanted the smaller man a look of hostikemément and
turned his attention exclusively to Georgia. 'Dadiysee my goal?' he
asked. 'lt was perfect. | just saw the gap opemineeled into it and
thwack!"He swung his stick in imitation of his masterlysh

Georgia smiled, tolerant of his boyish boasting—ishé known the
Honourable Nigel Woodvine far too long to be ingi by his airs
and graces. And in spite of what had happened legtetreem that day
in the stables all those years ago, she had almaysiged to remain
on friendly terms with him.

On her other side, Robin made a sound that cowd haen a snort,
deliberately falling behind them as he concentratiédiis attention
on toeing down an awkwardly twisted clump of grass.

Strolling along with the handsome Nigel, Georgialda't help but
be aware of Jake Morgan moving with an air of cagneoncern on a
path that would bring him inevitably into collisiamith theirs. She
tried to divert a little to the left, but he simpthanged his own
direction.

'‘Good afternoon,' he greeted her in that slow, nmgc@lrawl she had
been trying so hard to forget for the past threekse'l didn't know
you followed polo.’

'l didn't know that you did," she countered, sttinggto maintain her
cool facade. She was glad to have Nigel at her th@eAdonis of the
polo circuit—though admittedly most of his fans wer the mid-teen
age group; by the time they reached an age to leewvaol, most of
them had discovered that the reason his friendedcadim Woody
had little to do with an abbreviation of his surreaamd a great deal to
do with his intellectual capacity.

'Er... Nigel, | don't believe you've met Jake Marghave you?' she
managed, her smile brittle.



'‘As a matter of fact | have.' There was an odd notas voice that
made her glance up at him in some sur- - prisehédard you'd gone
back to Australia, Morgan,' he added. 'Didn't expesee you back.'

'‘Oh? Why should you think that?' Jake returnedghaisal tone a taut
veneer over an unmistakable hint of menace.

‘Thought maybe you'd realised you were onto a Jodeigel
responded, arrogantly self-assured. 'Decided tp skit without
paying your debts.'

Jake's eyes glittered with dark anger, well cotadbl 'On the
contrary, there's still more than two months tougdil... settlement
date,' he countered smoothly. '‘And | hope by thauillybe ready to
payyour debts.’

‘You two have a bet with each other?' Georgia @depuzzled by the
degree of animosity between the two men. 'WhaPis i

'‘Come along, everyone, we'd better be gettingheffield—they'll be
ringing the bell in a minute,' urged Robin, scatilto catch up with
them, his enthusiasm to break up the conversatmmviccing

Georgia all the more that there was something g&@oing on.

'‘What is it?' she reiterated, standing her ground.

'‘Nothing—it was...just a joke," Robin insisted, biseeks flushing a
deep shade of beetroot-red as he took her arnmgtitgi draw her
away.

‘No,, it wasn't,’ Nigel argued. 'Never more seriausny life. Liked
the look of that filly—reckon I'd better see abamtanging stabling
for her.'

Georgia shook Robin's hand impatiently from her.aimvant to
know what the bet was,' she asserted, confrontiagwo men with



gritty determination. Her suspicion was well andltraroused.
Almost two months to settlement date—which woulddaend about
the time the sixty-day limit ran out on the takeobi for Geldard's
... Had Jake been boasting about it, backing himeeWwin? She
wasn't sure if taking a side-bet on the issue domestl insider trading,
but she'd be talking to her lawyers about it finghg in the morning.

Nigel laughed in arrogant triumph. 'Well? Are yonirgy to tell her,
or shall I1?' he challenged.

Jake shrugged his wide shoulders, his hard mouttedunto a smile
of wry humour. 'l bet him | could get you into bleefore the Geldard
Cup race in September,' he stated baldly.

‘You... what?' She stared up at him, so shocked by the unexpec
revelation that for one awful moment she thouglet wlas going to

faint, right here on the polo field in front of ®¥al hundred people.
But one glance at the faces of the other two teldimat he was telling

the truth.

A hot blush sprang to her cheeks as the memoryinoser mind of
that night in the hotel garden; she had assum#gditme that it had
all been part of his strategy to gain control ofldaed's—although
after the way he had kissed her she had almostnbiglet herself
believe that there could be just a tiny crumb afilgee attraction
there too-

Well, now she knew—he had had another motive a$. \Bdter
humiliation twisted inside her—how could she hasteherself be so
stupid, so gullible?

'You despicable bastard!" she breathed in a sawadertone. 'You
are just about the most loathsome form of life #nadr slithered on
this planet! If | had some slug pellets with mel Use them to
exterminate you. And as for you two,' she addedndong on Nigel



and the hapless Robin, 'l thought you were my fiserbut clearly |
was wrong. If | never saw either of you again, lédabout a thousand
years too soon.’

She turned to stalk away, but Jake caught at ner'@eorgia—wait
a minute...'

‘Take your hands off me!' she hissed dangerougheré's not a
single thing you can say that | would want to liste.'

For a moment he restrained her, those dark eyebBnigohers, but
then with another of those wry shrugs he lei her Blindly she
turned and walked away, unaware of her surroundisgshe stepped
automatically around people in her path, not nogcthe curious
looks several of them cast towards her as sheegibeir greetings.
Acid tears were stinging the backs of her eyesshatrefused to let
them fall.

Hadn't her grandfather warned her that men woulchgd have an
ulterior motive for approaching her? He had beemnemnight than he
had known. She had heeded his advice all her lifey-had she
suddenly let herself forget it, throw her habitcalition to the winds,
just because one tall, blond-haired, wide-shoutileran had walked
into her life? Everything about him had warnedtodseware, and yet
it seemed as though she had been helpless to cihetnwaywardness
of her foolish heart...

'‘Georgia! Butquerida,you are crying—what is it?'

She blinked in surprise as a strong masculine arrapped
comfortingly around her shoulders, and glanced ith & watery
smile into the face of an old friend, Juan de Pedemn! Oh, I... It's
nothing. Just... | had something in my eye." Stlinggfor a
semblance of composure, she moved smoothly outsoérbrace.
‘You're here with the polo team?'



The handsome Argentinean chuckled, shaking his.datwith the
team, no—regrettably | am a little too old and éedr now for

playing polo.'

Georgia managed a light laugh. 'Nonsense, Juan. &id
decrepit—you?'

His liquid brown eyes sparkled flirtatiously. 'Aynu flatter me,' he
protested, not too forcefully. ‘Come, were you leg¥ You were not
going to stay to see the last end of the match?"

She glanced around, realising now that she had estinctively
heading towards the car park. But why should sineanuay? That
wasn't the kind of tactic her grandfather had taugdr. 'Stay and
fight," he would have said. 'Show them how littteiycare.'

'Oh... No," she responded brightly. 'l..was jusing to fetch
something from my car. But it doesn't matter now.'

‘Then let us watch the game together,' he urgeel Shll each cheer
on our own nation, and fall out in bitter patrioticalry.’'

Georgia laughed again; she knew that Juan wasntyfe to take a
mere game of polo so seriously—he was a charmigigt-thearted
millionaire playboy, one of the few who could caoilf the image
beyond the age of fifty without beginning to loo&tipetic. But his
easy manners and unthreatening attention were pejhst what she
needed at the moment, to soothe the hurt of heiiliation—and

nothing could more perfectly demonstrate to Jakergdo the
contempt with which she held his reprehensible aohdSo with a
smile she accepted the offer of Juan's arm andeddiack with him
towards the field.

The bell had rung to announce the start of thedaskka, and the
players had all remounted and lined up at the Tkyvaaiting for the
umpire to bowl in the ball. And then they were @aftangle of horses



and riders, the target of their attention bouneagss the turf as they
galloped full-tilt after it while the crowd roaréid approval.

‘I must make to you a small apology, on behalf gf son,’ Juan
remarked to her as they both applauded a verynaabeuvre by one
of the Argentinean players. 'CesaT- has admittedmi® his
reprehensible behaviour towards you. Ah, he is $ieang, that one.’
He smiled with a hint of pride. 'l trust you wibrigive him?'

Georgia smiled back at him. 'Oh, there was no ldone in the end,’
she assured him, refusing to let herself think abioelconsequences
that had stemmed from that unfortunate episode. clodd well
imagine that Juan had made the young man deephetrdgs
actions—in spite of appearances, she knew thaatleah autocratic
streak, and was quite capable of enforcing the stasgent penalty.

Not that his own example was particularly good,slused with mild
amusement—he kept an obedient little wife at hamuenos Aires
while he gallivanted around the world with some tbé most
beautiful women on his arm. But he was so charntitag no one
could take exception to him; even the men whoseswvere reputed
to be among his conquests seemed to regard him fwhdly
tolerance.

Those liquid dark eyes sparkled. 'Ah, you are MVergiving,’ he
chuckled softly. 'More so than he deserves. Butughof my foolish
son—I prefer to talk of more interesting topicsliee what you
have been doing since we met last.’

'‘Oh, working, mostly," she responded with a rudfuigh. 'l don't
seem to have much time for anything else these'days

He clucked in disapproval. 'That is not good,' &ested. 'Too much
work and too little play is bad for the constituttid shall not allow it.
While | am in England | shall make it my businesslistract you as



much as possible. Let me see—tonight we will havenet, and
tomorrow we shall go to the opera...’

She smiled, shaking her head. 'lI'd like to, Juanhréally...'

'‘Ah, do not say no," he pleaded, leaning close tdsvdoer and
speaking softly in that fascinatingly accented ktgthat so many
women found irresistible. "You would break my heart

She laughed, a little unsure; in all the time she known him he had
always been lightly flirtatious in his manner todsiher, but that was
just the way he related to all women—she had neven thought of
taking himseriously. But he had never actually ddiker out to dinner
before.

‘What's wrong, Juan?' she teased, trying to ligttiertone. 'Are all
the husbands in London keeping too close a watdha&inwives?'

He chuckled, laying his hand on his heart. 'Alagreputation! But if
you will not even have dinner with me, | shall kntvat | really am
grown too old and decrepit, and | shall retiredeer to my estates in
Buenos Aires and grow cattle.’

The self-mocking humour disarmed her warinessy afle she had
known him since she was about ten—he did businatis the
company and had been one of the few men to beiemdfy terms
with her grandfather. She would be quite safe With. Besides, if
Jake got to hear about it, it would 'show him iz had wasted no
time at all thinking about him.

‘All right, dinner,' she conceded. "Thank you.'

‘Thankyou,'he murmured, lifting her hand and brushing thekbant
her fingers with his lips, his eyes glinting withtisfaction, before he
turned with apparent reluctance to watch the regteopolo match.



* k% %

'‘Ah, querida,you have done nothing but talk about this busihes
Juan protested, smiling teasingly at her acrosstalde of the
fashionable restaurant where they were dining Herthird time in
two weeks. 'No more talk of this horrible takeoveges? | shall
become bored— and | hate to become bored.’

His eyes glinted a merry warning, and Georgia laagh'm sorry,
Juan. | promise, | won't say another word about it.

'‘Got)d. And on Friday you will come sailing with mges? | have a
boat entered in the races at Cowes.' He held upemd to silence her
as she opened her mouth to protest. 'Do not argwaH-+ot permit
that you refuse. You have been working far too haydu will make
yourself ill. I insist that you shall have a resabsolutely.’

Georgia didn't argue. It was so nice to have somedro was simply

concerned for her welfare. And he was good for Bére was so

determined to fight off the takeover that she woblave been

working thirty-six hours a day if she could, but hed been there,
coaxing and cajoling her to take regular breaksl,Amough he really

wasn't interested in the tedious details of itfadl,had been there for
her to talk to.

And there was no way Jake wouldn't know of herglai¢h him, she
mused with grim satisfaction. Juan had a high f@afiLondon—the
tabloid press regarded him as exotic and theredtways worth a
photograph, and he was happy to oblige. And tortiggit table had
been the focus of attention all evening, as frieantts acquaintances,
the famous and the infamous, came over to greet®ame of them
at least had known who she was, and she had bese aiva certain
amount of surprise and curiosity that she shoulska®s out with such
a notorious playboy when it was known that she 'tigsually date
men.



But he was so irresistibly charming that she caouldelp but enjoy
his company, laughing at his outrageous flattery katting herself
begin to mind a little less about Jake's cruelcneay. And, although
he had kissed her a few times, he hadn't trieddespire her into a
more intimate relationship, and she was gratefultfat. Oh, she had
enjoyed his kisses—there was no denying his exgaertbut
whenever she thought about taking the relationshigher...
Somehow she just couldn't begin to imagine it.

It wasn't like that with Jake Morgan, a whisperuaice in her head
reminded her irritatingly. You used to dream aldustcaresses—you
still do...

'So, you have finished your coffee?' he queriedots Now | shall
take you dancing.'

'Oh, but..." She shook her head. 'l can't, Juatlyrd have to be up
early in the morning—I've got a really importansimess meeting.'

‘Bah!" He muttered something in Spanish, which Geosuspected
was very rude. 'Me, | am sick to death of this bess, business,
business. I'll tell you what would please me. Yidsat you should sell
this damned business after all, and come be myreast We will
have a fine time together, you and I.'

Georgia laughed a little nervously. 'Juan... Yocan't be serious.
You're married.'

‘That is true,' he responded, those liquid darls eymost sorrowful.
'‘But my wife and |, we have lived our separatedi@ many years.
We would divorce, but she is a good Catholic, amd'dHe gave an
eloquent shrug. 'Of course, if it is a problem you, | will quite
understand.’

'l... don't know, Juan,’ she murmured. 'lt's..y\&rdden, after all the
time we've known each other. Why the change?’



‘Sudden? Maybe. But who can lay down rules forehbsigs? The
human heart is a strange, capricious thing. Dcasktme to explain
why on one exact day | saw you and felt somethingd not felt for
you before— if | could answer that | could answer whole riddle of
human existence. It is enough for me that | feel &nd | hope that
maybe you feel something like it too.' He took hand, laying a kiss
on the delicate pulse- point of her wrist.

Georgia drew her hand away thoughtfully. Maybe siwald
understand the change after all. Maybe Jake hakleaed something
in her that had lain dormant, unsuspected, formrg kg time—and
Juan, with his acutely perceptive eye for the madids woman, had
recognised it.

Perhaps it had been a mistake to neglect thatofible for so long,
she mused—her lack of experience had left her daogly
vulnerable. And who better to gain experience witAn Juan de
Perez? If one tenth of the stories told about hienewtrue, he was a
past master in the art of love. And at least sheldvknow where she
stood with him, right from the start...

‘You are smiling?' he queried gently. 'Maybe yo&i@nsidering my
suggestion, after all?"

She laughed, shaking her head. 'Don't rush me, Jdareed to think
about that one very long and hard.’

He acknowledged that with a slight inclination o head. 'Think,
then,querida.And then come sailing with me, yes?'

Tll... let you know by Thursday morning,’ she fornsed. 'But
tonight | really must go home early.’

He conceded on that minor point, clearly confidbat he would win
the major one. And as he drove her home in hisksigd-wing



Lamborghini—at a speed she suspected was well egessxof the
limit—she knew that she was giving the idea sermussideration.

She was a little surprised that he had chosen ke tar the object of
such serious attention—she wouldn't have thoughthsid the usual
qualifications. Maybe he really had gone througlthel other women

available, and she was the only one left? Butastlshe knew that he
wasn't doing it just to win a bet, she reflectettieily.

They had arrived at the stone pillars that markezl éntrance to
Larchwood, her beautiful home in the Berkshire d¢orade. The
gates stood open—Maurice, who lived with his wiiethe cottage
just inside the tall hedge, would close them labefpre he went to
bed, as usual. The wide tyres of the Lamborghimncihed over the
gravel drive as Juan swung the car around thetemdled rosebed at
the front, and drew it to a halt by the door.

The gull-wing doors slid smoothly upwards on thgieumatic struts,
but Georgia waited as he came round to assisbhesrtfeet—he had
a delightfully old- fashioned attachment to suclurtesies, and
besides, it wasn't the easiest car to get out of.

'So, until the weekend," he murmured smokily.

He must have sensed her wariness, because hetdida'take her in
his arms—he simply held onto her hand and drewloser. His lips,
warm and firm, moved over hers with a sure sensydhie tip of his
tongue probing into the sweet corners of her maaipertly coaxing
her to respond.

So why can't 1? she wondered a little desperatdigy do | feel
nothing at all?

Because it's the wrong man, that insidious voicespédred back. You
want Jake Morgan, and no one else will do.



Impatiently she thrust that thought from her mihaan had asked her
to go sailing with him—and she knew that he woldceipecting that
she would agree to go to bed with him as well. Ahd would, she
decided in a spirit of reckless determination, sefg to acknowledge
the doubt, like a cold leaden lump, in the pit ef Btomach. If there
was one thing guaranteed to makpher forget Jakegdorit was
making love with an expert in the art like JuarPéeez.

‘Goodnight,querida,'he murmured. 'Sleep well.’
‘Goodnight, Juan. And... thank you for a lovelyraag.'

She returned his farewell wave as he climbed iméoctr, the doors
folding down into the sides and the powerful twetyinder engine
booming into life like a small aeroplane aboutake off. She really
ought to remind him about the speed limit, sheectid wryly, as she
found her key and let herself into the quiet house.



CHAPTER SIX

GEORGIA yawned and leaned back in her leather executiage.ch
was almost eleven o'clock, and she was still atiesk, but she had to
get this report finished and ready for the printeraght if she was
going to be able to get away tomorrow to go saiimigy Juan.

She had been trying to focus her mind purely orsthng aspect of
the trip. She would enjoy that—it was several yesange she had
been to Cowes for the annual regatta week, bull sifie’n used to go
when she was younger, crewing for friends whenskiercould. The
other matter she had tried not to think about tam ignoring her
misgivings—she had made up her mind to do it, &edwgould. After
all, why should she worry that he was married? ldd had any
number of affairs over the years—one more would enao
difference.

With a sigh she turned her attention back to thepagder screen in
front of her, reading over the last paragraph sttkvritten. With just
a little over half of the sixty-day period to runwvas proving a tough
battle; to her disappointment, the Securities anddtments Board
had refused to block the bid—Falcon had made a gask offer, and
the bland young American whiz kid who representeent had
argued a very convincing case that it was not @ititerests of the
shareholders to deny them the right to acceptut.sBhe had received
enough assurances of support to be quietly cortfiden

An unexpected sound in the outer office broughtead up sharply.
The security guard on his rounds...? Her heartégahud as the
door swung slowly open; some kind of sixth sensd hkeady
warned her who it was—there was only one personwadd have
the cheek to walk in here without knocking.

Jake Morgan was leaning one wide shoulder casaaginst the
frame, regarding her with a faintly sardonic sntles dark blond hair



was falling loosely over his forehead, and in atevieptton shirt, the
collar open and the sleeves rolled back acrospdugerful wrists,
and lean-fitting jeans of faded blue denim, he exian aura of raw
masculinity that made her mouth go suddenly dry.

‘You're working very late," he remarked, easingdathaway from
the doorframe and strolling across the room towdmels without
bothering to wait for an invitation.

'‘H-How did you get in here?' she demanded, tryangh air of frosty
dignity but unable to keep her voice quite steady.

‘Security let me in,' he responded, a wicked ghnthose deep-set
hazel eyes. 'After all,ama director.'

Struggling to regain her composure, she returned diwithering
look. 'I'm surprised you have the nerve to comes-hdrtold you |
never want to see you again.’'

He laughed in lazy mockery. 'Oh, | checked for ghafjets on my
way in. You have a splendid line in insults, yowkhr—that one was
particularly contemptuous.'

‘Unfortunately it doesn't seem to have had thereéseffect,’ she
rapped tartly.

'‘Well, no. But then you could hardly expect me taysaway—apart
from any... other considerations, I'm naturallyenested in what's
happening with this takeover bid. | have to keepege on my
investment.'

‘Then you'll be pleased to know that we're fightingck very
effectively,' she informed him loftily.

'Is that so? | heard you didn't make much of anr@sgion on the
SIB.'



'‘Well, no—but | rather expected that,' she couteas coolly as she
could. 'lt wasn't the only plank of our strategy.'

'I'm glad to hear it. It must be costing you qaitgacket, though, what
with legal fees and bankers' fees and everything?'

‘Naturally there are costs,' she returned talglyt bne expects that.'
'‘Does one?' he taunted, mocking her clipped tones.

'l don't anticipate any difficulty in arranging afigancial backing |
might need,' she asserted, annoyed with hersdiétiimg him needle
her.

'‘Good. | was going to offer you my support, bubhtl suppose that
would be.. .exactly welcome?'

‘No, it wouldn't,’ she ground out. 'Frankly, youhe last person I'd
turn to.’

'l rather expected you to say that,’ he concededyvdice softly
persuasive. 'You know, it's a pity you can't brigurself to trust
me—you have nothing to fear from me.’

'‘No? You call trying to seduce me in order to womg crass bet
"nothing to fear"?' she retorted acidly. 'I'm sotyyt in my book that
isn't the action of someone | can trust.'

He acknowledged that point with a wry smile. 'l soge it would be a
waste of breath trying to explain?'

‘Yes, it would!" Why was she even letting him lurer into this
conversation? She should have simply demandechthédave and
then ignored him completely until he went away. Bpnoring Jake
Morgan was easier said than done; her office wagegdout with him



in it, perched casually on the side of her desée@med suddenly jar
too small.

He was examining the items on her desk with idiergst—a

Victorian rosewood box she kept for oddments, asphemapstone
egg that she used as a paperweight, silver-frarhetbgraphs of her
godchildren. It felt like an invasion of her priya@and she slanted
him a look of sharp impatience, pointedly closirmgvd the window

on her computer so that he couldn't see what skemweeing on.

He noted her action with a dry laugh. 'Keeping stscirom me?' he
taunted softly. "You think I'm associated with Fedcdon't you?'

‘Yes, | do,’' she acknowledged bluntly.

He shook his head, untroubled by her responsay-S¢ou're miles
off the mark. You'd do better to ask your South Anan friend what
he knows about it.'

‘Juan?’'She stared up at him, startled. 'Oh, don't beuldus! He's
thelastperson I'd suspect of being involved in somettikeythis.'

‘Exactly:’

Georgia hesitated, momentarily taken aback. But #ie shook her
head dismissively; he was just trying to fog th&ues 'lI've known
Juan for years,' she responded with cool disddéis 'not the least bit
interested in business—it bores him. He's onlyresied in things
like polo and sailing.'

‘Then you don't know him very well," Jake returrgimly. 'He
claims that his wealth is all inherited, but intfélte only thing he
inherited was one medium-sized ranch in Cordobaemhe was
nineteen years old. Now he's one of the richest nmerthe
country—he owns thousands of acres of land, as albil and



mineral interests and a substantial slice of ingusdardly a mere
playboy.’

'S0?' she countered, arching one finely drawn eyebiPerhaps he's
modest about his achievements. | find that ratieeshing, after the
arrogance of some people | could mention.'

He laughed in lazy mockery, lounging full-lengtlorad) the desk and
propping his head on his hand, regarding her vatdanic humour.
'If you mean me, why don't you say so?' he tauritadn't like you to

be so reticent.’

‘All right—I do mean you,' she retorted, an oddtéu of panic in the
pit of her stomach. He had invaded her territorystfiner office and
now her desk, overturning its neat, functional,itesslike aura with
his disturbing maleness. Lying across it like tiha was making her
think of other large, flat, horizontal surfacesike beds... 'He's ten
times the man you are—he's courteous and charming
gentlemanly...'

‘A paragon of virtue," he sneered. 'Have you let make love to you
yet?'

'‘No!" Her eyes blazed in hot anger. 'Not yet,'athéed with deliberate
emphasis. 'But that doesn't mean it isn't goinggjapen.'

'‘No?' There was a dangerous glint in those deepasatl eyes. 'It's
been almost three weeks—it's unusual for him tedopatient.’

'l... | told you—he's a gentleman...' she protestedkly.

'‘Or maybe he hasn't succeeded in defrosting tledioic you keep
your heart in,' he taunted, swinging himself lazfy the desk. She
drew back in alarm, but before she could escapeabght both her
wrists in a vice-like grip, jerking her abruptly teer feet. 'Does he
kiss you the way | do?' he demanded, wrapping h@s around



behind her back to imprison her as he draggeddugihty against his
hard length. 'When he touches you, do you meldetie way you do
with me? And don't try to -deny it—you may be abdeplay the
ice-maiden with every other sucker you lure intairyfsozen realm,
but | know how to send your thermostat way outaftool, don't I?
Or do you need a reminder of that...?"

Her indignant protest was silenced as his mouthecdown on hers
in a kiss of fierce savagery that almost took lreath away.

At first she struggled furiously to be free, twigfiand writhing in her
efforts to escape him. But there could be no regighat insistent
demand—and deep inside her some treacherous inessitndd as Eve
was urging her to surrender. There was somethmgslfatalistic in

it; she didn't want to respond to him, but she @dotthelp herself—he
seemed to have some kind of power over her thadshet know

how to fight.

The last rational thought that slid through herirbraas that even
Juan, with all his expertise, somehow failed toenthis devastating
effect on her. With Jake Morgan, there was no pddgi of a
detached appraisal of the pros and cons—her refagad to listen to
any sense.

Her lips parted in sweet submission, yielding bémelae sensuous
invasion of his tongue as it plundered all the deegret corners of
her mouth. As he felt her yield beneath him heaste her wrists, but
her arms lifted as if of their own volition to wrdpemselves around
him and she curved her slender, body closer irg@iibrace.

He had turned her back against the edge of her, Hesskand sliding
slowly down over the length of her spine and theagain, savouring
the soft contours of her body, moving with an intéhat she
recognised but didn't have the will to block. AwgJanelting heat was
coiling in the pit of her stomach, and as shelfslicaressing touch on



her aching breast she moaned softly, her backragydiei crush the
firm, aching flesh invitingly into his palm.

Suddenly the delicate lacy cups of her bra seemaedadb tight,
abrasive against the tender, ripening buds of hgrles, and the
teasing brush of his thumb sent darting shockdeaftrgcity through
her nerve-fibres,making her toes curl. With defigérs he had
unfastened the tiny pearl buttons down the frortesfsilk shirt, was
sliding it back over her shoulders, and her breattaped in a ragged
sigh as he released the clasp that nestled inatheslsadow of her
cleavage, loosening the irritating constraint.

He had lifted his head, and from beneath her lashegpeeped up at
him, her cheeks flushing as she realised that teleaking at her,
savouring the nakedness of her creamy breastsilyptgtped with
pink; his hands were cupping their weight, his hidmambs teasing
the tender peaks, expertly arousing the most exglgsnsations. A
delicious feeling of wantonness, of feminine sehguaas filling
her, and her head tipped back as she moaned duodtlyhreathing
ragged, her body curving towards him in helplesgation.

'l haven't forgotten this," he murmured smokilyheTsight of you,
lying naked on my sofa, has haunted me... taunted'm

He gathered her close in his arms again, his lipgimgy over hers in
tender enticement, coaxing from her a bewilderespoase. She
moaned in protest as his mouth broke from hershkad tipping
back as she gasped raggedly for breath and heddssatling kisses
over her trembling eyelids, her delicately veineohple, the dainty
shell of her ear and down the long, vulnerable ewfvher throat, to
linger in the sensitive hollows of her shoulder.

He had lifted her skirt, his hands sliding up over slender, silk-clad
thighs, and her head swam dizzily as he laid hek baross the desk.
His mouth was hot on her naked breasts, circlingatesingly over



the ripe, aching swell, his languorous tongue swgrlaround the
exquisitely sensitised buds of her nipples, higiitaeth nipping at
them teasingly, until at last he took one deep Iméamouth, suckling
at it with a raw, hungry rhythm that pulsed whitee fthrough her
veins.

But just as she expected him to take advantageeofhklpless
surrender he let her go, laughing in teasing mgcKkiryou trust me
so little that you're afraid to even let me seetghan your computer
screen,’ he challenged, 'why are you letting meentake to you like
this?'

With a small gasp of horror she scrambled off thekg scrabbling
with clumsy fingers to refasten her disorderedhoiaj. WWhyhadshe
let him do it? She had no excuse, and the hot cofober cheeks
deepened in humiliation.

‘Maybe you should start listening to your instinatstead of trying to
figure everything out in that clever little headyaofurs,' he suggested
softly, and tilting up her chin he placed one ldight kiss on her
warm lips. Then, without another word, he turned aalked out of
the office.

As the door closed behind him Georgia felt her krgieing way and
crumbled into her chair, tears streaming wetly dovencheeks. She
brushed them impatiently away with the back of hand. Damn
him—what kind of cruel game was he playing with“héte could
have won his bet, but he had chosen to simply waiky. Was he so
arrogant that he believed he could take her whertevgvanted?

Apparently he did, and with good reason, she ackeuyed
bitterly—she seemed to have no defence againstHiniad only to
look at her, to touch her...



But she certainly wasn't fool enough to let hergatgd vulnerability
undermine her business judgement, she vowed fiereahd if he
thought she could be so easily manipulated, he dveoibn learn his
mistake. She knew he was the one behind Falconitsld not
Juan—the fact that she was more susceptible tkisses than to
Juan's had absolutely nothing to do with it.

She laid her hands flat on the desk, drawing ieva $low, deep,
steadying breaths. Tomorrow she was due to fly ddvenlisle of
Wight with Juan for the closing races of Cowes We8ke had
decided, almost cold-bloodedly, to embark on aaia¥fith him, and
that was exactly what she was going to do. Nothimad
changed—except perhaps that she was even morendeternow to
go through with it. That would teach Jake Morgarreat her like
this!

The excitement began from the moment the signgldtathe pole in
front of the round grey tower of the Royal Yachu&dron's famous
headquarters dame spinning down. More than thiogtdhad been
milling about, but in the last minute they hadralinaged to turn in
the same direction, and now the tall sails billow&d the wind and
the sunlit waters of the Solent rose in curves bitevspray beneath
the sleek racing hulls as each skipper soughtdiiardage of taking
the clear water.

Georgia, leaping to obey Juan's instructions, lthoiethe halyard to
flatten the genoa as the yacht picked up speedsl@hahto a good
fourth place. The genteel Victorian town of Cowegh its ivy-clad
houses and gently wooded slopes, slid away behard &s they sped
like a flock of huge white birds across the spaugkligrey- green
waters, seeking the first of the marker buoys.



It was a perfect day for sailing; the mid-morninghsshone in a
flawless blue sky, but there was enough of a breerwake for really
good racing. Tucking an escaping strand of seaesbakir behind
her ear, Georgia drew in a deep breath of the freslt-laden air,
closing her eyes to enjoy the sheer bliss of theer.

She had made the right decision, agreeing to comevas just what
she needed to refresh her brain, ready for thehtolaging stages of
the battle to hold onto Geldard's. Flying down tentbridge
yesterday afternoon in Juan's nimble little Bramidbuilt twin-
engined Embraer, she had been more than a littleong, not sure
that she was quite ready for the inevitable devalm of their
relationship. But she should have known that shedmé have
worried—a smooth operator like the handsome Argeatn would
never be so crass as to leap on her at the fipgramity.

He had booked a double suite for them at a smael hoshort way
out of town, close to where his yacht— tBscaramuza—was
moored off-shore. They had dined on the terracdauesnt
overlooking the sea as the sun had set in a hazsefand magenta,
sipping champagne and watching the spectaculawdite display
over Northwood Park. It had seemed like the perfaeiude to
romance; perhaps she should not have drunk quitemsgoh
champagne as she had, but she had felt as if goedd.

But then, just as it had seemed that the momerit dmiput off no

longer, an urgent call had come in for Juan froneriis Aires. She
had no idea what it had been about or how lon@ak taken him to

deal with it—by the time he had finished she hadegm bed and was
in a deep, champagne-induced sleep. He hadn'tdjome—she

assumed he had slept on the yacht.

He hadn't been in the best of moods this morningugh whether
that was because of the call itself or becausadtihterfered with his
other plans, she wasn't sure. But with all the bfgsreparing for the



race the incident had apparently been forgotted,ramw he was in
his element, his hand on the tiller, calling fomotie adjustments to
the sails as the wind or current changed.

The yachts were beginning to string out along #megih of the
course, the leader some distance ahead and prabatdychable. But
Juan's skill and seamanship were already brindieghtup on the
third-placed boat as they rounded the marker buay eased the
genoa. The glorious multi-coloured spinnaker-sheats hoisted
aloft, ballooning in the wind and speeding thenoasithe water as if
they had wings.

The crew were kept busy, coping with the breez# gssted from
gentle to fresh; lunch was thick sandwiches made fwwedges of
French bread stuffed with all sorts of extravagdimgs, eaten on
the run as they skipped around the deck and wadbech with
gallons of champagne—nbut the fresh air and vigoexescise had
sharpened appetites, and the food disappearedstaitiing rapidity.

They had pulled up into second place by the tineeldilst buoy was
spotted, but another boat was behind them, pregbiag close.

Running fast under the spinnaker until the lassitds moment, Juan
was taking a risk— an awkward gust could round thgmnto the

wind just at the moment when they most needed abntr

‘Stand by to gybe.'
‘All clear!
‘Drop the ‘chute! Sheet in the mainsail.'

The crew sprang to the winches, but Juan, his eydhle rival boat
creeping up on them, started bearing away a mornantsoon.

Georgia called out a warning to him, but for onéaal moment the

yacht heeled out, losing the racing line as thgy@gched the buoy
and allowing the other boat to slip through in frohthem.



Juan let fly a stream of Spanish invective, but iGeodidn't even
hear it—she was staring at the tall figure haulmtihe halyard on the
other boat's mainsail. Sliding past just feet afrasn her, he grinned
wickedly, lifting one hand in a mocking salute.

What thedevilwas Jake Morgan doing here? Was he following he
It was surely too much of a coincidence that haikhpust happen to
show up here at the same time. She frowned, a sgnaih of
suspicion lodging itself in her mind; that phond,dhe one that had
kept Juan from her side last night—had Jake hadcesong to do
with that too? She wouldn't put it past him...

They crossed the finishing line in third place. dummediately
handed over the tiller to one of his crew and viehow, the hunched
line of his shoulders eloquently conveying theestait his temper.
Georgia sighed in wry resignation; so much for acitang weekend
of yacht-racing and romance—so far it was provimjsanal failure!

Georgia had been looking forward to the eveninggai$ the last night
of Regatta Week and they were due to attend abafie of the yacht
clubs. But between having Juan in a foul mood ardolwn anxiety
about running into Jake again it was with some @pgmsion that she
put the finishing touches to her make-up, strolongjust a hint of
dark blue mascara to highlight the blue of her eyes

She glanced up, startled, as the door opened &prapid Juan,
elegant as a peacock in a white dinner jacket aades silk shirt,

marched into the room. 'Don't you believe in knagid' she queried
mildly as she carefully tissued off the mascara lshd smudged
across her cheek.

'l have been down to the Regatta Centre—I havan@uprotest about
the action of thoscoswho tried to run me down at the last buoy
he declared fiercely. '‘Defrauders! They think Ilyubt lie down and
accept it? They may think again!' He began to @aioand the room,



muttering under his breath, but then stopped alyughooting his
cuff to glance at the diamond- encrusted watchisnvhist. '‘But it is
late. Comeguerida—you are looking exceptionally beautiful tonight
Let us go to the ball and dance the night away?'yes

She smiled, relieved that he at least seemed witbrput the events
of the day behind him; it was pointless trying tgue that the other
yacht had not been at fault—irritating as that v&se picked up her
long- fringed silk shawl and let him wrap it aroumer shoulders. His
breath was warm against the nape of her neck, Wwbere she had
swept her hair up into an elegant twist on topefhread.

'‘Or maybe we shall forget the ball and stay héee murmured, his
voice low and husky. 'l so much want to make loweydu, it is
driving me crazy.'

Georgia laughed a little nervously. 'Oh, but..el'seen looking
forward to the ball,’ she protested. 'l bought thisss specially for it.'

‘And an exquisite dress it is," he approved, higitl dark eyes sliding
down over the low-cut sheath of blue- green silkhwis unusual
bustled skirt—the work of one of her favourite de&rs. 'But where
are your famous diamonds?'

'‘Oh, Juan! | only wear those when | absolutely havd3esides, it's
such a bother, being followed around by a bodygaérdhe time.'

She frowned slightly at her own reflection. Why Isde lied to Juan?
In fact the diamonds had been sold, along withytet, leaving her
a reasonably good balance after paying off thedo&he had been a
little surprised to receive such a good offer swkjy—the sale had
been very discreet. But there was no reason why 3bauldn't
know... Had Jake Morgan's insinuations affecteddwan though she
had rejected them?



Juan laughed. 'Very welfjuerida,you shall go to the ball! And |
shall be your Prince Charming, yes? Come, sweedetatia, your
carriage awaits!

Somehow she managed a smile, though a hard krtension had
clenched in her stomach. The way he had lookeératas if already
mentally peeling off the dress, had made her ga.cahd later

tonight, when they returned from the ball, he woedgbect that she
would let him do just that...

Of course, it was only natural that she should Isawee reservations,
she reassured herself a little desperately—quitetdpm the fact
that it was something she had never done befoeee thvas also the
minor detail that he was married. It was all vesilvior him to say
that he and his wife led separate lives; she cdulgunite feel
comfortable about it.

She seemed to be moving in some kind of dreamhoted's courtesy
car drove them the short distance to the yacht bleddquarters,
housed in one of the elegant old Victorian buildit@pking out over
the harbour, but she was barely aware of her sndiags. She could
think only of that moment in the hotel bedroom, &edreaction to it;
it had had nothing whatsoever to do with guilt abbim being
married—she just didn't want him to make love to he

The dream turned into a nightmare almost the morskatwalked
into the grand wood-panelled ballroom with its fédghioned brass
chandeliers. It was already crowded, but the fiesson she saw, on
the far side of the room, was Jake Morgan.

He was wearing a formal dark dinner jacket agaieaubifully
tailored to mould the handsome width of his shoddand his
dark-blond hair caught the light, making it hard twonotice him. He
was talking to some bright young thing in a gowrdoli-pink satin,



cut ridiculously low over her generous bosom—andMas clearly
far too absorbed in what she was saying even tcglap.

'‘Champagnequerida?'Juan purred, close to her ear.

'Oh, er...yes, please,' she responded with detethgaiety, turning
her back on the man across the room—though shdrotgsist one
last glance over her shoulder to check if he hdatewd her arrival.

Why on earth had she come here anyway? It wasa'tsdnt of
occasion she particularly cared for—there werenbamy people, all
dolled up to the nines and greeting each other phitbney warmth.
Keeping her smile in place was making the musdié®pface ache,
but she had to look as if she was having a simpbnderful

time—she was determined not to let Jake see thatwas even
remotely bothered by his presence.

If he had come to Cowes in pursuit of her, he vasving little sign
of it—every time she happened to glance casuallysrdirection he
wis talking to or dancing with some female or othesually the one
in that silly pink dress. He knew she was thereiglit- once or twice
he had glanced up and caught her eye, had smidntiuriatingly
arrogant smile, as if he thought she cared th&tlda't come over to
say hello or to ask for a single dance.

As a matter of fact, she wished teuld ask her to dance—just so
that she could have the pleasure of refusing hime. \Bas enjoying
herself perfectly well, dancing with Juan—he was eatellent
dancer, if a little flamboyant, twirling her arounide floor as the
seven- piece band played waltzes and tangos amdeelittle rock
and roll, to satisfy the tastes of every age-gnogsent.

'You are frowningguerida,'Juan remarked, smiling down at her ii
concern. 'What is it?'



'Oh, I..." She shook her head quickly. 'I'm sordyan. It's
nothing—ijust a slight headache, that's all.'

"You would like to sit down for a while? Or mayhe return to the
hotel?'

'Oh, no—no,' she responded quickly forcing a briginile. 'I'll be
fine.' The last thing she wanted was to returméoftotel... Oh, Lord,
what was she going to do about that? How couldedhbim that she
had changed her mind? 'Did you... er... manageotd aut that
problem that cropped up last night?' she remarkédnging the
subject.

His handsome face darkened. 'Oh—that! A minor aliffy, nothing

more. | am sorry it took me so long to deal wgberida—especially

as it kept me from your arms. But tonight, nothsihgll keep me from
you.'

He drew her closer against him, so that she hauiro her head
slightly to avoid breathing in too much of his mathpowerful
aftershave—and she found herself looking up inpaia of mocking
hazel eyes, which glinted at her in sardonic ames¢mbove the
head of his current partner, who appeared to bppac around him
like an octopus with all its tentacles.

Quickly she turned away, startling Juan by regjstis lead and
making him change direction to move towards thesiolide of the
dance-floor. 'Was it your wife?' she enquired hitygh

'l beg your pardon?’
"Your call—last night.’

‘Ah! No, querida,'he assured her, smiling. 'Just business.'



'l didn't think you took much interest in businéssfe queried,
feigning surprise.

'I do not," he confirmed. 'lt bores me."

'‘And yet... I've heard that you're very successfsiie probed,
carefully concealing her interest behind a flidasly teasing
manner. 'l suspect that you've been hiding yount lisnder a bushel.

A look of annoyance flickered across his face. "Wiid you that?' he
demanded.

'Oh, you know," she responded, shrugging her stesttmilders in a
gesture of casual dismissal. 'City gossip, thélt's a

His hold on her tightened, and his jaw clenchedummistakable
anger. 'l do not like that | should be the subpcCity gossip,' he
hissed. "Tell me who told you.'

She laughed a little unsteadily, startled at hactien. 'Oh, really,
Juan—I can't remember,' she protested. 'lt coulk Haeen any
number of people.'

It appeared to cost him some effort of will to gt anger back under
control, but then he smiled. 'l am somgyerida,it is just that careless
talk can so often be mistaken—as in this case—anhi gan be very
difficult to correct. Come, | believe it is time weent down to
dinner.’

She allowed him to lead her from the dance-floer, mind working
overtime. His denial had been unconvincing—it appedhat Jake's
information about his business activities had besgurate. Not that
that proved anything, she reminded herself caugeusany people
in the higher echelons of the international finahcommunity liked
to be discreet about their wealth. It didn't mehat tJake's other
accusations were correct.



There had already been one sitting for dinnerthmustaff had cleared
away in record time and the dining- room was logkwery elegant,
the round tables covered in long white cloths, eank with a
charming centrepiece - of candles and flowers. &Vliveried waiters
moved around the room, quietly serving a feastradlsed salmon in
soured cream with caviar, followed by lamb steaka caper sauce
and rounded off with an old-fashioned trifle faidgused in sherry.

They were sharing a table with six people she tidw, and Juan
was quickly embroiled in a vigorous debate aboetvilue of epoxy
resin as against the traditional method of caulkBige was relieved
that she didn't have to make the effort to maintairflow of
scintillating conversation—she was all too miseyadlvare of Jake
Morgan, just three tables away from them, with the in the
doll-pink dress, apparently enjoying himself farrsthan she was.

She knew that she was drinking too much champaga@-a-she
rarely touched alcohol, so it was going to her head/ quickly.

Somehow the entire weekend had gone wrong—andagha ktrong
suspicion that Jake Morgan was behind most ofrituifh he wasn't
behind her realisation that she couldn't sleep witlan, she
acknowledged miserably—she had really known thataking,

though she had obstinately chosen not to acknowlédg

Quite how she was going to tell Juan that she ekt to sleep with
him after all, she wasn't sure—but she was goirigaiee to think of
something soon. The evening was wearing on, andalldn't leave
it until they got back to the hotel. But the chagpawas fogging her
brain, so that the harder she tried to focus orptbblem the more it
seemed to slip from her grasp...



CHAPTER SEVEN

IT wAs hot in the ballroom—hot and crowded—and the ligiftthe
chandeliers swinging from the high ceiling seenteld going round
and round. Georgia would have liked to go home shetdidn't dare
suggest it— not until she had worked up the coutagdell Juan that
she didn't want to share that big, comfortable t®bld with him.

‘Georgie! Darling, how lovely to see you! | didikltow you were
coming over! You wicked thing, why didn't you telle? Or can |
guess? I've been hearing a little gossip about lgtaly—and I'm
absolutely delighted. It's about time—and Juandar’ing!'

Georgia laughed as she kissed her old friend'skctigello, Margot.
You're looking well. I've no need to introduce ywouwaun de Perez,
have 1?'

Margot shook her head, her eyes slanting the hamel#orgentinean
an outrageously flirtatious glance as he joinednth©f course not!'
she purred. 'Hello, Juan!

'‘Querida,'he murmured softly, leaning close to her so adbtain the
finest view of her deep cleavage. He whispered sungein Spanish
into her ear, making her giggle in delight.

'‘Oh, Juan—you naughty thing!" she protested,la lbuder than was
necessary. 'You'll have to watch him, Georgie—ap'absolute rat!'

‘Unfair,’ he countered, his hand on his heartis'lthat | am the
everlasting romantic—I cannot help but fall in Idve

‘And fall out of it again just as quickly," Margdtided, mock-severe.
'‘Oh, look—there's my brother Robin. | must go aay Isello—he'll

think I'm sulking because Great Aunt Em left lathher money and
me only a load of the most hideous jewellery. Batdeserves it



really, dear boy—he sucked up to her for years, lgndt couldn't
bring myself to. Bye, Georgie—see you soon!

Juan turned to Georgia with a tragi-comic expressih, now she
has ruined my reputation,’ he sighed. '‘But do noklIso serious,
querida. We can only live for the moment, after all—no? @&ym
smile for me. Ah, you have finished your champadwather glass?’

Before she could refuse, he had stopped a passaigerwand
exchanged her empty glass for a full one. She wgshing to feel a
little desperate; if only she really was Cinderedlad at the stroke of
midnight could run away—though she would be vemeftd not to
leave behind a glass slipper.

Jake had come back into the room; he was dancitigthat girl in

the doll-pink dress again, his arm around her waistding her a
good deal closer than was necessary. She lookkedrbre than a
teenager, all dewy eyes and simpering smile. Wétiat was the sort
he liked...

'l want to dance,' she announced abruptly.

Juan looked a little disappointed. 'l thought ppshgou might be
ready to go back to the hotel?' he murmured, hisevtaking on a
husky, meaningful timbre.

‘Not yet.' She drained her champagne glass in engytt and, taking
Juan's hand, wove a little unsteadily out ontodhaece-floor. The
room was a kaleidoscope of colour, drifting aroted as if she was
on a merry-go-round, and it occurred to her th&t whs probably
drunk—which was not the best condition in whicltémsider how to
deal with the problems ahead.

But she didn't care—it would serve Jake right & gid sleep with
Juan!



Juan had drawn her close against him, his headdsemthers, his
warm breath stirring her hair as he whispered o ear. 'Come
away with me, my love—be my mistress. | will maked to you on a
gondola drifting silently through the misty canalsVenice, on an
island in the warm Pacific Ocean, on a mountafiaiibet. We will
be lovers of the flesh and of the spirit. | willosth you pleasures
beyond anything you have ever imagined. | will agralyou to the
world of the senses ...’

She laughed a little nervously, trying to draw awayn him. '‘Juan!

'l mean it,querida,'he husked, sliding his hand down the length
her spine. 'l am going crazy for you. | will telby what you will
do—you will sell this damned company of yours arelwill forget
the whole world. We will jump on an aeroplane tansoexotic
paradise where we will make love day and night...'

Everything happened so swiftly that she didn'tlydave time to see
how it started. Someone moving past Juan with thWassgs of
champagne seemed to jostle against him, and thempagne was
spilled over his pristine white jacket. He turnedhvan angry word,
voices were raised and someone threw a punch—amdnéixt

moment there was a melee involving five or six peop

Georgia screamed, struggling to get back out ofnthg as fists flew
wildly—and suddenly there was a protective presesicher side,
drawing her back, sheltering her from the dangée Blinked in

befuddled confusion as she found herself by thewmlble doors of
the ballroom, with Jake.

'l think you've had a little too much to drink," reemarked with mild
amusement. 'lI'd better take you home.'

'‘But... Juan,' she protested weakly.



'l think you'll find he's going to be.. .otherwisegaged for the rest of
the night,' he responded, standing aside as tlokeemen, one of
them talking into his two-way radio, hurried pdstm. 'You seem to
have some kind of aura that starts men fightingirdoyou— this is
the second time it's happened in my short acquaetaith you.'

She stared up at him, anger and suspicion surfélcioggh the haze
of alcohol in her brain.Youmade it happen,' she accused him. 'It's :
your fault.'

'Me?' His look of innocence would have fooled noce.ofl was
nowhere near them when they started fighting.'

'‘No, but...you were behind it somehow,' she indidi®wning as she
tried to focus her thoughts. 'What are you doinge leyway? First
you turned up at that polo match and now you're.Harever told you
| was coming. You're following me—I don't want yfmllowing me.'

He smiled crookedly down at her. 'I'm sorry to gigaint you, but it
isn't you I'm following. It's de Perez.'

She shook her head, her confusion only deepenéd®xplanation.
‘You're following Juan? But.. .why?'

He laughed in gentle mockery. 'l think the explaraimight be a
little too complicated for you at the moment,' baged. 'Suffice it to
say that | have my reasons. Saving you from thesequences of
your own stubborn folly was just a bonus.'

'l didn't need saving from anything," she retorteith what she hoped
was suitably icy dignity.

More police had arrived by now, and Jake drew heayafrom the
doorway as they began to bring out the batteredbatants from the
ballroom, hustling them across the foyer to thageolan waiting
outside. Juan, protesting furiously; didn't evetiaeoher as he was



led past between two burly constables; he alread/the start of
what promised to be a spectacular black eye, an@lbgant white
suit was spattered with blood.

‘What will happen to them?' Georgia asked anxioaslghe watched
them go.

'Oh, | dare say they'll just be kept in the cellermight to cool off,
and then be let off in the morning with a cautidake responded on
an inflection of dry humour. 'l imagine the polibere are used to
Hooray Henrys letting off a bit of steam during tlRegatta
Week—they don't take it too seriously.'

‘Juan isn't a Hooray Henry,' Georgia counterechjrigron him with
an angry glare. 'Though | dare say you didn't haeemuch trouble
finding one you could persuade to pick on him, fasttart a fight and
make this happen.'

‘And aren't you glad | did?' he returned smootl@®gherwise, about
now you'd be on your way back to your hotel witthnhiand from the
look on your face, you were beginning to regard #saa fate worse
than death!'

‘You're just jealous!" she threw at him bitterly.

He merely laughed. 'l would have been, if I'd tHotugou'd have
enjoyed it,' he taunted, those beguiling hazel eji@sing. 'But you
wouldn't, you know. And frankly, | doubt if poor deerez would
have either—the state you're in, you wouldn't hdeee much but lie
there like a sack of potatoes anyway.'

It gave her an enormous amount of satisfactiomtbthat though she
was every bit as drunk as he had so insultinglytiedshe could still
aim a good, straight slap tfyat caught him squaress the cheek,
leaving the imprint of her palm in glorious scark&nd, turning, she



stalked magnificently away—an effect somewhat nthwwden she
tripped on the step, almost falling over.

'‘Damn!" She had broken the heel of her shoe, adisbevered when
she tried to walk on and found herself listing hargort. Pausing,
she discreetly slipped both shoes off and pickethttp, his mocking
laughter following her as she walked out into tight) carrying them
in her hands.

Georgia rolled over in bed, groaning and tryingbtay her head
beneath the pillow. The sound tearing at her dlaas she had thought
was of a thousand cats being systematically steangésolved itself
into the squalling of the seagulls, and the hotoyelglare of a
blast-furnace was merely the sun behind the cwtaditer tongue
tasted as if she had used it to clean out the slramd she had the very
uncomfortable feeling that if she tried to move sthwuld be very
sick.

The events of the previous night were an unpleddantthe fact that
she had to be grateful to Jake that she wasn'hpawiface the even
more horrendous experience of waking up beside thusamrmorning
only made it all the more excruciatingly embarnagsi She
remembered that he had followed her home last nagha discreet
distance, just to make sure that she was safggit@ sf everything,
the thought gave her a warm little glow—until skenembered the
blonde in the doll- pink dress.

Had he gone back to her afterwards? Damn him, wdhglte care so
much? She wasn't going to let herself fall in lowith him. Even if
she was beginning to question whethevaisJuan after all who was
the evil eminence behind Falcon Holdings, she wlasig way from
allowing herself to trust Jake. There was theelittiatter of that bet,



for a start. Her grandfather had been right—she besh far safer
having nothing to do with men.

Maybe she was more her mother's daughter thaneshever cared to
believe, she mused unhappily. She had managed ¢p keat
treacherous vulnerability under control for a laimge, but in the end
she had started to make exactly the same mistAkesshe had even
followed her mother's pattern in trying to drownr ferrows in
alcohol.

Well, at least she had the sense not to let hesdglfinto that

dangerous habit, she vowed resolutely, groaninghastried to sit
up—she was never, ever going to have another gfatempagne as
long as she lived.

'‘Bodyguards? Oh, come on—that really is takingwhele thing too
far!' Georgia glared up at Jake from behind hek dé's ridiculous to
suppose that I'm in any danger from Juan—besifies,d wanted to
do me any harm he had the perfect opportunity wivdewere in
Cowes last weekend.'

Jake shook his head. 'Too obvious,' he arguedwihigdn't want to
take the risk of being implicated himself in anyywdhat wouldn't
serve his purpose at all. Look, it's just a seegtsecaution. I'm not
saying he'd go so far as to try to kill you, butwiould be very
convenient for him if you were to have some soracfident or get
sick. There's only three weeks to go until the bisl

declared—anything that took you out of circulatimw could tip the
balance. And when you're standing out there on paeement,
looking up at what used to be your office, don lsdidn't warn you
that he fights dirty.'



'Oh, | don't have time for this!" she snapped ingoely. 'The board
meeting's due to start in ten minutes. Besidesstithmot convinced

that he really is behind Falcon—you haven't shovenarshred of
solid proof. And even if he is, it doesn't make aeyse- why should
he be so desperate to get his hands on Geldardsarén't in

competition with him—in fact he's one of our suppdi. We buy a lot
of sugar-cane from him, olives, sorghum..

Jake perched himself on the side of her desk. 'Mauesver heard of
a place called Nuevo Saltar?' he asked.

‘Yes...' She frowned, flipping through her mentié&bfex to recall the

details. 'lt's a peasant's co-operative in the @lhaco area—we
signed a contract with them about six months agsupply us with

peanut-oil. But what's that got to do with it? #'sery small contract-
insignificant compared to what we buy from Juan.’

‘Insignificant to you, maybe, but not to Juan. Rali know he pays
his farmhands virtual slave wages? They've hadutoup with it
because there's been no alternative—until thatpevative started
up, practically on the doorstep of one of his bgigpreads. Suddenly
the word is getting around among his workers thate could be a
chance of a better life for them—they're startmgét restless, asking
for higher pay. And he doesn't like it. In the ldd days, he could
have sent in a few hired guns and shot the plagebup the
government have made it more than clear that ghegt prepared to
tolerate that sort of thing so he's having to Ibi& anore subtle. If he
could take you over he could dump the contract,thadto-operative
would be in serious trouble.'

Georgia stared at him, shaking her head in bewrdat. 'l don't
believe it... He'd go to all the trouble of takioger Geldard's just to
stamp out a tiny little operation like that?'



He nodded grimly. ‘It may be tiny, but to de Perez like a
mosquito—irritating and potentially dangerous. Argla machismo
thing—he has to show that he's the boss. Of cotiiseg are other
gains to be had. The world's becoming a tough plaze
trade—Geldard's is a well-established company aaagiieed market
forhim. Not to mention a doorway into Europe. hikhe's weighed it
all up very carefully.’

She slanted him a searching glance from beneatlastezs. 'How do
you know all this about him?' she queried.

'I've made it my business to find out. | was inaahin a land deal a
couple of years ago that went sour in a very nasty. The company
that was behind it was called Condor,' he addeld avidry laugh. 'Not
a very big leap to your Falcon. | found out tharéid been a number
of similar unpleasant incidents, causing a lot amdge to honest
people. So | started doing a little amateur ingading—I've got
pretty extensive contacts and | can find out abfahformation that
other people wouldn't have a chance of getting thands on. The
trail eventually led nie to the Bahamas, but thegat lost in a
labyrinth of holding companies, sheltering undeeirthbanking
secrecy laws. There was just one clue—which poiime¢ke general
direction of de Perez's son, Cesar; | was followiing to Bermuda,
but unfortunately he'd left just before | arrived.'

Georgia almost choked. Damn—why hadn't she madedieection
before? If Jake was right, that explained why Casarbeen so keen
to marry her—his father had probably been puttireggure on him to
persuade her to marry him as a means of gainingraloof the
company.

Juan, wouldn't have been too pleased with the dognaking such a
hash of it, she reflected wryly—though it was prallgahis own fault
for driving him to such dramatic extremes. And tienhad decided



to try seducing .her himself—to persuade her thibenistress, to run
away with him to a tropical island. The rat...!

Jake was regarding her with shrewd curiosity. 'Dmu yknow
something else?' he enquired.

'‘No!" She felt her cheeks flush a heated red. right—I'll...have a
bodyguard, if you really think | need one. Satidfie

He nodded, the glint in his eyes warning her thatmatter wasn't
completely settled. 'Satisfied," he conceded.

‘Well? It's been two weeks, and no one's triecbtegn me, or run my
car off the road, or drop a piano out of a windawoamy head. Your
precious bodyguards have been a complete wastaaf t

Jake shrugged his wide shoulders in that charattegesture of
unconcern. 'Maybe it's because they're there thaha's tried to drop
a piano on your head,' he responded in that langkimg drawil.

‘And would you mind taking your feet off my desk3eorgia
demanded irritably. She was too hot—even the modetpensive
air-conditioning plant in the Geldard building waaving difficulty
coping with the soaring August temperatures—and \gag tired.
With the clock ticking inexorably away on the takeobid, she had
been working twenty hours a day, almost obsessitledcking and
double-checking every detail. The last thing sheded was Jake
Morgan hanging around, cluttering up her tidy afiansettling her.

He laughed, making no attempt to move the offendiag twelves,
clad in a pair of scuffed desert boots that belechealthy state of his
bank balance. 'Loosen up, Blondie," he tauntedst¥abeen working
your butt off, but now Falcon have made their fiolér all you can



do is sit back and wait for the result to be called why not do what
everyone else is doing? Enjoy the Bank Holiday.'

Georgia slanted him a withering look. ‘What abowtury own
business?' she enquired. 'Doesn't that need ayguofattention?’

'‘Nothing | can't deal with by phone or fax. The wers of modern
technology, you see—it brings the whole world taiydoorstep.'

'How wonderfully convenient,’ she retorted acidly.

'Isn't it just? So how about it? We have three wlidys—why don't
we go off somewhere? | hear the Lake District [@etty spot—or
Scotland, maybe? I've never been to Scotland. Yoaldcshow me
the sights.’

‘No, thank you.'

‘All right—how about dinner and then the theatr&2rg's a couple of
really good things on | wouldn't mind seeing.’

Georgia sighed through her teeth, shaking her head.

He chuckled with laughter. 'So | suppose a weekehdnad,
passionate lovemaking is out of the question?' hanted
provocatively.

She refused to permit herself to smile, though d@sva struggle.
Leaning across her desk, she flicked the switchthenintercom.
‘Hello, Donald? I'll be leaving in a few momentsi+ieet you down
in the car park, as usual.'

'Yes, Miss Geldard.'

Jake was frowning. 'Donald?' he queried sharplgat® not your
usual chauffeur—where's Maurice?'



'On holiday," she responded with strained patiefides one's from
the pool. And he's been fully vetted.’

'So | should hope," he countered. 'Even so, | tHihkde home with
you—just in case.'

'In case of what? All our pool drivers have doreedkfensive driving

course, and there'll be sixteen stone of hired tausdhe seat beside
him. Oh, but maybe an elephant will escape fromeRég Park Zoo

and charge the cab. Or an asteroid will fall frowve $ky and knock me
unconscious, whereupon I'll be rushed to hospitagre there'll be a
dreadful mix-up and they'll amputate my leg by st

His eyes glinted in appreciative humour. 'Maybe hat you can't be
too careful,' he insisted. 'Come on, how bad cée® Half an hour?
Say three-quarters, allowing for the holiday t@ffYou can put up
with my company for that long, surely?'

Georgia didn't deign to respond—partly becausedstie't care to
admit just how much of a strain it would be. It eegkn a difficult and
lonely time, these past few weeks, struggling tddhonto her
birthright, not knowing who she could trust. At émit would have
been so easy to pretend that she really did betleateshe was in
danger, to let herself sink into the shelter ofsthstrong arms... But
fortunately, whenever she'd come too dangerouslyseclto
succumbing to that treacherous temptation, sheddohéy to recall
that iniquitous bet.

With a last swift glance around the office to chélclt everything
was safely locked away, she headed for the lifautyh it was barely
six o'clock, the building was virtually deserted-eavthe most
dedicated workaholics had left on time to makentiost of the Bank
Holiday weekend. And it looked like being a sizzlerthe long

heatwave showed no sign of breaking, though theéhgeaeport had
promised a thunderstorm within the next few days.



‘Do you have any plans for the weekend?' she eszdjuin a
sardonically polite tone as the lift arrived ankelatepped into it with
her.

‘Not a great deal—if | can't persuade you to spéndth me,' he
responded, putting on a wistful air belied by theag of wickedness
in those deep-set hazel eyes.

'‘Oh?' She pressed the button for the basementaclar 'plot seeing
your supermodel any more?'

He laughed, shaking his head. 'l haven't been thther for months.
I've never been celibate for such a long time—Umest's not good
for my health."This time Georgia couldn't suppréss smile that
curved her soft mouth—she didn't believe a wordt,obut it was
amusing nevertheless. 'Nonsense,' she retortgalycrig won't do
you the least harm.'

‘Ah, | knew you were cruel,’ he teased, leanindplainds against the
lift wall on each side of her shoulders. 'How camn yatch me suffer
like this, when one kiss from those sweet, tengsrwould ease my
pain...?'

His mouth was just inches from hers, his breathnwagainst her
cheek ... And deep inside her a melting pang ofdneas
undermining all her carefully constructed defenceBut at that
moment the lift reached the basement, coming taltawith a slight
bump, and as the doors slid open she smiled upratvith mingled
triumph and regret, ducking beneath his arm arpstg out into the
car park.

She had gone three paces when she sensed sometsngrong;
there was no sign of the ice-blue Rolls Royce. As Besitated a
movement in the shadows caught her eye, and shé&uhatd... too



late to warn Jake as he stepped out of the liftsaradght under the
fall of a heavy cosh.

As his large frame crumpled to the ground at hest fshe
screamed—a scream that was swiftly muffled by ayihdoand over
her mouth.

'Shut her up!" a harsh voice ordered. There waeetbf them, all
wearing balaclavas over their faces. 'Come onhegeinto the van.’'

'What about 'im?' one of the others asked.

'He'll have to come along too. Make sure you ieup good—I don't
fancy tangling with 'im when 'e wakes up. And | levant to hear a
peep out of neither of 'em, neither.’

Georgia had recovered from the initial shock sidghdy to begin to
struggle, but it quickly became more than appatieait she had no
chance of escaping—her hands and feet were tiechdhitk cloth
wrapped around her mouth, so that she could doare than squeak
indignantly as she was bundled without ceremony tiné back of an
old transit van, landing on top of a heap of olgstalake, similarly
bound and gagged, was thrown in beside her, andidiies slammed
shut, leaving her in total darkness.

The van jolted sharply, throwing her against higglchard body, and
instinctively she nestled against it—partly for dorhand partly for

the reassurance of feeling him still breathing.Hdd been right all
along, she realised in growing horror—and she leghltoo damned
stupid and obstinate to believe him.

It was still difficult to believe that Juan could énything this euvil.
She hadn't seen him since that disastrous weekd&ddwes, and had
assumed that he had gone back to Argentina. But thenaybe it
wasn't so difficult to believe, after all—if a méad so little regard



for his marriage vows, why should she expect hirthawee any more
regard for anything else?

And what was going to happen now? Perhaps shedghaut tried to
remember the turns the van had made, so that shiel \Wwave some
idea of where they were being taken, but it haglaly speeded up on
what was clearly a long, wide stretch of road, @h@ had an
uncomfortable suspicion that they were heading @ut.ondon
altogether.

To her relief, Jake began to stir—he must have b@eonscious for
almost ten minutes. She lifted her head to tretolss face—her eyes
had grown a little more accustomed to the darkmess—and she
could just make out his hard-drawn features. Heuged, and then
suddenly jerked against his bonds as he realisgchthwas tied up.
Then, sensing her beside him, he levered himsedirupne elbow to
look down at her—and even in the darkness she credd the
kaleidoscope of emotions reflected in his eyes.

She could respond only with her own eyes, tryingdavey a wry
apology—for not believing him and for putting him this kind of
danger. She hadn't seen a gun, but she wouldal &lesurprised if
their abductors were armed—and her fear was thet wouldn't
hesitate to shoot him if they thought it necessary.

It seemed that he must have come to a similar aeiwei; she
recognised the moment of which his instinctive oexse of explosive
anger gave way to a bitter realisation of the fee& more careful
strategy. He lay back against the bundles of ragsyning as he
considered the options.

It was clear that normal channels of communicatiene impossible,
to suggest they turn back-to-back and try to unpaxth other's knots.
Georgia could only nudge him and turn over hersédftook up her



message at once, manoeuvring himself around clelsmdb her, his
fingers probing the soft nylon cord that bound\wasts.

He didn't seem to be having much success; the &df been
well-chosen, the knots bedding in on themselvethabeven if he
had been able to see what he was doing it would bhaen well-nigh
impossible to unfasten them. Lying awkwardly basiack, in a
fast- moving vehicle that was jolting them aroundosin
uncomfortably, it was an exercise in total frustnat

She had no better luck, though her fingers werellsmand more
nimble than his. Even when they tried both sittiqy leaning back
against each other with their feet braced agahessitde of the van in
an attempt to hold themselves steady, they wdleatked round far
too much to be able to work on one thread congligteand though
she broke several of her well manicured nails sfEmed to be
making no impression on the knots at all.

Jake grunted, losing patience. Swinging himseltiadp he kicked
out violently with his feet against the door of ¥en—as much, it
seemed, out of a need to release his pent-up sageaay hope that it
would give way. The only effect was that the snhatch from the
driver's compartment was slid open, and the rougbevof the one
who appeared to be the leader of the gang growded;the pair of

you. Shut up, right?'

Like a bull provoked by a red rag, Jake kickedamdin, battering at
the unyielding door—though the heat in his eyesukhbave been
enough to burn through the metal like a laser. fEisponse from the
front was everything Georgia had feared, the ®nistuzzle of a gun
appeared, grey in the fading afternoon light fitigrinto their mobile

prison.

‘Shut up, | said,' the voice grated. 'Lie down dad't move.'



To Georgia's relief, Jake appeared to decide tisaration, under
such uneven circumstances, was the better padafin He lay back
on the rags again, outwardly, acquiescent, buhtreowed slits of
his eyes warned that the first chance he got o the tables would
make their assailants rue the day they had beem bor

After a few moments the gun was withdrawn and taietn closed,
leaving them in darkness once more. Georgia edgesth around so
that she could sit with her back against the sidb®van—she was
beginning to feel cramped and the cord was rublsigginst her
wrists. Her mind kept playing back over the monrtheir kidnap,

wondering if there had been anything she could ldave to avert it,
though she knew it would be more productive totéryhink ahead
and plan some means of escape.

Of course, it would have been much easier for thgrthe fact that
her usual chauffeur was on holiday— someone hadabiy
intercepted her call to Donald and instructed lermeet her outside
the front door instead. Maurice would have knowat #he never did
that—in the narrow City streets, a large Rolls Roy@iting at the
kerb could cause a major traffic obstruction wittwio minutes.

And that same someone must have helped the kidreagetinto the
secure underground car park—which meant that thasesomeone
on the inside of her organisation who had betrdydshe reflected
with an uncomfortable pang. It was horrible to khthat someone
close to her could have done a thing like that.

Who? Janet? Bernard? One of her domestic staff? $ie@-was sure
she could trust all of them. The most likely camdéwas one of her
uncles—maybe even both of them. That was the thdmks

grandfather got for bringing them both into the ibass, settling

shares on them, she reflected bitterly.



Of course, she knew they resented the fact thatasheere female,
had cut them both out of succession—a resentmeeeeed only by
their bitter rivalry towards each other. If eitlugithem had perceived
in this takeover bid an opportunity to trounce blogn and the other,
he could easily have persuaded himself to ignaetinsequences.

So what was the plan? To make her disappear fewadfys with
some sort of plausible cover story about how slugdegn under a lot
of strain lately—a hint that she was on the ver§ea mervous
breakdown? And no doubt the details of how shedua a similar
vanishing act in Bermuda would add even more ciigtibo the tale.
By the time she showed up again, loudly protestng play, she'd
have a difficult job persuading anyone to believww—hkand Juan
would have the company safely in his pocket. Dasiamn, damn!

It was uncomfortably hot in the van, and she wagrimeng to get
thirsty. How much longer was this nightmare drieeng to take? She
could guess from their speed that they were ontamvay, but which
one? Heading north, towards Yorkshire or Scotlamat,
south—towards the Channel Tunnel? Surely they wolulk trying
to smuggle them through there, where they mighstopped by
Customs?

North then, most probably—there were plenty of blaad lonely
places up there, where they could be hidden fesrasas necessary.
Actually they wouldn't have to hold them for veond; as soon as the
news of her "breakdown" got around, there wouldabpanic of
selling—and once Falcon had fifty-one percent @& #nares they
could let them go.

Of course they would let them go—her mind refusedadnsider the
possibility that they might not. Even Juan wouldfdre have them
killed ...



She shifted her position, trying to ease the didoonof her bonds.

Jake seemed to have gone to sleep—she could reealoli, deep

breathing, see the dark hump of his body stretcuedn the floor of

the van. How on earth could he sleep, under thesg@wastances? Did
he have nerves of steel? Maybe she ought to tdp tithe same, she
reflected wryly—after all, there wasn't a lot esde could do.

Swinging herself around, she lay down beside hatting her head
rest against his arm. If only she had believed hienhad been trying
to protect her and she wouldn't listen. He had b&dd once to start
listening to her instincts—but how could she da,tkdhen she had
been taught all her life to be afraid of them? 8iae't know how to
begin.

Maybe in her dreams... There her senses rulediterdd by the rigid
controls of her conscious mind; there she wasttresirrender to the
sweet temptation, caught in the mesmerising sp¢lase deep-set,
hazel eyes.

Sleep came, however unlikely it had seemed—a siksipeer mental
exhaustion, lulled by the gentle rocking motionhef speeding van; it
was a sleep that replaced the nightmare of rewaiitly a world of
beguiling possibilities, a world where anything ltbbappen...



CHAPTER EIGHT

GEORGIA was jolted abruptly awake, her shock at findingsbHé tied
hand and foot resolving swiftly into a terrifyingaollection of what
had happened. The van had stopped, and the backn@sobeing
unlocked. Beside her, Jake had woken and sat dipe idarkness, the
look he slanted her was calm and reassuring—somehaspite of
everything, she sensed that while he was with ienetwas nothing
to be afraid of.

There seemed to be some sort of discussion goirgytende, to the
effect that their feet were going to have to beadhtut any hope she
might have had that they could make a run for & dashed when the
door swung open and she found herself confrontedhley gun
again—pointing not at her, but at Jake.

'OK, move,' she was ordered gruffly, as one ofgweg dragged her
out of the van and shoved her towards a singlegtprefabricated
building.

She had a fleeting moment to glance around; itamaserie scene, lit
only by moonlight. Above her, all around, rose shealls of scarred
rock; she was in a flat-bottomed pit, littered witbaps of slag and
rusting machinery—a disused quarry, worked outlang forgotten.
The only sound was the steady chug of a petrolrgémre echoing off
the barren cliffs; they could have been on angpteamet.

A rough hand in the small of her back urged hergiep into the
building. It appeared to have been used as theyqoéfice at one
time—there was a desk and a battered grey fililgned, and several
old notices tacked to a board on the wall. Theswuadid been painted
an unpleasant mustard-coloured gloss and thewfasrcovered with
worn lino—and there were wire grilles over all thimdows.



Her captor pushed her along a dark, narrow passagjeto a small,
square room. Jake was pushed in behind her, anditb&ope around
her wrists was cut before the door was closed antlominous thud
and she heard several bolts being shot across.

With a sigh of relief she unfastened the gag achessmouth and
took stock of her surroundings. The room was ahmé feet square.
The windows were boarded up, and the only furnitues an old

wooden bed and a table and chair. It might havkdda little better
if it hadn't been so brightly lit, she reflectedetuily—after the

darkness she had become accustomed to for théepasiours, the
glare made her eyes sting.

The sound of a muffled grunt pointedly drew heeatibn to the fact
that Jake was still tied up. 'Oh, I'm sorry..." eat to examine the
soft cord knotted around his wrists. It had beed tather tighter than
hers, and was cutting quite badly into his skin—fsitea sharp stab
of pain at the realisation that it must be hurtimgn. 'Oh, dear, it's
going to take me ages to untangle this.’

She unfastened the gag first, and he drew in a desp of air,
shaking his head. 'Thank goodness for that!" Heseslanted her a
mocking look. 'Bodyguards were a waste of time,“huboks like
you were talking a bit too soon.’

'l know,' she conceded wryly. 'Go on, you can $agltl you so" if it
makes you feel any better.’

‘What would make me feel better at the moment wbeldetting that
damned cord off my wrists. Can't you work any feite

'It's very tricky stuff—no wonder we couldn't gétif in the van...

Ah, that's it, it's coming..." At last the knotsgha to yield to her
intricate unpicking, unravelling slowly until them fell away—she
couldn't help but notice his slight wince of paste examined the



scarlet weals. He had a bump on his foreheadwtioere he had been
hit with the cosh. 'Are you all right?' she askathwoncern.

'I'll live," he responded, an inflection of sardohumour in his voice.
He glanced around the room. '‘Not exactly the R§ti;? And it looks
as though they were only expecting to provide aconodation for
one.’

‘What do you think will happen when they realiseowlou are?' she
queried anxiously.

Those hazel eyes glinted darkly. 'That's an intex@gjuestion,' he
conceded.

And one to which she didn't really want to know #mswer, Georgia
reflected as she sat down despondently on theAegtance at her
watch told her that it was almost two o'clock ie thorning, but the
room was still uncomfortably hot and stuffy—the smaould have

been beating down on the flat roof all day, turnirtg an oven.

Jake was prowling around, exploring; there was@ doone corner
and he laughed aloud as he opened it. '‘Ah—thisaappe be the
executive washroom.'

'‘Oh, big deal,’ Georgia retorted on a burst of mep&e. 'I'm
delighted to hear it.'

*You will be in a little while,' he predicted griynl

He was right, of course—though that made it noebettie was
always right, damn him. She watched him now as defally
quartered the room, minutely examining every detiaihe walls, the
boarded-up windows, even the floor—lifting the lit check the
boards beneath. Finally he began to examine ttiegdietching the
chair to stand on and running his fingers arouedjtints and screws



holding the cheap plaster-board in place. Justenghie washroom,
he seemed to find what he wanted.

'‘What have you got in your handbag?' he asked.

'In my handbag?' With some astonishment, she eeklisat it was on
the floor by the door; their captors must have @itk up after she
had dropped it when the first one had grabbed back in the
basement car park beneath the Geldard buildingeawed it behind
would have been a damning clue. 'Not a lot—my kegspe credit
cards, a little money...'

‘A nalil file?'
'Yes, | think so..."

'‘Good. Get it for me, then go and stand by the @wmar listen, and
warn me if anyone's coming.’

The bag had been rifled though, and to her furyfebad that the
small amount of cash she carried had been st@éall'the petty...!
There couldn't have been more than about twentyg®un it!" she
protested.

‘Never mind that now,' Jake responded crisply. fiduéfile?'

She found it in her make-up purse, and handedtib inom. 'If you're
going to try and dig your way out with that, we tbbbe here till
Christmas,' she remarked, trying not to let feaeprinto her voice.

‘It could take a while," he conceded. 'But notagglas that. Keep
your ear to the door.’

There was something reassuring in his confidencéjs presence.
Somehow, in spite of everything, she couldn't Hekling that he
would succeed in getting them safely out of herejdbewasn't the



type to let himself be caged up like this, or toeleyone get the better
of him.

Watching him as he worked on the screws, patiestdigping away
the layers of paint that glued them in place, glaéised that she ought
to be able to let herself trust him. He had beatgoting her even
when she had been too obstinate to see that shatwiak—and she
was quite sure that it was he who had arrangebubimess crisis, and
the punch-up, that had prevented her from havingate the
consequences of her own folly in going away witlarddor the
weekend.

And surely he wouldn't have gone to all that treulblhe didn't feel
anything for her? The question was a dangerousloneg her into
building dreams that could still prove to be foutha nothing but
sand. After all, there was still the small mattethat iniquitous bet...

A sound on the other side of the door, a foot-falipught her
suddenly alert, and she tapped Jake's knee, herexmessing a
silent warning. Like a cat, moving swiftly and watlt a sound, he
was down from the chair, swinging it back into gamnd sitting on it,
his arms resting on-the table as if he had beeaw floe the past hour.

The bolts were slid back and the door opened aleaifinches—but
it was held in place by two thick chains. 'Donytanything—I've still
got the gun,' a gruff voice warned.

‘Stand over there by the wall, where | can see' fidiey moved into
place, observed by one beady eye still peeringutiirahe hole in a
balaclava. 'OK. Here's summat to eat." A hand edautiously
through the gap and placed a brown paper bag difotbre

'Have you got a pack of cards?' Jake demandedytekis pretty
damned boring sitting here with nothing to do.’



There was a crude chuckle. 'Blimey, nothing to Bafiged up with a
tasty piece of crackling like that? I'd have pletatydo. All right, I'l
see if | can find you a spare pack. Anything else'¢ like?' he added
on a note of acid sarcasm.

‘A beer would go down well," Jake responded, ewvpeful.

‘Yeah, wouldn't it just? Well, | can't have none,y®u can't have
none neither. Just think yerself lucky you've dastmuch—you
could have got nothing.’

As the door slammed shut Jake pulled a wry facseuplpose that's
right," he acknowledged, strolling over to fetch thod bag. 'At least
it proves they're not planning to kill us—at least yet.'

‘You think they might ?' she queried anxiously.

He didn't answer, simply shrugging his wide shorddie an eloquent
gesture and turning his attention to the contefithe brown paper
bag. 'Let's see—what have we got in here? Sands#elmoks like

one round of ham and tomato, and one of cheesgamndto. A

couple of apple pies... Correction—apple and blaglent. And a
couple of cans of cola.' He unpacked each item tr@aable. 'What
do you fancy?'

'l don't fancy anything,' she retorted crossly.viHmn you possibly
eat at a time like this?'

'‘We have to keep our strength up—once we get o, we could
have a helluva hike to get back to civilisationuv@an't do that on an
empty stomach.' He unwrapped a pack of the sanéwiahd handed
one to her. 'Eat,’ he ordered.

She glared at him in angry defiance, and then Bedtthe sandwich
from him, biting into it viciously. 'Do you alwaysave to be right?'
she demanded.



'‘No—just most of the time.' There was a glint ofakiag humour in
those intriguing hazel eyes. 'l hope I'm right abgu.’

'‘Oh?' She arched one finely drawn eyebrow.

‘That you've got the guts to get out of here, dsponded grimly.
‘That you won't go throwing hysterics on me.’

'Of course I've got the guts!" she retorted, hegyearflaring. 'I'd just
like to know how you think you're going to do it.’

‘Through the roof,' he explained patiently, a®iatsmall child.
"You don't think maybe they might hear you?' sherigual.
'I'm working on that one.'

'‘Good. When you come up with an idea—a sensible-gust let me
know.'

'‘What an ungrateful wench you are, Blondie," hentizdl 'l hope,
when all this is over, you'll thank me properly.'

There was no mistaking what he meant by that. 'hatra wench,’
she raged, scarlet flaring her cheeks. 'And daifi'ince Blondie!

He laughed softly, huskily, and leaning over th#ddrushed her lips
lightly with his own. 'You're so beautiful when yoai angry,' he
mocked lightly, and, downing a long swig of colarfr the can, he
picked up the chair and returned to his task.

'‘Oh-h! Can it get anfiotterin here?' Georgia asked wearily, dabbin
her forehead and the back of her neck with a dasgud. 'I'm
beginning to think I'll go crazy if we're stuck liere much longer. |
thought you said you were going to get us out?"



'‘Patience,’ Jake chided her. 'lt's just takingttie llonger than |
thought.'

‘Maybe you're not really trying,' she counteredaylide you're just
pretending, to keep me quiet. Maybe yare the one behind all this,
after all.'

'If I'm trying to keep you quiet, I'm not makingrary good job of it,
am 1?' he retorted drily. 'And you think | arrangedhave myself
knocked on the head? Very clever of me, that."Welll could have
done—to add a bit of realism," she argued. 'Howldwow?'

He paused for a moment in what he was doing, Igahis hands
against the top of the doorframe and ducking hadHgeneath it to
look down at her with mocking amusement. 'Franitljd arranged
this myself, I'd be battering on the door to bedat by now,' he
remarked cordially. "Twenty-four hours locked uphayou would be
enough to drive any man out of his skull.’

‘Until yesterday, you were expecting me to beligioei wanted
nothing more than to spend the night with me,"'shated out.

'l didn't have in mind a two-foot-wide bed with attness made of
steel wool, and a woman who expected me to slggottail with
my damned jeans on!'

'l felt safer that way!

'You seriously think I'd have tried making love you with those
thick-headed gorillas who kidnapped us listeninthatdoor?"

‘Well.. .why not?' she protested, her cheeks flgnsicarlet. ‘'l don't
see why that would have stopped you.'

His mouth curved into a wicked grin. 'l was afrgal might get a bit
too enthusiastic,’ he taunted. 'I'll bet you're $bet of woman who



makes a lot of noise.' And before she could thih& suitable retort
his head had disappeared as he turned his atteb#iok to the
washroom ceiling.

Georgia slid down to the floor, resting her backiagt the door as
she continued to listen for any warning sound gérapch on the
other side. It was now late Saturday evening—they leen locked
in here for a whole night and day, and it was lagkas if they'd be
here for considerably longer. It was stiflingly hatiding to the sense
of claustrophobia created by the four dun-colouwells around
them.

'‘We could do with a storm—a really good thunderstorhat would
clear the air.'

'‘Uh-huh.’

She tipped her head back to look up at him. Frasnahgle that big,
powerful frame looked more impressive than everglegs in casual
denim that interestingly moulded a neat, mascufiekind, a taut,
muscular mid-section beneath the cling of a whitshift, and
shoulders as wide as a cliff...

She had never been quite so physically aware oém lmefore, but

there was no mistaking the flutter of tension ia pit of her stomach
every time she was near him. In spite of all h@mpnsistence last

night that he keep his clothes on and sleep withbad at the other
end of the bed to hers, she had been achingitohie strong arms, to
feel those big, sensitive hands caressing hegdltiie weight of his

body on hers...

Struggling to keep control of her sanity, she shtfuk dangerous
thoughts from her brain, drawing in a slow, deegali to steady the
erratic beating of her heart. "You know, | dondligknow very much



about you,' she remarked, hoping to get the coatiersback onto a
more even keel. 'Where you come from, how you goted...'

He ducked his head below the doorframe again, daggher with
cynical amusement. 'You think | sprang up with tast crop of
mushrooms?' he queried. 'You've had me investigatidin't you
read the file?'

Her cheeks flamed a guilty red. 'All right, so didshe conceded. 'But
it was only the bare bones.. .when you were boherevyou went to
school, your employment record. It didn't realll}f tee much about
yow.'

He had returned to his task of breaking up thelatisun layer in the
roof, and for a moment she thought he wasn't gtongnswer. 'All

right,’ he said at last. 'Well, you'll know thawvhs born in a place
called Port Macquarie, which is maybe a hundrecesniorth of

Sydney. My father could have been any one of halflozen

guys—my mother could never be sure. She died wheasltwelve,

and me and my kid brother were sent to a fostereham a sheep
station on the Willandra River. It was a pretty dq@ace to grow
up—my brother still lives there, helping our fosparents work the
station.'

‘But...you decided to leave?' she prompted casefull

'l got an offer from my grandfather to go and wfmkhim in Sydney.'
His voice had taken on a hard edge. 'He hadn't p&sming on
it—he'd have preferred to forget | even existed. iBvortunately for
him his son and grandson had been killed in a@ahe leaving him
without another heir. So he decided he'd better galook at me, see
if | measured up.'

'‘And...did you?' Georgia queried, holding her Hreat



'l took one look at him and didn't want to. He vaasiean, puritanical
old hypocrite—kept his secretary as his mistrescbndemned my
mother for the life she'd led, the life he'd drivesr to. But | stayed
for three and a half years—long enough to learntwheeeded to
about the construction business. Then | left, avtdwgyself a job on
an oil-rig in Saudi for a couple of years whiledved up enough
money to get a start.

'‘When | got back to Australia, | went to PerthwHs really buzzing
there then—millionaires springing up all over thage. | started out
building swimming-pools, and it just went on frohrete. And then,
when | was big enough, | moved back to Sydney.' Noave was an
unmistakable note of menace in his voice.

'It took me five years to destroy my grandfathledsiness. After he'd
gone bankrupt, | bought up the company for a sorige—hever

laughed so much as the day he was forced to seypdpers that
made it mine. | had an old photograph of my motiveh me on her

lap as a baby—she'd only have been about eighteemeteen. I'd

had it put in a big silver frame, and | stuck ght there on what had
been his desk. | thought he was going to be sick.'

Georgia felt a small chill feather down her spirghe could
understand why he had done what he had, but hgdesminded
pursuit of such conclusive revenge was further fprabshe had
needed it—of his ruthlessness. He would make a dangerous
enemy.

'So that's it,' he concluded. 'The rest, no doydni, have on record.
Now, let me ask you something. You know somethibgua what
Cesar was doing in Bermuda—what is it?"

She hesitated, reluctant to admit how foolish she leen. 'l...don't
know exactly what he was doing there— | only wertaxrd his boat
once, and that... wasn't exactly voluntary.'



'‘Oh?

'‘He kidnapped me,' she admitted wryly. 'l was esgafrom him
when I... ran into you.'

He swung on the frame of the door and dropped ¢ogifound,
crouching down beside her. 'You don't say?' he chu¥éell, now,
that's... very interesting. Why did he kidnap you?'

'He said he.. .wanted to marry me.' She shook &éad impatiently.
'‘Of course | suspected all along that there wasetiung else to it.
Obviously he and his father were already schenorgatn control of
Geldard's.’

Jake shook his head. '‘Not necessarily the two ehttogether,’ he
mused pensively. 'l think Cesar may have beendrgrget one jump
ahead of his father. There's no love lost betweemi+—Cesar has
always taken his mother's side, though unfortupdtels learned too
well his father's underhand methods of doing bissink's a pity; he's
a bright lad. Shame you didn't take it as a wartimgugh,' he added,
a sardonic inflection in his voice. 'l might havadnless of a tough
time convincing you to be careful of your own sgfet

‘All right, so you were right about that too,' stfumceded. 'But | just...
| didn't know if | could trust you either. | stilon't...'

That fascinating mouth curved into a smile thatlha trace of his
customary mockery. 'There's nothing | can say t tgomake you
believe in me," he murmured softly. 'Just listegdar instincts.'

Without her even being aware of it, those hazes éyal captured her
in their spell, and she found herself drowning heit depths, her
breathing ragged, her heartbeat accelerating oabwtirol. He had
asked her before to listen to her instincts... she could feel her
resistance beginning to waver.



But it was too much to ask—more than she knew logite. She
had only just begun to concede the possibility pfleahaps his interest
in her wasn't solely in order to gain control ofidzed's, that maybe
he reallywasgenuinely attracted to her after all... Except thatre
was the tiny matter of that bet still outstandisige reminded herself
bitterly—that ought to be enough to arm her agamstpractised
seduction.

The sound of one of the bolts being drawn back dinbthem both
abruptly to their feet, and by the time that disedibd hand appeared
with their bag of sandwiches and cola they werd lmocently on
the other side of the room.

Georgia lay awake in the darkness, staring upeyétiow ceiling,
listening to the slow, even sound of Jake breatimngs sleep. His
feet were tucked against her shoulders, her feetdib his arm, and
she could feel the strong, hard-muscled lengthi®folbdy against
hers.

How could he sleep? It was such a sultry night,&itld her clothes
on she was much too hot. There was certainly gaomge a
thunderstorm—and the sooner the better. It wasdvaadigh being
cooped up in this horrible little room, not knowiwat was going to
happen—the tension was winding up her nerves mgit as if they
were going to snap.

Jake had managed to loosen one of the ceiling bpbhud then there
had been the long and tricky job of stripping awlag roof lining.
Anxious that the routine of opening the door onytiee chain might
change at any time, they had been obliged to cotireatuff beneath
the mattress, making it even more lumpy and uncaatite to lie on.

Now he was through to the roof itself—thick plywoaderlaid with
bitumen to make it waterproof. It had taken himisdoe make a tiny
hole with her nail file, just enough tQ get a fewngers into. And



every time there was a noise close to the dooadéhhad to stop, and
wedge the ceiling board back in place in case drn@eir captors
came in and looked around.

He was a pretty remarkable man, she mused, nesttirgglf a little
more closely against him. She could only admire #teady
determination that had kept him at his tedious thssugh the long,
hot hours of the day. And she hadn't been thedfiestmpanions; the
heat, the confinement, the all-pervading anxietgd hmade her
shappy at times, but he had been very patientheath

She could almost imagine herself falling in lovehamim... Almost.
But if she was ever going to let herself take thk of falling in love,

it would have to be with a man who might love hack—not one
who only wanted to get her into bed to win a betg#y tears stung
the backs of her eyes, and she blinked them basheasased herself
away from him.

Dammit, why had she ever met him? What laughingsgbdd
decided to send his yacht across her path atyashtoment? She had
been happy before that—in her own way. At least I known
clearly what she wanted out of life. Now she wgsey to emotions
she had always despised, the kind of emotions rtfeate women
weak and foolish—just like her mother...

Closing her eyes, she made an effort to clear Ied,no listen only
to the sound of her own breathing as she willedditto fall asleep.
The problem was, once she did, her dreams wouldidbeng for

her...

'‘God, I'm sick of being stuck in these clothes. Whaouldn't give
for a nice cool shower, and the chance to slip satmething clean.’



The only response was a grunt. It was late in tlemiag, and Jake
had been working on the roof all day, breakingnag piece by piece
with his bare hands. She knew she shouldn't be keanipg about her

own ills— his fingers were torn and bleeding, bettad paused only
to run them under the cold tap for a few minutdsigegoing back to

work.

'How's it going?' she asked, leaning over and ngaher head to peer
up at the washroom ceiling. It was wonderful to #es chink of
star-lit sky, proving that there was a real wotlll gutside after alf—
she had begun to feel as though she would nevet again.

‘Just a bit more.' He paused for a moment, bregit@eply. 'l think
we could finally be in for that storm— there's dlinea black cloud
up over there.’

‘Well, that'll be a relief anyway.'

She leaned back against the door, closing herwitbsa sigh. The
heat had been building up unbearably all day, éopbint where it
was almost difficult to breathe. Images of divimjoi a nice, cool
swimming-pool had been torturing her mind—or ohlyion sweet
green grass, fresh with the morning dew...

She only hoped that Jake would manage to get theeiwf dere while
there was still time for her to put a spoke in Ja@hans. Every time
she thought about the things he had done anger esiaahinside
her—the way he had tried to lure her into an affine way he had
sneakily persuaded her to talk over her tactics vitm, while

appearing to be bored by the whole business...

It wouldn't be easy, though—there were at least possibly three
men outside, and they were armed. And even if thiege able to
escape undetected, they were miles from anywheth, v idea
where they were. But somehow she was sure that Jdeked



succeed—there was something about him that maddeeéras
though he could do anything he set his mind to...

An almighty clap of thunder pealed over her hehdrd, that was
close—' Before she had finished speaking there amather clap,
louder than the first, making her catch her breaghock.

'It's right above us," Jake said. 'l think it miglet..'

They didn't even hear the third thunderclap—it wesvned by the

sound of an explosion near at hand— and at the saomeent the

lights went out, plunging the room into pitch-dagks. Georgia
screamed, barely having time to register that #teopgenerator that
provided the electricity for the lights must haweeh struck when she
realised that Jake had taken advantage of the tog®eash a hole in
the roof big enough to get through, and was legenmself out.

‘Stay there!" he hissed urgently, and disappeared.

Her heart turned over; surely he wasn't going yadrtackle them
single-handed? True, he would have the elementrpirise on his
side, but only for the first split second. Afteath.Through the door,
she could hear the sounds of a scuffle—someonedyed shot was
fired—followed by a horrible moment of silence. Tinghe heard the
bolts being drawn back, and held her breath. A fathiliar figure
appeared in the doorway, silhouetted against tim¢ fad flicker of
the burning petrol generator beyond the far window.

'OK, Blondie—let's tie these two geeks up, thenocae get out of
here.'

‘Jake!" On a surge of pure relief she threw heeszliss the room and
into his arms, clinging to him as if she would nele him go.

'It's OK—you're safe, you're free,' he sootheahkstig her hair. 'It's
all over.'



Tears were streaming down her face as her moutfhsougently for

his, her lips parting hungrily to welcome the swsenhsuous swirl of
his tongue. For one all too brief moment he held &ed kissed her,
but then, taking her gently by the shoulders, hehgu away from

him.

'‘Unfortunately we don't have time for that now,' inermured, a
teasing inflection in his voice. 'We'd better tese two up before
they come round.’

'l...heard the gun go off?' she queried, anxietyasiag in her voice.

He grinned down at her reassuringly. ‘Missed byla.rdere, putitin
your handbag—I've taken the clip out, but | dorentvto leave it
behind for them. Careful you don't smudge the fipgats on it.’

Georgia regarded the weapon with distaste, but asd he
suggested—the gun, after all, was evidence. Irother room, one
body was sprawled across the floor, out cold, dred dther was
groaning, shaking his head foggily as he leveraashkIlf up by the
table. Before he properly had time to regatherseisses Jake had
tapped him, quite lightly, above the ear, and bhenpled down again.

'‘Get that rope—we'd better tie this one up first.'

Georgia moved swiftly; they had left the rope tley untied from
their own wrists on the floor under the bed, anel flund it without
too much difficulty in the dark. 'Where's the thiode?' she asked
anxiously.

‘Not here. He seems to have taken the van—whiclmsnga're going
to have to walk," Jake responded as he experggédiup the first of
the men. He was already coming round again, and neashest
pleased to find the tables turned on him—his tuirrplrase was
colourful in the extreme.



Jake cuffed him warningly. 'Hey, watch your mouthhkere's a lady
present.' He finished off the knots, pulling thenng@wn to sit on the
chair. "'There—I hope you're as damned uncomfortablewas.' The
second man too was starting to stir, but Jake madbbund and in the
other chair, facing his accomplice, before he Imaé to realise what
was happening. 'Well, good evening, gentlementabated them
mockingly. 'Sorry we can't stay to enjoy any mofgaur generous
hospitality. See you in court.'

It had started to rain, drumming on the roof of ke like artillery
fire. Georgia hesitated in the doorway, peering ohe lightning was
still slicing through the sky, but now there wdsaational gap before
the thunder came—the storm was moving away. The ¢li§ walls
around them were half obscured by the driving sheftain, and the
ground, parched for so long by the hot, arid sumrhessed and
crackled like a cauldron as the huge, wet drops;tatready puddles
were forming, drifting with swirls of white steam.

'‘We're going to have to make a run for it," Jakened, close behind
her. 'The other guy could come back any time, aed ¢hough we've
got a gun | don't fancy having to use it if he's goe too.'

Georgia nodded. 'It's only a little drop of raM/hat did it matter if
they got wet? She was free—and it was wonderfulbiimg wide
her arms, she danced out into the rain. In secsinelsvas drenched,
her hair plastered to her head, the thin silk af leuse clinging
almost transparently to the soft curves of her bd@®h, this is
fabulous!" she cried, tipping up her face to weledime sting of the
heavy drops.

Jake laughed, catching her around the waist anugavg her round.
'‘Have | ever told you how gorgeous you look when's® soaking
wet?' he teased.

‘You're crazy!"



'I'm crazy? You're the one that's dancing!

Suddenly she became serious again. 'We'd bettey,'hsine urged
anxiously, glancing around at the rain- soddenmyyait. 'Which way
should we go? We don't even know where we are.’

'‘We know we're where we don't want to be," Jakermed, his eyes
glinting with grim humour as he took her hand aed the way
towards the start of a steep path that zigzaggetheipocky cliff.
'‘When we get to somewhere else, that's when westognand worry
about it.’



CHAPTER NINE

IT FELT as if they had been walking for hours. The stoad moved
on, but it was still raining, though a little leksavily than before.
They had struck out away from the road, in casetiid kidnapper
should return, but it was hard work trudging over bleak hills, bare
and shelterless, the rough grass wet and slippemgdih their feet
and only a few bedraggled-looking sheep to givesagy of life.

'Have you any idea which way we're going?' Georgsked
eventually.

'‘No more than you,' Jake conceded. 'I'm just try;ngead downhill
all the time—that way | figure we're sure to com@toad, or at least
a river we can follow.'

Georgia sighed, and then sneezed. Jake slide ecpvetarm around
her shoulders, drawing her close against the waofnitis body.

'You must be freezing,' he sympathised, with algetincern that
almost compensated for the discomfort of her comitCome on,
keep going—maybe we'll find a cottage or something.

'‘Or something,' she returned wryly. 'We'd be lutkgven see it in
this.'

Tucked safely into the curve of his arm, she tradge, trying to
ignore the fact that her shoes—designed for elegamt city
pavements, not hiking over muddy hills in the pogrrain—were
soaking wet and rubbing her bare feet. She hadhaice but to keep
going, but she was beginning to think she had estdpm the
kidnappers only to die of pneumonia.

In the end, they did almost miss the building ia tark—Ilittle more
than a sheep-byre, its walls of rough grey gritstblended so well
into the bleak landscape that it seemed almostwrailgart of it. It



had one tiny shuttered window and a wooden doat hglan iron
latch—it wasn't even locked.

‘Must be some kind of shepherd's hut,' Jake obdasd¢hey groped
their way in. 'It's not much, but at least it's.try

To Georgia, as Jake found a storm-lamp and a borad€hes and
gave them a little light, it seemed like paradiBee walls were of
bare stone, and so was the floor, and the roofopas-beamed. In
one corner there was a wooden platform, with arxspalliasse on it
and a couple of rough woollen blankets. And, moslicame of all,

there was a woodstove, with a neatly chopped stiftiewood piled

beside it.

"'l see if | can get this going,' Jake suggestehding to open the
stove and peer inside. 'You'd better get out cdehwet clothes.'

He spoke quite casually, and it was after all thmon sense thing
to do, but Georgia hesitated, watching his wideklas he laid the
wood and some paper in the stove and lit it witha&ch, blowing on
it gently to encourage the flame. But already hetrshirt felt clammy
and uncomfortable—it would be best to take it offl gget herself

properly dry.

She kicked off her shoes and then slowly beganntasten the
buttons down the front of her shirt. Peeling it bbdcom her
shoulders, she hung it carefully over the back wbaden chair—in
the heat that was already coming from the stoweoitld be dry very
quickly. Then,-with fingers that felt a little numéhe reached round
to the clasp of her skirt, unclipping that, slididgwn the zip and
stepping carefully out of it—that too she arrangadhe chair.

Jake must have known that she was taking her datiffe but he
didn't turn from the stove until the wood was baghmerrily. Then
he closed the door on it and glanced up at her bigeshoulder.



Standing there a little awkwardly, in nothing butiainty bra and
briefs of sheer white lace, the soft glow of therst-lamp caressing
her creamy-gold skin, Georgia felt the heat ofdage sliding over
her—and the unmistakable glint of approval she sawthose

deep-set hazel eyes made her heart skip and lzegacelerate.

Slowly he rose to his feet, seeming even tallethe low-roofed
byre—she had to tip her head back to look up at Bime felt as if she
was rooted to the spot, and her mouth seemed ®d@we strangely
dry; they were alone now, in exactly the kind aftamstances in
which she would have expected him to take advarméa@per— and
suddenly she was afraid that he wouldn't.

‘You'-d... better wrap yourself up in a blanket,'siggested, his voice
low and husky. He reached over to pick one up ftbenbed, never
taking is eyes off her as he wrapped it carefuibuad her shoulders.
And then, almost as if unable to help himself, rendher into his
arms, his eyes dark and smoky as they gazed ddwhans.

For one long moment it seemed as though the whalédwhad
paused, captured in a trance-like stillness; tHg sounds were the
crackling of the wood in the stove and the melahcpatter of rain
on the roof. And then slowly he bent his head assidd her, soft and
intimate, his tongue gently exploring her mouthfas was for the
very first time.

Heat shivered through her as she curved herselhstghim. The
blanket felt rough against her naked skin and sir@ed to let it drop,
to feel herself naked against the hard length @bbidy. The hunger
that had been building inside her had become almesivhelming;

she had never believed herself to be the kind ohaowho would
succumb to such basic, primitive instincts, butrgtreng she had
once been so sure of seemed to have been turniele alosvn.



She wanted him to make love to her, wanted himawlg strip off
the last remaining scraps of her underwear andgsdner naked body
with his strong, skilful hands, to tease the taemder nubs of her
nipples until they stung with sweet pleasure, teeeapart her thighs
and claim the submission of her body with his harenetrating
thrusts...

As if he sensed her surrender in her responsestki$s, he lifted his
head, a question in his eyes.

‘Your clothes are wet too,' she whispered tens¥lu... ought to
take them off.'

‘Yes, I... suppose | should...’

The light from the storm-lamp defined the hard diroé his face with
shadow, and as he peeled the sopping T-shirt agehdad it fell
across the sculpted muscles in his wide chest,egoldn his
sun-bronzed skin. A single drop of rain fell frons kvet hair and
trailed slowly down through the light smatteringrotigh curls, and
she watched its passage, mesmerised.

‘And... your jeans?' she queried, her mouth dry.
‘Yes.'

But he made no move to take them off, and so, wibloldness she
would never have dreamed she possessed, she readhleer own

hands and unbuckled the thick leather\belt, toaktdb of the zip

between her fingers. Lifting her eyes briefly tg,lshe knew that he
was waiting to see if she had the courage—therkel dmuno doubting

that once she had gone that far, there could ldarnmmg back.

Her cheeks suffused with pink, she lowered herdasand very
carefully slid down the zip, trying not to let heembling fingers



brush against him. But as he kicked the wet demimyaacross the
floor, he took her hand, laying it against his frainghened thigh.

‘Touch me,' he whispered, his breath warm agaerséar.

Tentatively, her hand trembling, she did. He waanvg silk-jersey
boxer shorts, and through the smooth fabric shéddee! the thick
shaft of his manhood, hard as iron. With a smabgshe drew back,
staring up at him, her eyes wide. But with the sass of instinct she
knew she could trust him not to hurt her. Holdinmeio the blanket,
she wrapped it with her arms around him, aroundnthmoth,
cocooning them in its warmth as their bodies meked flesh against
naked flesh, her breasts in their taut lace cupshing against the
hard wall of his chest.

He laughed softly, low in his throat, brushing et strands of hair
back from her face. 'The first time | met you, yimoked like a
drowned kitten," he murmured. 'And now here you-aaedrowned
kitten again.'

A quivering smile curved her delicate mouth. No bad ever called
her a kitten before—a cat, yes, when they had beehe receiving
end of her sharp claws, but never a kitten. Bunhede her feel like a
kitten- small and sensuous, rubbing her body ingiti against his.
And only he knew just how to pet her to make hear.pu

The glint in his dark eyes taunted her. 'Are yosaditely sure about
this?' he queried. 'This time there's nowhere @ar §o disappear to
but that cold, wet moor.’

'I'm sure,’ she whispered, leaning up on tiptdertsh her lips along
the rough line of his jaw, where two days' growtlbeard made his
skin feel like coarse sandpaper. 'l want you to enklve to me...
Please.’



His arms folded around her, lifting her clean d#f feet as his mouth
claimed hers in a kiss that was almost savagesimiénsity. For a
fleeting moment her heartquickened in panic, asritpained fear of
surrendering herself to her emotions rose up likeick wall before
her, but then she was crashing through it, swejtyaan the rising
tide of her own urgent need, and she kissed hink,bfercely,
hungrily, her tongue sparring with his and blislsfubsing as he
asserted the demand she had incited.

His hands were moving over her, exploring the csieved textures of
her body, and her skin flamed beneath his touchemging a heat
that was melting her bones. Her head tipped bacghasdragged
raggedly for air, the walls of the hut swirling dity around her as he
spun her round and laid her down on the soft sfralkasse, still
wrapped up in the blanket and his arms.

She hadn't even been aware that he had slippdeeofira, but as he
lifted his head to gaze down at her she realisadiér breasts were
naked, firm and round, tipped with nipples as @ni inviting as ripe

raspberries. She watched in a kind of fascinat®ohis hands slid up
over her smooth golden skin to cup and caressctegfullness, his

thumbs lightly teasing the tender nubs, so thanst@ned softly, her
spine arching as the sweet pleasure flooded thrbagh

'I've wanted to do this to you ever since that fime, when | dragged
you out of the water and took you aboard my yaaid, you lay there
on the couch like a lovely, naked nymph,' he grovheskily. 'l've
wanted to stroke my hand over your warm, silkem sto taste its
honeyed sweetness, watch the spreading glow alsishdxd with
desire... | should have made love to you thenddded on a note of
wry self-mockery. 'Maybe, if | had, life would haveeen a lot
simpler.’

An acute stab of pain sliced through her. Yes,Wtaild have been
simpler—for him at least. Having taken what he \gdnthe would



have been able to forget all about her, just asohgoubt forgot most
of the women he made love to—except to remembexr pleasant
interlude now and again. Instead, cheated of h&y,phe had
determined to have her, pursuing her with a ruthlegent—so
confident of his ultimate success that he had evade a bet on it.

Well, he had won, she conceded, shamed by thengiléss with
which she had accepted her own defeat. With misyed she gazed
down at his blond head as it bent over her nakeddis, his hot
mouth dusting scalding kisses over their achingllswe tip of his
tongue tracing tantalising circles around the teemsitised peaks. In
the end, her mind had proved to have no contral that treacherous
female instinct, as old as Eve, to surrender t@thesical supremacy
of the male. And when he collected on his bet iilddbecome public
knowledge that she had finally succumbed.

But that knowledge was no defence against the ogktaf sensation
that was shimmering through her, fueled by his exqaresses. With
his hand he was keeping one breast at the peakwdal, teasing and
tugging at the tender nipple, rolling it beneath palm, while the
other he flicked with his hot tongue, reducing toea state of helpless
abandon as she stared up with unseeing eyes agatteen of soft
shadows cast by the golden glow of the storm-lamairst the
wooden rafters above her head.

His mouth moved to the other breast, tormenting Wwéh an
exquisite anticipation as she felt the hot raspisftongue over the
rawly sensitised nerve-ending of her throbbing lapplis hard teeth
nipped at it lightly, making her draw in a sharpdth of unexpected
pleasure, and she moved beneath him in instindtnwéation,
offering him the succulent fruit to taste and daveand at last he
drew it into his mouth, suckling at it with a despeet rhythm that
pulsed through her, sparking white fire into hexifr



He lifted his head, laughing in gentle teasinghatwantonness of her
response. ‘You're even sweeter in the flesh thanyirdreams,' he
murmured, his voice smoky from the fires in hisey¥our body's so
soft and warm and yielding—I could lie like thistivwiyou in my arms
for the rest of eternity...'

And so could she, she mused, running her fingetaépgatively up
over the hard curve of his shoulder, the rasping 6f his jaw. She
loved him, hopelessly, helplessly, even thoughkstesv that for him
eternity meant probably no more than this one righaiybe a few
more if she was lucky. And then she would be leftface her
loneliness again, all the more acute from havingwkmthis one brief
interlude of heaven.

He took her fingers, kissing each of the tips imfuand then his
mouth came down to claim hers again in a kiss wsd deep and
tender, demanding all she had to give. And shesdared herself to
it totally, all her senses focused on the touch,téste, the scent of
him. The past, the future, everything but this esitg present had
faded into oblivion; there was nothing beyond thadowed fringes
of the pool of light that surrounded them, no solmd their own
ragged breathing and the soft patter of the raitherroof.

His hand was stroking in slow, lazy circles ovesx #imooth curve of
her stomach, and she sensed his intent as it movest, to slip
beneath the fine, sheer lace of her briefs, easiegn gently down
until they slipped over her ankles and he tossethtaside. And then
she felt his hand move back up; his touch wasgas &is a butterfly's
wing, just one fingertip stroking smoothly, rhythoally over the
satiny skin of her inner thighs as he gently coaketn apart.

Trembling slightly, she offered no resistance; eweier dreams,
nothing had prepared her for this. He had liftezliread again, and
she knew that he was watching her as she lay niakéd arms,

quivering at every caress, every exquisite respoeiected in her



face. Liquid heat was pooling in her belly and &hreed her face into
his chest, her cheek resting against the sofieasg of male muscle
over hard bone as she breathed the musky scert skih.

Slowly, deliberately, he let his finger brush thgbithe soft crown of
curls at the crest of her thighs. She dragged long, shuddering
breath, parting them wider, tension coiling inslier. He paused,
laying tender kisses across her eyelids and theecaf her

cheekbone, delaying the moment into an attenuataaent that had
her twisting in voluptuous agony.

And then at last she felt the sweet intimacy oftbisch against the
pleats of delicate crimson flesh between. A shuddgrure ecstasy
shivered through her, curling her spine-as he beganerotic

discovery, exploring the soft velvet crease to fine tiny seed-pearl
hidden within, the tender focus of all her sizzlingrve-endings,
arousing it with his sensual expertise until shes wabbing with

pleasure, awash with the golden heat coursing girtwer veins.

‘Georgia...' Her name was a whispered breath ohipsisHe shifted
his weight to lie above her, easing himself geb#fween her thighs.
Her eyes fluttered open to gaze up at him. 'ylinot to hurt you,' he
promised with cherishing concern. 'If | do, I'lbpt’

'‘No..." She reached up, wrapping her arms arousichdxck to draw
him down to her. '‘Don't stop.'

And in fact she barely noticed the fleeting stalpah as he entered
her; her body welcomed it as the price of finalhoting this one
moment of total, perfect unity. Holding him, bothtbem lying still
as they let the sensations fill them, she couldsesdhe restrained
power in his hard-muscled body, sense the physmaiol that was
holding it in check. If all that power were to beleashed...



Very slowly, she let one fingertip trail along tleagth of his spine. A
warning tremor ran through him, deliriously dangexoand she
heard his sharp intake of breath. '‘Georgia... Ipefal he growled,
tension straining his voice.

She laughed, seductively defiant. 'I'm not afrdigau,’ she taunted
in a tremulous whisper that somehow belied her baldds. 'Make
love to me properly.’

His eyes glinted with warm approval. 'All right.eHhuckled, low
and huskily. 'If you're sure that's what you want..

She gasped in shock as he thrust into her, deehak and then
drew back to do it again. He had slid his hand a#nker, lifting her
against him, schooling her to his rhythm so that shet each
movement, deepening the penetration, and she tibumg shoulders,
her spine arching beneath him as she surrendersdietally to his
fierce demand.

Their bodies were swiftly slicked with a fine filmf sweat, their
breathing ragged; it was an explosion of pure, fine pleasure,
feverish and hungry, an elemental force fiercen tih& thunderstorm
that had brought them here. He gave her no rebpitshe wanted
none—she had asked for this, and she wanted totlieelvhole
experience. It might be the only time in her life..

And then at last, with a deep, volcanic tremoirghgo his breath in a
harsh sigh and collapsed into her arms, his weaigkghing her into
the soft straw palliasse. A wave of pure tenderse&pt through her
and she stroked his hair, amazed at the weaknegstopowerful
body, every ounce of its strength spent.

Shecould stay like this for the rest of eternity—mg blissful state
between dreams and waking, her body aching withddep, warm
satisfaction that at last she knew what it was tikeurrender herself



totally to the man she loved. But it was only a faaments before he
stirred, and with a small grunt of contentment hi&ed his weight,
drawing her over to lie in his arms.

She lifted her head to look down at him—to find hemiling, his
expression one of unmistakably smug satisfactienh&d won his
bet. Suddenly the magic that had allowed her atgside of herself
was gone, and all the old tensions came floodirak.bidumiliation
stung her vulnerable heart, but she had learneg &mgo to keep
fighting, even when she was hurting most. Pushergéif out of his
arms, she sat up on the edge of the bed.

'‘Where do you think you're going, Blondie?' he eregl) his voice
laced with lazy mockery.

'‘Anywhere... Nowhere,' she snapped angrily. Thexe mowhere she
could go, lost in the middle of the moors on a hiie this.

He laughed, reaching out to draw her back down treded. 'You

can't run away from me this time,' he taunted. 'frete are no great
big beefy bodyguards to beat me up for you. | idtenmake love to

you all night.'

'‘What for?' she demanded bitterly. "You only neeiedo it once to
win your damned bet.'

His eyes lit with comprehension. 'Ah, so that's thlaugging you...'

‘Yes, that's what's bugging me," she counteredyimgbher hand
fiercely across her eyes to brush away the unwaeted. 'And don't
try denying it now, or making excuses, becausenltdeant to listen.'

‘Well, you are going to listen," he insisted, easily overcomireg h
attempts to escape from him. With a gentleness ¢tbatrasted
strikingly with the strength with which he was hiolgl her, he
brushed the tears from her cheeks. 'First, 'mgtorsay I'm sorry. |



know | should never have let that creep get tolmentay he did, but
the way he was talking about you made me want tshrhis face to
a pulp. Which would have spoilt the excellent dation you put on it
before—a lovely aim, that. Remind me never to angitle you when

you're holding a horsewhip.'

Her narrowed eyes glittered warily up at him, bhé stilled her
useless struggles. The thought of him hitting N@eher behalivas
rather beguiling.

‘It was the last thing | wanted, to let you be subject of a lot of
unpleasant gossip," he murmured, his soft voickrating behind her
defences. 'But | never intended to win the bet oheap score—I was
playing for much higher stakes. | just wanted te g& creep's face
when | collected my winnings—on our return from dloneymoon.'

Her eyes widened in stunned amazement. ' Our.eymooon... ?'

‘That's what | said.' He laughed in wry self-mogkérhis may be
something of a back to front way of going aboubutt I'm asking you
to marry me.'

He had loosened his hold on her, and she sat wpthbr'You're
crazy!" she protested in heated agitation. 'l'veendneard such a
ridiculous thing in my life!"

'‘Oh?"' There was a warning hint of danger in hisngu&Vvhy is it
ridiculous?’

'Well, because... You don't love me, for a start."

'‘Oh, did | forget to mention that?' he teasedingjttp and drawing
her into his lap. 'l fell in love with you... Letarsee, | think it was
about the first time | kissed you. Though it coblave been even
earlier than that— it could have been the second gmened your
eyes and looked up at me, an angry, frightenedhevable little



mermaid. You knocked me clean off my feet—and l®ttfme | came
to my senses you'd vanished into the night likeezah.'

His breath was warm against her cheek, his vowealod persuasive.
'l couldn't get you out of my mind—I had to try afidd you, even

though it seemed hopeless. | couldn't believe raly Wwhen | spotted
you at that fancy charity bash in London—until ivsgou with a

million bucks' worth of rocks around your throat.'

'‘And, like a typical sexist, you assumed some nahdiven them to
me in exchange for my favours,' she spat at hinkjjg her head
away. 'Very flattering.’

'‘Point taken,' he conceded equably. 'I've nevemedeto be much
good at thinking straight when I'm around you.' plé his hand
beneath her chin, turning her face up to his. YAre going to hold
that against me?’

She hesitated, uncertain of what to say. Why waddming all this
now? Did he really expect her to believe that he imdove with her?
But when he was looking at her like that, with tepecial, warm,
intimate smile, she could believe almost anything.

'S0?' he queried softly. 'Are you going to giveaneanswer?"'

... I don't know,' she stammered. 'l... thinkded a... little more
time.'

‘All right," he conceded, his hand stroking gemllyng the line of her
jaw and into her hair, drawing her closer. 'Buthags | can try... a
little persuasion.’

His mouth closed over hers, warm and soft, gerdxmng her lips
apart. She knew she ought to resist, ought tootoldar her mind to
think through the implications of what he had sdidt the slow,
sweet seduction of his kiss was luring her back thiat world of



languorous pleasure and dark forgetfulness, whigrh@ughts of
tomorrow and beyond ceased to have any meaning.

Her head tipped back into the crook of his armhaskiss deepened,
his tongue tracing over the delicate membranes eof lips and
swirling into every secret cornerof her mouth, neking the
lingering embers of arousal. Her body was alreaugly attuned to
his touch, melting into a helpless response asharbto caress her.
She moaned softly, moving against him, her breaslsng for his
touch, her nipples already exquisitely tenderhso the merest brush
of his fingertips sent sparks of fire into her brai

But this time she wanted to touch him too. The maés of his body
fascinated her—the contrast to her own slenderrity. Leaning
over him, she liked the way he could lift her ssilga as if she
weighed virtually nothing. She wanted to run hendsaover his
warm, firm flesh, to feel the hard contour of mesoler bone, to
trace her fingers through the rough hair that veadtered across his
chest and then down in a narrow line over the lglame of his
stomach—down to...

'‘Go on," he urged gently. 'There's nothing to heatiout now.'

Tentatively, she put out her hand and stroked owgef along the
hard length of his manhood. The deep tremor of cesp that
shimmered through him transmitted its charged vidna through
her own body, and she smiled down at him, delightedhe

knowledge that she could give him some of the pieathat he had
given her,

‘Show me how," she whispered.

He laughed in rich satisfaction, moving to lay dewn on her back
again. 'l will," he promised. 'But not tonight. Toght I'm a little too..
.close to the edge. There are a thousand thingst to teach you, but



we have plenty of time—all the time in the worldriight can only
be a very brief introduction—a taste of what'same...'

He was kneeling over her, holding her hands baokehber head, so
that her breasts were lifted invitingly to his gmeand as he bent ovel
them, his hot, rough tongue lapping first at onecslent pink peak

then the other, she whimpered with sweet antiepatsheer ecstasy.

In was a torment of pleasure, driving her almosthe point of

delirium as he nibbled and sucked at her tendgiespdrawing them
deep into his mouth in an erotic tug that made drgrout on a

sobbing breath, fire coursing through her veing Béd thought last
time that she could go no higher, but already she soaring in a
giddy vortex, her body awash with blissful sengatleer mind lost in

a whirlpool of incandescent flame.

She sensed him moving, uttered a weak cry of prdieshe mocked
her with teasing laughter. 'Don't worry, sweetdittvanton—you'll
enjoy this even more.' His hand slid down to partdiender thighs,
intimately exploring the moist, delicate folds aflvet between, the
pad of his thumb caressing the throbbingly seresiivb of pleasure
as his fingers dipped deep inside her, stretcharglbliciously.

She moaned softy, warmth pooling in the pit of simmach like a
crucible for the molten gold that was flowing thgbuher veins,
melting her bones. And then he bent his head, issek& tracing a
leisurely path from the ripe swell of her breasi&/d over her smooth
stomach and into the crest of crisp, curling haithe cleft of her
thighs. She caught her breath in shock, her eyagyfbpen to meet
the wicked glint in his as he snaked out his tongod lapped it
languorously over that dainty seed-pearl, swirlingund it until the
sizzling charge shot through her, curling her spimerapturous
response.



This time when he took her it was with a smoothyg@dul thrust, and
as she reached up to wrap her arms around hinftéxe ier onto his
lap, moving her to his will, his mouth sucklinghar aching breasts
as her head tipped back to arch them invitinglyaxs him. The
heated rhythm was sending quivering tremors throlgh body,
searing her brain, as the glow of the storm- lamagt the shadow of
their erotic dance against the wall.

It was a long, slow languorous loving, warm andssens, wild and

frenzied. Their bodies totally in tune, they movedhe beat of some
primeval drum, possessing and possessed, drivéorss as old as
time. And as Jake finally laid her back on the b&d, convulsive

movements building to a crescendo as he thrusthatowvith deep,

powerful strokes that seemed to reach into the werg of her body,
she felt an answering tension building inside hieg,the shimmering

heat before a thunderstorm, coiling tighter antitag..until with a

shock like a stab of lightning it exploded througér, leaving her
weak and exhausted, curled up in Jake's arms, lezkcresting

contentedly against the warmth of his chest adisiemed to the deep
beat of his heart, slowly returning to its normatie pace.



CHAPTER TEN

GEORGIA stood at the window of her office, high above @igy,
gazing pensively down over the jumble of roofs beler. From this
height, the view was both panoramic and strangaiynate—she
could see into all those little tucked-away corrnéet were hidden
from the street: the spires of churches that hadpesl both the Blitz
and the developers, the unexpected patches of.green

The early-morning sun was reflecting brilliantlyckaat her from the
windows of one of the other skyscrapers, makingelyes water, and
she turned away, blinking back the tears. That allathey were—a
natural reaction to the dazzle of light. She wasmying.

It was forty-eight hours now since she had wokerthat rough
shepherd's hut up on the Northumberland moorsjntb that the
thunderstorm had passed, leaving a fading mistditeat each hill as
a separate silhouette, layering one behind the atheethe distance.
It had been a breathtaking sight, but she had beem mood to
appreciate it.

The clear light of day had chased away the magall of the night,
leaving her with nothing but a handful of anxietae&l uncertainties;
she had dressed quickly in her rough-dried clothefsere Jake had
stirred, afraid of the prickling awareness of henovulnerability. By

the time he woke she had been able to force hdesklte him with a
least a semblance of her usual cool composuregthehe had not
quite been able to bring herself to meet his eyes.

Leaving the refuge of the hut, they had discovehed if they had
walked just a little further the previous nightyiveould have reached
a farmhouse, tucked into a fold of the hills. Therier and his wife
had been startled to see them, so far from thebéatck and looking
so bedraggled, but they had made them very welasitiea huge



farmhouse breakfast, and had let them use the ptomall the
police.

The drama of the subsequent events had been amesldistraction
from the awkwardness between them. The police leadeshded on
the quarry to find all three kidnappers—the thiabtlHust returned
and released his mates, and they had presumabiysiiteg around
planning what to do next—and after a short chasesadhe moors,
involving four-wheel drive vehicles and a helicaptibey had been
caught.

After that there had been the long process of ngattiair statements
to the police. She had finally managed to get aveg in the

afternoon, while Jake was being still interviewélging down to

London by helicopter for a hastily convened meetimigh the

takeover panel to persuade them to suspend tradir@eldard's
shares when the markets opened after the Bankadyolid

She had been at least partially successful; thel dranted her
twenty-four hours—enough time to put together tharfcial backing
to buy up as many of Geldard's shares as she douldght not be
enough to prevent a severe slide in the share pnice the embargo”
\Vas lifted, but she hoped to avoid total disaster.

Meanwhile, she had been careful to ensure thastaéfrwere aware
that she was not available to take calls from Mr$ém. She knew
that it could be no more than a temporary respitee-wsouldn't be
able to go on avoiding him for ever—but she nedtlted—time to
sort out the tangle of unfamiliar emotions, timelézide whether she
could really trust her own heatrt.

Moving restlessly over to her desk, she sat dowhtead to focus
her attention on the latest stock market analysis,her mind was
distracted. When the door opened quietly she deshe’h need to look
up—nher finely attuned instincts had already warneidwho it was.



‘Good morning. | thought I might find you here.'

‘Not a particularly difficult deduction,’ she reswed coolly. 'Thiss
still my office.’

He let the door swing shut behind him, moving aerb® room to
perch on the edge of her desk. 'l gather Falcoe hathdrawn their
bid.’

She conceded a slight shrug of her slender shauldleevitably. And
there are two vacancies on the board— my dotintgsri@ave offered
their resignations. Apparently they were both imreol—Juan
promised the chairmanship to each of them privatatg they were
both so warped by their pathological envy of eatieothat they fell
right into his trap.’

Jake smiled in wry humour. "The fools. Where asg thow?'

'l believe the euphemism is "helping the policewtiteir enquiries”.

'Serves them right,' he mused grimly. 'Still, pgh@ will be some
comfort to them to hear that the debacle has adsbme unpleasant
consequences for your playboy friend.’

'‘Oh?" In spite of herself, she was interested.

'‘Apparently he's announced that he's retiring te oh his more
remote estates to concentrate on farming, and h@maier control of
all his assets to Cesar.'

She stared at him in blank astonishmeWthat? Juametiring to his
estates? But...'

‘A bloodless coup,' he surmised with a dry smilseé the hand of
Dona Elena behind it—she's the one with the powapdlitical



connections, and she's been tiring of his littlengs for a long time. |
think she saw this as an opportunity to finally pum in his place.’

‘Well, at least it means | don't have to worry ablom any more,’
Georgia mused. 'But it's still—'

She was interrupted by a tap on the door, and Berharrison

appeared. 'Ah, Georgia, you're here. And Mr Morghiow- very

good to see you.' Georgia couldn't help thinkirgguelcome to Jake
was just a trifle over- enthusiastic. 'l thoughtigblike to have the
latest update from the Tokyo Exchange as soon eaniie in.' He
handed her a sheet of computer printout, coverda news of tiny

figures. 'Congratulations. | admit | was a littlenved that with the
market there opening ahead of ours there mightrnbeutbreak of
panic selling as soon as Falcon's shares weresegleal should have
known you'd be ready to forestall it.'

Georgia was frowning as she studied the rows oféig on the paper;
Bernard seemed to have been addressing his remaadeke rather
than her, and as her brain began to make senise evidence in front
of her she lifted her eyes slowly to meet that dgake. 'You've
bought up Falcons's shares!' she breathed, her segting. 'Of all
the sneaking, deceitful, underhand...’

He silenced her with a look that reminded her o tompany
secretary's presence. 'Excuse us for a momenta&grhe requested
of that startled gentleman, ushering him swiftly palitely out of the
door. 'l think there's about to be a blood-lettitte closed the door
and turned back to Georgia with a mockingly expacsanile.

‘You...bastard!'she threw at him furiously. "You were planningsthi
all along, weren't you? You must have jumped in riiiaute the
embargo was lifted. | never thought even you wauti so low as to
use the Tokyo Exchange to get in ahead of me...'



He held up his hand to stem her flow. 'Hold on! Mbink | was
planning some kind of back door takeover of my oWe? guilty. As
it happens, | always use Tokyo—in case you hadtited, it's rather
more convenient for Sydney than London. What's Bapg is really
very simple. Like Bernard, I've been concerned alvdhat could
happen if and when de Perez dumped his shareseomdhket—a
bundle like that hitting the floor all in one goutd send the price into
free-fall, and heaven only knows who might picknthap. | knew
you wouldn't be able to afford to put up an adegdatfence, so | left
standing instructions with my broker to buy as s@snthey hit
one-eighty. Apparently he's done his job...'

‘Which let you buy us up on the cheap!

'l have no intention of buying you up,' he rappadky holding onto
his temper with evident difficulty. 'If you lookldtle more carefully
at those figures, you'll see that I've limited mye@ll holding to
twenty percent.’

'Oh, yes | had noticed that,’ she countered bitterly. 'And that
supposed to make me feel better, is it? Having lyaxering there
behind me, waiting to pounce whenever it suits you?

'l told you, I'm not planning to launch a takeouarfact, between us
we now have a majority holding- overall control.afk what you
wanted, isn't it?'

‘Not if | have to rely on you for it!"
‘You still don't trust me?’
‘Trust you? I'd rather trust a rattlesnake!

'l see." They had been confronting each other dlyefoaeyeball
across her desk, their voices steadily rising sbididenly his manner
changed. He stepped back, shrugging his wide sbwmuloh that



characteristic gesture of unconcern. 'Well, if yeulot ready to trust
me, you certainly aren't ready to marry me," hieedtavery quietly but
with chilling finality. 'If you should ever decide change your mind,
you'll know where to find me.'

She stared after him, stunned by the speed witkhwihie explosive
tension between them had fizzled away, leavingrapte void. He
had turned his back on her and walked away, btiagigthe door was
closing she found her voice to yell, 'Don't holdiybreath!" The only
response was a mocking laugh.

She sat back heavily, struggling for breath agaits tight
constriction in her chest. He had gone—he hadyatited away, and
she knew he wouldn't come back. How could he dbithee loved
her? Or had it all been a lie, just as she hadesueg all along? Had
he never really wanted to marry her after all...?

Tears welled into her eyes, too many to hold bapKling over her
cheeks. She had known it wasn't real— of courséhalebut it was
cruel of him to snatch it away so soon. He couldehlat the dream
last just a little longer.

The crowd was cheering wildly as the horses camaddhe last
bend, the leaders bunched on the rails, their lothwendering on the
springy green turf as they galloped down the hotraght to the

finish. Georgia watched through her binocularsodd little thud in

her heart. One horse had its nose in front—an wysalomino,

chestnut-gold, with a pale blonde mane and tail.

‘Come on, Blondie,' someone close to her shriekéat's the girl!"

Georgia drew in a long, shuddering breath. She eddihne pretty
mare no ill, but as urgently as her neighbour wgsg her on to win
she was wishing one of the others would overtake e hadn't



heard that Jake was here, but the fear that th@seewen the remotest
chance that she might have to present him witiwihaer's cup was
enough to make her heart pound and her knees &a.w

It was almost three weeks since he had walked dnway her—the
bleakest three weeks of her life. She had thoughtlsew what
loneliness was, but she hadn't even scratched uhface of it
before—it was a deep, dark, aching pit where net gingle ray of
sunlight could penetrate. At times she almost wissige had never
met him—~but that would mean that she wouldn't Hzave that night
on the moors, the one thing she could cling toenrhemories ...

A loud roar told her that the race was over, anel #alised that
through the fine veil of tears that had misteddyas she had missed
the actual finish. 'Who won?' she enquired diffitien

'‘Blondie! Come on, the jockeys will be weighing amd then it'll be
time to present the cup.’

The Geldard Cup was a beautiful thing of chaseekesilwith an
engraved design of graceful horses racing arowwnoloivl. Since her
grandfather had instigated it, some twenty yeacs didhad become
one of the highlights of the September race meetirigscot.

It was as if she was in a kind of trance as shenaltl herself to be
ushered down to the winners' enclosure, protectad the milling
crowds by her attentive entourage. Would Jake beethSomehow
she was sure that he wasn't—surely if he was tbatedo her, she
would have sensed it? But she couldn't escapedreague sense that
somethingwas about to happen. Maybe it was just the thoofht
meeting the horse he had named after her, the herbad staked in
his arrogant assurance that he could get her gdo b

The long, hot, glorious summer, so untypical of lsihgsummers,
had lingered on into September. The sky was a,cpeafect blue,



dusted with a few cotton- puff clouds, and theres yest a hint of

gold rusting the leaves of the tall trees on thgeeaf the course. The
crowd parted to let her through into the small esetl circle where
the presentation would take place, then presséehmd her again,
craning towards the television cameras, eagerlynigotheir faces

would show up on countless television screens artm country.

Georgia was glad of the shelter of the wide brimhef chic hat,
perfectly toned with the glowing aquamarine of Bék suit. She
would have preferred not to be at the centre ahgoh attention, but
there was no way she could avoid it. At least sbeldc console
herself that the real centre of attention was iyl young horse,
still prancing as she was led round the ring, &aadfwing that she had
done well.

Blondie... It had infuriated her when he had caled that, but now
she would have given almost anything to have himeaop behind
her, slide his arms around her waist and whispgen#me in her ear...
But he wouldn't come, and she had to hold hergelftesmiling
pleasantly as she exchanged a few words with Hieetr and the
jockey, handing them their cheques and medals.

It always struck her as a little unfair that thesmvho did all the work
got only medals—and the poor horse who ran hert leedrhad to
make do with a red rosette pinned to her bridle—evthe owner,
who did nothing but put up the money, took homectiye It had been
brought out of its box and was gleaming beautifullyhe sun as the
television camera focused down on it, and Georigiaagd around to
see who was going to receive it on Jake's behalf.

‘Afternoon, Georgie.! She glanced up in blank gsepras the
Honourable Nigel Woodvine stepped forward, takimeg hand and
leaning forward to kiss her on the cheek. 'Knewnlid the cup this
year, thanks to you. Nice little filly, ain't shieZ got very high hopes
of her.’



'‘She'syours?' Georgia's head seemed to swim; she barely e\
noticed as the Geldard Cup was placed into her svamdl she

automatically presented it to Nigel, smiling forethelevision

cameras. 'But... | thought...'

' won my bet, didn't I?" Nigel asserted smuglyd'iou think I'd call
it off? | don't back out of certainties, sweetie-ddrreally enjoyed
wiping the smile off that stupid, jumped-up Aussitce. And now
he's gone how's about you and me doing a litti®msercelebrating
tonight? What do you say?'

She shook her head dumbly, turning away from himad ound

Robin Rustrom-Smith at her side. He took her elbdraying her a
little away from the group now posing for photodrapand

interviews with the television presenter. 'Youradht, Georgie?' he
queried in concern.

‘Yes, I..." She frowned, staring at Nigel. 'l damtlerstand. Jake told
Nigel he'd won the bet?’

'‘Well, yes..." Robin looked a little perplexed. éAyou saying... he
didn't?’

She shook her head. 'No, he didn't. Jake won.'

‘Well, I'm damned!" As the implications of her wsrsiank in Robin
blushed, flustered and embarrassed. 'What the.devilvell, I...

always did think it was a pretty rum sort of betarkkly, I'm not

surprised he chuffed it—seemed a decent sort qf.chsa matter of
fact, he asked me to give you this." Fumbling m pocket, he took
out a small key and put it into her hands. 'He salddidn't hear

anything from him before, | was to give it to ydustafternoon.’

She blinked, looking down at the key in confusidh.was a
safe-deposit key. 'What...?'



'Here's the number,' Robin added, opening his wafld handing her
a slip of paper. '‘Don't lose it.'

* * %

The safe-deposit clerk inserted the key Robin haeingher, and his
own, into the locks on the box and opened the dslmling out the
tray inside. He set it down carefully on the wootkdrle in the middle
of the security room and politely withdrew.

Georgia opened the lid of the tray, her heart thagpnside were
several thick folds of paper and she took themap#ning them one
by one: the deeds of her house, so recently dubdigh the copy of
the Land Registry Certificate attached showed gtédldbelonging to
her; the papers for tieéeldard Staralso still bearing her name, and
transfer certificate for shares in Geldard's in faour, for fifteen
percent of the total share issue.

Her mouth dry, she stared at the pile of documertiere was no
note, no explanation—nothing to tell her why he ldade it. She
couldn't even begin to add up the amount of moheydiocuments
represented— though to him it was probably no rtfoma a couple of
months' turnover.

Was it his way of apologising for that stupid b&fwas he telling
her he washed his hands of her—the most expenssaoi in
history?

The tray wasn't empty yet—at the bottom was a vdde®, long and
flat, and very familiar. Her hands were tremblirsgshie picked it up
and opened it; the Geldard diamonds sparkled unqemttaking the
light from the fluorescent strip above her head @adsforming into
a million points of fire.

Damn him—he was challenging her to trust her imssinlf she
refused this outrageous gesture—or, worse stidepted it and did



nothing—she would be drawing a very final line bathetheir
relationship. But if she contacted him how did khew he wouldn't
reject her? How did she know he had meant it whetold her he
loved her?

* % %

A flotilla of white yachts were scudding across gparkling blue

waters of Sydney Harbour; Jake stood at the winablas office on

the twenty-third floor of the Morgan building, ihg heart of the
downtown business district, gazing absently outhat spectacular
view. His thoughts were far away—ten thousand naleay, to be
exact.

Damn that woman—he had been content enough witfdisntil he
had met her. Happy, even—who wouldn't be? He hadhde—even
if he had begun to think that he had used up alshare of good luck
with his meteoric business success, and that iéver wanted to
marry and have kids he would be condemned to dettla choice
between some money-grubbing harpy or a feathendédabimbo
who gawked at him in awe and substituted inane ligiggfor
intelligent conversation.

With a sigh he turned away from the window and ndolvack to his

desk, flicking the intercom to speak to his secyetaafter a number
of disastrous experiences with the usual femaletyain a range of
ages, he had finally settled for a man. 'Chris—dchthe papers on
that road-widening scheme in Wahroonga. | might @look at them
over the weekend.'

'l thought you were going fishing?"
'Yeah, well... | can read and fish, can't I?'

‘You can,' the young man conceded with easy hum@ur it's
usually best to do one or the other. Hey, coméoss, what are you



doing working over Labour Day weekend? It's a reptidEvenyou
have to take a break now and then.’

'‘When | need your advice on my health, I'll askitbrJake snapped
with uncharacteristic impatience. 'Just fetch mes¢éhpapers and
mind your own damned business.’

'OK, OK...

Jake threw himself into the big, deep, leather etee chair,
swinging it back and stretching his arms behindheiad. What the
hell was the matter with him, snapping at peogte that? Maybe
Chris was right, and he needed to make the effalax a little. He
could do with a decent night's sleep too—somethabad never had
a problem with until recently.

By the time his secretary came into the room whih rieport he had
asked for, he was ready to offer a wry apologyatBhOK,"' Chris
responded with a shrug. 'It's not like | was gdamgand my notice in
or anything. Seems to me maybe you ought to give loall.’

'‘Who?' Jake demanded, instantly aggressive again.

‘The dame that's been bugging you ever since yowack from
England. The trouble with you is you've never hemllle with
women before, so you're not equipped to hand¥oii're sitting here
trying to play Mr Cool, and it's doing your head in

'Oh? And you're some sort of expert, are you?' Jekerted, a
sardonic note in his voice.

'‘On women trouble? I'm the oracle. I've been dumbgdmore
women than you've had hot dinners.'

'l wasn't dumped!



'So what's your problem? Pick up the phone. OKt'sthe middle of
the night over there—well, five in the morning armywBut what the
hell? Maybe she can't sleep either.’

Jake regarded the telephone on his desk in wryeaguiation. Chris
was right—it would be so easy to call her, justéar her voice... But
he shook his head, he had never been the firsatdk i any deal, and
he wasn't going to make a start now. 'No—it's hevenGive me that
report, Chris, and then you might as well get éfthve a nice
weekend.'

‘Same to you,' the younger man responded with gatmatic grin.
‘Good fishing.'

Left alone, Jake rose restlessly to his feet agening across to the
window and resting his hands high against the gtasds. He hadn't
realised Chris had guessed what was wrong with Hw@—-kad
flattered himself that he wasn't making it obvious.

Hell, this was crazy! All this hassle over one dubtbad? Weren't
there enough women right here in town? Maybe hadidup Nicole,
take her out to dinner—or Bianca...

Or maybe he wouldn't. Chris had been right, he eskedged with a
touch of bitter self-mockery—he wasn't used to hgwvrouble with
women, and he was finding it a lot harder to harttlien he'd
expected.

Shaking his head in weary exasperation, he piclethe thick file

and dropped it into his briefcase, and then, withisd glance around
the office to check that everything was securelolcked the door
behind him and took the executive lift down to l@sement car park.

The sleek black hand-built Lister he had importesinf England
turned startled heads as it growled menacingly up af the
underground car park—people always looked atiitthey expected



to see Lucifer himself at the wheel. But even ia fieavy rush-hour
traffic it was beautifully behaved—though intimigheg enough to
persuade every other driver on the road to givegriority.

It didn't take him too long to get out onto the wideeway, heading
out towards South Head. Maybe one day maybe hg'd Ihouse out
here, he mused, sparing a fleeting glance for orn#o of the big

white mansions in their leafy gardens as he swagpt {hem—until

now he'd always found the small apartment abovettee and his

boat quite sufficient, but lately he'd found hinfisehnting something
more out of life than the rootless existence theat kerved him for
near enough the past twenty years.

The Kestrel was waiting for him, gleaming white time spring
sunshine, stocked up and ready to sail the mongesiigpped aboard.
He handed over his briefcase to the steward, amdl weto join his
captain in the wheelhouse. The powerful sixteemdgr twin diesel
engines almost seemed to purr as the sleek alummuhsliced
through the warm crystal waters, and the bank aillssareens along
the dashboard behind the wheel glowed pale gred¢hegsupdated
every detail of position, radar picture and depbrsling.

'Hi, Pete—how's it going?' he remarked, strollivgrato take a look
at the navigation chart laid out on the table besig helm seat.

'Fine, mate,' the captain responded, with the szamsg camaraderie.
‘Want to take the wheel?'

Jake shook his head. Was it his imagination, oevés crew giving
him odd looks too? Did the whole damned state knidnat had been
going on? 'No—you take her out. | think I'll go geyself a drink.'

He strolled down to the saloon, something of theatience of a
caged tiger in his stride. Maybe once they goboib the open ocean
he would feel better—and the prospect of some geeg-sea fishing



always improved his temper. He poured himself @kttslug of
brandy and sat down, lounging at full length on ofithe hide sofas.

The trouble was, this room was too full of memornes—memories
of her. She had lain there, on that sofa opposite himami, the
images were so real he could almost smell her perfu

It was at that point that he noticed the envelap¢he table—a plain
brown envelope, with no address or stamp "On itleddaed forward,
frowning, and picked it up. Opening it, he drew the papers inside,
they were the registration papers for that preéipmino filly, made

out once again in his name.

‘Well; I'll be..." Rising to his feet, he lookedband the room. There
was no other clue... but, following his instindtg, walked over and
slowly pushed open the door to the master staterroo

She was sitting on the bed, cocooned in his widesi& sheets—all
he could see was the top of her blonde head. But akbsed the door
quietly behind him she peeped up, those big bles g@azing up at
him, wide and uncertain.

He took his time, taking another sip of the brabdjyore he spoke.
‘So—you finally made it, then?'

‘Uh-huh.' She lowered the sheet to her chin.
He held up the registration papers. 'What's thigaieh he enquired.
'l... bought her back for you. After all, you wdretbet.’

'So | did.' He was beginning to wonder what she aasg, wrapped

up in that sheet. But after she had come all tlig, the least he could
do was go along with whatever little game she waideplay. 'l take

it Robin gave you the... er... item | left with thmhe enquired

cordially.



'He did." She chuckled with laughter, soft and kowvd startling sexy.
‘Thank you. As a matter of fact, I'm wearing thandonds..." She
slowly spread wide her arms, laying aside the shHBet you still
think they go with my eyes?'

She certainly was wearing the diamonds—and notkisg. They
sparkled against her creamy-gold skin, drawingeym—but not so
much as the delightful curve of her breasts, fimd aipe, pertly
tipped with pink, lifting invitingly as she raisdger arms languidly
above her head. Nor so much as the cute curve roktbenach,
downy-soft as a peach. And not nearly as mucheasdft crown of
golden curls at the cleft of her slender thighsslas provocatively
curled her long legs beneath her.

Raw desire cut through him like a knife, taking bweath away. She
was offering him everything he had asked for—mualch more
than her beautiful naked body. She had come halfiwaynd the
world to him, willing to take a risk that he knewased the hell out of
her, willing to trust that her damned grandfathea been wrong after
all. It was there in her eyes, an edge of anxietly,aching
vulnerability, and it melted his heart.

'It took you long enough to come round to this,ghewled thickly,
moving across the room, setting the brandy gladglaregistration
papers down on the bedside table and startingfasten his shirt.

‘I know. I'm... sorry.' Those clear blue eyes labke at him, misted
with tears that he wanted to kiss away. 'Forgiv@'me

Joy surged in his heart and he sat down on the fidbe bed,
catching her in his arms and drawing her onto & laughing,
loving the feel of her lithe, slender body in hisna, so sweetly
naked, loving the knowledge that this smart, sassyan, who could
run a major public company and scare the livindights out of most
men he knew, had chosen to give herself exclusieehym.



'I'll only forgive you on the condition that youves keep me waiting
again,' he growled, almost angry with her for thrais she had put
him through over the past few weeks. 'Wheneverrtwau, you be
there—on the double. Right?"

'Right.’
‘No ifs, buts or maybes?' he challenged fiercely.

She shook her head, her eyes laughing up at hione'dt all. Mind
you,' she added on a note of impish mischief; cmaty fingertip
trailing a meandering path through the crisp hairhts chest, 'we
could be in danger of bankruptcy if we're not calrd¥ly business is
in Europe and yours is down here. How will we mana
without-neglecting one or the other?'

‘We'll build one great big empire to straddle therld,' he declared,
feeling as though with her at his side he could atything.
‘Morgan-Geldard.'

'‘Geldard-Morgan,' she contradicted him, just far Hake of it, her
delicate mouth curving into a provocative smile.

'You want to argue about it?"

'‘No,' she purred, nestling against him in a way dinave every other
thought from his brain. 'l didn't sit here gettggose-bumps for two
hours just so we could talk business.’

'‘Goose-bumps?' He ran his hand down over her wsitken skin,
savouring its smooth contours and textures. 'l tdéeél any
goose-bumps.’

‘They've gone now.'



She lifted her face to his, her soft lips parted delicious
temptation—a temptation he wasn't even going tddryesist. Her
mouth was like honey, yielding beneath his, andpohmdered its
moist, warm depths with a fierce demand that hédooo longer hold
in check.



