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THE BRIDAL BED

Helen Bianchin



The wedding deception!

Suanne was thrilled that her mother was remarryihg. everyone
expected her to attend the wedding with her owncka the very
gorgeous Sloane Wilson-Wlloughby -- the bridegr@son! How
could Suzanne admit their engagement was off?

But Sloane had a plan. For the weekend of the weddney'd play
the part of a happy, soon-to-be-married couple.cdlWhieant sharing
a suite -- and a bed! And secretly, Sloane alsmoh¢d bringing about
the second family wedding of the weekend....

DO NOT DISTURB!
Anything can happen behind closed doors!



CHAPTER ONE

IT sHouLD be Friday the thirteenth, Suzanne determined a&s
perused the perfectly printed legal document ondesk and noted
yet another clause she knew wasn't worded to hentd best

interest.

Midwinter had delivered metropolitan Sydney witlsleocking day,
and she'd woken to howling winds and heavy raimsgquently
she'd got wet traversing the external stairs lepdiom her tiny
Manly flat down to the garage beneath.

Her car, which had up until now behaved impeccalfd decided
not to start. A telephone call to the automobilsoagtion had
elicited there was a backlog of calls, and it wdogdat least an hour
before someone could come to her rescue. Two hiates the
diagnosis had been a dead battery, and it had &karher hour to
organise a replacement and drive into the city.

Consequently she'd been late, very late arrivingeainner-city legal
office where she worked as one of several junibcisars. A fact that
hadn't sat well with two waiting clients who hadehevirtuously
punctual. Nor had the senior partner been very yappt she'd
missed an important staff meeting.

There had been files piled up on her desk, messhgesequired
attention, and three rescheduled appointments liupedne after the
other. Lunch hadn't even been an option.

Mid-afternoon came and went as she struggled tohcap on a
workload that threatened to spill over into worle should have to
take home.

‘Suzanne, urgent call on line three.' The recesisnvoice sounded
hesitant, diffident, and vaguely apologetic fordmieing a 'hold all
calls' instruction. 'It's your mother.’



Her mothemeverrang her at work. An icy hand clutched Suzanne
heart as she snatched up the receiver. 'GeorgsaPristhing wrong?"'

A light, husky laugh echoed down the line. 'Darlimyerything's
fine. It's just that | wanted you to be the figtear my news.'

'‘News Mama?' She kept her voice deliberately light.u'Y¥e won a
fabulous prize? Bought a new car? Booked an oveitsipg"

There was a breathless pause. 'Right on two counts.
‘Which two?"

‘Well, sweetheart,’ Georgia began with a deliciahsickle, 'the
overseas trip is bookedParis, would you believe? Andhavewon a
fabulous prize.'

‘That's wonderful." Really wonderful. Suzanne shbek head in
silent amazement. Georgia was always taking lotemy raffle
tickets, but had never won anything other thanrtiwest minor of
prizes until now.

'It's not exactly grizeprize.'

The faintly cautious tone had Suzanne sinking backer chair.
‘You're talking in riddles, Mama. Is there a catalany of this?'

'‘No catch. At least, not the kind you mean.'
What had her cautious mother got herself into?listaning."'

'‘Bear with me, darling.' Georgia's voice hitchdwgrt raced on in an
excited rush. 'It's all so new, | still have a ht@nae believing it. And |
wouldn't have rung you at work, except | reallyldott wait a minute
longer.'



‘Tell me.'
There was silence for a few seconds. 'I'm gettiagied.'

Initial joy was quickly followed by concern, andwias a frightening
mix. Her mother didn'tlate.There was a collection of friends, but nc
one man. 'l didn't know you were seeing anyone," Soeasaid
slowly, and heard her mother's light laughter gsponse. 'Who is he,
and where did you meet him?'

'We met at your engagement party, darling.'

Three months. They'd only known each other threathso 'Who,
Mama?'

‘Trenton Wilson-Willoughby. Sloane's father.’

Oh, my God. Heat rushed through her veins, thehedhto ice.
‘You're not serious?' Tell me you're not seriobs, @eaded silently.

‘You sound—shocked," Georgia responded slowly, Sodanne
quickly gathered her wits.

Recoup, regrougdast.'Surprised,' she amended. 'lt seems so sudd

‘Sometimes love happens that way. Sloane swepbfygur feet in
a matter of weeks.'

Like father, like son. 'Yes,"' she agreed cautiauSlgane had gifted
her a sparkling diamond, whisked her down to Sydfieyn
Brisbane, and moved her into his Rose Bay penthapsgtment
before she'd had time to think, let alone catclbineath. Blinded by a
riveting attraction and primitive alchemy.



'‘When is the wedding taking place?' A few montlesnfmow would
give her plenty of time to—what? Explain that shaswo longer
living with Sloane?

‘This weekend, darling." Georgia sounded vaguebathtess and
tremendously excited.

This weekendloday wasWednesdayfor heaven's sake. 'Don't you
think—?"

'It's a bit sudden?' her mother finished. 'Yeslimgr | do. But
Trenton is a very convincing man.'

Suzanne took a deep breath, then released it slt{aly're quite sure
about this?'

'‘As sure as | can be.' There was a funny catcknwdice. 'Aren't you
going to congratulate me?'

Oh, hell. She had to collect her thoughts together. 'Of smliram.
And give you my blessing. I'm just so hapmuare happy.' She was
babbling, she knew, but she-couldn't stop. 'Wheréhe wedding
taking place? Have you chosen what you'll wear?'

Georgia began to laugh, and, Suzanne suspectexty.tdBedarra
Island, Saturday afternoon. Would you believe Toerttas booked
all the accommodation on the island to ensure totaacy? I'm
wearing a cream silk suit, with matching shoeslzettd\We want you
and Sloane to be witnesses.’

Bedarra Island was a privately owned resort situaigh in North
Queensland's Whitsunday group of tropical islan&sminimum
three-hour flight, followed by a launch trip to Bedh.

‘Trenton has organised for you both to fly up onl&y morning and
stay until Monday."'



Oh, my. Trenton's organisation would include thmifa jet, the
charter of a private launch.

Sloane.

It was three weeks since she'd walked out of hastayent, leaving a
penned note briefly spelling out her need for sdamme alone. It
attributed nothing to the reality of an anonymdu=at if she didn't
end the engagement.

A threat she hadn't taken seriously until the yosagialite who'd
Initiated it had almost run Suzanne's car off trerto emphasise her
intent, then identified herself and promised grievdodily harm if
Suzanne failed to comply.

The sequence of events had been very carefullynpthnshe
reflected, to coincide with Sloane's absence oasr<itter, vitriolic
invective had merely added doubt as to the sogisiihental stability,
and extreme caution had motivated Suzanne to |&dvane's
apartment and move all her clothes into a flathendther side of the
city.

However, she had underestimated Sloane. Whenrdafe&td to take
his calls on his return, he'd pulled rank and waliieannounced into
her office.

His icy anger when she had refused to elaboratkeooontents of her
note had been so chilling, it had been all sheccdalnot to fall in a
heap the second the door had closed behind him.

Now it appeared she had little option but to seedgain.

Suzanne slowly replaced the receiver, then staggdlessly at the
wall in front of her. Georgia and Trenton. Could hether possibly
guess at the complications she'd created?



Allowing no time for hesitation, Suzanne punchedthe digit to
access an outside line, then completed the satrobars that would
connect with Sloane's law chambers.

Not that the call did much good. All she receivedswa relayed
message stating that Sloane Wilson- Willoughby wasourt and
wasn't expected back until late afternoon. Suzdogged in her
name and phone number on his message bank.

Damn.The silent curse did little to ease her frustra@s she turned
her attention to the documents requiring her pér&e made a note
of two clauses she felt were not entirely to heéentls advantage,
pencilled in a notation to delete one, and re-gheamther: Then she
had her secretary lodge the necessary call in todgprise the client
of her suggested alterations.

The afternoon was hectic, and the nerves insidstberach became
increasingly tense as the minutes ticked by. Eawhthe phone rang,
she mentally prepared herself for it to be Sloamdy to have her
secretary announce someone else.

Was he deliberately delaying the call? Just to niskesweat a little?
Whatever, it was playing havoc with her nervousesys

At five her phone buzzed just as she ushered atdtiem her office,
and she crossed to her desk and picked up theveecei

‘Sloane Wilson-Willoughby on line two." The infortiam was
imparted in a faintly breathless voice, and Suzammenentarily
raised her eyes towards the ceiling.

Sloane tended to have that effect on people. Woraspecially,
responded to something in his deep, smoky voicee@mey sighted
him in the flesh, the response went into overdaind tended to make
vamps and vixens out of the most sensible of fesnale



She should know. She'd been there herself. Pdrtrodched for the
promise, the dream of what they might have hadthege

Then she drew in a deep breath, released it, ackkgiup the
receiver. 'Sloane.' To ask 'how are you?' seenwddibly banal.

'‘Suzanne." The polite acknowledgement seared sorgetteep
inside, and she resolutely kept her voice evemasank back in her
chair. 'Georgia rang me. | believe Trenton hasyegldheir news?"

‘Yes.' Brief, succinct, and unforthcoming.

He wasn't making it easy for her. There was nowaybthis, and it
was best if she just got on with it.

'We need to talk.'

'l agree,' Sloane indicated silkily. 'Make it dintenight." He named
a restaurant in a city hotel. 'Seven.’

She needed to put in another hour in order to agpleer employer. 'l
don't think—"'

'It's the restaurant or your flat." His voice acgdithe sound of silk
being razed by steel. 'Choose.’

She didn't hesitate. 'Seven-thirty." A public pladeere there were
people was the lesser of two evils. The thougi®lo&ne appearing at
her flat, demanding entry...

‘Wise.'
No, it was mostinwise but she didn't appear to have much option.

Suzanne replaced the receiver and attempted toentate on
notations she needed to finalise.



Consequently it was well after six when she ledtalffice, and almost
seven before she reached home.

Within half an hour she'd showered, dressed, swWweptdamp hair
into a sleek twist, applied make-up with practipeekcision, and she
was on her way out of the door-,' retracing a feaniloute into the
City.

Except this time the traffic was more civilised. dAthere was the
advantage of valet parking. Even so, she was fiftemutes late.

Suzanne pushed open the heavy glass door and crkerenotel
lobby. It took only seconds to locate a familiarldauited figure
standing several metres distant.

Her pulse tripped its beat and accelerated to &®rfgsmce as she
watched him unfold his lengthy frame from a deephtoned lounge
chair.

Sloane Wilson-Willoughby stood four inches over fagt, with the

broad shoulders and muscled frame of a superbigetlaathlete.

Inherited genes had bestowed ruggedly attractiealfdeatures,

piercing brown eyes, and thick dark brown hair.déwt was an aura
of power, and the ease of a man well versed instrengths and
weaknesses of his fellow men.

He watched as she moved towards him, his appust| taking in

the red power suit adorning her petite frame, thewept hairstyle
and the stiletto heels she invariably wore to awbthés to her height.
She possessed an innate femininity that was aaneai with the
professional image she tried so hard to maintalighGbut very

feminine curves, slender, shapely legs, silken-smdmney-gold

skin, deep blue eyes, and a mouth to die for.

He'd tasted its delights, savoured the pleasurkserdiody, and put an
engagement ring on her finger. It had stayed thezeisely ten weeks



before she'd taken it off with an excuse he'd noenb@lieved then
than he did now.

‘Sloane.' She moved forward and accepted the wiluk hand at her
elbow. And told herself she was impervious to tflearc male smell of
him mingling with the faint aroma of his exclusiveand of cologne.
Immune to the latent sensuality that seemed to atedmom every
pore.

He searched her pale features, and noted thediamatiges beneath
eyes that seemed too large for her face. 'Workardh

The deceptive mildness of his voice didn't fool ethe slightest.
She effected a light shrug and opted for flippafdgxt you'll tell me
I've dropped weight.'

He lifted a hand and traced her jawline with hisntfo. And saw her
eyes dilate. 'Two or three essential kilos, atesgu

His touch was like fire, and a muscle flickered involuntary
reaction. 'Judge, advocate and jury rolled intc?bne

‘Lover,"' Sloane amended.

'‘Ex-lover,' she corrected him, and saw the sersuak of his lower
lip.

"Your choice, not mine.'

She deliberately moved back a pace, and met hesggpamarely. 'Shall
we go in to dinner?’

"You wouldn't prefer a drink first?'

She really wanted to keep this as short as posdNze She sought to
qgualify her decision. 'l really can't stay long.’



There was a tinge of wry humour evident in his eas they walked
towards the bank of lifts. 'Dedication to duty, Soze?'

The humour stung. 'Suffice it to say it's been @inthose Hays, and |
have work to catch up on.'

A set of doors slid open and she preceded hintingdift. They were
the only occupants, and he leaned forward to deghesbutton for
the appropriate floor.

His suit sleeve brushed against her arm, and sttty ignore the
shivery sensation feathering over her skin. Hex body hairs rose in
protective self- defence, and she felt her pulgeand surge to a
faster beat.

Did he realise he still had this effect on her?b@kdy not, she
reassured herself silently, for she strove verd baproject detached
disinterest.

The restaurant was well patronised, andrtfatre d'led them to a
reserved table, saw them seated, and summonednke daiter.

Suzanne viewed the menu with interest, and sheedd®upu jour,
a seafood starter, and grilled fish as a main @urs

‘Do we attempt to engage in polite conversatioloai® drawled as
soon as the waiter disappeared, 'or shall we rigkt to the chase?'

Suzanne forced herself to hold his gaze. 'Dinnex yaaur idea.'

Evident was the leashed anger beneath his cofitvblat did you
expect? A curt directive to meet me at the airpoday morning?’

'Yes.'

His smile was totally without humour. ‘Ahpnesty.’



'It's one of my more admirable traits.'

Their drinks were delivered, and Suzanne sippedidbd water,

almost wishing it were something stronger. Alcomight soothe her
fractured nerves. She watched as Sloane took ame@pfive

swallow of his customary spritzer before setting fiass onto the
table, then leaning back in his chair.

'You haven't responded to any of my messages.'

It was difficult to retain his gaze, but she marthg€éhere didn't seem
much point.’

'l beg to differ.’

He was a skilled wordsmith and a brilliant strasegHe was also icy
calm. When all he wanted to do was reach forwadisiakeher.

'‘We're here to discuss our respective parentsiagarto each other,'
she managed civilly. 'Not conduct a post-mortenoonaffair.’

'Post-mortem?' His voice was a sibilant thrasttair?’

He was playing with her, much as a predatory anptated with its
prey. Waiting, watching, assessing each and evememn no doubt
of the kill. It was just a matter efhen.

Suzanne rose to her feet and reached for herlbvaghad one hell of
a day. | have work to get through when | get hoier'eyes flashed
angrily. 'l don't need you playing cat-and-moustwne.'

A hand closed over her arm, and it took all hertimdmot to shake it
free.

'Sit down."



She would have liked nothing better than to turd aalk out of the
door. But there was Georgia to consider. No méibevr difficult the
weekend might prove to be, shadto be present at her mother*
wedding. Anything else was unthinkable.

'Please,' Sloane added, and without a word she d@amwk into her
chair.

Almost on cue the waiter delivered their soup, ahd spooned it
slowly, grateful for the ensuing silence.

When their plates were removed she picked up lessghind sipped
the contents.

‘Tell me about your day," Sloane commanded wittistliease.

Suzanne looked at him carefully. 'Genuine interestan adept
attempt to keep our conversation on an even keel?'

'‘Both.’

His faint, mocking smile was almost her undoingd ahe felt like
screaming with vexation. 'l'd prefer to discusswileekend.'

‘Indulge me. We have yet to begin the main course.’

At this rate she'd suffer indigestion. As it wast stomach seemed to
be tied in numerous knots.

‘The car refused to start, the automobile club tagks to send
someone out, | was late in to work, and | got sdakehe rain.' She
effected a light shrug. 'That about encapsulates it

'I'll organise for you to have the use of one ofeays while yours is
being checked out.'



A surge of anger rose to the surface. 'No. You won'

‘Now you're being stubborn,' he drawled hatefully.

‘Practical.' And wary of being seen driving his $dbre or Jaguar.
‘Stubborn,' Sloane reiterated.

"You sound like my mother,"” Suzanne responded avitdeliberately
slow, sweet smile.

'Heaven forbid.'

Anger rose once more, and her eyes assumed asparkle. "You
disapprove of Georgia?'

'Of being compared to anything vagugbarental where you're
concerned,' Sloane corrected her with ill-concealedkery.

Suzanne looked at him carefully, then honed a Vetad. 'l doubt
you've ever lacked a solitary thing in your prigiésl life.’

One eyebrow rose, and there was a certain wrympgssent. 'Except
for the love of a good woman?'

'‘Most women fall over themselves to get to youg¢ skated with
marked cynicism.

‘To the social prestige the Wilson-Willoughby nacagries,' Sloane
amended drily. '‘And let's not forget the family \tiea

The multi-million-dollar family home with its incogble views over
Sydney harbour, the fleet of luxurious cars, sets/adot to mention
Sloane's penthouse apartmdns cars. Homes, apartments in majo
European cities. The family cruiser, the family jet



And then there was Wilson-Willoughby, headed bynioa and
notably one of Sydney's leading law firms. One baly to enter its
exclusive portals, see the expensive antique fumigracing every
office, the original artwork on the walls, to apgete the elegance of
limitless wealth.

‘You're a cynic.'
His expression didn't change. 'A realist.'

Their starter arrived, and Suzanne took her timeowang the
delicate texture of the prawns in a superb sauagyraachef would
kill to reproduce.

'‘Now that you've had some food, perhaps you'ddikéass of wine?'

And have it go straight to her head? 'Half a glat® qualified, and
determined to sip it slowly during the main course.

'l hear you've taken on a very challenging brg#f¢ said.

Sloane pressed the napkin to the edge of his mtheh,discarded it
down onto the damask-covered table. 'News traasis' f

As - did anything attached to Sloane Wilson- Widaby. In or out of
the courtroom.

He part-filled her glass with wine, then set it bat the ice bucket,
dismissing the wine steward who appeared with amiio
deference.

Their main course arrived, and Suzanne admired stingerbly
presented fish and artistically displayed vegetpbléions. It seemed
almost a sacrilege to disturb the arrangementshadorked delicate
mouthfuls with enjoyment.



'Am | to understand Georgia meets with your approas a
prospective stepmother?'

Sloane viewed her with studied ease. She looke@ maxed, and
her cheeks bore a slight colour. '‘Georgia is armhmy woman. I'm
sure she and my father will be very happy together.

The deceptive mildness of his tone brought forthusing smile. 'l
would have to say the same about Trenton.'

Sloane lifted his glass and took a sip of winenthegarded her
thoughtfully over the rim. 'The question remainé/hat do you want
to do about us?'

Her stomach executed a painful backflip. 'What da ynean, what
do | want to do abouis?'

The waiter arrived to remove their plates, thenvdetd a platter of
fresh fruit, added a bowl of freshly whipped creamd withdrew.

‘Unless you've told Georgia differently, our redpecparents believe
we're living in pre-nuptial bliss," Sloane relayadth deliberate
patience. 'Do we spend the weekend pretending w#lréogether?
Or do you want to spoil their day by telling thera'se living apart?'

She didn't want to think aboubgether. It merely heightened
memories she longed to forget. Fat chance, a timgevaunted.

Fine clothes did little to tame a body honed tohbeght of physical
fitness, or lessen his brooding sensuality. Tooynmaghts she'd lain
awake remembering just how it felt to be held imsiharms, kissed in
places she'd never thought to grant a licencena,taught to scale
unbelievable heights with a man who knew every patery
journey.

"Your choice, Suzanne.'



She looked at him and glimpsed the implacabilityndsgh the
charming facade, the velvet-encased steel.

As a barrister in a court of law he was skillednwtite command of
words and their delivery. She'd seen him in actiand been
enthralled. Mesmerised. And had known, even theat, gshe'd have
reason to quake if ever he became her enemy.

A game of pretence, and she wondered why she vegisoansidering
it. Yet would it be so bad?

There wasn't much choice if she didn't want to Isher mother's
happiness. The truth was something she intendkeetp to herself.

'l imagine it isn't possible to fly in and out ot@arra on the same
day?'

'‘No.'

It was a slim hope, given the distance and the biriae wedding.
‘There are no strings you can pull?’

‘Afraid to spend time with me, Suzanne?' Sloaneigdesmoothly.

'I'd prefer to keep it to a minimum,' she said whate honesty. 'And
you didn't answer the question.’

'‘What strings would you have me pull?’

'It would be more suitable to arrive on Bedarraug8y morning, and
return Sunday.'

‘And disappoint Trenton and Georgia?' He lifteddtéss and took an
appreciative swallow of excellent vintage wine.ditioccur to you
that perhaps Georgia might need your help and nsogbortbefore
the wedding?'



It made sense, Suzanne conceded. 'Surely we cetloinron
Sunday?'

'l think not.'
'‘Why?'

He set the glass down onto the table with the wtroare. 'Because |
won't be returning until Monday."'

She looked at him with a feeling of helpless ang&ou're
deliberately making this as difficult as possilaeen't you?'

‘Trenton has organised to leave Sydney on Fridal return on
Monday. | see no reason to disrupt those arrangemen

A tiny shiver feathered its way down her spine.

Three days. Well, four if you wanted to be precSeuld she go
through with it?

‘Do you want to renege, Suzanne?'

The silkily voiced query strengthened her resolaed her eyes
speared his. 'No.'

‘Can | interest you in the dessert trolley?'

The waiter's appearance was timely, and Suzannedurer attention
to the collection of delicious confections presdnt@nd selected an
utterly sinful slice of chocolate cake decoratethvitesh cream and
strawberries.

'‘Decadent,' she commented for the waiter's berfiéffiheed to run an
extra kilometre and do twenty more sit-ups in thermng to combat
the extra kilo- joules.’



Even when she'd lived with Sloane, she'd prefethedsuburban
footpaths and fresh air to the professional gymskduin his
apartment.

'l can think of something infinitely more enjoyabby way of
exercise.'

'Sex?' Was it the wine that had made her sudderdyef? With
ladylike delicacy, she indicated his selectiorci@me caramelYou
should live a little, walk on the wild side.’

'Wild, Suzanne?' His voice was pure silk with tloadéyed intonation
he used to great effect in the courtroom.

Knowing she would probably lose didn't preventfnem enjoying a
verbal sparring. 'Figuratively speaking.'

'‘Perhaps you'd care to elaborate?"

Her eyes were wide, luminous, and tinged with witkemour. 'Do
the unexpected.'

Very few women sought to challenge him on any leaetl none had
in quite the same manner this petite, independienide employed.
'‘Define unexpected.’

Her head tilted to one side. 'Be less—conventibnal.

‘You think | should play more?' The subtle emphass intended,
and he watched the slight flicker of her lashes, fdint pink that
coloured her cheeks. Glimpsed the way her throateshaas she
swallowed. And felt a sense of satisfaction. Wnimate skill, he
honed the blade and pierced her vulnerable hedmave a vivid
memory of just how well welayedtogether.'



So did she, damn him. Very carefully she replacedspoon on the
plate. 'Perhaps you'd care to tell me what arraegéryou've made
for Friday morning.'

'l've instructed the pilot we'll be leaving at €igh
"'l meet you at the airport.'
'Isn't that carrying independence a little too far?

'‘Why should you drive to the North Shore, only &vé to double
back again?' Suzanne countered.

Something shifted in his eyes, then it was sucaflgsiasked. It
iIsn't a problem.'

Of course it wasn'tShe was making a problem out of shee
perversity. 'I'll drive to your apartment and garagy car there for
the weekend,' she conceded.

Sloane inclined his head in mocking acquiescetfogu insist.'

It was a minor victory, one she had the instincteeling wasn't a
victory at all.

Sloane ordered coffee, then settled the bill. Ste'tdinger, and he
escorted her to the lobby, instructed the concierygeganise her car,
and waited until it was brought to the main enteanc

‘Goodnight, Suzanne.'

His features appeared extraordinarily dark in thgded shadows, his
tone vaguely cynical. An image of sight and sourad temained with
her long after she slid wearily into bed.



CHAPTER TWO

THURSDAY proved to be a fraught day as Suzanne applieahidivas
granted two days' leave, then she rescheduled rappents and
consultations, attended to the most pressing wdekegated the
remainderand donated her entire lunch hour to selecting somgthi
suitable to wear to Georgia's wedding.

Dedication to duty ensured she stayed back an &trdnours, and
she arrived home shortly after eight, hungry and aolittle

disgruntled at having to eat on the run while sbeesl through
clothes and packed.

Elegant, casual, and beachwear, she determindx agfeed through
her wardrobe, grateful she had sufficient knowledgfe the

Wilson-Willoughby lifestyle to know she need seldot best of her
best.

Comfortable baggy shorts and sweat-tops werelowtere tailored
trousers, smart shirts, silk dresses, tennis g&ad. the obligatory
swimwear essential in the tropical north's midwinénperatures.

Some of Trenton Wilson-Willoughby's guests wouldivar with
large Louis Vuitton travelling cases containing winey considered
the minimum essentials for a weekend sojourn.

Suzanne managed to confine all she needed intoadne bag, which
she stored on the floor at the foot of her bed eadmess for
last-minute essentials in the morning, then shemet to the kitchen
and took a can of Diet Coke from the refrigerator.

She crossed into the lounge, switched on the wtaviand flicked
through the channels in the hope of finding sonmgtithat might hold
her interest. A legal drama, a medical ditto, sparforeign movie,
and something dire relating to the occult. She@dwad off the set,



collected a magazine and sank into a nearby ahéaf through the
pages.

She felt too restless to settle for long, and aéeminutes she tossec
the magazine aside, carried the empty can intokitoben, then
undressed and took a shower.

It wasn't latdate, but she felt tired and edgy, and knew she shoald
to bed given the early hour she'd need to riseemorning.

Except when she did she was unable to sleep, amdosked and
turned, then lay staring at the ceiling for an age.

With a low growl of frustration she slid out of badd padded into the
lounge. If she was going to stare at somethingnsgat as well curl
up in a chair and stare at the television.

It was there that she woke, with a stiff neck dmeltelevision screen
fizzing from a closed channel.

Suzanne peered at her watch in the semi-darknassthat it was
almost dawn, and groaned. There was no point wlicrg back to
bed for such a short time. Instead she stretchel@¢ie and wandered
into the kitchen to make coffee.

Casual elegance denoted her apparel for the dayatier a quick
shower and something to eat she stepped into tmoersers and a
matching silk sleeveless top. Make-up was minimaditle colour to

her cheeks, mascara to give emphasis to her egdsa douch of
rose-pink to her lips. An upswept hairstyle wagljkto come adrift,

so she left her hair loose.

At seven she added a trendy black jacket, chedkeddt, then she
fastened her cabin bag, took it downstairs andreddtiin the boot.
Then she slid in behind the wheel and reversedéeout onto the
road.



At this relatively early hour the traffic floweddely, and she enjoyed
a smooth run through the northern suburbs.

The city skyline was visible as she drew closéhtoharbour bridge,
the tall buildings bathed in a faint post-dawn ntirstt merged with
the greyness of a midwinter morning and hintechat r

Even the harbour waters appeared dull and grey,tlaaderries
traversing its depths seemed to move heavily tosvéreir respective
berths.

Once clear of the bridge, it took minimum time @éach the attractive
eastern suburb of Rose Bay. Sloane's penthousénenmdrwas

housed in a modern structure only metres from tlye ef the wide,

curving bay.

A number of large, beautiful old homes graced tke-tined street
and Suzanne admired the elegant two- and threeystrstructures
in brick and paint- washed stucco, situated inaative landscaped
grounds, as she turned into the brick-tiled aprdjeiaing Sloane's
apartment building.

He was waiting for her, his tall frame propped agtthe driver's side
of his sleek, top-of-the-range Jaguar. Casual éssin open-necked
shirt and jacket had replaced his usual three-giesemess suit, and
he looked the epitome of the wealthy professional.

The trousers, shirt and jacket were beautifully, die shoes
hand-stitched Italian. He didn't favour male jewsll and the only
accessory he chose to wear was a thin gold watdsevimake was
undoubtedly exorbitantly expensive. His wardrobentamed a
superb collection, yet none had been acquiredséstas symbol.

Suzanne shifted the gear lever into neutral, thensdid out from
behind the wheel and turned to greet him. '‘Goodningr I'm not
late, am 1?' She knew she wasn't, but she coukeki&t the query.



Independence was a fine thing in a woman, but Sweanstrict
adherence to it was something Sloane found milditating. His

eyes were cool as they swept her slim form. Crealoréd trousers,
cream top and black jacket emphasised her slentees; and lent a
heightened sense of fragility to her features. &ewake-up had
almost dealt with the shadows beneath her eyedeHeed a certain
satisfaction from the knowledge. She obviously Fadlept any
better than he had.

'l take your car down into the car park,’ Sloandicted as he
removed the cabin bag from her grasp and stowiadhte open boot
of his car.

Within minutes he'd transferred her vehicle, thetanned to slide in
behind the wheel of his own car. The engine fisad] he eased the
Jaguar out onto the road.

‘The jet will touch down in Brisbane to collect fiten and Georgia,’
Sloane drawled as the car picked up speed.

Suzanne endeavoured not to show her surpriseouigtit Trenton
would travel with us from Sydney.'

'‘My father has been in Brisbane for the past wétkpaused to spare
her a quick glance, then added with perfect timikgsuring, so he
said, that Georgia didn't have the opportunitygbapld feet.'

Georgia had rarely, if ever, dated. There had beemale friends
visiting the house, no succession of temporarylashcGeorgia had
been a devoted mother first and foremost, and mated dressmaker
who worked from the privacy of her own home.

For as long as Suzanne could remember they'd shackise bond
that was based on affectionate friendship. Genegpls, rather than
simply mother and daughter.



At forty-seven, Georgia was an attractive womarhwitslim, petite
frame, carefully tended blonde hair, blue eyes, andonderfully
caring nature. Sheeservedhappiness with an equally caring partne

'‘From Brisbane we'll fly direct to Dunk Island, thieke the launch to
Bedarra,' said Sloane.

Suzanne turned her head and took in the movingesgetine houses
where everyone inside them was stirring to begieva day. Mothers
cooking break-fast, sleepy-eyed children prepamngash and dress
before eating and taking public transport to school

The traffic was beginning to build up, and it wasi@st eight when
Sloane took the turn-off to the airport, then bwgeak the main
terminal and headed for the area where privateadiracere housed.
He gained clearance, and drove onto the aprortuhien.

Suzanne undid her seat belt and reached for therdoalle, only to
pause as he leaned towards her.

‘You forgot something.'

Her breath caught as Sloane took hold of her lafidhand slid her
engagement ring onto her finger.

She looked at the sparkling solitaire diamond, tifeed her head to
meet his gaze.

‘Trenton and Georgia will think it a little stranifgou're not wearing
it," he drawled with hateful cynicism.

The charade was about to begin. A slightly hys&kitaugh rose and
died in her throat. Who was she kidding? 'Thisasg to be some
weekend.'

'Indeed.’



'‘Sloane—' She paused, hesitant to say the words)dmdaing quite
desperately to set a few ground rules. "You won't—'

Dammit, his eyes were too dark, too discerning.
'‘Won'twhat, Suzanne?'

‘Overact.'

His expression remained unchanged. 'Define ova@cti

She should have kept her mouth shut. Parrying weritishim was a
futile battle, for he always won.

'I'd prefer it if you kept any body contact to anmum.’
His eyes gleamed with latent humour. 'Afraid, Sunest
'Of you? No, of course not.'

His gaze didn't falter, and she felt the breatlchiin her chest.
'‘Perhaps you should be," he intimated softly.

A chill settled over the surface of her skin, ahd sontrolled a desire
to shiver. She should call this afibow. Insist on using his mobile
phone so she could ring Georgia and explain.

'‘No," Sloane said quietly. 'We'll see it through.’
*You read minds?'
‘Yours is particularly transparent.’

It irked her unbearably that he was able to deteenfier thoughts.
With anyone else it was possible to present an iepable facade.
Sloane dispensed with each and every barrier glogeeras if it didn't
exist.



Suzanne fervently wished it were Monday, and thegawnaking the
return trip. Then the weekend would be over.

A sleek Lear jet bearing the W-W insignia stoodtimgifor them, its
baggage hold open. Sloane transferred their bhgs, 2poke to the
pilot before they boarded.

The interior portrayed the ultimate in luxury. Flusarpets, superior
fittings—the jet was a wealthy man's expensive @sssn.

A slim, attractive stewardess greeted them indidecabin. 'If you'd
each care to be seated and fasten your seat Wweltsbe ready for
iImmediate takeoff." She moved to close the door secure it,
checked her two passengers were comfortable, thka
acknowledged internal clearance via intercom vhthilot.

The jet's engines increased their whining pitcbntthe sleek silver
plane eased off the bitumen apron and cruisedratpahe runway.

Within minutes they were in the air, climbing higha northerly
flight pattern that hugged the coastline.

‘Juice, tea or coffee?’

Suzanne opted for juice while Sloane settled fdfeep and when it
was served the stewardess retreated into theaetors.

'‘No laptop?' Suzanne queried as Sloane made noptte take
optimum advantage of the ensuing few hours. 'Noun@nts to
peruse?’

He regarded her thoughtfully. 'The laptop and miefbase are
stowed in the baggage compartment. However, | thiolig take a
break," he revealed with indolent amusement.

'l have no objection if you want to work.'



‘Thereby negating the need for conversation, SteZann
She aimed a slow, sweet smile at him. 'How did yoess?’

Sloane's eyes narrowed fractionally. 'We shouldy'tdgou think,
ensure our stories match on events during thetpest weeks?' He
leant back in his chair. '‘Minor details like movies might have seen,
the theatre, dinner with friends.'

Separate residences, separate lives. Hectic witidd tlays, empty
lonely nights.

A particularly lacklustre social calendar, Suzamrenceded on
reflection, and was unable to prevent a compartsotne halcyon
days when she'd shared Sloane's apartment andehi¥Hen there
had been a succession of dinners, parties, an@éfenings together
alone at home. Long nights of loving, a wonderfwigrm male body
to curl into, and being awakened each morning leystinoke of his
fingers, his lips.

Something clenched deep inside her, and she clisedyes, then
opened them again in an effort to clear the image.

'Suzanne?'

Clarity of mind was essential, and she met his gazknowledged
the enigmatic expression, and managed a slighesraf course.’
Her attendance at the cinema had been her onlglsoaursion. She
named the movie, and provided him with a brief ptet. 'And you? |

imagine you maintained a fairly hectic social salie@'

'‘Reasonably quiet," Sloane relayed. 'l declineithiaedt invitation with
the Parkinsons.' His level gaze held hers. 'Youwssgdly had a
migraine.'

'And the rest of the time?"



His expression held a degree of cynical humour.dWeda deux or
stayed home.'

Suzanne remembered too well what had inevitabhspeied during
the evenings they'd stayed in. The long, slow flayethat had begun
when they'd entered the apartment. Sipping fronh @dicer's glass,
offering morsels of food as they'd eaten a leisunedal. A liqueur
coffee, and the deliberate choice of viewing caklevision or a
video. The drift of fingers over sensitised skime soft touch of lips
savouring delicate hollows, a sensual awakening hlbd held the
promise of continued arousal and the ultimate aogpf two people
who had delighted in each other on every plane.

Sometimes there had been no foreplay at all. dunspelling passion,
the melding of mouths as urgent fingers had freattobhs and
dispensed with clothes. Occasionally they hadhewmade it to the
bedroom.

Suzanne met his gaze and held it, fought againsbrapulsive
movement in her throat as she contained the lumhgeld there, and
chose not to comment.

A hollow laugh died before it was born. Who was kideling? There
was no choice at all. If she opened her mouth, hrdymost strangled
of sounds would emerge.

She saw the darkness reflected in his eyes, gldngse flare of
passion and his banking of it, then wanted to didia lips curved
into a slow, sensual smile.

'Memories, Suzanne?'

Try for lightness, a touch of humour. Then he'dardinow just how
much she ached inside. 'Some of them were goog, g@rd.' He
deserved that, if nothing else. Others were pdartuforgettable.
Such as the bitchiness of some of his social equals



Oh, damn. She was treading into deeper water wighyestep she
took. And she'd only been in his company an houra¥¢tate would
she be in at the end of the weekend, for heavaké&s?s

She fished a magazine from a strategically placatgt, and began
flipping through the glossy pages until she discesiean article that
held her interest. Or at least she could feignititadl for the duration
of the short flight to Brisbane.

It was a relief when the jet landed and cruised balt on the far side
of the terminal. Suzanne glimpsed a limousine phrese to the
hangar, and Sloane's father-boarded as soon gt'thdoor opened
and the steps were unfolded.

‘Good morning.'

Trenton moved lithely down the aisle and closeddis&ance to greet
them.

The family resemblance between father and son \easlyg evident,
the frame almost identical, although Trenton walittee heavier
through the chest, slightly thicker in the waistdahis hair was
streaked with grey.

He was a kind man, possessed of a gentle wit, bemdach was a
shrewd and knowledgeable business mind.

Suzanne rose to her feet and allowed herself tenveloped in a
bear-hug.

'‘Suzanne. Lovely to see you, my dear." He reledsad and
acknowledged his son with a warm smile.

'Sloane.' He indicated the limousine. 'Georgia &kimg a call from
the car.' The smile broadened, and his eyes twdnkith humour as
he placed a hand on Suzanne's shoulder. 'A lasttenconfirmation



of floral arrangements for the wedding. Go down tatkito her while
| check the luggage being loaded on board.'

Georgia was fixing her lipstick, a slight pink cotong her cheeks as
Suzanne slid into the rear seat, and she leaneifdrand brushed
her mother's cheek with her own. 'Nervous?"

'‘No," her mother denied. 'Just needing someonelionte I'm not
being foolish.’

Georgia had been widowed at a young age, leftdo aechild who
retained little memory of the father who had bediedk on a dark
road in the depth of night by a joyriding, unlicedslout high on
drugs and alcohol. Life thereafter hadn't exactgrba struggle, as
circumspect saving and a relatively strict budged Bnsured there
were holidays and a few of life's pleasures.

‘You're not being foolish," Suzanne said gently.

Georgia appeared anxious as she lifted a hand rasdqu fingers to
Suzanne's cheek. 'l would have preferred to putphags on hold
until after your wedding to Sloane. You don't midd,you?’

It was difficult to maintain her existing expressioeneath the degree
of guilt and remorse she experienced for embar&img deliberately
deceitful course.

'‘Don't be silly, Mama," she said gently. 'Sloans hdefs stacked
back to back. We can't plan anything until he'# flte take a few
weeks' break.' She tried for levity, and won. 'Besj | doubt Trenton
would hear of any delay."'

'‘No," a deep voice drawled. 'He wouldn't.’



Trenton held out his hand and Suzanne took it, $hepped out of the
car, watching as he gave Georgia a teasing loake'Tto fly,
sweetheart.'

Suzanne boarded the jet, closely followed by hetheroand Trenton,
and within minutes the jet cruised a path to aadistunway, paused
for clearance, then accelerated for take-off.

An intimate cabin, intimate company, with the engb@nintimacy.
It took only one look to see that Trenton was eguathamoured of
Georgia as she was of him.

Any doubts Suzanne might have had were soon disdengh, for
there was a magical chemistry existent that toeebtieath from her
throat.

You shared a similar alchemy with Sloane, an imogce taunted.

Almost as soon as the 'fasten seat belts' sighdtheff Trenton rose
to his feet and extracted a bottle of champagnef@ndflutes from
the bar fridge.

‘A toast is fitting, don't you agree?' He removée tcork and
proceeded to fill each flute with vintage Dom Peag, handed them
round, then raised his own. 'To health, happinegss-eyes met and
held Georgia's, then he turned to spare Sloan&ananne a carefree
smile '—and love.'

Sloane touched the rim of his flute to that of Sumss, and his gaze
held a warmth that almost stole her breath away.

Careful, she cautioned. It's only an act. And, becaus¢, she was
able to direct him a stunning smile before turrimgards her mother
and Trenton. 'To you both.’



Alcohol before lunch was something she usually ehosavoid, and
champagne on a near-empty stomach wasn't the wigmgtto
proceed with the day.

Thankfully there was a selection of wafer-thin saicties set out on
a platter, and she ate one before sipping more ghgne.

Sloane lifted a hand and tucked a stray tendhilaaf back behind her
ear in a deliberately evocative gesture. It pledsied to see her
eyelashes sweep wide, feel the faint quiver benletitouch, and
glimpse the increased pulse-beat at the base dihfoat.

It would prove to be an interesting four days. Ahdee nights, he
perceived with a degree of cynical amusement.

Suzanne felt the breath hitch in her thréslas she out of her mind?
What had seemed a logical, common-sense optiongmwed as an
emotional minefield."



CHAPTER THREE

BEDARRA ISLAND resembled a lush green jewel in a sapphire s
Secluded, reclusive, a haven of natural beauty,reached only by
launch from nearby Dunk Island.

Bedarra Island at first sight appeared coveredeanioy rainforest. It
wasn't until the launch drew closer that Suzannenpgged a
high-domed terracotta- tiled villa roof peepingaingh dense foliage,
then another and another.

There were sixteen private villas, walking was trdy form of
transport, and children under fifteen were not reatd¢or, she mused
idly, having studied the brochure she'd collectezlday after she'd
become aware of their destination.

She stood admiring the translucent sea as thehatlaaved through
the water. It looked such a peaceful haven, tha place to get away
from the rush and bustle of city life.

Acute sensory perception alerted her to Sloanesepce, and she
contained a faint shivery sensation as he movetbse behind her,
successfully forming a casual cage as he placeohd at either side
of her on the railing.

No part of his body touched hers, but she was sgtigraware of the
few inches separating them and how easy it woultbdean back
into that hard- muscled frame.

She closed her eyes against the painful image afone of when
they had stood together just like this. Looking @ugr a sleeping city
from any one of several floor-to-ceiling windowshiis penthouse; in
the kitchen, where she'd adored taking the domed#g¢the largeen
suite.On any one of many occasions when he'd enfoldedlbse
and nuzzled the sensitive slope of her neck, hpenthe hollow
behind each earlobe.



Times when she had exulted in his touch and tuimedhe circle of
his arms to lift her face to his for a kiss thasvedternately slow and
gentle, or hard and hungry. Inevitably, it hadtleein to the bedroom
and long hours of passion.

Suzanne's fingers tightened on the railing as élvedh decreased
speed and began to ease in against the small Jathg. Sloane's
memory as vivid as her own? Or was he unmoved, raackly
playing an expected role?

Damn.She'd have to get a grip on such wayward emotmmnshe'd
become a nervous wreck!

"Time to disembark.'

She felt rather than heard him move, and the sp&Hl broken as
Georgia's voice intruded, mingling with that of fiten.

'It's beautiful,’ Georgia remarked simply as thegdthe path through
to the main complex and reception.

‘Secluded,’ Trenton concurred. 'With guaranteestapyi, and no
unwanted intrusion by the media.'

For which he was prepared to pay any price, Suzaoneluded,
knowing only too well how difficult it was at timés enjoy a private
dinner out without being interrupted by some sgcpaiotographer
bent on capturing a scoop for the tabloid socigksa

Exotic native timbers provided a background for itterging colour
and tone of furnishings adorning the reception.area

The reception manager greeted them warmly, prodeskeir
check-in with practised speed, indicated their agggwould be taken
to their individual villas and placed two keys & tcounter.



Suzanne felt as if she'd been hit in the solar ydeby a
sledgehammerool. Of course she and Sloane were to share a vil
Why on earth not, given they were supposedly stigaged and
living together?

'‘We'll meet in the dining room for lunch.' Trentoollected one key
and spared his watch a glance. 'Say—half an hour?'

Together they traversed a curving path and readhedton and
Georgia's villa first, leaving Sloane and Suzamnedntinue to their
own.

Suzanne could hear the faint screech of birdsinigire trees, and she
wondered at their breed, whether they were redexigzarrots with
their brilliant blue and green plumage, or perhpswhite cockatoo,
or pink-breasted galah.

Sloane unlocked the door and she preceded himeinaigiting only
until he closed the door behind him before turrimgards him.

‘You knew, didn't you?' she demanded with suppceasger.

‘That we'd share? Yes.' He regarded her steadiyt Surely didn't
Imagine we'd have separate accommodation?’

She watched as he moved into the room, and wamtetthrow
something—preferably at him. 'And, of course, agnion has
booked out the entire island there are no freawill

He turned and directed her a level look. 'Thatis.tAlthough even if
there were we'd still share.'

‘The projected image of togetherness,’ Suzanne wiid heavy
cynicism, and glimpsed one eyebrow slant in sitgrary.

‘Something we agreed as being the favoured ogtiosljeve?’



A temporary moment of insanity when she'd put hethar's feelings
to the forefront with very little thought for hewao, she decided
disparagingly. Then felt bad, for she'd do anythiaigner than upset
Georgia.

The villa was spacious, open-plan living on twoelsv And it was
remarkably easy to determine via an open stairttzetethe upper
level was given over to one bedroom, albeit thavas large and
housed a queen and single bed, as well as an egjoem suite
bathroom.

Suzanne followed him upstairs, and discovered #drdom was
larger than she'd expected, with glossy timberrfioand a high
ceiling. A central fan stirred recycled air-condirted air, and dense
external foliage provided an almost jungle-like asphere that
heightened the sensation of secluded tranquillity.

Her eyes skimmed over both beds, and quickly skidtéowards the
functional en suite.Four days of enforced sharing. It had hardl
begun, and already she could feel several nerve-ending in
protective self-defence.

'‘Which bed would you prefer?' she asked in civile®, wanting,
needing to set down a few ground rules. Rules vgaed, they
imposed boundaries, and if they adhered to thesngheuld be able
to get through the weekend with minimum conflict.

He regarded her thoughtfully. "You don't want targ?’

'‘No."' She didn't want to think about it, didddre.It was bad enough
having to share the same villa, the same bedroom.

To share the same bed was definitely impossibléddrshe was into
casual sex, for the sake of sex. And she wasn'tieFpsex meant
intimacy, sensualitylove. Not a physical exercise to be indulged i
simply to satisfy a basic urge.



Sloane watched her expressive features, perceadd deliberation
and recognised every one of them. 'Pity.’

Suzanne's lashes swept upwards, and her eyes dpaitkeanger.
'You surely didn't expect me to agree?'

'‘No." His smile held wry humour, and there was asimy gleam
evident in the depth of his appraisal. He reach#@ idle finger and
touched its tip to the end of her nose. The smmbadtbened. 'But you
rise so beautifully to the bait.'

Of all the... She drew in a deep breath, and esgetlslowly in an
effort to defuse the simmering heat of her ragethihk,’ she
vouchsafed with the utmost care, 'we had bettezeagot to ruffle
each other's feathers. Or we're likely to comdadwb.’

‘Verbal, of course.'

His faint mockery further incensed hd?hysical,if you don't watch
your step!’

'‘Now there's an interesting image.' He gave atslagh, and his
eyes were as dark as she imagined the devil's owe.t'A word of
warning, Suzanne,' he said softly. '‘Don't expectaneehave like a
gentleman.’

This conversation had veered way off course, ardastempted to
get back on it. With deliberate calm she turneddtgntion to one
bed, then the other, entertained a brief imagda#re attempting to
fold his lengthy frame into the single one, and enadlecision. "You
can have the larger bed.’

‘Generous of you.'

'Half the wardrobe is mine,' she managed firmlyitf\Mgqual time and
space in the bathroom.’



A lazy smile curved the edges of his mouth. '‘Done.'

She looked at him warily. His calm acceptance af sigygested
sleeping arrangement was...unexpected.

There was a loud knock on the door, and Sloane dhowaolently
downstairs to allow the porter to deposit theirdabgen, taking hold
of one in each hand, he ascended the short fligttao's.

"Il unpack." A prosaic task that would take ominutes.

She was all too aware of Sloane's matching actsrshe hung a few
changes of clothes on hangers in the wardrobeyridgrclothes into
a drawer, and set out toiletries and make-up orhaifeof the vanity
unit.

‘Anything for valet pressing?'

'‘No." She watched as he extracted the approprede ddded two
shirts, then filled in the slip and slung it dowm the bed.

'‘When you're ready, we'll go join Georgia and Toenn the dining
room.'

She needed to run a quick brush through her harratouch her
lipstick. 'Give me a few minutes.'

In the en suiteshe regarded her mirror image with critical apgahi
Her eyes were too darkly pensive, her featurepabe.

A few swift strokes of eyeshadow, blusher and igkstadded
essential colour, and she made a split- seconaidadio twist the
length of her hair into a careless knot atop hadhe

Her hand automatically reached for the lightfumspray Sloane had
gifted her. Her fingers hesitated, then retreated.



Oh, to hell with it. She wore perfume because &gl lthe fragrance,
not because of any attempt to tan-talise a maBldéne chose to
think the fresh application was attributediim, he was mistaken.

A quick spray to the delicate veins crossing eacistwthe valley
between each breast. Better, much better, shendatat as she
emerged into the bedroom.

Sloane regarded her with one swift encompassimgglahen caught
up his sunglasses and held out her own beforeisgtaone side to
allow her to precede him down onto the lower level.

Suzanne was supremely conscious of the intensenesemanating
from his broad frame as they stepped outside thi&r It was like a

magnet, pulling at something deep inside her, lierghg emotions
to a level she didn't want to acknowledge.

‘Hungry?'

The sun's warmth caressed her skin, the slighzbresasing free a
few tendrils of her hair as she offered him a lawmit smile. 'Yes.'

A gleam lit his expressive eyes, and he gave daagh as he caught
hold of her hand and lifted it to his lips.

Her stomach curled at the implied intimacy, and shently damned
the way each and every one of her nerve-ends spnémacutely
sensitised life.

She attempted to pull her hand free without sucCElsse act is a little
premature, don't you think?'

'‘Not really, given we're in a public place and ueswho can see and
hear us.'



The tinge of humour in his voice brought forth aftd smile. "You're
enjoying this, aren't you?'

One eyebrow slanted upwards. 'lt's a rare oppdytdoi me to gain
an upper hand.’

'‘Don't overdo it, Sloane,' she warned in a low gpand glimpsed his
mocking smile.

'What a vivid imagination you have.'
Much too vivid. That was the problem.

The restaurant was spacious, with tables set wdet andoors and
beneath the covered terrace. It was a peacefuigetterlooking the
wide sweep of the bay as it curved out into theanc¢he bush-clad
undulations of the island providing a tranquil reemess.

‘Would you prefer to sit indoors or out on the aeg?’
‘The terrace,’ Suzanne said without hesitation.

Georgia and Trenton had yet to arrive, and shectsglea table
protected from the sun's warm rays.

She watched as Sloane folded his length into amradg seat, and
was grateful for the tinted lenses shading her.€ley provided a
barrier that made it a fraction more comfortableéal with him.

A silent laugh stuck in her throat. Who was shelikig? No onelealt
with Sloane. That was his prerogative. Control,cihsome would
call manipulative strategy, was a skill he'd hortedan enviable
degree in the business arena. In his privateH#eadded charm and
seductive warmth with dangerous effect.

'Mineral water?"



She met his gaze, partly masked by tinted lensesptered a slight
smile. '‘Orange juice.’

The generous curve of his mouth relaxed and hutogged its edge.
'‘Preference, Suzanne? Or a determined effort tarthwe?'

‘Why would | want to do that, Sloane,' she queaeenly, ‘when the
next three days are supposed to project peace, ohgrmand
celebration?'

‘Why, indeed?"

His tone was pure silk, with the merest hint ofteau should she
attempt to try his patience too far in this gameytth each agreed to

play.

A young waitress crossed to the table to take thieler, her smile
bright, her expression faintly envious as her éygered fractionally
longer than necessary on Sloane's attractive fesatur

Suzanne felt a slight stab of something she refusedccept as
jealousy. Dammitwhy was her body so attuned to this man, whe
she'd determinedly dismissed him from her mind?

It was one thing to uphold when she had the distamd protection
of a telephone conversation. It was something efgegely when
confronted with his presence, for then the barrgie'd erected
seemed in danger of disintegrating into a heagiatdet.

Conversation seemed safer than silence. 'Tell noritathe case
you're currently involved in.'

'‘Genuine interest, Suzanne?"

His amused drawl touched a raw nerve. 'What wouold prefer? A
polite dissertation about the weather?"



‘You could try for an unexpurgated version of wimattivated you to
walk out on me.'

Straight for the jugular. She aimed for levity. Almyg else was
impossible. 'And risk the possibility of having Ggia and Trenton
appear in the middle of a heated discussion?'

He sank back in the chair and folded his handsthegéehind his
head. 'My dear Suzanne, | rarely have the neeaige my voice.’

Why should he resort to anger when he could employealth of

words with such innate skill, their delivery slicetth the deadliness
of an expertly wielded scalpel? Anger had bder emotional

defence.

‘This isn't the time, or the place.’

The waitress's reappearance bearing a tray comgatiwo tall glasses
filled with orange juice and chinking ice cubesumbt a halt to the
conversation, and Suzanne watched as the youngnwde a
production of placing decorative coasters down otite table,
followed by each individual glass.

'If there's anything else you need, just call." Bmile was pure
female and aimed at Sloane before she turned &nedted to the bar.

'Oh, my," Suzanne said with saccharine sweetnésa.don't even
have to try.'

His smile held wry cynicism. 'l suppose | should drateful you
noticed it was entirely one-sided."

| notice, she silently assured him. Everything dlyow. She reached
for her glass, lifted it, and took an appreciasye of the iced liquid.
‘She looks—available.'



His eyes narrowed. 'You forget,' he remarked iilky slrawl. 'I'm
with you.' The words alone were simple. His deljvef them was
not.

It cost her to lift one eyebrow in a gesture cfdlbncealed mockery.
'It's only day one, and already we're into verlparsng. What will
we both be like at the end of day four?'

There was warm humour evident in his smile, and f&teher
stomach clench with something she refused to ackatme as pain.

'Oh, | don't know,' he replied indolently. 'I'mmmat looking forward
to the progression.' He lifted his glass and todatserim to her own.
‘Here's to us.'

‘There is nais' Suzanne declared adamantly.
‘Isn't there?'

She shot him a baleful glare. 'Get too close, Sipand you'll
discover | bite.'

'Be warned I'll retaliate.'

Yes, he'd do that, and ensure that, while he ngghmit her to win a
battle, he had every intention of winning the war.

It was a chilling thought, and one which had hased for a stinging
response.

'‘Georgia and Trenton have just entered the restguna warned, and
she changed a glare to a slow, sweet smile, gldldeofinted shield
shading her eyes as he leaned forward and brusth&dders against
her cheek.



A blatant action if ever there was one, signalligintention to take
advantage of each and every situation during tBkeind sojourn. If
he was intent on playing a game, then it shoulde'uneven, she
decided with a touch of vengeance.

With deliberate calm she captured his hand witholmer and brought
it to her hps, then used her teeth to nip the pafi of one
finger..hard.

Triumph, albeit temporary, was very sweet. Dedpiéefaint warning
flare that promised retribution.

'Isn't this an idyllic place?' Georgia enthusedtassank into the chair
Trenton held out for her.

‘Wonderful," Suzanne agreed lightly. Almost anyghivas worth it to
see her mother so blissfully happy. Even wieldimgogonal and
verbal swords with Sloane.

''ve checked arrangements with the hotel staféhon disclosed as
he settled into the remaining chair.

The waitress appeared at his side, took an otaem, etreated to the
bar to fill it.

‘Everything's under control.’

Why wouldn't it be? Suzanne questioned silently. e Tt
Wilson-Willoughby name was sufficient to ensure istasits
scrambled over one another in the need to please.

Success wasn't born of those who were faintheamseécure, or
inept. And no one in their right mind could accidsenton or Sloane
of possessing any one of those character flaws.



Power was the keynote, and with it came a certain rgsirless
Suzanne found difficult to condone. A paradox,iforvas a quality
she could also admire.

'‘When do the guests arrive?'

‘Tomorrow morning. The launch will make an unschedwun from
Dunk Island.’

Lunch comprised a superb seafood starter, folldwyedeshly caught
grilled fish and salad, and they each chose a tsaheof succulent
fresh fruit for dessert.

'Have | met each of the invited guests?' Suzanmeegiadhe query
with what she hoped was casual interest, and tmiéghore the faint
knot twisting in her stomach as she waited for Toels response.

Sloane's eyes sharpened, although his expressiomimed
unchanged.

'I'm almost certain of it," Trenton concurred wathelaxed smile. He
named them, and Suzanne endeavoured to breathallyoas she
waited for one specific name, and felt the easiingpiesion when it
wasn't mentioned.

Sloane was aware of every nuance, every gesturepaiter how
slight. His suspicions, laser-sharp, moved up amot

‘Shall we leave?' Georgia broached with a sunnyesriihaven't
finished unpacking, and there are a few thingsrtwa check on.'

Sloane rose to his feet, and held Suzanne's chainefollowed his
actions. His hand brushed her arm, and she felinitaflood her
veins in an instantaneous reaction to his touclerd hvas little she
could do to prevent the casual arm he placed arbendvaist as he



led her from the restaurant. Nor could she give®itemptation and
shrug it off as they lingered outside.

With a hint of desperation she turned towards hether. 'Do you
need help with anything this afternoon?' $ag. Pleaseshe begged
silently, doubtful anyone, least of all her radiamdther, would take
heed. Murphy's law had prevailed from the momestdshicked up
the phone the day before yesterday to take Gesicpdl.

'Oh, darling, thank you. But no, there's nothing."'

Of course not. Anything that needed to be doneldesmh taken care
of before Georgia had boarded the plane in Brisbané here on this
idyllic island there were ample staff to cater t@uwest's slightest
whim.

‘The past few days have been so hectic,’ Georgianced, sparing
Trenton a warm glance. 'Now that we're here, | yusit to relax.’
The warmth heated, and was diffused with a gener@aistly

humorous smile. 'You and Sloane take time out pdoez. We'll join

you for a drink before dinner. Shall we say six?'

There was little to do except agree, and Suzanfiered Sloane's
loose hold as he led the way back to their villdlipg free as soon as
they were safely inside with the door closed beltiean.

Suzanne glanced around the elegant tropical- dedifurnishings,
the four spacious walls, and felt the need to escap

'l think I'll go for a walk." She moved towards stairs leading to the
bedroom. She'd change into cotton shorts and d&s=/¢op, and
exchange her shoes for light trainers.

"'l come with you.'



His drawling tone halted her steps and she turméate him. 'What if
| don't want you to?'

‘Tough.'

Anger rose to the surface, tingeing her cheekseatbur, and adding
a dangerous sparkle to her eyes. 'You're determimetbke this as
difficult as possible, aren't you?'

He closed the distance between them. 'Everything deethis
weekend, we do together. Understood?'

‘Everything Sloane?' Her chin tilted. 'Isn't that a bit tiveral?'

Those dark eyes above her own hardened fractigraadty she forced
herself not to blink as he lifted a hand and cuppedcheek. 'We
agreed to a temporary truce. Let's try to keeghid)l we?"

She'd never seen him lose his temper, only wittessehilled
expression turn his eyes almost black, detectedcthén his voice
more than once in the courtroom, and on a few do@esswvhen
dealing with an adversary over the phone. But nextr her.

A faint shiver shimmied across the surface of ker,&nd she fought
to diffuse the intense, potentially dangerous et swirled between
them.

'l hope you packed trainers,' she said lightly.0Sén hand-stitched
Italian shoes you wear weren't made for trekkimpugh sand and
bush.’

The edges of his mouth quirked, then relaxed intaaing smile. 'A
temporary escape, Suzanne?'

'‘Got it in one.'



His thumb brushed across her lower lip, then heitehand fall to his
side. 'Give me a few minutes to change, thendetsy to enjoy it.'

She ascended the stairs and quickly changed, dgau the spur of
the moment to don a bikini beneath shorts and Wih a deft
movement she pulled on a peaked cap, slid her asseg into place,
caught up a towel and turned to face him.

'‘Ready?’

Shorts had replaced tailored trousers, and the-hstitdhed shoes
had been exchanged for trainers. He looked, Suzaec&led,

relaxed and at ease. A projected persona that dmilchfinitely

deceiving.

She followed in his wake, aware of the broad sé&i®thoulders, the
powerful back beneath the cotton polo shirt. Thelwestve tones of

his cologne teased her senses, heightening tharddgree that made
her want to scream.

Elusive scents, the movement of honed muscle areivsknowing
their power, the sensual magic this one man couwate within
her—it was torture.

It had taken her every hour of every day sincedsle#t him to build
up invisible walls from within which she could pect and defend
herself against his powerful alchemy. Night afteght she'd lain
awake rationalising her motives for leaving him;plsgd logic,
indulged in amateur psychology, and resolved thatdsreached a
satisfactory and sane decision.

Yet somehow instinct continued to war with rati@ablnd she
disliked the contrariness of her ambivalence.

'OK, where shall we begin?' Determination was te KThe beach?'



‘Why not?'

Sloane's voice held a tinge of amusement, and ghed him a
searching glance for evidence of cynical humourweler, it was
impossible to detect anything behind the dark lensé his
sunglasses.



CHAPTER FOUR

THE sand resembled light honey, marked high by alihénof shells,
most broken, some whole, and scraps of seaweedloteam of an
outgoing tide.

Suzanne paused every now and then to select afdto send them
skimming out into the translucent blue-green water.

It was quiet, so quiet as to imagine there was m® else on the
island. The sun was pleasantly warm in a tropitalate known as
the winterless north, and tempered only by a slghéze drifting in
from the sea.

She was supremely conscious of the man at her lsade,; now she
was in casual trainers, her height seemed dimidisheomparison to
his. It made her feel fragile and vaguely vulnegakbilhich was crazy.

‘Do you want to clamber over those rocks and discahat's on the
other side?’

They had followed the beach's gentle curve to aevadtcrop of
boulders that separated land and sea.

Anything was better than going back to their vil@K.'

They came to a small cove, the shallows boundedrbyregular
scatter of huge boulders, and patches of soft byjueand above the
shoreline. lIsolated, and quite breathtakingly héaau¥ant to
continue on?'

'Swim,"' Suzanne said without hesitation, and slaeesphim a quick
glance.

His warm smile caused the breath to catch in heath'l'll join you.'



Was he wearing briefs? This was a sufficientlyasad spot for it not
to matter. So why should it bother her? Exceptidt, @f course.
Badly.

‘You object?' His soft drawl made her stomach did axecute a
series of slow somersaults.

'‘No, of course not." How come a decision to swimidemly seemed
dangerous?Fool, she silently castigated herself as she quick
stripped down to her bikini.

Suzanne was conscious of Sloane matching her actiamd a
surreptitious glance beneath her lashes was srifito determine
that thin black silk provided an adequate covering.

Although adequatehardly equated with a hard- muscled masculir
frame at the peak of physical fithess. A visuadstttion of powerful
male destined to cause the female heart to lea@iquickened beat.

Yet it was more than that, much more.

Sloane possessed a primitive magnetism, an antroafisnse of

power which, combined with an intimate knowledgetted human

psyche, set him apart from other men. It was evidehis eyes, an

essential hardness that alluded to an old soulth@tédnad seen much,
dealt with it and triumphed. Equally, those datky@st black depths
could soften and warm for a woman, give hint toss@hdelight, the

promise of devastating sexual pleasure.

Rememberingust how devastating had kept her awake nigh
tossing and turning in an attempt to forget.

In the daylight hours she could convince hersedf wias fine, really
fine.



Now, she was faced with his constant company for traieeost four
days. Mistake; big mistake. Seven hours into thacital
misadventure, and she was already a bundle of siemienost
jumping out of her skin whenever he came withirctong distance.

Why, why,whyhad she put herself in such jeopardy?

For Georgia. Dear sweet Georgia, weservedhappiness during her
wedding celebration unclouded by an edge of anxXmtyher only
beloved daughter.

It wasn't so much to ask, was it?
‘Do you want to swim, or simply gaze at the ocean?'

Sloane's drawling voice snapped Suzanne's intraspe@nd she
summoned a faint smile.

'‘Race you in.'

She sprinted into the cool blue-green water urtilreached
waist-level, then she broke into long, strong stokhat took her a
few metres out from the shore.

Seconds later a sleek dark head broke the sur&sdebher, and she
regarded him a trifle warily as she trod water. "

'You look," Sloane said softly, 'as if you're wagfifor me to pounce.'

She should never play poker, he decided silentty. ¢yes were too
expressive. He knew every nuance in her voice,dcoeidd each
movement of that wide, mobile mouth.

'‘Why would you do that?' Suzanne queried evenher&'s not a soul
in sight.’



'‘No need for you to be under any illusion, hmm?’

He moved close, much too close, and his legs cwatednd hers
before she could attempt to put some distance legttveem. A hand
curved round her waist, while the other held fast tape, and she
didn't have a chance to utter a sound before histtmdosed over
hers in a kiss that was incredibly gentle in itsgassiveness.

She felt as if she was drowning, sinking, and eltiat his mercy as
he took her down beneath the water's surface. lddlee so close she
was aware of the pressure of his body, the stresigtis arousal, the
absorption of his mouth on hers, then the powdristhighs as he
kicked to bring them up for air.

The breath tore at her throat, and she gaspedydaeplk released her
mouth and slowly eased his hold. Her eyes were witlea mixture
of shocked surprise and anger, and her hps mowetigEssly for an
instant before she broke into spluttering speealy, to lapse into an
inaudible murmur as he pressed a forefinger ovemueaith.

‘Just so you're not in any doubt,’ Sloane murmureg husky
undertone, and covered her mouth with his own.

This time there was nothing gentle about his p@ssesand her head
whirled as his tongue mated with hers, sweepinglgieend in total
control. She whimpered as he took his fill, his jpawerful in its
demanding onslaught until compliance was her optoao.

She had no idea how long it lasted, only thatensed an age before
the pressure began to ease. She felt the lighhlofikis lips as he
explored the bruised softness of her mouth beferigtied his head.

His eyes were incredibly dark, almost black asdgarded her pale
features, and for one infinitesimal second he agpeed a tinge of
regret.



She wanted to hit him. Would have, if she thougjiet sould connect
and physicallyhurt him. Instead, she resorted to words.

'If you've quite finished playing the masterful aaenale I'd like to
go ashore and dry out.' Nothing would allow headmnit howshaken
she felt. Or how ravaged.

His soft laughter almost unleashed her control, sirelkicked out at
him, then swore when she failed to connect.

'‘Most unladylike," Sloane chided with an indoletitat set her teeth
on edge.

'l don't feel ladylike,' she assured him, hating him for tearireg
emotions to shreds. Claim-staking. A reminder oivhbhad been
between them; a promise of how it could be again.

Without another word she turned and swam back ¢toesluncaring
whether he followed her or not.

The sun's rays warmed her body as she emergedhentand, and
she lifted her hands to squeeze excess water fremhdir, then
combed her fingers through its length so that iuMtodry more
quickly, before tending to the moisture beading bedy with a
towel.

She possessed naturally fair skin which she took twaprotect with
sunscreen, and she applied coverage from the ienghe'd brought
with her.

By the time she finished the Lycra bikini was altndsy, and she
pulled on shorts and top, slid her feet into tresnthen made her way
towards the rocky outcrop to explore...in solitude.

Breathing space, she qualified, uncaring how Slahiose to occupy
himself. As long as it wasn't with her.



There were pools of water trapped in several nhtock hollows,
tiny lizards the length of her finger which scatgiout of sight, and
the occasional shell of a dead crustacean.

She could hear the faint lap of water againsttlek&s, and every now
and then there came the screeching call from Eadisturbed in their
natural habitat.

Suzanne rounded the corner, and paused to admitert curve of
clean golden sand stretching to the northern pofnthe island.
Beautiful, she thought, stepping from one rockriother.

Was it some form of sensory perception that magephese and
glance to her rear? Or simply an elusive conneaimshared with
the one man from whom she'd sought a temporarype8ca

Sloane stood highlighted against the sky as heedldlse distance
between them, and she turned back, quickeningtéps.s

Foolishly, for she misjudged, slipped, and cushibner fall with an
outstretched hand.

Nothing, she determined within seconds, was twisiedroken.
Tomorrow she might have a bruised hip, but shedcbehr with it.
There wasn't even a graze on either leg, and tké&rsawere both fine.

'‘What in sweehell were you thinking of?'

Sloane's anger was palpable as he crouched dovdeltes, and she
directed him a dark look as she aimed for brutalsty.

‘Aiming to get down onto the sand before you cawghivith me.’

His hands skimmed her arms, her legs with professiease. '‘Are
you hurt?'



Now there was a question. If she said her emotigre, what good
would it do?

He caught hold of her hands, examined the fine ©§ahen extended
his attention to each palm.

Blood seeped from a deep graze on the fleshy mbandath her left
thumb, and she regarded it with a degree of faBomawondering
why it should sting quite badly when at the time $tadn't been
conscious of it at all.

"'l go wash it in the sea.'
'It needs antiseptic.'

She gave a slight shrug. 'So I'll put some on whget back to the
villa.'

Sloane gave her a penetrating look. 'Are your tetagshots up to
date?'

'‘Oh, for heaven's sak&es.'She tried to wrench her hand from hi:
grasp. Unsuccessfully, which only served to inceealser
exasperation.

His eyes were steady, their depths too intensetk flar her to
mistake the implacability evident, then without wattier word he
lifted her hand to his lips, took the fleshy mountd his mouth, and
began cleansing the wound with his tongue.

The provocative action caused sensation to fedltigelength of her
spine, and she suppressed a faint shiver at ther glosver of her
emotions.



Everything faded beyond the periphery of her visiimere was only
the man as she became caught up in the spell of Acute
sensuality, so potent it robbed the strength fremlimbs.

She was aware of the soft body hair that curle#tlgavisible in the
deep V of his polo shirt, and the faint musky aravh@&ologne and
salt emanating from his skin.

Her heart began to race, and she became suprearegious of the
need to regulate her breathing in an effort torpgra dispassionate
calmness.

Tire coursed through her veins, heating pleaswuaepboled in each
erogenous zone and became evident with every pgutsat.

This close, it was possible to detect the dark stvaaf almost a day's
growth of beard he deemed necessary to dispensenight and
morning. It was an intensely masculine feature, amel she found
attractive.

Dear heaven, she had to get a grip, otherwise se&er survive the
next few days with any semblance of emotional ganit

'‘Don't." The single negation sounded vaguely huskyd she
swallowed compulsively as he raised his head.

'‘Don't—what?' His eyes pierced hers. 'Take cargoaf?' His voice
dropped a tonelL.bveyou?'

It felt as if a fist slammed into her chest at ldst two words, and she
held her breath in silent pain. 'Sloane—'

'‘Anotherdon't, Suzanne?' His voice was too quiet, too contradied
he released her hand. "You think ignoring what nares together will
make it go away?'



Her eyes were remarkably clear as they met andhegldNo. But |
plan to work on it.’

Why?"

The silky tone aroused a dormant rage that cololeedine-textured
skin and turned her eyes to pure crystalline sapphi

‘You don't get it, do you?' The heat emanated fittoenpores of her
skin. Love—' she paused, drew in a deep breath, then expille:
'—doesn't provide a security blanket against ngalghe rose to her
feet in one fluid movement, and immediately lost thomentary
advantage as he followed her actions.

'You demean my intelligence.'

'‘Really?' Her chin tilted in open contempt. 'Themhaps you should
consider re-evaluating it.'

She turned away and traversed the few remainingsrmcthe sandy
stretch below, aware that he followed close behind.

'Suzanne.'

She swung round to face hifaine. If a confrontation was what he
wanted, then so be it!

'‘What do you want, Sloane? A pound of my flesh beed dared
assess a situation, and decided retreat was thestwiurse of
action?' She was defiant, determined to hide ttee defencelessness
she hadn't been able to deal with then, any mam she could now.

His eyes darkened into a deep flaming brillianbammit, were you
so emotionally unsure of yourself—ofie, that you felt the only
option you had was to throw in the towel?’



Anger flashed in her clear blue eyes. 'l didn'o¥hin the towel!'

A slight smile curved his mouth, lending it a cyadiedge. 'Yes, you
did.'

‘No, I didn't!"

One eyebrow rose slightly. 'What would you call it?

'A tactical withdrawal.'

He was silent for several long minutes, his regardavering. 'You
possess a high degree of common sense.' His gamsiired, and his
eyes became incredibly dark. 'Sufficient, | woukvé thought, to
judge me for the man | am beneath the superfigialft material
possessions.'

It hurt to enunciate the words without allowindiglgt catch to affect
her voice. 'Oh, | did, Sloane. | fell in love withe man.' Her
expression became pensive, her eyes incredibly Sdten |
discovered it was impossible to separate the ntan &verything that
comes with the Wilson-Willoughby tag.'

'On that basis, you took the easy route and thréwatwe had
together away?'

She felt like a laboratory specimen being examibeweath a
microscope, and at that precise moment she hated'bamn you,
Sloane! What was | supposed to do?'

‘Stay.'
One word. Yet it conveyed so much. 'I'm not intasowhism.’

His eyes narrowed. 'What in hell are you talkingu#B'



'You are regarded as the ultimate prize in a field cfakhy,
well-connected men.' A tight smile momentarily wiee her mouth.
‘And |, heaven forgive me, am merely a nonentitpwhred to usurp
each and every one of the women aspiring to sharelife.’

The hurt, some of the pain clouded her eyes, anthkkes lowered
to form a protective veil. 'l chose not to competdere was more,
much more she could have said. Repeated the batohyments,
relayed one very real threat.

‘Unnecessary, when there was no contest." Sloaneciarted the
words with quiet emphasis, and felt a wrench ofnpat the
momentary sadness reflected in her expression.

'‘No?'
You hold me responsible for other women's asjpnst?'

Her hands clenched until the knuckles showed whithpugh she
managed to keep her voice remarkably calm. 'No rtiwae | hold
you responsible for being who you are.’

He wanted to shake her. 'And, bewlgo | am] should select any one
of several society princesses from the requisiteeg®ol, have her
grace my arm, my bed, and produce the expecteaitvaren?'

The image hurt. So much, it was all she could ddaolose her eyes
in an attempt to shut it out.

'‘Be content with a marriage devoid of passion?ai®opersisted
ruthlessly. 'Based on duty and a degree of affe@tidlis voice
lowered and became almost brutally merciless.hds what you're
saying?'

Her eyes flashed with latent anger at his analytcal persistent
guestioning. 'Damn you! I'm not on the withess dtan



He didn't touch her, but she felt as if he hadmidur me. Pretend that
you are.’

‘And play the truth deal, entirely for your benefgorry, Sloane. I'm
not in favour of game-playing.’

His eyes held hers, and she was unable to look.diNaither am I.'

‘Yet you do it every day in the courtroom," Suzaretaliated, and
saw his mouth form a cynical twist.

'l don't allow my profession to intrude into my penal life.’

His compelling scrutiny was unsettling, and hersegkamed with
hidden anger. 'You're so skilled with word plagoubt it's possible
to separate one from the other.’

"You think so?' He moved forward, and she had toility refrain
from taking a step backwards. His action wasnimiatating, but
nevertheless she felt threatened.

'Sloane—

He lifted a hand and brushed a thumb along heinawiTell me the
love changed.’

Oh, God. She closed her eyes, then opened them, agiacken by
the tearing pain deep inside. She was powerlessidee as he
lowered his mouth to capture hers in a kiss thadertzer ache for
more.

She physically had to prevent her body from leamntg his as she
tried to stem the hunger that activated every nending. It would

be so easy to wind her arms up around his neckalddn as he took
her on an emotional ride, the equal of which she\eer experienced



with anyone else. Yet eventually the ride wouldler, and she'd be
left with only battered pride.

The sensual magic that was his alone tore at thefeandation of
her being, tugging her free until she had no conoéanything but
the heat of his mouth and the wild, sweet promiseeavy, satiated
senses as they merged as one entity, meshing mahsioal.

A hollow groan rose and died in her throat at teechformore,much
more than this. She wanted to dispense with thieigsn of their
clothes, to feel the texture of his skin, the fiéxmuscle beneath her
hands, and have his lips, his mouth savour evely af her body as
they urged each other from one sensual plane tinano

What are you doing7The insidious query rose silently to taunt he
For a few long seconds she ignored it, then realigrvened as the
magnitude of what she was inciting doused the lamat began

cooling the warm blood in her veins.

Sloane sensed the moment it happened and meniadigdcthe swing
of her emotions. For the space of a few secondsdmsidered
conquering the subtle change, then discarded tiee aware that she
would hold it against him.

Instead, he lightened the depth of emotion. Sloesing the
pressure of his mouth as he withdrew his possess@allowed his
lips to linger against her own as he pressed a puwiblight kisses
over the full, slightly swollen contours.

At the same time his hands soothed her body, gligently over her
slim curves, subtly massaging her nape, the delilvanes at the base
of her scalp, the fine slope of her back, the fiveast.

Then his mouth left hers and trailed down the edligker neck to
savour the faint hollows at the base of her throat.



He wanted to lift her into his arms and take haeheow, remove
what remained of her clothes, his, and make lovg tinere could be
no vestige of doubt in her mind as to how he felt.

Except she would equate that with sexual satisfacthnd while it
would certainly ease the ache it wasn't enough entiiere were
doubts to appease. He wanted her mind, her Evekything.

Who had poisoned the verbal darts and aimed thetim e@reful
precision, sufficient to undermine her confidenzesuch a level that
she felt the only option she had was to leave?

Any one of many, came the cynical knowledge asamea mental
gamut of numerous female acquaintances capablewing the
seeds of doubt.. .and revelling in the byplay.

Sloane trailed his lips to her mouth, pressed annlass to its edge,
then withdrew to within touching distance, his s@miinged with a
certain wry humour as he surveyed her bemused &sipre

‘There's a path leading off from the beach. Shaltee if it leads back
to the villa?'

He was letting her off the hook...for now. She thktself she was
relieved, and made a valiant effort to ignore thgue stirrings of
disappointment.

'Let's go,' Suzanne declared decisively. ‘Maybearefit in a set of
tennis before dinner.’

His gaze was far too discerning. 'With the intemtiaf wearing
yourself out?'

How could she say she wanted to collapse into toedtired to do
anything but sleep, instead of lying awake for maofthe night



cautioning herself not to toss or turn in casentio¥ement disturbed
the man occupying the large bed a short distammee frer own?

'l might even permit you to win," she said light§ome chance. He
had the height, the strength, the experience tant® her off the
court!

Sloane's husky chuckle set the nerves in her stomée action, and
he slid on his sunglasses, then extended his hand.

Suzanne hesitated fractionally, then threaded sleimpers through
his own.

They crossed to a sandy path that curved througkasingly dense
rainforest, and initiated a leisurely pace. Surlifjltered between
wide-branched trees, lowering the warm temperahyeseveral
degrees.

There had to be a variety of tropical insects, bonhe was
immediately evident. It was so quiet. Peaceful. ddmidyllic. A
wonderful place to get away from it all.

If only... She stopped the traitorous thought rigere. Life was
crowded with 'if only's and 'what if?'s. And in theeeks since she'd
moved out of Sloane's apartment she'd coveredilaopéeof each.

Silence allowed for too much introspection, and Soeight a
temporary distraction.

'‘Word has it you'll win a large settlement in thkeAberg trial.'

Sloane had a reputation for scrupulous research nagiiculous
attention to detail. He enjoyed pitting his skillthe court arena, and
was known to accept difficult and complex cases tfer mental
challenge rather than his barrister's fee.



‘Interesting.’

Now there was an ambiguous statement if ever theas one.
Interesting that she'd mentioned the brief? Orr@stiing that she'd
opted to veer away from anything personal by wagooiversation?

She looked at him carefully. "You have doubts?’

The path levelled out and began following the sleelLeading, she
suspected, in a meandering fashion back to the caosnplex.

'l never discount the element of surprise.'

Suzanne had the strangest feeling he wasn't medetwoi the brief. 'l
imagine you've covered all the angles.' Imposghmé he hadn't.

He spared her a penetrating glance, then lighténeath a faint
smile. 'lt's to be hoped so.'

There was a sense of isolation in the stillnessosading them.
Possible almost to believe they were the only ithats on the
island.

It was comforting to know that staff and civilisatilay within a short
distance. Trenton and Georgia were also in resgleartd tomorrow
the guests would arrive.

People, in this resort deliberately designed foituste, would be a
welcome advantage, Suzanne determined. It meard theuld be
plenty of opportunity to socialise, and less tinperg alone with
Sloane.



CHAPTER FIVE

THE path was clear, but not well trodden, and Suzauspected it
was deliberately kept that way by the resort mamege to provide
the ambience of lush rainforest.

Sloane walked at her side, matching his stridestoolwn. How long

would it take them to reach the main complex? Terutes? Longer?
A lot depended on how the path was structured.tfipevould be

leisurely, she imagined, if the upward slant anddivig curves were
anything to go by.

'It probably would have been quicker to go back Wia beach,’
Suzanne offered, and he projected an indolent smile

‘At least this way we don't have to traverse aectibn of boulders
and rocks.'

She met his gaze with equanimity. 'They were nediti easy to
navigate.'

He tipped his head and allowed his sunglassesiferattionally

down the slope of his nose. One eyebrow lifted esdgarded her
with a degree of quizzical humour. 'Yet you slippaad injured

yourself.'

'It's the effect you have on people,’ she declargith wicked
mockery.

'‘People?'
‘They either covet your company or choose to audid

‘That's a particularly basic observation," he samly. '"Would you
care to elaborate?'



Her response was a succinct negative, and a himlokle emerged
from his throat as she quickened her pace to $teacaof him.

The trees provided excellent shade, and did mucedoce the sun's
heat. It was a lovely day, a beautiful island, amnden different
circumstances she would have considered hersslvanth heaven
to be here alone with Sloane.

'‘Suppose you enlighten me as to precisely whichalesxchange, if
not by whom, caused you so much grief?’

She drew in a deep breath and released it slovidyt don't give up,
do you?'

'‘No.'
Whatever had made her think that he would? "Thacefsoint.’
'l beg to differ.’

She was mercilessly vengeful. 'l wasn't born ihtodocial hierarchy.'
She held up one hand, fingers extended, readyaada a graphic
example by ticking off each one as she cited thergreasons. 'No
private schooling. At least, not at one of the ite establishments.
My mother stillworks,would you believe?' She was on a roll. 'Hov
could someone like me dare to think she could coenpeth the
creme de la cremef Sydney's society? For you to have a fling wit
me was quite acceptable, but marriayever.’

It was impossible to gauge anything from his exqmes Dammit,
didn't he care how each criticism had been likenely honed barb
that had speared through her hedvt¥ydidn't he say anything?

‘Your response was no doubt interesting.'



His drawled amusement set her teeth on edge, andlated at him
balefully when he brushed his knuckles across teekbone.

'l took the line of least resistance, smiled sweatid assured her you
kept me because | was incredibly good in bed.'

It was hewho possessed incredible skdhewho became a willing
wanton at his slightest touch.

‘And the rest of it?'
‘What makes you think there's more?'
'l can't imagine you taking notice of a few bitaleynarks.’

Verbal threats hadn't worried her. Written missiwese something
else entirely.

'l received an anonymous note in the mail.'

His eyes sharpened, and there was a still qudlityighim she found
disquieting. 'What type of note?'

'‘Plain paper with an assemblage of cut-out lefters various news
publications.'

'‘Pasted together and worded to say?'

'l had two days to get out of your life.' Even nslwe could recall it so
vividly.

'‘Or?'
'l would be sorry.'

A muscle bunched at the edge of his jaw, and agstf pithy oaths
escaped in husky condemnation. 'Why in hell digott tell me?'



‘Because | didn't take it seriously.’

He barely restrained himself from shaking her. '8tnimg obviously
occurred to persuade you otherwise?'

A few isolated incidents which had at first seene&ihcidental.
Except for one. And her mistake had been an att¢ongeal with it
herself.

'‘Suzanne.' Sloane's voice was too quiet. Ominous.

She suppressed a shiver, and held his gaze. tinvaisg home after
work, and someone tried to run me off the roadn ttkemonstrated
very graphically that the next time | wouldn't ke fertunate." She
paused, and drew in a deep breath. 'It was follolead personal
confrontation demanding | get out of your life.'

‘Why in hell didn't you tell me?'

She didn't flinch at the icy viciousness of hisdotYou were away at
the time.'

He was hard-pressed not to shake her within anahbler life. 'That
shouldn't have stopped you.'

Her eyes assumed an angry sparkle. '‘And what gowidhave done?'
‘Taken the next flight back.'

Knowing the importance of his London-based cliemd athe
seriousness of the case...

‘Believe it,' Sloane assured her inflexibly.

'l dealt with it myself.’



‘How, precisely?'

‘Assuring her a full report would be lodged witke tholice and
followed by legal action if | ever heard from hegaan.' Her eyes were
dark crystalline sapphire, her features pale.f@nother suspicious
accident should eventuate.'

And removing herself from his apartment, and toiadents and
purposes from his life. Choosing not to confidehim, or seek
external help. The silent rage deep within himnstked. Putting
him through hell, not to mention herself.

Now, there was only one question.

'Who?' His tone hadn't altered, but she recogrtisednger beneath
the surface. And his immense effort to control it.

'It's my decision not to name her.'

His eyes held a ruthlessness that was frightemtegciless, almost
brutal with intent. 'It isn't your decision to make

He was a formidable force, but she refused to dagkn. 'Yes, it is.'

‘You're aware | can override you? Initiate engsirignd eventually
obtain the answer | need?’

Her gaze didn't falter. 'To what end? What chacges you lay? |
wasn't molested, or hurt." Just very badly shakera bvindictive
woman who should have been seeking professionpl fbela sick
obsession.

'Harassment constitutes a threat that, provenumsspable by law.’
His eyes were so dark they resembled obsidian shard



'I'm as much aware of that as you are.' Her resol® determined.
'Her father has a very high profile which would ieeparably
damaged should this come out. It's out of my resjpedim that I've
chosen to keep quiet.'

He held onto control by a bare thread, and wondésdte knew just
how close he was to full-blown anger. Twelve incless in height
and half his weight didn't diminish her stance amparison to his
own. Nor did she reflect any fear. Just steadfasnt that would be
difficult to bend. But not impossible.

"You disappoint me.'

She was already ahead of him, for she'd had wegikepare for this
moment. 'A psychological shift into skilled tactini mode, Sloane?’
Her chin tilted fractionally. 'Don't waste your &nOr attempt to
persuade me thabve conquers allWe're heavily into reality, not
fantasy. That combination is immiscible.'

"You wantreality, Suzanne?'

His head lowered down to hers, his breath warm fasmned her lips
before his mouth settled over hers in a kiss tiratat the foundations
of her being.

In an imitation of the sexual act itself, his toegieased hers in a
mating dance so evocatively persuasive that heed@eemed to
liquefy, and she lifted her arms and held on aslbéyl instinctively
arched into his.

One arm curved across her back, while a hand tdngléer hair,
holding her head fast as he deepened the kisssomtething so
incredibly erotic she lost track of time and place.

Her skin felt alive, each sensory nerve-ending @dedy attuned to
this one man's touch that she groaned out loudeband cupped her



bottom and he lifted her up against his body so ltleamouth could
pay homage to the slope of her neck, the soft isllat the base of
her throat, before tracing a path to the delicatee of her breast.

She was incapable of offering any protest as hieghulp her top and
undid the clip fastening of her bikini bra, nor wihee pushed the thin
Lycra aside and sought one rosy peak, taking d im¢ mouth and
suckling it until she cried out at the wealth ohsation that swept
through her body.

It wasn't enough, not nearly enough. And her hasldeg to his

deeply muscled shoulders, then slid down his ciresa tactile

exploration of the dark whorls of hair stretchingrh one male nipple
to the other.

She felt the flex of sinew beneath the pads offingers as she slid
her hands over his ribcage to the back of his walgiped beneath
the elasticated band of his shorts, then curved doer tensely
muscled buttocks to hold him close.

His arousal was a potent entity, a powerfully msiaft pressing
against the softness of her belly.

An anguished moan escaped her lips as his handsfhidath her
shorts and bikini briefs and teased the soft cgrtiair at the apex of
her thighs, and she cried out as he sought andifthendamp folds
guarding entrance to her feminine core.

A touch was all it tookHis touch. And she climbed a mental wall a
he stroked the highly sensitised folds, sendingrhieidless with a
desire so strong it was almost too much to bear.

Her whole body seemed to throb as acute sensatnpossession
of every nerve-ending, and the blood pulsed thrdughveins to a
quickened beat as awareness transcended ontoex pighe.



Sloane knew he could take her now, here, and shi&wostop him.
It would be so easy, the act so primal, so intgnsalisfying, it took
all his strength not to take the final step thatildanake it happen.

He felt the damp heat of her climax, exulted in $ut, throaty cries,
the warm savagery of her mouth on his as she &self to him with
stunning completeness.

Slowly, gradually, Suzanne became aware of whexewsts and with
whom. And what had almost transpired. '

Warmth coloured her cheeks, and he watched asylksrdarkened,
then became shadowed as long lashes swept doworto &
protective veil.

She didn't struggle as he allowed her to slip doavmer feet, and he
saw a lump form and rise in her throat, only td &3 her mouth
worked silently in an effort to form a few words.

'‘Don't,’ Sloane cautioned gently, and presseddifger to her lips.
'‘What we share is more powerful than mere sexusifigation.' His
eyes darkened, and became almost blablatis the reality | have no
intention of abandoning.' His finger slid to therer of her mouth,
then traced the curve of her jaw.

He smiled, a soft, slightly humorous, warm curvehsf mouth that
melted every bone in her body. 'Un- til the day gauo look at me and
say the love isn't there any more. Then..." he giuand depressed
her lower lip with one forefinger '...I might listeo you.'

Suzanne felt as ambivalent as a feather floating fragile breeze.
Surely he didn't—couldn't be implying what she thlotihe meant?

'Shall we head back?"

Her lips parted, then closed again. 'Sloane, Itdomk—'



‘You want to stay here?'

Oh, God, no. She didn't dare. To risk a repedt®past—how long?
Ten, twenty minutes? A slight shiver shook her "dhmulders as she
remembered with vivid clarity just how deep heralwement had
been.

Total wipe-out, she accorded silently. If she akowhim to kiss,
touchher again, she would be reduced to begging fowtltkess of
total consummation. And that was a divine madnésscould ill
afford if she was to walk away from this weekendhvher dignity
intact.

Sloane watched the fleeting emotions chase acresexpressive
features, and interpreted each and every one of.the

He extended his hand, and she took it, all too awérthe way he
curled her fingers within the enveloping warmthhed own.

They followed the path along its winding curve thgb the rainforest
until it took a steady downward slant to the beadfacent to the
main complex. Their conversation was, as if by ttamnsent,
confined to inconsequential subjects unrelatedmoilfy or anything
personal.

It was, Suzanne determined from a quick glanceawatch, almost
five. Allowing thirty minutes to shower and waslr hair, then dress
for dinner, she had half an hour to spare.

‘Want to try out the pool?'

Had he guessed she was hesitant to return towvillal? Determined
the reason why?

Tension created knots inside her stomach, ang/dtihble of faintly
hysterical laughter rose in her throat. She was lb@soming an



emotional mess. A wicked irony considering she ala®st entirely
to blame.

It was- thealmostpart that bothered her most. Sloane's participati
couldnt be ignored, and she could only wonder whine
convenience of casual sex for old times' sake?t#&mgt to show her
what she was missing?

Somehow neither reason seemed to fit the man, r@naspection
didn't help at all.

Suzanne turned towards Sloane with a brilliant emiiWhy not?"
Suiting words to action, she moved towards thel tdarround area
bordering the pool, shrugged off her shirt and sh@nd executed a
neat dive.

The water was deliciously cool, and she strokeeisdVengths with
leisurely ease before turning onto her back arahatlg her body to
float at will.

She could close her eyes and shut out the worlcadtso quiet, it was
almost possible to believe that everything wastrighd here on this
idyllic island they were inviolate from the presssiof business and
social obligations. No one could get to them, unlé®y chose to
allow it. Paradise, she mused.

A splash sounded loud in the stillness, and seclantelsa dark head
surfaced a short distance from her own.

'Sleeping in water isn't a good idea," Sloane dedylicking cool,
salty droplets onto her midriff.

'l wasn't asleep.’



'First one out gets exclusive use of the showex lifted a hand and
trailed idle fingers across her cheek. 'Unless fe®l inclined to
share?'

Heat suffused her body and pooled deep withinnais# flaring over
which she had no control.

Suzanne caught his dark, gleaming gaze, glimpsedaiht curl of
humour tilt the edge of his mouth. Dammit, he wiai®yng this.

She offered him a languid smile. 'Do | get a hdad?®

His mouth widened and showed his even white teékth.feeling
generous.’

She jack-knifed into racing position. 'First ond,dwh?'

She was a strong swimmer, but Sloane had the sup&lvantage of
height and male power. They reached the poold &bige together,
and in one synchronised movement levered themselpemto its
perimeter.

‘A perfect finish," Sloane accorded with indolemusement as he
rose to his feet, watching as she smoothed bacgtteaming length
of her hair while matching her movements with higo

Suzanne bent to collect her clothes. 'Now why dodisat surprise
me?'

‘No shared shower, | take it?"'

Her fingers stilled at the sudden graphic imagenthook slightly as
she thrust first one arm into a sleeve of her sthen the other. 'In
your dreams, Sloane.'



‘That's the problem—they're remarkably vivid." Hisice was
silk-soft and dangerous. 'What about yours?"'

Glorious Technicolor complete with sound and emmleffects.

Without a further word she turned and stepped dyittkvards the
path leading to their villa, uncaring whether hitofwed her or not,
grateful that she'd had the foresight to pick up dplicate key on
their way out.

Inside she made straight for the upper level, ctdlg fresh
underwear and a silk robe, then enterecetinsuite.

She set the temperature dial to warm, strippedeifclothes, then
stepped beneath the cascade of water.

Ten minutes later she emerged into the bedroonowaltwound
turban-fashion around her hair, to discover Slaarn@e process of
selecting casual trousers and shirt.

'Finished?"

He'd discarded his shirt, if in fact he'd optegad it on when leaving
the pool area, and the cotton-knit shorts mouldea-fmuscled
buttocks, gave credence to the power of his manhaow
accentuated long, heavily muscled thighs. To sahing of the
exposed breadth of chest and shoulder.

Suzanne dragged her eyes away from him. 'l neestthe hair-drier

when you're done." She crossed to the wardrobeeatrdcted an

elegant trouser suit in deep aqua, added matcleelgt sandals, and
slowly expelled the breath she'd unconsciously hsldhe heard the
en suitedoor close behind him.



Just when she thought she had a handle on whiclheapuld move
and when, he did the opposite. If she was of aisiasjs mind, she
could almost swear he was being deliberately ungieule.

Suzanne discarded her robe, stepped into the treusgthen slid her
feet into the sandals, and reached for her makeagponly to realise
she'd left it in the bathroom earlier.

Damn. What would be Sloane's reaction if she inddds privacy?

After all, it wouldn't be anything new. They'd sbadia lot more than a
bathroom in the past. Except then the game hadlbgerand they'd

been unable to keep their hands off each other.

Whereas now... Now, it was an entirely differert bame. The rules
had shifted, and both players had regrouped.

Almost ten minutes later Sloane emerged, showeret feeshly
shaven, a towel hitched low on his hips.

One eyebrow rose in silent query as he examined Haee
complexion. 'Too shy to share the bathroom with $ftganne?’

She wanted to hit him. 'You allowed me sole use.’

His husky laughter brought a soft tinge of colauhér cheeks. 'Only
because you'd have fought me tooth and nail iidnta He reached
for briefs, loosened the towel, and stepped intenth Trousers
followed, and his eyes met hers as he slid homeighfastener. 'And
there isn't enough time to enjoy the fight.' Heches for his shirt and
shrugged into it. 'Or its aftermath. If we're tokaalinner.'

Anger flared, deepening her colour to a rosy huel her eyes
assumed the brilliance of dark sapphire. "There lavoiu be an
aftermath,' she vouched with unaccustomed vehemence



His gaze didn't waver for endless seconds, thesohducted a slow,
sweeping appraisal of her body.

Suzanne felt as if he touched her. Her skin tingleakath his probing
assessment, and her pulse leapt to a faster eatashsure had to be
visible at the base of her throat. Even her breaémed to catch, and
she had to make a conscious effort to preventinestdrom heaving

in tell-tale evidence of his effect on her.

His eyes when they met hers again were dark, yamtcking and
held vague cynicism. 'No?"

Sloane wondered if she knew just how appealindgatieed with her
hair all damply tousled, her cheeks flushed withrainguing mix of
temper and desire.

It made him want to tumble her down onto the bed stmow her,
prove that what they had together was good. Too goodlltow
anything or anyone to come between them.

Except afterwards she wouldn't thank him for itd aonly hate
herself.

He wanted her. Dear heavdmw he wanted her. His body ached
painfully, with need. But he was after the long lhawt a short
transitory ride.

Suzanne drew herself up to her full height andeglat him balefully.
'If you think that sharing this villa, thisedroommeans [I'll agree to
sex, then you can go to hell"

Did she imagine he hadn't been there? Ever siree\tkning he'd
entered his apartment and discovered she had gone.

'‘Go dry your hair, Suzanne. Then I'll take a loblgaur hand.'



His voice was deceptively quiet, and didn't foot lmethe slightest.
What she'd perceived as being a dangerous situadidnust moved
up a notch or two.

Five minutes with the hair-drier was sufficientfusther five took
care of her make-up, then she emerged into thebedr

Sloane was waiting, standing at the full-lengthdww, and he turned
as she crossed the room.

'l have some antiseptic in my wet-pack.’

'It's fine.' She dismissed his offer, and her ireaught as he reachec
her side. 'Really. There's no need to play nurse.’

'Humour me.'

‘This is ridiculous!" Exasperation was a mild wérddescribing how
she felt at being shepherded back into the bathraemch having her
hand examined and dabbed with anti-bacterial soiuti

‘There. All done,' Sloane said with satisfaction.

'l could easily have done that myself!' She wamtdait him.
'‘Don't,' he warned with dangerous softness, reduaengnind.
'‘Or you'll dowhat?she flung, incensed.

‘Take all your fine anger,' he threatened in ae/tiat was pure silk,
‘and ensure you expend it in a way you won't forget

Her stomach executed a torturous somersault, ana fiew endless
seconds she forgot to breathe. 'By displaying mamseatrength and
sexual superiority?' She managed to keep her ewen. 'l don't find
caveman tactics a turn-on.’'



His eyes were dark, so impossibly dark she founeémth
unfathomable. 'Make no mistake, Suzanne," Sloaawldd with
hateful cynicism. 'There would be no need for coerof any kind.'

Tension filled the room, an explosive, dangerougyejust waiting
for the trigger to let a certain hell break loose.

"With considerable effort she banked down her grigen she turned
towards him and marshalled her voice to an inctggblite level.
‘Shall we leave?'

'‘Wise, Suzanne,' he taunted silkily.

How long would such wisdom last? she wondered wittense of
desperation. Sooner or later she was going to ¢osgrol of her
temper. With every hour that passed she couldtfespressure of it
building, and she hated him for deliberately stgktime fire.

They walked in silence to the main complex andgdiGeorgia and
Trenton for a drink in the lounge before entering testaurant.

Dinner was a casual meal eaten alfresco on thecesrtheir choice a
selection of varied seafood with delicate accompangauces. They
enjoyed salads, fresh bread brought daily ontostaed, and they
settled on fresh fruit from a selection of succtlg@meapple,
cantaloupe, sweet melon, and strawberries, servttdandelightful
lemon and lime sorbet, for dessert.

They declined coffee, and lingered over tall glassentaining
deliciously cool pina colada.

'‘We thought we might take a walk along the bedakeyton declared.
'‘Care to join us?'



And play gooseberry? 'l've challenged Sloane taraegof tennis,'
Suzanne indicated, casting the source of thatexngdl a singularly
sweet smile. 'Haven't |, darling?'

Sloane reached forward and brushed gentle fingass dhe length
of her bare arm. And smiled as he glimpsed the hemyeyes dilated
in damnable reaction. ‘Indeed. I'll even grant admzap in your
favour.'

'‘How..." she hesitated fractionally '...kind." Sbeched a hand to his,
and summoned a doting look. 'Especially when wé lkobw you
could run me off the court.’

He didn't miss an opportunity, and his eyes weenbpdaring as he
lifted her hand to his lips and kissed each fingaurn.

'‘We need to go change first.'

There was hardly any point in saying she'd chargdmind. 'We
should wait half an hour.' Her eyes took on a wicgkeam. 'Exercise
so soon after a meal isn't advisable." Her moutivecl into a
winsome smile. 'l don't want you to collapse witheart attack.'

Trenton laughed, and Georgia's eyes twinkled asad®eto her feet.
'l don't think that's likely, darling. Come for alk with us. That'll fill
in some time."'

‘Sloane?' Suzanne deferred to him, sparing hinaed tgance.

'‘An excellent suggestion, Georgia." He stood amgketteer they
strolled along the path leading down to the beach.

Suzanne slipped off her sandals and held themerhand, watching
as Sloane followed her actions with his shoes, awat Georgia and
Trenton did the same.



It was a beautiful evening, the sky a deep indigih & clear moon
and a sprinkle of stars. The sort of night for Isy&uzanne perceived
as she stepped onto the sand and felt its firmctrbeneath her feet.

There wasn't much she could do about the hard,utiascarm that
curved along the back of her waist as they forméduassome and
began following the gentle curve of the bay.

‘Do you have everything ready for tomorrow, Mam&®@zanne
gueried, conscious of the man who walked at hex. Sile arm that
bound her to him would tighten if she attemptegubsome distance
between them. For a moment she almost considergdply for the
sake of enforcing her position, only to discarastshe thought of the
consequences.

'Yes." Georgia cast her a warm glance in the safarkness.
‘Although | probably won't sleep tonight as | gootigh everything
again and again in my mind.'

'l have a remedy for that,' Trenton declared, aadr@a laughed.

'‘Perhaps we'll join you later for a game of tenkiew long do you
intend to play?'

'I'll leave it up to Suzanne,' Sloane drawled, ahd turned towards
him with a sweet smile that was lost in the fadiggt.

'‘Passing the buck, darling? What if I'm feelingtigaitarly energetic?'
As soon as the words left her mouth she wanteditgecherself for
uttering them.

'l think | can match you.'

In more ways than one. Silence, she decided, wagigoSomething
she intended to observe unless anyone asked pec#is question.



The ocean resembled a dark mass that merged veitBkih There
were no visible lights, no silvery path reflectedrh a low-set moon.
Tonight it rose high, a clear milk-white orb in thalaxy.

Suzanne felt the increased pressure of Sloangsrfirat the edge of
her waist, and a tiny spiral of sensation unfurteside her stomach.

'l think we'll turn back," Sloane declared, drawiog hah. 'lf we don't
see you on the court, we'll meet for breakfasthgigr earlier?”

'Eight,' Trenton agreed. 'Enjoy."'

As soon as they had progressed out of earshot Bezmoke free
from Sloane's grasp. Lights were visible throughttees, and as they
drew close the main complex came into view.

Within minutes they reached their villa, and indo@he quickly
changed into shorts and a top, added socks amgbitsaiaware that
Sloane was doing likewise.

Securing the court wasn't a problem, because tlvere no other
guests to compete with. The hiring of racquetstaild was achieved
In minutes, and Suzanne preceded Sloane into ttieseme.



CHAPTER SIX
'ONE set, or two?"'

‘Two," Suzanne declared as she crossed the codirtoak up her
position at its furthest end.

‘A practice rally first,' Sloane called. 'Best bfde gets to serve. OK?"

'‘Sure.

He had the height, the strength and the expexisketeat her with
minimum effort. It was the measure of the man bieathose not to do
so in the following hour as she returned one shet another, won
some, lost most, and while it was an uneven médtehnsanaged to
finish with two games to her credit in the first s@d three in the
second. A concession, she was sure, that was iagrdét as it was
diplomatic.

‘Your backhand has improved.'

Suzanne caught the towel he tossed her, and ghtddint film of
sweat from her face and neck. He, damn him, dath@dtv any visible
sign of exertion. Not a drop of sweat, and he wasthing as evenly
as if he'd just taken a leisurely walk in the park.

'| expected your serve to singe the ball.'

Sloane's eyes gleamed with latent humour. "Weredysappointed
that it didn't?’

Expending physical energy had been a good idea.

The heat was there, but banked down to a levetsulel deal with.



'You played as | expected you to,' she respondeetbyy and waited
a beat. 'Like a gentleman.’

He rubbed the towel over the back of his neck,seem her a musing
smile. 'Ah, a mark in my favour.'

‘Are we keeping score?'
'‘Believe it.'

Why did she get the instinctive feeling he had twen hidden
agenda?

Her agenda was to survive the weekend with her emstidact.His
she could only guess at.

'Let's get a drink from the bar, shall we?' Slosunggested smoothly.

A diversionary tactic which Suzanne let pass ordgduse she was
thirsty.

It was an unexpected surprise, and a welcome oisegt Georgia and
Trenton seated comfortably at a table adjacenheowtell-stocked

bar. Surprise, because she'd thought not to see dgain before

breakfast, and the welcome part was a definite, iiust meant she

wasn't alone with Sloane.

‘We thought we'd join you for a game of doublegbfgia said as
Suzanne slid into a seat at her mother's side.

'‘Georgia’s idea," Trenton drawled with amused redign. 'l had
another form of exercise in mind.'

'‘Don't tease, darling. You'll embarrass the chiidre



Children? Suzanne looked at Georgia in keen surprise. Thc
beautiful eyes the colour of her own bore a faimtigked gleam that
promised much to the man seated at her side. Loséxgwithout
artifice, a joyous sharing and caring.

Suzanne felt a lump rise in her throat at the lagéemotion evident,
and she took a generous sip from the tall glasseof water a waiter
had placed in front of her only moments before.

She risked a glance at Sloane and glimpsed hiamgsement. 'The
children, of course,' she ventured conversationally, 'asg li&ely to
score a handsome win after expending their enangyoart.’

Trenton sent her a devilish smile. 'Georgia andddhany advantage
we can get.'

'So sharing a drink is seen as a five-minute bfeakefreshment?'
‘Definitely.'

'Of course, we're playing two sets?'

'One,' Trenton decreed.

'In that case,' Sloane drawled, collecting his uat@s he rose to his
feet, 'let's get started.’

Father and son chose not to play competitively, Gedrgia and
Suzanne were fairly evenly matched. It was a lofuof Suzanne
couldn't remember ever seeing her mother appdanilBantly alive,
or so happy"

After an hour and a narrow win in Suzanne and Si@alavour, they
exited the floodlit court and crossed to the louhge



Trenton led the way, his arm curved round Georgiatilders, and
there was little Suzanne could do about the caaualSloane placed
at her waist.

‘A cool drink?' Trenton suggested as they seleattémble and sank
down into individual chairs. '‘Or would you prefer lish coffee?’

It was after ten when Trenton and Georgia got éar tleet.

'‘We'll see you at breakfast. Eight o'clock," Trensaid. He clasped
Georgia's hand in his and brought it up to his kgth a warm
intimacy. Suzanne felt her heart flip with somethshe refused to
acknowledge as envy.

'‘Want to follow them, or stay here for a while?"

Suzanne spared Sloane a considering glance froreabierher
long-fringed lashes. "We could take a walk in theonlight.’

‘A delaying tactic, Suzanne?'

Her lashes swept upwards, and she regarded himilivitbncealed
mockery. 'How did you guess?'

‘Afraid?' His voice was so quiet it sent shiversvdder spine.

That was an understatement. But it was fear ofeifetsat made her
reluctant to be alone with him. 'Yes.'

'Such simple honesty," Sloane said with unmistakaizdolence. He
rose to his feet and extended his hand. It had &émmg day. An even
longer night lay ahead.

A swift retort rose to her lips, and remained uengtl. 'It's one of my
more admirable traits." She wanted to take holdisthand, feel it



enclose her own, and bask in the warmth of hisnaite smile. Yet to
do so would amount to a fine madness of a kinddsined not afford.

'‘One of many.'

She rose, ignored his outstretched hand, and dkheetableen route
to the entrance. 'Flattery will get you nowhere.'

He drew level with her. "Try sincerity.'

She spared him a sideways glance, and chose moimiment. She
gquickened her step, and felt mildly irritated a& #ase with which he
lengthened his to match it.

They reached their villa, and inside she crossed Itinge and
quickly trod the stairs to the bedroom. She pausdy long enough
to collect her nightshirt before entering tee suite and carefully
closed the door behind her.

A foolish, childish action that nevertheless affmicher a measure of
satisfaction. Until it was time to emerge somertenutes later, when
all of the former fire had died and wary apprehensieposed in its
place.

Sloane was standing at the window, looking out theodarkness.
‘Bathroom'’s all yours.'

He turned to face her, aware of the moment shetdrexh the
bedroom via the darkened glass reflection.

She looked about sixteen, her skin scrubbed cleamhair tied back
in a pony-tail. Did she have any idea how sexy Islo&ed in that
mid-thigh-length tee shirt? As a cover-up the smitton merely
moulded her firm breasts and was more provocahea designer
silk and lace.



'How's the hand?'
Oh, hell, she'd almost forgotten. 'Fine.’
‘And your hip?'

Painful, and showing the promise of a nasty bru@K.' She moved
towards the bed she'd nominated as her own, turaekl the cover,
and slid between the sheets. 'Goodnight.'

'Sweet dreams, Suzanne.'

She didn't care for the mocking humour in his vpared as soon as
the bathroom door closed behind him she proppesktiarp on one

hand and plumped the pillow vigorously with the esththen she

shifted onto her left side and almost groaned oudl las her bruised
hip came into contact with the mattress.

She was tired, and, if she closed her eyes anddnhiérself to believe
she was comfortable, surely she should sleep.

Suzanne heard the shower run, then stop minutas Tdte bathroom
door opened, a shaft of light illuminated the rodhen there was
darkness, the soft pad of Sloane's feet on thehmldi floorboards as
he crossed to the bed, the faint slither of coppencale, and the
almost inaudible depression of mattress springdirgetoeneath a
solid male frame.

Despite counting imaginary sheep and practisingouarrelaxing
techniques, Suzanne found sleep remained elusive.

Her hip ached. Throbbed, she corrected, deep [rgcific analysis in
the darkness of night. Pain-killers would dull gaen's keen edge and
help her sleep.



If only she had some. Maybe there was a foil striper vanity bag,
or, failing that, it was possible Sloane had somleis wet-pack.

Damn, damngdamn.If she lay wide awake for much longer, she'd k
In a fine state by the end of Georgia and Trentwatéding festivities.

You would think, she ruefully decided as she sadetully from the

bed, that an over-abundance of emotional and nenteasion

together with long walks, rock-clambering, and éhsets of tennis,
would fell the fittest of the physically fit.

Instead, she felt as if she'd trebled a daily adsmffeine.

Suzanne crept to the bathroom, closed the doar,sWweched on the
light and rummaged through her vanity bag to nalaker fingers
delved into Sloane's wet-pack, hesitated, thengdrmore by need
than courtesy, she separated compartments andtairmexsout with
relief when she discovered a slim pack of paracetam

She broke off two, part-filled a glass with watadawallowed them,
then she replaced the glass and switched off ¢fme. IBhe'd allow a
few seconds for her eyes to adjust, then she'd thygethioor and tiptoe
back to bed.

It was a remarkably simple plan. Except in attengptio give
Sloane's bed a wide berth she veered too far amshéd against a
chair.

A soft curse fell from her lips at the same time&le activated the
bed-lamp.

'‘What in sweet hell are you doing?'

Suzanne threw him a dark glance, and resorted ippafhcy.
'‘Rearranging the furniture.'



He slid into a sitting position and leaned agathstheadboard. His
dark hair was slightly tousled and he was baréd¢onaist.

Probably bare beneath the waist as well, she teflextrifle ruefully,
all too aware of his penchant for sleeping nude.

It was too muchHe was too much.
*You should have turned on the light.’

Oh, sure. The last thing she'd wanted to do wagta him. Coping
with a darkly brooding male wasn't a favoured aptio

Suzanne pushed in the chair and took the few sisgpsssary to reach
her bed, then slid carefully between the sheets.

'Headache?'

She should have known he wouldn't leave it aloie. [6ok she cast
him held such fulsome anger it was a wonder he'tdidmn. 'Yes.In
this instance she had no compunction in resorarfghirication.

‘Want me to give you a neck and scalp massage?"

Oh, God. 'No." Would he detect the faint despemnatioher voice?
She hoped not. 'Thank you.'

‘Seduction isn't part of the deal,' he drawled waihsing cynicism,
and she closed her eyes, then opened them again.

He read her far too easily, and it rankled unbdgra®ell, now,
that's a relief,' she said with pseudo- sweetness.

‘Unless you want it to be,' Sloane added withrigjlsoftness.



The thought of that hard male body curved overduwar in a tasting,
teasing supplication of each and every pleasurefdl@a her with
such intense longing it was all she could do tpoed, let alone keep
her voice even.

'If you come anywhere near me,' she warned in setarhisper, 'I'll
render you serious bodily harm.’

His husky chuckle further enraged her. ‘It migimadt be worth it.’

Without thought Suzanne picked up the spare pibow threw it at
him, watching in seemingly slow motion as he field# and
unhurriedly tossed the bedcovers aside.

‘Dammit—don't.' She turned and scrambled to thinést side of the
bed, only to give a sharp cry as her hip draggaafydly against the
mattress.

It was no contest. She simply didn't have a chascBloane's hands
caught hold of her shoulders and turned her ba&kc® him.

For a long moment she gazed at him in open defiaaweare that the
slightest move, the faintest word would invite ¢riag retribution.

His eyes were impossibly dark, their depths unfathole as he
reached for the edge of the bedcovers and wrenitieed off with
one powerful pull of his hand, then drew her dowitodhe mattress.

His head lowered and she felt one hand grasp Hdiérahigh, then
slide to her hip.

Her gasp of pain was very real, and he pauseandigh only inches
from her own. She saw his eyes narrow, glimpsedtithe lines

fanning out from each outer edge, and felt himeaeis a few long
seconds before he slid the hem of her nightshinetovaist.



It was a long bruise, red, purpling, and growingenagly with every
hour.

He swore, words she'd never heard him use befodeslae flinched
as he traced the line of her hip-bone, then prdahedsurrounding
flesh.

'You walked through the rainforest," Sloane saithweadly softness,
'played three sets of tennis, nursthgg?'

‘It didn't hurt much then.'

His eyes appeared as dark obsidian shards, injirfiebidding. ‘It
does now.' He levered himself off the bed and desed the stairs to
the lower floor.

She heard the chink of glass, the bar-fridge démse; then he was
back with a chilled half-bottle in his hand.

‘What are you doing?'
'‘Applying the equivalent of an ice-pack.'

‘A magnum of champagne?' Suzanne queried in defpedind
shivered as the cold frosted glass touched her skin

'It'll serve the purpose. Now, lie still.'

She didn't plan on moving. Besides, fighting himwdoprove a futile
exercise.

'‘What did you find to take in the bathroom?'

'‘Paracetamol,’ she said huskily as he adjustedbdktée. "Two. In
your wet-pack,' she added. An icy numbness seitlethinimising
the pain, and she closed her eyes so she did@éttbdeok at him.



The proximity of his male body was a heady entdgspite the
skimpy black silk briefs providing a modicum of @ecy. As a
concession to her?

She could smell the clean scent of expensive sodpale deodorant
on skin only inches away from her own. All her sshwere acutely
attuned, almost in recognition of a rare and spadthemy existent
in two separate halves that were meant to makefagbevhole.

It didn't make sense. Nothing made sense.

The pain slowly ebbed, and her eyelids grew he®eantle fingers
soothed, kneaded, and dispensed with the tighsknahe muscles
of her shoulders, back and thighs.

Heaven, she acknowledged as she relaxed and letwoirk his
magic. She made only a token protest when he lifezdnto his arms
and transferred her to the other bed.

His bed. Her eyes sprang open, and she made to serémrthle edge
as he climbed in beside her.

'l don't think this is a good idea," she said hesply as he curved an
arm beneath her shoulders and drew her close.

‘Just shut up and let it be.' He pillowed her hegainst his chest, then
curled an arm round her waist.

He was deliciously warm, and she cautiously movas arm so that
it rested across his midriff.

It was like coming homeDeja vu,she reflected. With one exception
Lacking was the satiation of lovemaking.



The temptation to begin a tactile exploration wasrg. Just the
slight movement of her fingers and she could ttaeeoutline of his
ribcage, tease one brown nipple, then trail a pmths navel.

He possessed a strong-boned frame, with symmetruadcle
structure, textured skin that emanated its own muskle aroma.
Clean and slick with sweat at the height of sexa@dsession, it
became an aphrodisiac that drove her wild. Serfseat, raw and
primal. As primitive as the man himself.

Don't even think about it, an inner voice cautiarigdless you want
to dice with dynamite.

Soon he'd fall asleep, then she'd gradually easedind slip into her
own bed.

It was the last coherent thought she had, and slke Yo find warm
sunshine filtering through the curtains, the snwllfresh coffee
teasing her nostrils. One quick glance was atlaktto determine she
was alone in the bed. Another to see Sloane's liraeld curved over
a newspaper spread out on the buffet bar.

At that precise moment he turned towards her, a@lmssf he was
acutely attuned to her every move, and his warntesmelted her
bones.

'‘Good morning.'

Suzanne felt awkward, sleep-rumpled, and she ddagdwand over
her tousled hair. 'Hi.'

He had the advantage, dressed and freshly shadesh&nwatched
him step from the stool and cross to the edgeeb#d. 'How is the
bruise?'



She caught hold of the sheet in a compulsive mowgraémost as if
she expected him to insist on a personal inspecBbe flexed her
leg. 'lIt doesn't seem to hurt as much.'

'‘Want to try another makeshift ice-pack?’

In the clear light of day, she didn't want to bédiden to him in any
way. Too late.You slept with him, remember8leepbeing the
operative word...but how much mdseholdercould you get?

'l doubt it's necessary," Suzanne said quicklynKihg on her feet
seemed a vast improvement to staying in bed, amdnsimaged it in
one dignified movemenDignity was the key, she assured hersel
and being dressed would be better than wanderiagndrin an
over-large tee shirt.

She collected underwear, tailored cream linen #musnd a light
cotton topen routeto theen suitegmerging ten minutes later feeling
refreshed after a quick shower. And in control. W&he corrected
wryly, as much in control as she could hope fahmcircumstances!

Sloane checked his watch. 'lIt's almost eight. if'rready, we'll go
down to the restaurant.’'

Lipstick was all it would take, and perhaps a lighich of blusher.
'‘Give me a minute.'

Georgia and Trenton were already seated beneatlatbe airy
veranda when Suzanne and Sloane arrived.

'‘We went for a walk along the beach. It was so tqainel peaceful.
Heaven,' Georgia enthused warmly.

Suzanne caught the sparkle in her mother's eymspggd the soft
curve of her mouth as she smiled, and deducedntmié the island



possessed a magic all its ovineaverto Georgia was the man at he
side.

'‘No pre-wedding nerves?' she queried teasingljnasascepted the
waitress's offer to fill her cup with coffee.

‘A few," her mother conceded. 'Last-minute doulbisué what I've
chosen to wear for the ceremony. Whether my heelsa high, and
hoping I'll remember to tread carefully so as odtip. And whether
V should wear the hat the salesgirl insisted - was perfect.' Her
mouth shook slightly, then widened into a helplsssle. 'l can't
decide whether to wear a bright lipstick or godomething pale.’

Suzanne looked at Trenton and grinned. 'Ah, sestuf§ huh?'

He spread his hands wide and responded with an sasy. 'My
assurance that | don't give a damn what she wessntt appear to
hold much weight.'

‘The mysterious vagaries of the female mind," Stfa@marked, and
met Suzanne's mocking glare with gleaming humour.

‘Men," Suzanne denounced him, 'simply have no'i@&e shot her
mother a stunning smile. 'After we finish hereé ddme and give you
my considered opinion, shall I?'

'‘Oh, darling. Please. I'd be so grateful.'

‘You can safely say goodbye to a few hours,' Slasfieered aloud to
his father, and Suzanne couldn't suppress the dublbhughter that
emerged from her throat.

‘At least." And was totally unprepared for the brud his fingers
across one cheek, and the warm intimacy of hisesmil

‘Then | suggest we go eat, so you can get started.'



Why, when she lapsed into a comfort zone, did heatoething to
jolt her out of it? Her eyes clouded. It's an pgdt an act. For Georgia
and Trenton's benefit.

The breakfast smorgasbord was a delight, comprisageral
varieties of cereal, fresh fruit, yoghurt, as veslicroissants and toast
Sausages, steak, eggs, hashbrowns, mushroomsit#biesfeast.

It was almost nine when they emerged into the soashnd the two
men opted to retire to the lounge on the pretextdistussing
business, while Suzanne and Georgia made theirtwdlge villa
Georgia shared with Trenton.

The design was identical to that of their own vid#though the soft
furnishings were different, Suzanne noticed as thatered the
air-conditioned interior.

Georgia crossed the lounge. 'Come upstairs, ddtling

Suzanne followed and stood to one side as her moiened the
wardrobe, the drawers, and reverently” draped gaohof apparel
over the bed.

‘Let's do the fashion parade thing," Suzanne stemgieshaking her
head as Georgia wrinkled her nose. 'lIt's the ordy Wcan get the
complete picture.'

Fifteen minutes later Suzanne stood back and esgdeser
admiration. 'Perfect. Everything.'

'‘Even the hat?'
‘Especially the hat,' she assured her motherstitisning.’

Georgia's eyes moistened with gratitude. 'Do yailly¢hink so?'



'‘Really.'

Suzanne stood still, her head tilted to one sideh&sregarded the
slim, beautiful woman in front of her. ‘Now, let&ke off the hat, get
rid of the shoes, and we'll try each lipstick aedide which one suits
best.’

The deep rose, definitely. Pale was too pale, haeddral too bright.

'OK," Suzanne declared as Georgia carefully didekerself of her
wedding suit, and hung it back on padded hangeredib its
protective bag. 'All done." She grinned, and caugbid of her
mother's hands. "You're going to knock 'em dead.’

A warm smile tugged the edges of Georgia's moHtiw'nice of you
to say so, darling.' She drew a deep breath. 'Nbal| we have a cold
drink, and talk girl-talk?" A light laugh spilledug and her eyes
danced. 'Isn't that what the prospective brideterdnaid of honour
are supposed to do?'

Suzanne fetched a bottle of mineral water fronbinefridge, poured
the contents into two glasses and handed one tmoirer.

'Here's to health and happiness. A wonderful dayoAderful life,’
she added gently.

Georgia touched the rim of Suzanne's glass in tsile
acknowledgement. 'You, too, sweetheart.'

They each took an appreciative sip. 'It'll be rifc we'll be living in
the same city," Georgia said a trifle wistfully.cdan meet you for
lunch. We'll attend a lot of the same functions, toimagine. And
we'll be able to shop together.'

An arrow of pain pierced Suzanne's stomach. Thehluend the
shopping part were fine, but attending the sameakdgnctions



wouldn't be a good idea. In all probability Sloaveuld be there, and
she would rather die than have to watch him witbtlagr woman at
his side.

‘Tell me where you're staying in Paris." The honegmwas a safe
topic. "Hie shops there are supposed to be manslldhe Eiffel
Tower,' she enthused. 'Make sure you take plentyhofos, and write
up a diary. | want to hear everything.'

Georgia laughed. 'Not quite everything, darling.'
Suzanne's eyes danced with impish humour. 'Welll goess not.’

Her mother possessed a rare integrity. And chaomesing that
came from the heart. Trenton Wilson- Willoughby wasvery
fortunate man. But then, she guessed he knewltledplained why
he wanted his ring on Georgia's finger without gela

‘Do, you remember when we lived in St Lucia in Base?' Georgia
reminisced. 'That adorable little terrace house?"

'‘And the cat who called both adjoining houdesme?' Suzanne
gueried, laughing. 'We fed him mince for breakfalsg man next
door gave him fresh fish for lunch, and dear old [ drmmons dished
out tinned salmon for his tea. He was such a gargjeandle of grey
fluff.’

The school years, carefree for the most part, inttheasing study as
she decided on the legal fraternity as her pradessiniversity, law
school. Dating. Friends.

Hers had been a happy childhood, despite the laakkather-figure,
and there were many memories to cherish. She antg@evere so
close,friendsand equals rather than mother and daughter. Taey |
shared so" much.



And now it was going to change. Don't go down feth, Suzanne
mentally chided herself. Today was meant to be agpgous.



CHAPTER SEVEN

THE launch deposited the wedding guests, together \thin
photographer and celebrant, each of whom had uoderg security
check at Dunk Island before boarding the chartéedch to ensure
no unwanted media were able to intrude.

Suzanne could only admire Trenton's determinatibat ttheir
weekend sojourn, and particularly the wedding fifse¢main a
strictly private affair.

There would be time for the guests to check intirthespective
villas, enjoy a leisurely lunch, and explore Bedarfacilities before
assembling next to the main complex for an outdo@rriage
ceremony.

Trenton and Sloane joined the guests in the remtador lunch,
while Georgia and Suzanne ate a light salad togeth&eorgia's
villa.

It ensured there was plenty of time for them tdestyeir hair,
complete their make-up, then dress.

Georgia was ready ahead of time, looking lovelglightly nervous.
Suzanne gave her mother's hand a reassuring sqtleezejuickly
stepped into the elegant pale blue silk slip-dséesd chosen to weatr.

There was a matching jacket and shoes, and shd tipteave her
hair loose. Make-up was kept to a minimum, except dkilful
application of eyeshadow and mascara, and shaeaglaclear rose
lipstick to add colour.

Then she spared her watch a quick glance. 'This She cast her
mother an impish grin. 'Are you OK?' There was eedto ask if
there were any last- minute doubts.



Georgia smiled a trifle shakily. 'In half an holit,be fine.'

Suzanne crossed to tuck a hand beneath her mogiso\s. 'Then
let's get this show on the road, shall we?'

The short walk to the main complex was achievedninutes.
Georgia didn't falter as she crossed the lawn teravlsloane stood
waiting at the head of a stretch of red carpetiling three small rows
of seated guests and leading to an artisticallyoidted archway,
where Trenton waited with the celebrant.

Suzanne felt her breath catch as Sloane turnedrdsweer with a
slow, warm smile, then he took Georgia's hand sraimd walked her
down the carpeted aisle.

Suzanne followed, and when they reached the arckhwaynoved to
Sloane's side as Trenton took hold of Georgia'slhan

Glorious sunshine, the merest hint of a soft breerel a small
gathering of immediate family and close friendseadsled on an
idyllic island resort. What more could a bride &si

Nothing, if Georgia's radiant expression was amghio go by,
Suzanne decided, unable to still a faint stirrimgvestful envy.Her
mother looked beautiful, and much younger than fbery-seven
years as she stood at Trenton's side while thém@leintoned the
words of the marriage ceremony.

Georgia's response was clear, Trenton's deep aacimgéul, and his
incredibly gentle kiss at the close of the ceremiugged Suzanne's
heartstrings.

She moved forward to congratulate and hug them, lamith the faint
shimmer of tears in Georgia's eyes was reflectéekirown.



Sloane did the unexpected and kissed Suzanneybtefi hard, and
the pressure of his mouth on hers sent her lashespsng wide in
silent disapproval.

His answering smile didn't come close in explamatand she stood
at his side, almostnchoredhere as they greeted guests, made soc
small talk, and accepted the occasional gushingptorant about the
happiness of the bride and groom.

The encroaching dusk meant everyone moved indaois,it was
essentiallysmiletime. In fact, Suzanne smiled so much and so pfte
her facial muscles began to ache from sheer effort.

‘You're doing well," Sloane drawled as she tookrthér sip from her
flute of champagne.

'‘Why, thank you, darling/onderfullywell is what I'm aiming for.'
‘And a hair's breadth from overkill.'

She cast him a stunning glance. 'No more than angtse. Even as
we speak, deals are being implemented by two otdumtry's top
business moguls.'

Her eyes sparkled wickedly. 'Their respective sdomves are at
daggers drawn beneath the sophisticated facatieyasize upvhois
wearing the more expensive designer outfit.'

'Second and third wife," Sloane corrected, andrstimed her head in
mocking acceptance.

'‘Sandrine Lanier and Bettina—?' She arched her reywsb
speculatively. 'Jusivho in Sydney's social elite tied the knot witt
Bettina?"



He lowered his head and brushed his lips againsttémaple.
'‘Cynicism doesn't suit you.'

‘Ah, but given the right context it can be fung sleclared solemnly.
‘Sandrine works very hard at being the successfal'w

It was true. The former actress was delightful, dedoted herself
tirelessly to charitable causes. She was also egllert hostess who
enjoyed entertaining her husband's business asseciMichel
Lanier was a very fortunate man.

Bettina, however, fell into an entirely differenategory. The
glamorous blonde had frequented every social e$emtinne had
attended with Sloane. And had taken great pleasufigting with
him outrageously at every opportunity. As well akhwevery wealthy
eligible man on the social circuit in a bid to cower options.

‘Just who did Bettina choose?' There could be mbidon that issue!
'Frank Kahler. They married two weeks ago.'
She didn't need to ask. "You attended the wedding.'

'Yes.' Sloane's acquiescence held a certain wryfoese occasion
that had been far too over the top to be descrasedeing in good
taste.

What excuse had he given for her absence?
‘You were visiting your mother in Brisbane for theekend.'

Suzanne looked at him, and glimpsed the fine liapaing out from
the corners of his eyes, then her gaze travelledewertical crease
slashing each cheek, the wide, sensual mouth hastriong set of his
jaw.



'Feasible, in the circumstances, wouldn't you say?'

Very feasible, she silently agreed. 'You could lgasave admitted
our relationship was over.'

‘Now why would | do that?'
'‘Because it wads.'

‘No.’

'‘What do you meamo?'

He leaned forward and brushed his lips againsotwar, and then he
raised his head fractionally. His eyes were darid appeared so
incredibly deep she became momentarily lost.

Her heart thudded in her chest, and for a splibiseéshe forgot to
breathe. Then reality kicked in, and she tookdeep, ragged breath,
then shakily released it.

'Did you honestly think I'd let it rest on the lmsif the explanation
you presented to me?' Sloane queried, and sawyhsrdélate with
something akin to apprehension, then be replacddam attempt at
humour.

‘Impossible, of course, that | might have had &yhist about the
number of women who fawn over you, and acted orulsg?'

His lips parted to show even white teeth behindwanised smile. ‘A
hissy fit?' The edge of his mouth curved. 'Now 'thah expression
which conjures up an interesting image."'

'‘Doesn't it just?'



His eyes became even darker, and something moveua \aghin.
Something she dared not define. 'Not your styleaBSoe.'

No, it wasn't. Nor did she act on impulse.

‘Nor was your note,' Sloane continued in a dangdyauild voice.
"You knowwhy | left,' she said fiercely.

'‘Whateverthe motivation, the action was all wrong.'

‘Sloane. Suzanne. We need you for photographsitdirs voice
intruded, and Suzanne drew a deep breath and temlleer scattered
thoughts as they moved across the room to the igosthe

photographer indicated.

The man was a hired professional, and aware a$dbep his work
would create. He wanted the best shots.

It took a while. The eye of the camera was verycegtive, and
Suzanne should, she felt, have earned an awattefqrerformance
in playing the loving fiancee of the bride's stepsihot to mention
the groom's son.

Afterwards trays of exquisitely presented hors wuhoe were
proffered and the champagne flowed like water. Bamknd music
from a selection of CDs filtered from strategicgllaced speakers as
the guests mixed and mingled.

‘Sloane, smiceto see you again.'

Suzanne turned at the sound of a breathy feminmeey and
summoned a stunning smile for the second—tmiog wife of one of
Trenton's friends.

'‘Bettina,' Sloane acknowledged her. 'You've metaSne?'



Bettina's laugh was the closest thing to a tinkliedj that Suzanne
had ever heard. 'Of course, darling.'

Kittenish, Suzanne decided. Definitely cultivatatidn. The short,
tight shell-pink skirt, the almost-too- tight maitetp camisole top
covered by a designer jacket one size too smatlhBlie and make-up
were perfection, her lacquered nails a work ofamt] the jewellery
she wore just had to be worth a small fortune. Boead with an
inclination to flirt.

'Such a cute idea to have an island wedding.' @hehed careless
fingers to Sloane's sleeve and deliberately flattdrer lashes. 'You
will save a dance for me, won't you?' Ttheuewas contrived. 'Frank
isn't the partying type.'

Frank Kahler was a substantial catch, Suzanne narsgfklt a pang
of sympathy for the much older entrepreneur whaseefand fortune
were Bettina's main attraction.

'l doubt Suzanne would be willing to share," Slogesponded with a
musing smile.

'Oh, darling, of course you must dance with Bettina,' she saidilid
reproach, and her eyes shimmered with simmeringusdity. 'After
all, I'm the one who gets to take you home.'

He caught hold of her hand and lifted it to hisJithen kissed each
finger in turn. 'Indeed,' he intoned softly.

Oh, my, he was good. She could almost believe fantie Then she
came to her senses, and she smiled, awardééhatting ability was
on a par with his own.

'l think I'll have some more champagne.' Bettinst &oane an arch
look from beneath artificially curled lashes. "Mbtétch another for
me, won't you?'



Interesting, Suzanne decided, that Bettina showdd guch a
well-used ploy. Sloane's eyes gleamed in silenbgeition, and
Suzanne derived a certain pleasure from handing H@mflute. 'l
think I'll join Bettina. Thank yougdarling.' The emphasis was very
slight, but there nonetheless.

'He's a hunk, isn't he?' Bettina sighed as Sloameed and began
threading his way to the bar.

And then some. 'Yes,' Suzanne agreed, waiting Her moment
Bettina would slip in the knife.

'‘Sloane came alone to my wedding. Were you sicksoonething,
darling?' A dimple appeared in one cheek, althotiggtne was no
humour apparent in Bettina's expression. 'For a embnthere, |
thought you were no longer an item."

Suzanne hated fabrication, but she refused to &etina any
satisfaction by differing her story from the one&ie had provided.
'l was in Brisbane visiting Georgia.'

'‘Quite a coup.' The almost-green eyes hardenechanéxpression
became brittle. '‘Mother and daughter snaring batthefr and son.’

‘Yes, isn't it?' Suzanne's smile was in place, ahd appeared
perfectly at ease.

"You must have worked very hard.'

'Impossible, of course," Suzanne said with the stnebarm, 'that
Trenton and Georgia could have fallen genuinelpvue?'

'Oh, really, Suzanne. No one falis love with a wealthy man.
Steering them into marriage involves an extremeljcdte strategy.'



'Of the manipulative kind?' There were no rulethis game, and, as
loath as she was to play it, she was damned il gligw Bettina a
victory. 'Is that how you snared Frank?"

'l cater to his needs.'

Suzanne deserved an award for her performanceeasoshhed a
finger to the diamond-encrusted watch fastened ettira's wrist.
‘Catering obviously pays well. Perhaps | shouldttry

'‘What,' a familiar deep voice drawled, 'should yy@"

Suzanne turned slightly and met Sloane's indoler¢ gShe accepted
a flute of champagne and watched as he handedaariotBettina.

'‘Bettina and | were discussing catering to our mareds.' Her eyes
sparkled with deliberate guile. ‘My car has beeayiplg up lately,
darling. I rather fancy a Porsche Carrera. Bldd&r mouth widened
into a beautiful pout as she lifted a finger to hips, licked it
suggestively, then placed it against the centrenisflower lip.
'‘Perhaps we could negotiate—later?'

Sensation spiralled from her central core as headger finger, then
drew it into his mouth and swirled the tip with hehgue before
releasing it.

His eyes were dark, gleaming depths reflectingrdeand thinly
disguised passion. 'I'm sure we can reach an dgeseampromise.'

Are you mad@ tiny voice taunted. Don't you know you're playin
with fire?

'‘One imagines you intend tying the krsoion?'



‘Trenton, and Georgia's arrangements have takeeg@ace over our
own," Sloane informed Bettina smoothly, and inadirher tinkling
laugh.

'‘Don't waittoolong, darling. There's quite a few who would bpha
to push Suzanne out of the way.'

Suzanne saw Sloane's eyes narrow slightly, sersegredatory
stillness, and felt all her muscles tense.

‘Should that happen, they'd have me to deal witls'voice was
ominously soft, and intensely dangerous.

Bettina's light laugh held a slight note of incrigu 'Figuratively
speaking. Not literally, for heaven's sake.'

Sloane's expression didn't change. 'I'm relieveletar it." His eyes
hardened measurably. 'Any threat, impulsive or pdhtated, is
something I'd take very seriously.'

His meaning was unmistakable, and Bettina blinletar rapidly.

‘Well, of course' She sipped her champagne, then offered a biillic
smile. 'If you'll excuse me, | really should getk#o Frank.'

'‘Wasn't that just a bit too menacing?'

His eyes were still hard when they swept over Sneanfeatures.
'‘No.'

She opened her mouth, only to have it pressedctlmgéis in a brief,
hard kiss.

‘Don't argue.’



Mixing and mingling was a social art form, and 3leadid it
extremely well, slowly circulating between guestst® enquired
about various family members, listened to an angusimecdote or
two, and shared a few reminiscences.

Dinner was served at seven. Tables in the restaurad been
assembled to ensure the bridal party of four wasd\evisible to the
guests, and the food, comprising several coursas swperb.

There were two speeches: one which Sloane delivestdoming
Georgia into the family, and the other a respons fTrenton.

The wedding cake was an exquisite work of art, withcately iced
orchids so incredibly lifelike that one almost weashto touch a petal
to see if it was authentic.

When it was cut, sliced and handed to each guksin& bit into his
before feeding some of it to Suzanne in a senssipllay she opted to
return, for the benefit of their audience. Or se sbld herself, for
there was a part of her that wished it were real.

The kiss was something else. Evocative and inchediimrough;
there was absolutely nothing she could do abowitiitout causing a
stir.

When he lifted his head she could only look at hirth a measure of
reflected hurt, and just for a second she thoulg@tgimpsed regret
beneath the gleaming purpose, then it was gone.

The music changed and Trenton led Georgia ontfidbeto dance.

‘We'll follow suit," Sloane indicated, rising tesheet and catching her
hand in his.

Now this...thiswas dangerous, she mused as she moved into has a
It was like coming home. Heaven. Her body fittesl with intimate



familiarity, and she felt it quiver in recognitiari something beyond
which she had little control.

Sexuality. Heightened sensuality. Potent alchemipve was like a
river, then theirs ran deep. And fast.

She was acutely aware of her own response andgcluald like this,
she found it impossible to ignore the evidenceesir in his.

It was all she could do not to link her hands tbgett his nape, and
her eyes held bemusement as his lips trailed tdemple.

Suzanne heard her mother's soft laugh, and Sldamld'$oosened as
each couple came to a brief halt in order to swi@tiners.

'It's a beautiful wedding," Suzanne commented ast®n led her into
another waltz. Other guests began to join thenherfloor.

'‘Georgia is a beautiful woman. On the inside, witereunts,' he said
gently. '‘As you are.’

It was a lovely compliment. "'Thank you.'
'l can promise to take good care of her.'

'1 know.' It was nothing less than the truth. 'assk know you'll both
be very happy together.'

They circled the floor again, then Sloane effedtezl change. Five
minutes later another guest cut in, and during éhsuing hour
Suzanne danced with almost every man in the room.

Bettina manoeuvred things very skilfully so that giot to dance with
Sloane. Suzanne saw each move the glamorous biaedke, and had
to commend her tactics.



To anyone else in the room Bettina looked a vivagiguest, and
their fleeting attention would have admired thecpsd smile, the
faint flutter of perfectly manicured lacquered gmail

Suzanne, whose examination was much more preasethe subtle
promise in Bettina's almost-green eyes, the appacandental brush
of her generous and silicone-enhanced breastsntiteng part of
those perfectly painted lips, and had to stilldlesire to tear Bettina's
eyes out.

Three minutes, four? They each seemed to acquirenaendous
magnitude before Sloane executed a change in paramel drew
Suzanne close.

She held herself stiffly within the circle of hisngs, and she moved
her head slightly so that his lips brushed heaearnot her cheek as
he intended.

'‘Bettina,' Sloane drawled with stunning accuracy.

‘You'resoperceptive.'

'It's an inherent trait,’ he declared musingly. yoa know you quiver
when you're angry?'

Quiver?'Really?' She wanted to hit him.
'‘Which one of us did you want to tear limb from ki

'Bettina,' she declared with soft vehemence, agatd his husky
chuckle.

‘Claws, when there's absolutely no need?'

‘Careful,’ Suzanne warned. 'l haven't sheathed ffetm



She leaned into him a little, and heard the sttwgag of his heart, felt
the strength of his body, and enjoyed the momenasdong as the
slow music lasted. Then she joined Georgia andtdnefor a few
minutes before slipping to the powder-room to fegshp.

When she returned most of the couples had driftethe floor to sit
In groups at various tables. Sloane was deep inersation with
Bettina's husband, Frank, and Suzanne made heoutagnto the
terrace where a breeze teased its way in fromdaharo

At this time of year the tropical far north was sg#oto perfection.
Lovely sunny days, cool clear nights, and littlenorrain. Ideal for
those who lived in southern states where wintetdtédrio be cold and
wet with winds that gusted round corners and bedfdiuildings. In
two days Georgia would fly to Paris. The city fovérs, with its
historic buildings and magnificent art collectiortsaute couture,
food, the total ambience. She'd read about it, @kuwhe travel
documentaries on film, and felt vaguely envious.

No, that wasn't strictly true. There were alwaysalgan life, some
achievable, others merely dreams. The aim wasrieestor the
dream, but not lose sight of the reality.

There was also avarice and greed, which she deplateng with
artificial superficiality. And those who sought afedight for it. Love
had been destroyed, lives wrecked, even lost, irsytuof an
abundance of wealth and all it could provide.

A slight shiver shook her slim frame. She'd tastei@lt the fear and
opted to remove herself from its orbit. Had shenlréght to handle it
herself? The doubts, ever present, rose to thairf

‘Voluntary solitude, or an escape?'



Suzanne straightened at the sound of Sloane'setfalery, and she
didn't move as he slid his arms round her waist dnesv her back
against him.

‘A little of both,' she answered honestly.
'Want to share?"

Her eyes sprang open at that quietly voiced qu&iyare her
innermost thoughts? That would give ttengera new dimension.

'I'll take a rain check.'

She felt his chin rest down on top of her headu'Yaalise I'll call it
in?'

Yes, he would. But not now. '‘Perhaps we shoulchgmle.'

'l came out to find you,' Sloane said. 'Trenton @wibrgia intend to
retire soon.'

‘Leaving the guests to party on?' Was it that late?
'It's almost midnight.’

Where had the evening gone? 'Time flies when ydwneng fun,'
she said lightly, and felt her stomach curl as &oaoved one hand
towards her breast while the other splayed acreship.

They were, she knew, visible to the guests insidlen't. Please,' she
added quietly.

‘Then come indoors, and bid our respective pagasnight.'

Out of the way of temptation. But not for long. &eoor later they'd
return to their villa. What then? She couldn't edfthe ecstasy of one



long night of loving, or the resulting agony whdreshad to leave
him.

Without a word she slipped free of his hold andtleglway indoors.

'Oh, there you are, darling," Georgia said warrflgenton and | are
about to leave.' She leant forward and gave hegldaua fond hug.
'It's been a splendid party, hasn't it?'

'‘Really lovely," Suzanne agreed as she caught ¢foler mother's
hands.

'‘Most of the guests are meeting around nine forhampagne
breakfast. You'll join us, of course.'

'Of course, Mama.'

'Now we're going to get out of here," Trenton destdaas he bestowed
upon his new wife a look of passionate warmth.

Georgia's eyes held a delightful sparkle, and Imeeks bore the
faintest tinge of colour.

Trenton took care of their escape by simply deatgriGoodnight,’
and led Georgia from the restaurant.

'‘Would you like me to get you some coffee?' Sloguneried.

'Please,' Suzanne replied, and within secondssafeuirn they were
joined by Bettina, which, Suzanne decided, was tcltieg
coincidence a bit far.

'Frank doesn't want to stay and party on. We thowghmight go for
a walk along the beach. Maybe go for a swim. Wamnbih us?'



And watch Bettina strip down to nothing and displdyose
voluptuous curves, cavort in the moonlight andrafteto capture
more than one man's attention?

‘Thanks, but no.' Sloane tempered the refusal avijlaizzical smile,
then cast Suzanne a dark, gleaming look. 'We hther plans.’

‘A party?'

'For two,' he responded evenly. He took Suzanng@'sind saucer and
deposited them down onto a nearby table, then bghtdnold of her
hand. 'If you'll excuse us?'

'‘We should," Suzanne admonished mildly, 'say gaidnio the
guests.'

'‘We shall. Very briefly.'
‘And have them speculate why we're in such a hortgave?"
‘Do you want to stay?"

Not really. But she wasn't sure she wanted to gk lba the villa,
either. Nor did she want to walk along the beact ancounter
Bettina.

‘No.'

Ten minutes later Sloane unlocked their door, lesed it behind
them. Suzanne watched as he shrugged off hisaskie and draped
it over a nearby chair, tugged free his tie anddéoed the top two
buttons of his shirt.

Then he crossed to the bar-fridge, extracted a oragrf champagne,
opened it, filled two flutes, then handed her die touched the rim



of her flute with his own, then lifted it in silestilute before sipping
the contents.

Suzanne was acutely aware of him, and the raw,itprarchemistry
that was his alone. There was a brooding sensuatiparent that
fired a deep answering need inside her.

She could almosteel the blood move more quickly through he
veins, the fine hairs on her skin rise as senditisrve-ends came
alive, and slow heat radiated throughout her wholgy.

Imagining how it would be with him almost brouglgrto a state of
climax. Three weeks seemed an eternity, each ajggnt so long and
lonely she'd lain awake aching in solitary pain.



CHAPTER EIGHT

SLOANE glimpsed the faint fleeting shadows, determinesirtbause,

and fought the urge to sweep Suzanne into his arhesex would

be a wonderful release...for both of them. Wild,ntea, and

uninhibited. He could almost smell the bloom ofsel heat on her
skin, taste her exotic scent. The thought of sigpkimio her, hearing
the soft purr in her voice change to something deepdriven, the
cries of ecstasy as he took her with him...

'It was a lovely wedding.' She had the feelingdh&eady said those
words, and fought to keep the wistfulness out af \ace, the

awkward hesitancy. Dammit, it must be the champagermding

effect on her self-confidence. Warm and fuzzy waarfeeling she
wanted to cultivate. '‘Georgia looked radiant.’

'Yes, she did.’
'And Trenton—'

'‘Wouldn't allow anything or anyone to interfere lwtheir plans,’
Sloane interceded. He was silent for a few longsds, and when he
spoke his voice held an inflexible edge. 'Any mitvan | will.'

There was something in his eyes, the powerful Seisdeatures that
triggered alarm bells in her brain.

She regarded him carefully, apprehension upper@®st merged
with sickening knowledge. 'You've discovered whe s haven't
you?'

His expression hardened, muscles sculpting braadl faones into a
daunting mask. 'Yes. | had the answer | neededrtbrsing.'



Suzanne didn't have to askw.He had the power and the contacts 1
elicit any information he wanted. It was impossitadéelieve that he
wouldn't take action. 'What are you going to do?'

'It's already done. Zoe's father is now aware @& fhcts. And
extremely grateful we've chosen not to prosecuéewil personally
ensure she seeks professional help.'

Her eyes searched his, and she almost died atutidessness
apparent. There was something else she couldnihedeand it
frightened her.

'‘No one," Sloane intoned with brutal mercilessnébhseatens me.
Directly, or indirectly.' He kept his anger undght rein. The e-mail
report had listed extensive repairs to her carcéldd only imagine
the verbal assault.

Suzanne saw his clenched fists, evidenced thefeoldn those dark
eyes, and placed her partly empty flute onto abepedestal.

She needed to get out of this room, away from biwan if it was only
briefly. 'I'm going for a walk.'

'Not alone.’

She tilted her head to look at him, uncaring thatdonversation had
taken a dangerous shift. 'Don't play the heavyai$#d She walked
across the room to the door, her anger so intdms&rsew she'dhit
him if he tried to stop her.

Outside the darkness seemed like a shroud, antbdktwed the it
path down to the beach. When she reached the barstiepped out of
her heeled shoes and bent to collect them in oné. ha

Sloane was a short distance behind her, and ialvalse could do not
to throw something at him. If he wanted to folloerhhe could. But



she was damned if she'd allow him to dictate h&p@g, or when
she'd return to the villdf she returned, she decided darkly. Thel
were plenty of beach loungers that would make agaate place to
rest for what remained of the night.

The moonlight bathed the beach with an eerie géowd, she trod the
crunchy sand to the water's edge, then followedutse towards the
outcrop of rocks.

The tide eddied and flowed at her feet, and on lsgpeahe paused,
shed her clothes and dropped them onto dry saged, ttirned and
walked into the sea.

The water felt silky and wonderfully cool against iskin, and when
it reached her waist she eased into a lazy bréadtesparallel to the
shore. Then she turned onto her back and floaddcounting the
sprinkle of stars.

A faint splash alerted her bare seconds beforen8lsadark head
appeared less than a metre away.

He didn't say a word, didn't need to, and she mawvealy from him
and rose to her feet. If he was intent on invadliegspace, then she'd
simply shift it somewhere else!

She had only taken two steps towards the shore \Wwheth hands
grasped hold of her shoulders and turned her la&kce him. 'Let
me—'

Anything else she might have said remained lockelder throat as
his mouth closed over hers in a kiss thassessedmind, body and
soul.

She tried to struggle, and got nowhere. Dear Llbedwas strong. If
she could only bite him...but his jaw had possessibher own,



dictating its movements as he ravaged the innsués with his
tongue, his teeth, in a deliberate assault ondeses.

One hand curved down to cup her bottom, while tineroheld fast
her head. She pummelled his back with her fistd, &tempted to
kick his shin...with totally ineffectual results.

Just when she thought she couldn't bear any meré&dsened his
hold, only to change it as he hefted her over tioalsler and walked
out of the sea onto the sand.

'‘What inhell do you think you're doing?’

He bent down and she automatically clutched thé lbadis waist.
And found no purchase.

'Collecting our clothes.’
‘Put me down!

He stood upright, adjusted his hold of her, thémbastrode towards
the path. 'No.'

'For heaven's sake,' Suzanne hissed. 'Someone seglts.'
'l don't give a damn.'
‘At least give me your shirt.' The request cameasw hollow groan.

'l happen to be holding it in front of a vulnerapkat of my anatomy,’
he responded drily.

‘You'd better pray we make it undetected,' sheatereed direly. 'Or
I'll never forgive you.'



The path to their villa was reasonably short, buze®ne was
conscious of every step Sloane took until they vgafely indoors.

‘You fiend! Howdareyou?' She pummelled his back with her fist:
and attempted to kick him. 'Put ™dewn.'

He kept walking, ascended the steps to the bedrpannsed long
enough to toss their clothes onto the bed, therrdesed into then
suiteand turned on the shower.

'‘What in sweet hell do you think you're doing?'

'‘Precisely what it looks like.' He stepped into #iewer stall and
closed the glass sliding door. Then he pulled lwevrdto stand in
front of him.

Without thought she lifted a hand and slappeddws Anger, sheer
helpless rage, exuded from every pore, and whehfsdteher hand a
second time he caught it mid-air in a punishing.gri

You want to fight, Suzanne?'
‘Yes,damn you!'

‘Then go ahead.' He released her hand and stdlpdistarms folded
across his chest.

His eyes gleamed darkly, silently daring her todahwim, and she
lashed out, both fists flailing as she connecteth wis chest, his
shoulders, anywhere she could land a punch.

He took each and every one, and only grunted once.

Hot, angry tears filled her eyes, then spilledun in twin rivulets
down to her chin. Her knuckles hurt from where @ls#*uck strong



muscle and sinew. And bone. He didn't move, ancahes slowed,
then dropped to her sides.

‘Are you done?"

The water lashed his shoulders and coursed dowbdgais, and she
turned blindly towards the glass door, only to halhe prevented her
escape.

Without a word he pulled her into his arms, effesly stilling any
further struggle.

‘Let me go.' To stay like this was madness.

Fingers splayed across the base of her spine begaubtle
movement, sufficient to make her breath catch, sredtried to pull
away from him without success.

The hand that held her nape slid to capture het,lgtng it so she
had no defence against his descending mouth.

She expected a devastating invasion, and was usm@eepor the soft
slide of his tongue against her own. Teasing, lisimg, he made it a
sensual assault as he explored and caressed, agicaurher
response in a manner that soon left her weak-waletimalleable.

Uncaring of the consequences, she lifted her andstwined them
round his neck, melting into him as she kissed hank. Slowly,
tentatively, then with an increasing urgency tledt both of them
labouring for breath.

'‘Please.Now.She didn't think she could wait a second longaat,an
exultant laugh broke free from her throat as héeplahner thighs and
lifted her high to straddle his waist.



With one supple action he buried himself inside head she gloried
in the hard, deep thrust that stretched silkem¢isso a level where
she gasped at his degree of penetration.

For several seconds he remained still, then herbegaove, slowly
at first, each thrust deeper than the last asdreased the pace until
their actions became a synchronised match leadiraptexplosive
climax.

Suzanne had thought she'd experienced every fatehiso
lovemaking, but this had held a wild quality, almasbridled, as if
he was barely retaining a hold on his emotions.

She could only bury her head against his neck asduted her close,
his lips warm and evocative as they traced a patbsa one exposed
cheek.

How long they stood like that, she had no idea.d-@econds,
minutesmaybe. Eventually her breathing steadied, and infthite
care he set her down onto her feet.

Then he reached for the soap and slowly latheredyauch of her
body before turning his attention to his own.

Suzanne felt as if she wasn't capable of moving;mhess uttering a
single word, and when he switched off the waterssépped out from
the shower stall and caught up a towel, only teeham take it-from

her to blot their skin free of moisture.

Not once did his eyes leave hers, and she becania lilne darkness,
every cell flaring brilliantlyalive in the knowledge of what would
follow.

She wanted him. Dear heaven, so much. But whattaftaswards?
How could she board the launch on Monday and rétu8ydney, her



own apartment, and attempt to get on with heragef this weekend
had never happened?

It would be a Iliving nightmare of unfulfiled need,
wanting..empty.She doubted if she could survive.

‘Sloane—' She couldn't say the words, and shé l&tieand then let it
fall helplessly down to her side.

He brushed gentle fingers against her cheek, teethém drift to
trace the pulsing cord at her neck.

She was melting inside, subsiding into a statep$sgal inertia where
all she wanted was for him to continue until thensivarmth heated
to white-hot fire.

He knew. She could see it in his eyes, feel itigtbuch as his hand
slid to her breast and caressed the soft contoeificrd wreaking
havoc with the sensitive peak.

His head lowered and his mouth closed over heasdeep evocative
kiss that tore what little defences she had leshieds. His mouth left
hers and followed a sensual path to her breastusizng, suckling on
the tender nub as she arched her neck in silettation.

One night, she groaned silently. Just one night.

Her hands reached for him, the movement compul&svehe began
exploring tight muscle and sinew, touching, tastingd wanting
more. So much more.

The blood flowed through her veins like quicksilvereding every
nerve-cell until her whole body ached with needhsbial heat at its
zenith.



Sloane carried her into the bedroom and sank doiimher onto the
bed. She looked magnificent, her eyes deep blusgatliye, her soft
mouth slightly swollen and parted from his kissefidhwas a faint
sheen on her skin, and her hair hung in tousleatciy.

She leaned forward and initiated a deep kiss, amgoyhe feeling of
power as he allowed her free rein. Then in one $mmovement she
arched her body and took him deep inside, gaspimgy as she felt
inner tissues stretch to accommodate him.

Dear God, he felt goodThis was so good, the feeling of
completeness, the joining of two bodies in peréadord. Sensation
spiralled, and she began to move, creating a deegtrating rhythm
as old as time.

His hands reached for her waist, and he joinefierride, taking her
higher and higher until she cried out her release.

Slowly she raised her head and looked down at met, the dark,
slumberous depths and defined the degree of passidant.

Extending a hand, she touched a gentle fingerdddwer lip and
traced its outline, then slid it down his chin te throat, trailing a
central line past his chest, his stomach, to wilbey were still
joined, before travelling a similar path to her omauth.

Slow, sweet warmth swirled deep within, heating ibedy, and she
gave a soft laugh as his hands reached up to banead down to
his.

This time there was no gentleness in his kissetame a foray that
was claim-staking, possession at its most damredblehe met and
matched the dramatic primitiveness that lay dedpimvhim.

It transcended mere sexual gratification. It wascimmore than
sensual satiation.



A faint groan emerged from her throat as he shifiedition and
rolled so that she lay on her back.

The control was his, and she wrapped her legs rdumdips and
pulled him down to her, glorying in his strength.

Afterwards she could only lie still, unable to moas he let his
fingers drift idly over the softness of her skin.

She must have slept, for she came awake to thdn totibis lips
exploring the delicate contours of her body, tastime spent bloom
on her skin as he trailed lower to savour the iatarheart of her.

A banked flame flared into pulsating life, lickitigrough her veins,
igniting nerve-ends as she came achingly alive.sGomate skill
took her high and tipped her over the edge, anctskd out as she
fell.

Afterwards she pleasured him, exulting in the fahéen of sweat
that heated his skin, the quivering muscles o$tumach, the way his
breath caught in his throat.

For much of what remained of the night, they inedlgin
lovemaking, creating a sensual ecstasy that wasalely wild and
untamed and slow and evocative.

Suzanne didn't want the magic to end. With the deavne sleep, and
afterwards a long, lingering loving that was sor@aibly gentle it
made her want to weep.

‘We should shower and go down to breakfast," siderslctantly as
she swept a glance to the digital radio clock.

Sloane's eyes held a mocking gleam that didn't fo®l in the
slightest. 'Should we?'



'l think so.'

He touched her mouth with his own, savoured it®irsweetness,
then trailed soft kisses along the softly swollentours of her lower
lip. 'Why is that?'

Assertiveness was the key. Definitely. For to dtaye any longer
would be a madness she could ill afford. 'Becatmehungry.' His
eyes became dark and slumberous. 'For food. Sustenhashe
elaborated with an impish grin. ‘And I'd almost fof a cup of strong
coffee.' She slid to her feet, stretched her arngis. hand felt the pull
of muscles. 'I'll hit the shower first." She dietthim a faintly wry
glance. 'Alone. Otherwise we'll never get out aielie

He reached out a hand and pulled her back dowimiddr a brief,
hard kiss, then he let her go. 'Five minutes, thjeim you.'

It was almost nine when they entered the restaueartt Suzanne
chose a table on the terrace, ordered coffee,libkred herself to a
selection of fresh fruit and cereal from the smelgad.

‘You're looking rather fragile this morning, dadinHad a hard
night?'

She turned and met Bettina's deliberately guilelsssle, and
proffered one of her own. 'Surely that's ratheespnal question?'

'‘Why pretend? | have my eye on a magnificent erdeaatl diamond
ring.' Her eyes glittered acquisitively. 'Frank dea little persuasion
to buy it for me.'

'‘Which you have every intention of providing.'

'‘Why, of course. Women have traded sexual favoors gifts
since—forever' Bettina's lashes swept wide. 'Aren't you workin
hard to persuade Sloane to buy you a Porsche @&rrer



'‘Repayingme will become a lifetime commitment.’

Suzanne turned at the sound of Sloane's drawlimgeyoaught his
faintly wry, musing smile, glimpsed the dark gleairhis eyes, and
opted to respond in kind.

'‘Not necessarily. My tastes are simple.’

'So are mine,' he said solemryou.'

Her pulse tripped and raced to a faster beat. iWdlsaevidence of it
in the hollow at the base of her throat, the dilatof those sapphire
depths, the soft parting of her lips.

‘The Porsche was meant to be a joke," she salteasasried her plate
back to their table.'l know.'

'If you gave me one,' she declared fiercely, ‘#ddit straight back.'

Sloane sank into his chair and ordered fresh coffe® believe you
would.'

'Sloane—

‘You think | don't know Bettina enjoys making migaf?' His dry,
mocking tone was matched by a hardness in his eyes.

She was all too aware of the tensile steel benthatisophisticated
veneer. Only a fool would believe he wasn't awd&every angle, and
adept in determining the foibles of human nature.

‘She has her eye on you.'

His soft laughter brought a fiery sparkle to heesyBettina needs
confirmation of her attraction to the opposite skber choice of



clothes, make-up, jewellery is a blatant attemattintion-seeking.'
His expression assumed a degree of cynicism. 'Aay will do.’

'l disagree,’ Suzanne declared as she reachedefordffee. 'That
should amend to any well-connected, wealthy mame' I8ted her

cup, took an appreciative sip, then replaced iklmarcits saucer and
cast him a wry look. 'And you're more sought atft@mn most.’

'‘But-'spoken for," Sloane asserted tolerantly.

"A hunk" were her exact words," she continued be hadn't spoken.
'‘Really?’

He was amused, damn him. 'Definitelystressmaterial.'

'‘Now why," he drawled lazily, 'would | covet a nnests, when | have
you?'

Suzanne took the time to spear a segment of firest) Which she
savoured, then slowly chewed and swallowed, befmieing a
response. She chose her words with care, and techgfgm with a
faint smile. 'You don'haveme.’

He placed his fork down carefully on his plate ntheant back in his
chair, looking, she decided, indolently relaxed amad poised to
deliver a verbal sally. 'l retain a particularlyid memory of how we
spent the night.' His dark brown eyes held glearhungour. 'And the
early dawn hours.’

So did she. So much so that it was all she coult dontain the stain
of colour spreading high on each cheek. 'l domikttthat's entirely
relevant.’'

She saw one eyebrow lift to form a mocking archo?N beg to
disagree.'



'It was just sex.' Albeit very good sex, she ackieoged silently.
And knew she liedSexdidn't even begin to describe what they'
shared.

'l think | should take you back to bed," Sloanended with musing
mockery. 'It's the one place where we're in perdecord.'

She captured another portion of fruit with her foi®ur absence
would be noticed.

His regard was warm and infinitely sensual. 'l tailsee that as a
problem.’

'You possess a one-track mind,' she admonishecddnidv,eached for
her coffee once more.

'Three weeks' abstinence tends to have that effeatman.’

Not only a man. Even thinking about what they'dretathrough
much of the night was enough to flood her veinfiwetling warmth.

The damnable thing was that he knew. The knowledageapparent
in the way his eyes lingered on her mouth, them dlowly to the
heavily beating pulse at the edge of her necksligat thrust of each
breast.

'l think," she began, hating the faint raggedneseer voice, 'lI've had
enough to eat.’

‘Georgia and Trenton have just arrived,’ Sloanesadwuietly, ‘and
indicated they'll join us.'

The meal became a leisurely affair with the cortnariaof a
champagne brunch as the champagne flowed andpstafided a
selection of finger food.



‘Tennis this afternoon, definitely," Georgia deethas she sipped a
second cup of black coffee. 'And | think I'll jusdve fruit for lunch,
or forgo it altogether.'

'Likewise.' Followed by a swim, and a nap on thadbe Suzanne
decided. A lazily spent afternoon was just whatrsieded. After last
night.

An arrow of pain pierced her body. What of tonightuld
Sloane...? Yes, a silent voice taunted. Of coueseil. How would
she survive another night of loving without breakinto a thousand
pieces? Perhaps if she explained, maybe pleadadimit ..

She spared him a quick glance, and then wishetiathe't. His gaze
was focused on her features, reading each and efl@gying
expression...with damning accuracy, unless shemistaken.

Did anyone else guess she was a mass of nervaisridreneath the
composed exterior? After last night the boundastesd imposed had
been moved, and she was unsure of their position.

What would happen when she returned to Sydméy,don't think
about it, she told herselfhinkingwasn't a good idea, for there were
just two scenarios. Neither of which she wanteebalore right now.

Her stomach executed a series of painful somessaalid she
forcibly controlled her breathing into a steadygukated rise and fall.
Her heart felt heavy in her chest, and she washsireontribution to
the conversation sounded terribly inane.

In a way it was a relief to circulate among thegisieto lose herself,
even briefly, in a social exchange with women whosen topics of
conversation seemed to be whose hairdresser walseste which
fashion designer would take out the annual award véhose parties
on the social circuit werde rigueurfor the remainder of the winter
season.



Sloane seemed similarly immersed with Trenton'd,doubtless his
own, associates. Twice she glanced in his direaidn to have him
meet her gaze.

'‘No hint of a date yet, Suzanne?' .one woman asklede another
ventured,

'‘Paul and | have a very tight schedule until Chmégt. Get those
invitations out early, darling.'

"You mustvisit Stefano; he'll do wonders with your hain' @legant
brunette assured Suzanne, and a glossy dark-Isyilgu advised,

‘Marie-Louise is without equal for the nails.'

‘Gianfranco,' the stylish redhead insisted. 'Youwstraee him about
your dress, darling. Tell him Claudia sent you.'

'Of course, there is only O'Neil for the flowers.'

'Frank spent almost a million on my reception,'tiBatoffered, and
didn't notice the electric silence that followed hanouncement.

Suzanne sensed their momentary withdrawal, and dmsapproval.
Any mention of actual amounts of money among theeugsocial
echelon wasle trop.One could mention the yacht, the villa in France
the apartment in Venice, Rome or Milan. The Swisslet, the New
York Fifth Avenue apartment, the London Knightsigedown house
or the mansion in SurreyAnything,except how much it cost. Unless
it was an outrageous bargain. Delusions of grandeere not
entertained among society's elite.

It was almost eleven when the guests departed aodltbe launch
that would transfer them to Dunk Island to conneith their flight
south.



Suzanne and Sloane joined Georgia and Trentonefetty to see
them off.



CHAPTER NINE

‘Now | can relax." Georgia wound an arm round Torist waist and
leaned in against him. 'It's been a wonderful wadkdhank you,
darling.'

The look he directed at her mother brought a lum@Btizanne's
throat. So much love, so clearly visible. It made heart ache. 'l
don't think | could eat or drink a thing," she deed lightly. 'I'm
going to take a book down onto the beach, thenoga fdip in the
ocean.'e

'We'll meet for tennis,' Trenton indicated. 'Folalack, OK?"

‘You could," Sloane drawled minutes later as thegred their villa,
'relax here.'

Suzanne twisted her head to look at him. 'Uh-uthon't think our
ideas ofrelaxation match." She ran quickly up the steps to tt
bedroom and extracted a black bikini.

'‘Afraid to be alone with me?'

He posed a tremendous threat to her equilibriutnfeauhad no part
in it. '‘No.'

Sloane crossed to her side and placed his hantlie dtase of her
nape, initiating a soothing massage that felt ssdgdoo damned
good. 'Tired?'

She wanted to close her eyes and sink back adgamsthave him
hold her, kiss her. Slow, oh, so slowly.

If she gave in to such feelings, they'd never gebbthe villa before
nightfall.



‘A little.!
'‘Let me indulge you,' he commanded quietly.

Need curled deep inside her, then twisted intoilsthat radiated
through her body. Her smile was incredibly sad, &nded with
regret. 'l don't think that's such a good idea.'

His breath feathered her temple. 'No?'

His fingers skimmed beneath the hair at her naftiaglit aside as he
traced his lips down to the sensitive spot behimel @ar, savoured it,
then trailed the pulsing cord to the edge of hekne

‘Sloane." The protest fell from her lips in scaycelore than an
agonised whisper as his fingers loosened tightldeomuscles.

'‘Shh," he bade her gently. 'Just relax.’

Dared she? Maybe just for a few minutes. Therenedsarm in just a
few minutes, surely?

Suzanne closed her eyes and let all her musclas asl he began
weaving a subtle magic that seemed to seep intedmgibones.

She was hardly aware of him sliding the zip fre¢hatback of her
dress, or the faint slither as it slipped to tlo®fl Her bra clasp undid
with ease, and his hands smoothed her slip downlmrehips.

'l don't think—"'
'‘Don'tthink,' Sloane said huskily. 'Just feel.'

His lips tasted her skin, embraced it, and roantedilh over her
neck, her shoulders, then trailed down one armegaénsitive hollow



at her elbow, before tracing the delicate veinsméevthe inside of
her wrist.

A despairing groan escaped her throat as he reshdersimilar

treatment to the other arm, and when he turnedkehis arms she
had no will of her own to prevent him laying hentg down on the
bed.

What followed was a long, slow supplication of gvpleasure point,
each pulse. The curve of her hip, the inside oftbigh, the hollow
behind each knee. The sensitive slope of her ttedftender hollows
at her ankle, the acutely vulnerable arch of het.fo

She felt as if she was slowly dying as pleasuréted from every
pore, each nerve-cell, as his hands, his lips ravedll. Her breasts,
their sensitised peaks, the, soft concave of loenath. The rapidly
discolouring bruise at her hip. Nothing escapedattsntion.

Her blood leapt as he brushed the most intimatec@®f all, and her
limbs slid against the sheet in agitation, thervWtesle body jerked as
he began effecting a simulation of the sexualtaetfi

His hands cupped her hips and held them as he agemkavoc that
was so incredibly tender, so intensely evocatiee,dody seemed to
sing as one vibration after another shook her akotrre and radiated
in all-consuming waves.

He felt her shudder in release, and gifted her@anenouthed kiss
before travelling a slow path to her waist, themgbft contour of one
breast.

It was a torturous journey until his mouth reacheds, and the kiss
was so gentle she felt the prick of tears and thvarnm spill as they
trickled slowly across each cheekbone and disapdaato her hair.



Sloane felt the faint tremor as her body shook, lamdfted his head
fractionally, glimpsed the drenched sapphire panld removed the
trail of moisture with his tongue.

Then he stretched out close and gathered her insidam. 'Better?’

Dear Lord, did he have any conception of how sli@ fEhere's only
one problem,' she murmured shakily.

His fingers brushed against her cheek. 'What'®that

Her mouth trembled as she reached for him. '"Yowearing too
many clothes.’

His smile was infinitely warm and sensual. '"You Ildobave fun
taking them off.'

'Is that an invitation?'
Lips traced the clean line of her jaw. 'Do you nead?'

This was special. Something so precious, the memvonyd last her
for the rest of her life. Through all the lonelyngty nights, an inner
voice sighed in sorrow.

His shoes came first, then she took time with thekle of his

trousers, the zip fastening, silently encouragirgghelp as she slid
the garment free. Undoing each shirt button becantantalising
exercise as her fingers tangled with the springy barling in a

sparse pattern across his tightly muscled chest.

All that remained was a pair of silk briefs, andestnaced the
waistband as it stretched across his hipbone,ithedlane of his
stomach, and allowed her fingers to brush fleejingler his arousal.



Control. He had it. Part of her wanted to see whabuld take to
break it as she tucked her fingers into the wamsthend eased the
briefs free.

With incredible slowness she copied his examplasitg, tasting,
glorying in the soft tremor of his stomach, ea@x@d muscle as she
traversed every inch of his body.

The most vulnerable, the most erotic part of hes@amy she left until
last, laving it with such delicate artistry, he gned in the effort to
maintain control.

Minutes later his breath rasped in one husky exioalaand hard
hands grasped her shoulders as he rolled her entoalck and drove
into her in one deep thrust.

Suzanne gave an exultant laugh and met his moutkca®ie down in
possession of her own, and together they climbedd¢b crest as raw,
primitive sensation took them high in a mutual einso
devastatingly flagrant there were no words to ageifin

Afterwards he cradled her against him as his fie¢railed a soothing
pattern up and down her back, tracing each indentat her spine.

She slept, drifting into blissful somnolence, securthe knowledge
that she was safélis. Undoubtedly his.

Suzanne came awake at the soft pressure of lighioigiagainst her
own, and she opened her eyes slowly, allowing diséds to drift
wide as she focused on the man who was intent sturting a
dreamy ambience she was loath to leave.

'It's almost four," Sloane informed her huskilydame offered him a
slow, sweet smile.



‘Time to shower, dress, and meet Trenton and Geéogtennis.’
'l could ring through to their villa and cancel.’

'‘We shouldn't disappoint them,' she opined solepamig he uttered a
faint laugh. 'Should we?'

'Witch.' He levered himself off the bed, and extesthd hand. 'Come
on, then, or we'll be late.'

They were, but only by ten minutes, and Georgia Bmhton were
already on the court, quite happily enjoying axelg rally.

Together, they agreed on one set, and althoughrbethwere evenly
matched the pace was laid-back rather than conyegtgénding an
hour later with a seven-five win in favour of Sleaand Suzanne.

‘A drink in the bar?' Sloane suggested as thew@xthe court, and
Trenton clapped a hand to his son's shoulderentsdigreement.

'l must be feeling my age,' Georgia declared wiparkling laugh as
they entered the main complex and sank into coatbetchairs.

Trenton signalled to the waiter and within minutiesy were each
sipping something long and cool.

'‘Dinner at six-thirty?' Trenton proposed. 'I'll lkasomeone alert the
dining room.’

That would give them time to shower and changeirTimal night on
the island, Suzanne reflected, unsure whether @b ridieved or
regretful that the extended weekend sojourn wasstliat an end.

What had begun as something she'd have given agyihavoid had
become quite different in many respects from amghshe'd
envisaged.



The anger, the resentment was gone. Yet what wiés flace? The
sex was great. Better than great...magnificentvweg thagll it was?

She wanted to ask, but she was afraid of the an&imexthat if she
was to survive emotionally she had to cull somemfoof
self-preservation.

'It'll be the last night we spend with Georgia dnenton for a while,’'
Sloane reflected with indolent ease. 'Shall we vaewideo, play
cards, or just take a leisurely stroll along thadtefor a while after
dinner?'

Trenton looked from his wife to his stepdaughtar donfirmation.
‘Georgia? Suzanne?'

Georgia's smile was infectious. 'Cards. Suzanne aredrather good,
aren't we, darling?'

It was, Suzanne decided gratefully, the more minsimulating
choice. 'Yes,' she conceded with droll humour. 'S gdit our
combined skills and see if we can beat them.’

Sloane arched an eyebrow and spared his fathey doak. ‘Men
against the women?'

Trenton indulged in a husky chuckle. 'You do pl&lpane?
Otherwise we're in deep trouble.’

"Your villa or ours?'

‘Yours,' Trenton drawled, and shot Georgia a wicgkshce. 'Then
we can leave when we want to.’'

'‘Bring matchsticks," Suzanne bade them solemnlgor@a and |
never play for money.'



They finished their drinks and wandered out inta¢bol evening air.
Darkness was falling, and already the garden lighisiinated the
complex and grounds.

Trenton and Georgia paused at a fork in the paitig to their villa.
'‘We'll meet in the restaurant in half an hour.'

Once indoors, Suzanne made straight foetmsuitestripped off her
clothes, and stepped beneath the warm pulsing Widten gasped in
surprise when Sloane followed close behind her.

His presence triggered a spiral of electric enemgy, she reached for
the soap only to have it removed from her hand.

What followed became an incredibly sensual asshattheightened
every nerve-ending until her entire body seemedoutse with
sensory awareness.

When he finished he silently handed her the soag,she returned
his ministrations, then stood still as he rinsezdl&ther from his skin.

He reached for the water dial and closed it, threwrupped her face
and kissed her hard and all too briefly beforecheay out for a
towel.

'l don't think we need dress up. Something casubtlo'

Nevertheless she did, selecting black silk evertingsers- and a
matching silk singlet top. She kept make-up to@imum, and added
a slim gold chain Georgia had gifted her on hemntyirst birthday.
Medium-heeled strappy sandals completed the outfit.

Wearing immaculate ivory linen trousers and a deep cotton shirt,
Sloane exuded a vibrant energy that was intenselle,nand her
senses leapt when he enfolded her hand in hisgsitade their way
to the restaurant.



Dinner was a convivial meal, and they each chosallp caught

seafood, garnished with a variety of fresh salags. They opted
out of dessert and selected the cheeseboard instghdresh grapes
and cantaloupe, followed by a sinfully rich liquearffee.

A leisurely walk among the lamp-lit grounds anddgars extended
the time it took to reach the villa, and once iesithey seated
themselves comfortably at the table while Trentatraeted and
shuffled a pack of cards.

It wasn't so much the game, or winning, Suzanneethss she
collected the cards she'd been dealt. She founditineg of mental
skills honed by chance to be an enjoyable challeRgedicting how
the suits and the numbers would run, and the &lus didn't believe
In tricks, or sleight of hand, and abhorred playeh® utilised any
system.

As a pair, she and Georgia won the first game, theisecond. When
the third meant another loss for the men, therekeas speculation
about the fourth game.

'l think we're about to go down,' Trenton declamegting Sloane's
musing smile with one of his own.

'If we win, we'll split up and change partners,'o@ga offered
generously.

'‘Now that could make things interesting,’ Sloanewded, and
Suzanne spared him a wicked grin.

‘Must we, Mama? This might be the only advantag#l ereer gain
over them.'

Sloane lifted a hand and brushed his knuckles ad¢r@scheek. 'Oh, |
don't know," he intoned tolerantly. 'l can thinkather advantages.'
His eyes were dark with lambent warmth, his meanimgistakable,



and there was absolutely nothing she could do abewsoft tinge of
colour that flared high across her cheekbones.

You'll embarrass my mother,' she chided, and orefgughed.
'‘Doubtful, darling," Georgia assured her.

Suzanne looked from one gleaming gaze to anotiner,canceded
defeat. 'l think we should play on.' Afterwards,emlhey were alone,
she'd pay Sloane back. And relish every second 8hie shot him a
silently threatening glance from beneath her lastwed glimpsed the
teasing gleam in those dark depths.

It gave her a degree of satisfaction to win, areldiose to be paired
with Trenton against Georgia and Sloane in a safieggames that
brought a finish so close,"-the margin was minusaulGeorgia and
Sloane's favour.

Being seated opposite him provided the opportuisitywatch every
move, glimpse each facial expression, the faintavang of his eyes
as he considered which card to play, which onadocadd.

He was a superb tactician, a supreme strategisth&rearned really
fast. Too fast. It made her wonder if he hadn'tbéehtely played to
lose earlier.

‘Anyone for coffee?’

'‘No, thank you, darling." Georgia spared a glandsea watch, then
rose to her feet. 'We'll see you at breakfast. Adoeight?'

Sloane walked at Suzanne's side to the door. "BYé&etthere.

Georgia leaned forward and brushed her daughteeskcwith her
own. 'Sleep well.'



As soon as the door had closed behind them, Suzanossed to the
table and gathered up the pile of matchsticks, tiediacted the cards.

'‘Leave them.'

His smile was warm with implied intimacy, and slmast melted at
its mesmerising quality. 'It'll only take a minufiéhen I'll pack.’

His expression didn't change. 'There's plentyroétio do that in the
morning.'

She looked at him helplessly. 'Sloane—' How cobklsay she was a
mass of nerves, relieved in one way the weekendmasst over, yet
deep inside fighting off a feeling of inconsolaglef? Wanting him,
but reluctant to add another night of loving thaiwd only add to the
heartache? She shook her head in silent remonstriren drew on
inner strength. 'lIt won't take long.’

He was close, much too close. Her breathing seetoetiang
suspended as her pulse raced into overdrive.

'‘Look at me.'
Her stomach executed a painful flip. 'Sloane—'

'‘Look at me, Suzanne," he commanded in a voicevhsteceptively
mild—too mild.

She turned from her task of clearing the table, lmnghed her arms
together in an involuntary defensive gesture.

‘You're as skittish as a newborn foal." And consiilmg a confusing
mix of contrary emotions, he added silently, awafr@almost every
one of them. 'Want to talk abowhy?'



How did she begin, and/here& Or should she even begin at all
Wordsseemed superfluous and contradictory, yet there wengs
that needed to be said.

She looked at his strongly etched features, artdatelif she was
teetering on the edge of a bottomless pit.

'I'd like to go to bed. It's late, and I'm tired.’

He reached out a hand and took hold of her cham tiited it. "You're
avoiding the issue.'

Her eyes darkened, and she felt them begin to wihesuppressed
emotion. 'Tomorrow we go back to Sydney and legdusde lives.'

'If you believe I'm going to let that happen, thgou're-sadly
mistaken.'

He lowered his head and angled his mouth over imees gentle
possession that soon hardened into something dekmeredibly
erotic.

It was all she could do not to respond, and shglbagainst the
dictates of her own traitorous body, almost hahiagself for being so
mindless, so incredibly vulnerable where he waseored.

Want; need. The two were entwined, yet separatéh \differing
meanings, depending on the gender.

A man could want, and use seducing skills to a&hisexual
satisfaction. Was that what Sloane was doing? Mpkie most of
the weekend?

Yet it was two-sided. She hadn't exactly displayed much
reluctance.



When he lifted his head she could only stand ansk, her eyes wide
and hiding her pain.

His arm slid down her back, and she tried to puhesalistance
between them. Without success. 'Please, don't.’

'‘Don'twhat,Suzanne? Take you to bed? Is that what this &ballit?'
His eyes searched hers, and glimpsed the sliginidl@vident in her
own.

'Sex isn't the answer to everything.'

He noted the faint wariness in the set of her beéutouth, the
bruised softness in those crystalline blue eyed,veanted to wipe
away all the indecision, the doubt, and replaeath the uninhibited
emotion she'd gifted him in the beginning.

'l don't call what we shargex' Sloane opined gently.

No, it was never just sex. Shared intimacy, lovekimg, a sensual
exploration and satiation of the senses Jotrethe ultimate goal.

‘Last night—"
‘Last night was a mistake.'

His eyes hardened to dark obsidian shards, arekpression became
a bleak, angry mask.



CHAPTER TEN
'THE hell it was.'
'Sloane—

'‘What excuse are you going to try for, Suzanne? Tuoach
champagne, when you barely touched a second dtass®med like
a good idea at the time?' His dark eyes boredhatawvith relentless
and deadly anger. 'What?'

Oh, God. She closed her eyes, then opened them dgaiasn't like
that.'

‘Then explain how it was.'

Magical, euphoric. Devastating in more ways thae. @he tried for
an ineffectual shrug and almost got it right. tittee pretence become
reality.' The burning need to experience heavenastdime.

'You expect me to believe that?' His voice was damgsly quiet.

‘Dammit, Sloane. What do you want? A blow-by- blamalysis of
my emotions?'

‘The' truth might help.’
'‘What truth?

‘There were two people in that bed. And you weté wie every inch
of the way.'

'So what does that prove, other than you're aeskiver?

'‘Are you saying you'd respond to any man the way ngspond to
me?'



No. Never. So deep was her certainty, it robbedotheer from her
voice.

'Suzanne?'

His eyes sharpened, homing in on the thinly disglibleakness.
‘You didn't answer the question.'

Her eyes blazed, and she lifted her chin to a defagle. 'What
would you do if | said/es?’

His expression frightened her. 'Be tempted to peatwithin an inch
of your life.'

‘You're not a violent man,' she said with certaimiyly to have that

conviction waver at the brilliant flare of intenemotion evident in

his eyes, the deep set of his features projectimgsk that made her
feel suddenly afraid. Which was ridiculous.

‘Try me.' The silky softness of his voice sentill chasing the length
of her spine.

Gone was the cool, implacable control of the cowrr banister.
Absent, too, was the veneer of sophisticationtdiplace was a man
intent on fighting—if not physically then verballyte-the bitter end
to effect a resolution. Here, now. No matter whatoutcome.

Suzanne moved her shoulders in an infinitely wegasture. 'Can't
this wait until morning?' It had been a long nigdrid an even longer
day.

He folded both arms across his chest. '‘No."
'Sloane—

'‘No,' he reiterated with dangerous softness.



She was almost at the end of her tether, tirediribsphysically,
emotionally. All she wanted to do was undress, cud bed and
sleep.

Then, when she woke in the morning, the long weekeauld be
over. She'd board the launch, take the flight baclsydney, and
attempt to take up with her life again. Without&ie.

‘What do youwantfrom me?' It was a tortured cry straight from th
heart.

A muscle bunched at the edge of his jaw. 'You. yost'

Her throat ached with emotion, and she was willmgwear her heart
stopped beating.

'‘As my wife, my partner, the twin half of my sokbr the rest of my
life.’

She could only look at him in silence as she tteedssemble a few
words that made sense.

He didn't give her the chance. 'l have a Noticet@ntion to Marry in
my possession.' He let his arms fall to his sithdsyou have to do is
attach your signature prior to the service tomornoarning.'

Her voice emerged from her throat with difficultfomorrow?' The
single query was little more than a soundless dasp.you mad?"

'‘Remarkably sane.’
Suzanne felt as if she needed to sit down. "We pasSibly—"

'‘We can,' Sloane insisted. 'You're as aware ofethalities as | am."'
He paused fractionally, then touched a gentle fingehe corner of



her mouth, traced its outline, then let his hantl f&eorgia and
Trenton will act as witnesses.'

'You expect me to agree to all this?' she quedtiovesakly.

He looked at her for long, timeless minutes, examgirthe fall of
clean blonde hair, the fine-textured skin with miom make-up
coverage, the beautiful crystalline blue eyes. plaged his last card.

'‘We can go back to Sydney tomorrow and begin osgagthesocial
event of the yeaPlan the date, the venue, the marquee, the gstgst
your designer gown, the media. If that's what yaniy!'ll go along
with it. Happily.' He paused, his voice softenil#g long as it means
| get you' He lifted a hand and brushed gentle fingers déwn
cheek, then cupped her jaw. 'Or we can marry quiétre,
tomorrow.' His smile -held incredible warmth. "Téteice is yours.'

Life with Sloane. Life without Sloane. There reallgsn't any choice
at all. Never had been.

"Tomorrow?'she reiterated in stunned disbelief.
‘Tomorrow," Sloane insisted.

Suzanne's brain whirled with numerous implicatio¥ieu planned it
like this," she said unsteadily. 'Didn't you?"

He touched a forefinger to her lips. 'l plannedierry you. The time,
the place were irrelevant.'

She searched his features and glimpsed the strefgpurpose
evident. 'Georgia and Trenton's wedding, this rensland resort—"'
She faltered, absently lifting a hand to push & lafchair behind her
ear. 'Then- plans made it easy for you to—'

'‘Discover the truth,' he finished.



'But what if—'

There was a faint edge of tension beneath thedahis control
that he fought hard to subdue. Losing her tempgrad nearly cost
him his sanity.

'You said you needed time and space,’ Sloane ee€clquietly.
‘Something | vowed to give you... within reason.’

Suzanne digested his words, and perceived the ngghehind them.
"You had that much faith in me?"'

A slight tremor in her voice brought a faint smaed he lifted a hand
and tucked another loose tendril of hair behinddaar 'Yes.'

She saw the passion visible in those dark, argeétiatures, and her
bones began to melt. 'Thank you,' she said simply.

His mouth curved with sensual warmth, deepeningl#inkness of his
eyes as he leaned forward and trailed his lipsgatwr cheekbone,
then traced her jaw and settled near the edgerahbath.

Without hesitation she shifted slightly and partted lips to meet his
in a kiss that merged from warmth to flaring heathe space of a
heartbeat.

It seemed an age before he lifted his head. 'We laawedding to
organise.'

Suzanne's eyes gleamed as she sought to teaselitil®. 4 don't
have anything suitable to wear.'

‘Yes, you do.'

In her mind's eye she skimmed the clothes sheldghtavith her. 'l
do?' The pale blue silk slip dress she'd worn e lmefore would



suffice...providing the resort staff could work laaning miracle in
time.

‘Trust me.'
She opened her mouth, then closed it again.

He smiled, and it sent lines fanning out from tbheners of each eye.
‘Do | take that to meanyses?

Suzanne tried for solemnity, and failed. 'lt defgendhat I'm saying
yesto.'

He leaned forward and brushed his lips to the cofueer neck. His
mouth moved lower, trailed a path up her throat laonkered above
her lips. He angled his mouth down to hers and tbk fill,
plundering, possessing, until she could be in ndotlof his feelings,
hers.

‘Marrying me.'

His mouth was intent on wreaking such deliciousdeawith her

senses, savouring the delicate flavour of her skimle his hands
sought and found the acutely sensitised pleaswts spat drove her
wild.

"Tomorrow.'

Yes, she cried silently. There were words she wantedsdy,
assurances she felt the need to give.

'Sloane.'

His hands stilled at the way her voice caught yingphis name, and
his mouth paused in its downward path. He liftedi@ad and took in
the soft fullness of her lips, the dilated depthber eyes.



'l love you.' Words, just three of them. Yet in is@ythem she gifted
more than her body. Her heart, her soul. Everythrsghands shook
slightly as they slid up to cup her face, and R@ression was devoid
of any artifice.

Joy,love,slow-burning deep emotion. Passion. Just for her.
‘Thank you,' he said gently.

The anger, the frustration, the sheer helplesstegshad coloured
the past few weeks disappeared. He knew he nevatedao
experience them again.

No one would ever be permitted to diminish whaytsleared, or seek
to damage it in any way. There would be no morétuno room for
any insecurity. He would personally see to it. Evaay of his life.

Suzanne watched the changing emotions and suckgssad every
one of them. The resolution, the caring. And love.

His thumb moved across the fullness of her lowewith a reverence
that made her want to cry. 'I'm yours,' he saithgoAlways.' His lips
curved into a slow smile that melted her boneg. éver.'

She had to blink rapidly to dispel the suspiciousstmess behind her
eyes. 'Then | guess we get married tomorrow.' Hautmmoved to
form a shaky smile. 'What on earth will Georgia dineinton think?"

Sloane kissed the tip of her nose. 'Be delightedabine.’

She leaned into him, overwhelmed by the sheerdrdl power of
him. 'Let's—' She paused slightly as Sloane's Isiddoeneath the
hem of her top and worked an evocative path towangship.

'‘Make love?' His husky chuckle was low and infilyiteensual.



'‘Go for a walk along the beach afterwards?' Inntie®nlight, in the
stiliness of night, with the sound of water lappsajtly against the
sand. Enjoying the magic of an island that was resdofrom

civilisation, where solitude and privacy were gueaead.

‘Sure,' Sloane agreed easily.

'‘Providing you have sufficient energy left, of ceelf she said with
demure amusement, and had her laugh cut shors asduth closed
over hers in a kiss that promised total ravishment.

'‘Planning on wearing me out, huh?' he teased asahe&d her
upstairs, then laid her down on the bed.

As he undressed his eyes were so dark, magnifidedtalive with a
passion that made her catch her breath. Slowlywdiida sensuality
that wasn't contrived, she lifted the hem of her, fulled it over her
head and dropped it onto the floor.

He eased himself down onto the bed beside herlamtbwered her
head and kissed his shoulder, trailing her mouthndto one hard
male nipple, savoured it, then followed the dark herowing down
to his navel.

Beneath the fine black silk briefs his arousal wamtent force, and
she caressed its outline with the tip of her tonduereated a slight
friction that made him catch his breath, and witloliness she didn't
pause to question she took the waistband betweeriebth and
gradually eased them down, inch by inch until thheef6 were
reduced to a narrow fold across the top of hisiig

There was a tremendous beauty in the aroused moate, fthe
knowledge of what that harnessed power could aehievthe
pleasure stakes. For each of them.



Suzanne felt as if she wanted to laugh and cryy abthe same time,
with the intense joy of being with this man, foestouldn't remember
feeling so alive, so complete. It was like coming home, th
knowledge of everything beingght. She wanted to tell him, show
him.

And she did. With infinite care, and a passion tiefed by
uncertainty or reservation.

She wasn't sure when Sloane took control. Only tibgether they
experienced emotions at their zenith again andnadaring the
ensuing night hours.

Suzanne stirred as fingers trailed a light patlesgthe flat plane of
her stomach, and nuzzled the warm flesh beneatbheek.

She didn't want to move. Didn't think sbeuldmove.
'l guess the moonlit walk along the beach will htvevait.'

Suzanne registered Sloane's amused drawl, feldns breath tease
her temple, and slowly opened her eyes to discameearly dawn
fingering soft light into the room.

‘Well,' she murmured, 'there's always the earlymmgy swim.'

His soft laughter reverberated beneath her earslaadifted her head
to look at him, glimpsed the teasing warmth evidarthe generous
curve of his mouth, the liquid darkness of his ewesl wrinkled her
nose.

‘Don't you think I'm capable?’

The corners of his eyes creased, and the darknésssified. 'l
should come along in case you drown.'



‘You, of course, are a bundle of energy this fimenmg?' She trailed
her fingers across his midriff, felt the muscleghten and created a
playful pattern with the dark hair there.

'‘Go any lower, and | won't answer to the consegeghd&loane
warned huskily.

‘Just checking," she told him with impish mischiesmess, then
gasped as he lifted her across his chest, rolledrite her back, and
fastened his mouth on hers with devastating acgurac

She clung to him, meeting his ardour with her owaving the
fierceness before it altered and softened into sanmg that was
incredibly gentle.

‘A swim," she said with a shaky smile. 'Definitalgwim. Otherwise
we'll never get out of here.’

They rose, donned minimum swimwear, and Suzannghtaip a
cotton wrap as Sloane collected a towel.

Outside it was still, and there wasn't a soundbMdlife, not so much
as a breeze to riffle the foliage as they made thay onto the sand.

A new day, she mused, watching as the colours drbangradually
intensified. Crisp white sand, the sea changingftame blue to aqua,
clearly defined from an azure sky. The air was ward devoid of
the sun's heat.

As she watched, the golden orb's outer rim crepvalthe horizon,
bringing with it the clarity of light, and she hdahe first twitter as
birds awoke.

Sloane watched her expressive features, the waybath curved
slightly open, the softness in those vivid bluesege she stood there.



'‘Want to walk along the shoreline?'

She turned slowly towards him, and her eyes teliseDip our toes
in the water, skim a few shells out over the sw@afac

'‘Commune with Nature, and maybe sacrifice a swinaflong warm
shower?'

Suzanne gave a throaty laugh as she caught holisohand.

'‘Chicken,' she teased. 'A bracing cold swim, athdaeakfast...' She
trailed off with a grin. 'Just what we need to kstkrt the day.' Her
eyes sparkled with humour. 'Last one in—' She tigkt' to finish as
she was swept off her feet and carried into theew&bloane. Don't
you dare.'

Cool, not cold, and definitely bracing. The hedmtgakfast came way
after the long warm shower.

Then things seemed to move very swiftly into action

The celebrant didn't turn a hair when asked to goerfanother
ceremony. Georgia and Trenton were thrilled with trews. The
restaurant management appeared completely unfatteslr@quest to
prepare a small but sumptuous midday wedding feast.

Suzanne gasped out loud when Georgia removed a iyatg
creation of silk and lace from its protective congr added shoes,
and a fingertip veil.

Sloane's contingency plan.

She reached out a hand and touched the exquisgéeolzerlay. 'It's
beautiful." The correct size, the right length,feet:

'Did you—?"



'Help?' Georgia queried. 'No, | swear.'
‘You're not going to ask if | have doubts?'

'l don't need to,' her mother said gently. "You ladali be about to do
this if you had them.'

No, Suzanne agreed in contemplative silence asisissed to the
mirror and began tending to her makeup.

It was" almost eleven-thirty when she made thel fathustment to
her veil and stood back from the mirror.

‘You take my breath away,' Georgia said with a trienns smile.

'‘Don't you dare cry,' Suzanne admonished her wstia&y grin. 'Or |
will too, then we'll have to redo our make-up, whieill make us
late, and Sloane will send Trenton on a rescueiomssnly to follow
closely on his heels with the celebrant in tow.t elges danced with
expressive mischief. 'Not exactly a scene | woblobose. Besides, we
can't have this hastily arranged service miscoadtras a kidnap
attempt of the bride by the groom, can we? Thinktvefield day the
gossip columns would have with that!'

Georgia's mouth quivered as she caught hold of daerghter's
outstretched hand. 'Unthinkable,' she agreed sd§emn

Tables had been cleared at one end of the restaanaake room for
an elegant archway threaded with hibiscus and fpamgin brilliant
shades of pink. Soft music filtered from a stergstem, and red
carpet formed a temporary aisle.

Suzanne took a deep breath, accepted the reassqriagze from her
mother's fingers, then began walking slowly towatttks archway
where Sloane and Trenton waited with the celebrant.



Father and son were similar in height and statimey breadth of
shoulder outlined by superb tailoring, and almosinison both men
turned to watch the two women in their lives wallvards them.

Suzanne felt as if time stood still. Her eyes meafe's, and clung.
Everything else faded to the periphery of her viae she drew close,
and there was him, only him.

The expression in those liquid brown eyes held amifa that
threatened to melt her bones. There was a weaémofion apparent
as he smiled, and her step almost faltered asestobed his side.

Sloane caught hold of her hand and lifted it tolipis, then he kissed
each finger in turn, slowly, as her heart went ioverdrive.

She was barely aware that Georgia moved to one siu@ she
endeavoured to focus on the celebrant's voice astbaed the
words, elicited their individual responses, thefesmly accorded
them man and wife after the exchanging of rings.

‘You may now kiss the bride.’

Sloane lifted the fine veil with infinite care, tinis hands slid to cup
her face, and his head descended as he took possesker mouth
in a kiss that claimed and pleasured with suchotinginness, her skin
tinged a delicate pink at the blatant promise agmuar

Afterwards they sipped Cristal champagne from simystal flutes,
posed for the essential few photographs, then thek seats at an
elegantly decorated table where they were servedinkst seafood
in delicate sauces, fresh salads, an incredibllopadecorated with
fresh cream and fruit for dessert, followed by prexe de resistance,
an iced wedding cake. Which necessitated more cagne a toast,
followed by coffee.



As weddings went, it had to be one of the smallestst intimate
affairs on record, Suzanne mused as they stoothanéted Georgia
and Trenton, the staff, the celebrant, then led wlag from the
restaurant.

Sadly, the romantic idyll was almost over, for ialfhan hour the
launch would leave for Dunk Island, where the fgnpt was on
standby to fly them to Sydney.

Inside the villa Sloane caught hold of her handk@mew her close.

'l don't think we have time for this," Suzanne satdfle breathlessly
as his head descended to hers.

'‘Depends on your definition dliis," Sloane teased, touching his lip:
to the corner of her mouth as he trailed a tamtglipath along the
contours of her lower lip.

A groan escaped her throat, and she angled hehnsouhat it fitted
his, encouraging a possession he didn't hesitaj¢o

It seemed an age before he lifted his head, andakid only look at
him in total bemusement. 'l think," she managedckihyswe should
change and pack.'

His lips brushed across her forehead. 'Changenbutpack.' He
lingered at her temple, then traced the edge ofler'We're staying
here.'

'How can we stay? I'm due back at work tomorrower teyes
widened. 'You must have court appearances.' Heevaisked down
to a mere whisper. 'lt's not possible.’

He lifted his head and surveyed her features wiiking indulgence.
'Yes, itis.' He placed a forefinger beneath ham end lifted it. 'All it
took was a few phone calls.’



‘But you can't—
'l just have.'
'My job—'
‘Secure,' Sloane assured her. 'For as long as gotiw

She drew in a shaky breath, then released it. "\didatou tell them?'

His thumb traced the column of her throat, felt g@nvulsive

movement as she swallowed, and soothed it witlyémele brush of
his fingers. 'The truth." He explored the hollowtlz edge of her
neck, and felt her quivering response. 'You haweek's leave with
their blessing.'

It was feasible her work could be shared around.

Sloane, however, was in a vastly different positiBut what about
you?'

'Forward planning,' he declared, and effectedghskhrug. 'l did a
bit of shuffling, called in a few favours.'

‘How long?' It couldn't possibly be more than a daywo.
'I'm not due in court until Friday.'

She wanted to kiss and hug him, both at the same tI love you,’
she said reverently. 'Later, | intend to show yast how much.'

'Promises?"

She offered him a brilliant smile. 'Oh, yes. Dagy. But now,' she
declared, 'we change, then we'll go see Georgid egiton onto the
launch.'



His mouth quirked with humour, playing her gamend/fafter?’

‘A girl's wedding day is special.'" Her smile wafinitely wicked.
‘Something of which memories are made and remidiseer down
the years.' She lifted both hands and ticked offfilgers, one by
one. 'There's the champagne, the bridal waltzttanthrowing of the
bridal bouquet.' Irrepressible humour intensifiee blue of her eyes.
'You planned the first half of the day. Are you g to leave the
second half to me?'

Sloane caught hold of her hands, and kissed thdeird each wrist
before releasing them. 'l guess | can do that.'



CHAPTER ELEVEN

THEY reached the jetty a few minutes before Georgia Tedton,
together with the celebrant, were due to boardahech. Goodbyes
were affectionate, but brief.

'l want postcards from Paris," Suzanne insistedlyges she kissed
Georgia.

‘Done.’

Suzanne stood within the circle of Sloane's armtee@taunch moved
out of sight, then she turned and curved an armnardis waist.

'Let's walk along the beach.'

He looked down at her expressive features, cahghtaint shadows
beneath her eyes and experienced a faint pangadtrihat he was
the cause. She needed to catch up on sleep. Datieyithoth did.

'‘No rock-climbing,’ he warned, and she laughedglat,| infectious
sound that curled round his heart.

‘Intent on preserving the energy levels?'

The 'smile he slanted her held warm humour. 'Yoagssyell as my
own.'

They trod the soft sand to the first promontoryernthturned and
slowly retraced their steps. The pool looked imgtiand they stroked
a few lengths in lazy rhythm before emerging tosiigine side by
side on two loungers, allowing the soft warm bretezeéry the brief,

thin pieces of silk they each wore.



Suzanne must have slept, for she dreamt of isolatedents that had
no common linkage, and woke to the drift of fingaecing a soft
pattern down her forearm.

The sun was low in the sky, and there were long@va deepening
the colour of the sand.

'It's late.’
'‘Does it matter?' Sloane queried, propping himgelon one arm.

She rose to her feet in one fluid movement. 'Weehavdinner
reservation in half an hour.' She stretched a bhawdrds him. 'Time
to rise and shine and shower and dress.'

They made it with barely a minute to spare, andevgsrated out on
the terrace overlooking the bay.

Suzanne requested champagne, conferred with Styvanehe menu
choices, and they opted for a light meal, prefgremtree servings
with salads and fresh fruit.

The scallops mornay were superb, the oysters kigpadivine, and
the prawns delectable.

They delighted in feeding each other morsels ofifooa feast that
equally fed their palates and then- senses.

Anticipation was a powerful aphrodisiac, and theslilzkrately
lingered, delaying the return to their villa byitazonsent.

There was background music, and Suzanne smiledoasesstood
and held out his hand.

"You mentioned something about dancing.'



Heaven didn't get any better than this, she deaiiedmily as she
slipped into his arms. His hold was hardly conveamdi, and his lips
grazed her temple, creating an evocative pattatrhiated her blood
to fever pitch.

It would be all too easy to whisper, Let's get aiubere.

He sensed the moment she almost wavered, and dradties down
the slope of her nose. There were other nightshaeMifetime of
them. He closed his eyes, then opened them aghank Godhe
thought in silent reverence.

Did she realise how much she meant to him? Howptbspect of a
life without her was akin to slowly dying?

He had known from the first moment they met that slas special.
Courting her should have been easy. Never oncdn@ayen had to
try with a woman. They were there for the taking, sieéection
entirely his. Suzanne had been different. There measacade, no
games, no emotional baggage. Just honesty, amaugéfoesoul.

In retrospect, he acknowledged he'd moved too Tdst.image of
Wilson-Willoughby had proved to be a deterrent, hostead of
enticing it had earned unaccustomed caution.

The night he'd walked into an empty penthouse @swbdered she'd
gone had been the worst night of his life. In th&ce of mere minutes
he'd experienced very real fear, devastating loaed a
slow-mounting rage, the like of which he'd neveown before. The
note had left no phone number, no address, andagafwcontacting
her until eight-thirty the next morning when shewed at the office.

'It's time to throw the bridal bouquet.'



He relaxed his hold and let her slip out from s watching as she
scooped up a display of frangipani and hibiscumfeonearby table
centrepiece.

“To whom do you intend to throw it?'

'‘Ah, now there's a thing,' she said solemnly. Wh#er? The waitress
at the bar?'

All he had to do was raise his hand, murmur hisiest] and within
minutes there were five staff members forming a.lin

'It's not really a bouquet.'
'l don't think they'll care.’

They didn't, not at all, and she gave an infectlaugh as the flowers
sailed a few metres and then separated easily battveo pairs of
hands.

Suzanne turned towards Sloane, and her eyes shtmenischief.
'Now we get to leave.'

There was a moon, bathing everything with a dirtlignd halfway
along the path she reached up and kissed him,torggsp when he
pulled her close and turned the impulsive gestaote something
infinitely sensual.

They had almost an entire week of lazily spent days long nights
of lovemaking ahead of them, Suzanne reflectedndigaas they
reached their villa. Time out for romance, befdre teturn to reality
in a cosmopolitan southern city and a faster padéo

Somehow their inevitable social obligations no kngeemed
daunting.



Sloane unlocked the door, then switched on thet.liuzanne
stepped inside, then came to an abrupt halt.

Inside, both downstairs and visible in the bedrograuped in vases,
were masses of deep red roses, filling the villthwieir delicate
perfume.

She felt her eyes widen with sheer pleasure, thehwith the threat
of tears. Slowly she turned to face him, her mositlaky with
emotion as she looked at him in silent query.

'‘While you were planning,’ Sloane declared gernthdid a little
planning of my own.’

'So many,' she said breathlessly, as she move@fdrand touched a
gentle finger to one velvet bud.

He crossed to stand behind her, curving her clogehis body. His
warm breath teased the hair at her temple as stiebsek against
him.

‘A dozen to represent every year for the rest ofiges.’

Her heart seemed to turn over in her chest. Shedun his arms and
reached up to link her hands together at his rtdigeeyes were dark,
so darkly gleaming she could almost see herselfair reflection.

'l love you. So much,' Suzanne whispered. 'l alWweyee.'

His lips grazed hers, then lifted fractionallyktiow,' Tie said gently.
Her lips parted, and he pressed them closed. dtieonly thing that
kept me sane.'

His mouth closed over hers, seeking, finding evengt she had to
give and more, as he gave in return.



It wasn't enough, not nearly enough. Suzanne gcbasder fingers
sought the hard flesh beneath his clothes, andatmed as he swung
an arm beneath her knees and lifted her high agamshest.

Her lips were slightly swollen, and her eyes desgp slumberous, as
he strode towards the steps leading up to the bedro

'l am capable of walking,' she teased, and neaely dt the depth of
passion evident in his gaze.

'Isn't the groom supposed to carry the bride dverthreshold?’

‘Something like that,' she said with mock seriogsn&he lifted a
hand and trailed her fingers down the edge of heek. "What other
traditions do you have in mind?'

He reached the upper level, crossed to the lardeadmel lowered her
down to stand within the circle of his arms. 'Omnéveo.’

His fingers freed the loops attaching two tiny bo#t at her nape, then
he slid the zip fastening down the length of hetkb& he. pale silk
whispered to the floor to pool at her feet.

Soft opaque lining had negated the need to wearaaand she

qguivered beneath the intensity of his gaze, allware of her body's
reaction. Only lace bikini briefs remained, and éggs widened as he
reached out a hand and extracted a single rosednoearby vase.

With exquisite care he touched the velvet-petdiled to her cheek,
then trailed it gently to the edge of her mouth.

The delicate scent teased her nostrils, and shelfdier fine body
hairs rise in acute sensual expectation as hedraoeevocative
pattern to the valley between each breast.



Slowly, with infinite care, he gently outlined omeeast, then the
other, before trailing down to rest at her navel.

Suzanne's breath caught as desire arrowed thrardody, igniting
each erogenous zone in a conflagrant path andrsgefide coursing
through her veins.

With one deliberate movement he reached forward @nieéd the
covers from the bed, and she watched in mesmdrasenhation as he
lifted the rosebud to his lips.

Her eyes widened, dilating into huge pools of ddde sapphire as he
carefully peeled one petal free and let it fluttewn on the bedsheets.
Then another, and another, slowly, until only theer stem and its
stamen remained.

Suzanne thought her bones would melt, and a slawetssmile
curved her generous mouth as she stepped out shbes.

She reached for the buttons on his shirt and utigich one by one,
then discarded it. Her fingers moved to the buckiehis waist,
dispensed with it, then she freed the zip fastehiadrousers. Shoes
and socks slid off easily.

Without a word she collected a rose, then, givirggdhest a gentle
push, she tumbled him down onto the bed.

His husky laughter brought forth a wickedly teasgigam and her
eyes danced at the thought of what she had in fiorem.

Mirroring his actions, she slowly peeled one patual let it drift down
onto his torso. Then another, and another, withitef care, until
there was none.

With a witching smile she reached forward and phecknother rose
from a nearby vase, and gently placed it agairssirtauth.



Sloane doubted he would ever be able to look as@ again without
experiencing a damning and very intimate react&tals softer than
a woman's touch, their brush against sensitive skaredibly
evocative, the eroticism so intense it took all wil-power to lie
supine while she conducted the sensual strokinghNtoore of this...

Suzanne saw the instant his eyes darkened, andasle a soft,
throaty laugh as he pulled her down on top of him.

The rose slipped from her fingers and fell to tle®if as he surged
into her, and she reached for his forearms as awghtdold of her
hips, commanding a ride that had no equal in hpeggnce.

Moisture filmed her skin, his, as he took her fglace where control
had no meaning and the senses exploded in a stadifuheat so
intense she thought she midturn with it.

Afterwards she collapsed against his chest in & sithemotional
exhaustion. She could feel the drift of his fingagainst her skin as
he caressed the indentations of her spine.

Gradually her breathing steadied, and her heaviesloto an even
beat.

She wanted to stay close to him like this for ever.feel, to know
that their loving would always be so intense, smtare. A true
meshing of the emotions, physical, mental andtsyairi

Suzanne lifted her head and looked down into thdsek,
passion-filled eyes, and felt her body turn toyjell

'l love you," Sloane said with heartfelt simplicityknow | couldn't
survive a life without you in it. You're everythinigere is, and more.
So much more.’



Tears filmed her eyes, and she lifted a hand tshbgentle fingers
across his mouth. 'Same goes.'

He parted his teeth and nipped one finger, thew draito his mouth
and laved it with his tongue.

Awareness swirled into active life, spiralling tbhgh her body with
damning ease, and she shifted slightly, exultinghim quickening
power of his arousal as it swelled inside her.

In one smooth movement he rolled over and pinneédainst the
mattress.

The scent of crushed rose petals was strong, andwslkied her legs
around his hips, drawing him in close as she lirtkedhands together
and pulled his head down to hers.

‘Thank you.' She brushed his mouth with her own.
'For today. The roses. Everythirpu,especially you.'

'‘My pleasure,’ Sloane murmured against her lipgrawhe pleasure
was mutual. As it always would be.



