


A LATE LOVING

Robyn Donald



She was his wife, not his mistress

Amber knew Alex would find her. You just didn't eidorever from
one of the most powerful men in the world.

Nine years ago, as a naive young bride, Amber febffom what
she felt was an unbearable marriage. She'd alwagected a
reckoning for the public insult to a proud and fatable husband.

But nothing had prepared her for Alex's unique ngee-her willing
seduction! It would take all of Amber's willpoweo tresist the
memories of how he was capable of making her feel.



CHAPTER ONE

THE warm breeze lifted a strand of hair across Ambiacs; she blew
it from her lips and tucked it back beneath her mathe fierce light
of a northern New Zealand summer her curls glowiesl honey,
repeating and emphasising the gold of her skirtleadark warm hue
of her eyes, not quite brown, not quite gold. Adgwo girl, her
husband had called her once, long years ago whewa$ seventeen
and a girl indeed.

Strange how wilful memory can be. It was diffictdt remember
anything pleasant from the time she had spent as#Wwife, yet she
could see his face as he said the words, heaetiget teasing in his
deep voice and felt the way her body had quickeméak light of the
little sparks which had irradiated the clear gréyhis eyes as he
spoke that day. Could remember, too, that he hiadtsaithout the
patronising little smile which usually accompaniesl compliments.

Amber sat straight in the saddle, her gaze dark inthoate fears as
it followed the graceful white cruise liner makimg way up the
channel to its landfall in the tiny port of OpuaheSscorned
everything theKalliste represented, but each time the liner called
the Bay of Islands she watched its smooth arrivél fereboding and
with a light heart saw it go.

For those who had nothing to fear it was a sightthveeeing. The

ship, the pride of the Stephanides line, made &g across a sea of
blue-green and silver, a molten sheet of coloueb#na brazen sky;
around the sleek lovely thing swayed the yachts landches and

runabouts of a water-loving nation. Further aldmg ¢oast the small
tourist town of Paihia was brash and busy, andsactbe narrow

strait was Russell, charming in its old-fashionpdeal but crowded

at this time of year when it seemed that almosbofaNlew Zealand

came up to the Bay of Islands to bask in the sojprtal sun.



As it was after Christmas, the flowers of the pokatva trees had
fallen to carpet the sand beneath them with crimbahacross their
dark canopies Amber could see the terracotta dfebe sprawling

homestead roof, almost hidden by a mist of bluargtda blossoms.
It had been a warm, wet spring, and the grass empaddocks was
green and lush, the animals sleek.

In fact, everything was going so well that Ambe&dsisin Matt had
left his beloved beef and cattle station to takeso®m on a men-only
cruise around the Great Barrier Island, acrosswiidth of the
Hauraki Gulf. Her generous mouth curved a littlesae thought of
the postcard which had come in yesterday's maiitt&rin Nick's
untidy eight-year-old writing, it had announcedttha was having a
great time, he and Sam Beringer weren't allowedrtorkel by
themselves but they had both caught fish for beestkdnd he could
now dive properly, Sam having taught him.

Matt had been right, as he usually was. Nick wasarty having a
wonderful time, not missing her a bit. She had spoto Arminel
Beringer only last night on the telephone, and teylaughed a little
wistfully at the ease with which both boys had giged off their
mothers in the delights of masculine solidarity.

Shivering, suddenly cold in the sizzling air as bevoding, eyes

followed the liner down the channel, Amber wasrggedy glad that

Nick was not here. ThKalliste still had the power to frighten her
even though she knew it was irrational. Nine yeas a long time, a
lifetime ...

She turned her head away and made a chirruping,rshgking the
reins. The mare was sweet-tempered and docilepbediently left
the delectable tuft of grass she had been lippingdlk serenely
through the herd of black Aberdeen Angus cattle ctvhivere
watching them. Amber swatted at a fly which was drng



iImpertinently above her long bare leg and pushed#iliste firmly
to the back of her mind.

Almost down to the homestead, they passed the laduke manager
of the beef stud, and his wife. Meri was in thedgar, humming as
she played with her baby in the dense shade ofa paohutukawa.

'‘Come and have a cup of tea,’ she called, whiléahg laughed and
held out his chubby starfish hands for a ride. 'hNayghty boy, you
mustn't cadge rides off everyone who goes past!'r€oa real

bludger, you little villain!'

Not in the least abashed, he grinned disarmingly Aasber
dismounted and tied the mare to a post in the sbitie tree before
swinging herself over the fence and joining them.

'‘Oh, you're gorgeous,' said Amber, laughing inte imerry face,
'you're just so beautiful I'd like to kidnap youdakeep you for my
own.'

He gave her his seraphic beam and sat down hartheomapkin
which was his only clothing.

'If he wakes just once more at three in the mornyoy can have
him," his mother promised grimly.

'l might take you up on that." Amber scooped hinaod hugged him
to her slight breasts, saying, 'Would you like ¢one for a ride with
Amber, my treasure? On Amber's horse?'

Peter crowed and clapped his hands. As his mogldethle way into
the house she said, 'Don't let him be a nuisaftd.known he was
going to beg a ride from every horse that passlateVer have let him
go with you that first time.'



'‘Oh no, Meri, he's a natural. Matt says he's gtorige too big to be a
jockey, so he'll be the country's foremost eveinteéwventy-five years'
time. Won't you, my lovely boy?'The baby thrustaedh through his
rich brown curls and gave an impatient thump on Angxhest. 'OK,
honeybun, well have a nice cup of tea with Mummg dren I'll take
you off. All right?’

It was clear that Peter would have preferred togdorthe
preliminaries, but he was as sunny-natured as Bebeautiful, so he
gave both women a wide, toothy grin and submit@dAinber's
cuddling with a good grace.

Meri Watched them both with laughter and a fainhpgithy in her
eyes. Amber knew it was there, just as she knewother woman
would never say anything about the fact that Amkdrp adored
children, had only one of her own and no prospéaver having
another. Sometimes she ached with the unfairnegs it she had
long ago disciplined herself to a lack of selfypithere was nothing
else to be done. If she wanted more children sheldvbave to
divorce her husband so that she could marry agaid,she could
never do that, because then he would find out wleeevas.

Just occasionally she had read an article speaglati the reason for
his obstinate refusal to marry again, usually cedpivith sly
references to his spectacular stable of mistressss,she would
shiver. She knew him far too well to believe thathadn't divorced
her because he still wanted her. If Alex ever fohedhe wanted to
be in a position of power so that he could exaettiost exquisite of
revenges.

But only if he found her. And even he, with all lesources he could
command, had not been able to do that. She haémidelr tracks too
well.

‘Heard anything from Matt and Nick yet?'



Amber welcomed the interruption to her thoughtsp&stcard from
Nick,' she said cheerfully, 'making it brutally abws he isn't missing
me at all. Snorkelling and fishing and sailing ex@e than enough to
take his mind off the fact that this is the fiigté he's been away from
his mother for any length of time!'

Both women traded glances wry with the knowledgat tthe
independence of sons, though necessary and deswed,
nevertheless a little sad.

‘When are they coming back? Rod said you told hiey'tl be a little
longer than they planned.’

Amber chuckled. 'Of course, Matt isn't really coroed that the place
can function without him, but | was talking to Amel Beringer on

the phone last night and she said Kyle intendsaty away for about
three weeks. Like Matt, he needs a rest."

Meri nodded. 'Matt works far too hard, he needs@edt holiday, so |
hope he manages the three weeks.'

'He hasn't had a holiday free from business oved@ince | came
here, except for the odd weekend skiing. Nine years

Amber had lived with her cousin for nine years. Aodall that time
almost everyone who knew them assumed them tousesloMeri
was one of the few who didn't.

Handing the baby a rusk, the younger woman saicraigy, 'l
wouldn't worry, these tough men can go on for eiA='ll ease up
when he acquires a wife.'

‘Matt? My cousin, the one who feels that his emyitecrumble if he
spends a day a way from it?" Amber grinned. 'Ofrseuif he ever
falls in love, there's no telling what the man miigb! Unfortunately,



| shan't see it. When he marries I'll go, in spitevhat Matt says. No
woman should be expected to share her house.'

Both women were silent a moment, contemplating fl
short-sightedness of even the most hard-headedThen.Meri said
thoughtfully, 'Well, he's got a point. It's a hugause, there's plenty
of room for you, it would be a shame if you hadyto Nick loves it
here, and so do you.'

‘It wouldn't work.' The words were expelled ontidihiss, stark and
SO uncompromising that Meri was startled. Amber Ioér lip,
hesitating, then finished quietly, 'l tried it ondsn't the Chinese
symbol for trouble two women under one roof? Hoghtithey are!'
Her hand on the baby's warm little head trembled.

'‘Ah well, don't borrow it, Matt shows no signs o§ing his bachelor
status yet. Petey, no, just wait until Amber'sditad her tea!

The baby sat down suddenly and opened his mouttaiip but the
arrival of the cat brought a beam of pleasure sorbund little face.
Chuckling, he crawled busily across the floor todeait.

'‘Come and see the weaving I'm doing,' Meri suggedtdy mother
must think I've got unlimited time on my hands, stents enough
material to make a three-piece suit for my father!'

It was, Amber thought gratefully as she admiredstingerbly subtle
pattern on the big loom, a pleasant way of chandinmeg subject.

Slowly she relaxed; the stress which her sightihthe cruise liner

had caused began to ease. Somehow the rest ofténeoan ran

through her hands like a skein of silk, so thatas almost two hours
later when she said, 'lI'd better get back befarg begin to wonder at
the homestead whether I've fallen over a cliff. ®Retor your ride,

Peter?'

‘Sure you want him to go?'



‘You know | love taking him.'

Peter certainly enjoyed going with her. As his neothanded him up
he laughed out loud and wriggled down comfortalriytathe horse.
Amber's long fingers held him securely across hest, she smiled
and winked at Meri before clucking at the mare.

She would not have taken him out on any more skittiorse, but the
mare was placid and accustomed to children, andestraed to enjoy
having Peter on her back, twitching her ears backisa laughter
bubbled out through the hot air. Amber turned heacdhtowards the
horse paddock, deciding to ride up and let Delgghtthen walk Pete
back to his mother.

The sun beat down on the checked cotton shirt wprokected her
shoulders, its hard clarity setting fire to thestx$ curls escaping from
beneath her hat. A little smile curved the softfuke of her mouth so
that she looked much younger than her twenty-sersjeno more
than a child herself in the brief blue shorts whiehealed the slender
honey-coloured length of her legs.

She began to sing, a cheerful little tune thatHeted, and the smile
grew as she heard his babbling attempts to joitithat moment she
was truly happy.

Just when she heard the first faint throbbing ef tielicopter she
wasn't aware. Perhaps it wasn't until the mareched her ears in its
direction, or Peter turned a rapt little face swids, his eyes
squinting as he tried to pick it out in the blazsky.

'l think it might be going to fly over us," said Awr, smiling
reminiscently, because Nick too adored helicopt&res—Iook,
darling, here it comes!'

She halted the mare in the shade of a broad tttea competent
hands holding both the horse and the baby stéh tihowned as the



chopper pulled in low and dangerously fast overoadiot of pines
and eucalypts. Whoever was piloting the thing walsalving like a
brash cowboy flaunting his skill at a rodeo.

The noise seemed to fill the air. Delight tossedhi®ad but stood her
ground; helicopters were not unknown to her. Pettpped
wriggling and stared, eyes and mouth opened to widest extent as
the red and white chopper pirouetted, then setkteeh no more than
a hundred yards away. The engine was cut; thesrtwegan to wind
down, and Amber was suddenly conscious that asvalsethe only
Duncan on the place it was up to her to meet thigovs.

Still frowning, she urged the mare into the surtlighiinking a little
when two men jumped down from the machine. Onethagpilot; he
waited beside the bubble as the other strode athestish grass
towards her.

She recognised him, of course she did. Only onehmdrwalked like
that, as though the world was his, and he freeaég ppon it. Only
one man had the lean, predatory body, hair blacknasier, the
arrogant, piratical beauty of feature and form Whibelied
thecoldness of the brilliant mind behind it.

Alex Stephanides.

Her husband and the father of her son, the sonchada know he
had.

Sick terror held her paralysed until he was onlgrity or so yards
away, so close that she saw the sun flash in hed smile. Before she
came to herself Peter let out a whimpering cryfanthe first time in
her well-behaved life Delight reared.

What followed was a sudden, short nightmare. Anfbeight to
control the frightened horse with one hand anddgs and her voice,
the other hand splayed across Peter's chest, gatsnwarm firm



little body clamped in a steel grip. It was as wiklt he seemed to
have the instinct to ride born in him. He relaxgdiast her, allowing
her to put all her mind and skill to countering iDbt's antics.
Fortunately the innate sweetness of the mare'saenent enabled
her rider to re-establish mastery almost immedjateithin a few
seconds she had brought her to a trembling, foesiap.

'Give the child to me.' The deep, almost unaccewmbécke was harsh
with command.

Numbly, feeling like a traitor, Amber obeyed, hamglia startled,
resistant Peter down before dismounting hersekéxAduelled the
baby's rejection with the smooth competence he dhrbuo
everything in his life while Amber leant againsethorse's damp
shoulder, white and shaken, drawing deep breatbsear lungs, her
pulse gone crazy in her ears and every bone ibdayr malleable as
dough.

It seemed like an age before she recovered enougiist, 'I'll take
him.'

Another voice interrupted, speaking rapid GreelexAdnswered in a
curt sentence and the pilot turned and went batckeahopper, but
not before casting a curious glance at the womamsiiti shivered as
if she had a fever. Peter stared goggle-eyed oghetharshly etched
features of the man who held him, then essayedtatiee beguiling

baby smile.

It was not returned. Alex Stephanides looked at wite, his

expression so murderous that she cried out, thespaein the soft
voice of ultimate fury, 'Whore!" And when she gas@and took a
trembling step away from him he smiled as Ulysseéghtnhave
smiled when he killed his wife's suitors, and went 'Is this yet
another son fathered on you by your lover?'



Peter began to whimper and Amber recovered hegselfigh to say
huskily, "You're frightening him, damn you!'

For the first time Alex looked down into the bevetdd little face
lifted to his. The terrifying fury altered, easeda a mask; he thrust
the baby towards her, commanding blackly, "Take'him

She turned away, cuddling the child as she forezdtuggish brain
to work. Only one thing came through. Dangerousigiioit might be
to claim Peter as her own, it could well be evementtangerous to tell
the truth. Whatever the reason Alex had arrivee hiémwas not for
her well-being; the only shield she had against Wims the fact that
like most Greeks, he loved children and would niditngly hurt one.

Looking down into the round, flushed cheeks ofchid burying his
face in her breast, she thought half- hystericdit he was a small
and flimsy defence indeed.

Aloud, her face still averted, she asked, 'Whayalo want?'

‘You, of course.' He sounded bored, but she wasoidanger of
misinterpreting this; as many had discovered, whler Stephanides
sounded his most languid and world-weary he wassanost lethal.

The warm sun could raise no heat on Amber's skim hoe stabbed
through her body. She wanted nothing more thahwdder, but her
will held her upright and calm. 'A pity you came thlis way,' she
said, forcing a hard, confident note into her volt@ave nothing to
say to you. Unless you want a divorce.'

His smile made the blood drain from her heart. 'N#p not want a
divorce. Not yet. And | think, my dear wife, thaawy will find that

you have much to say to me. In fact, | am lookimgviard very much
to hearing your voice as you plead with me.'

Til see you in hell first!



His hand closed cruelly hard on her shoulder. i@k, he promised
easily, 'itis you who will go to hell, Amber. Amhly when you have
broken under the pain of it will | let you go fr&hen you will be able
to come back to your sons and your lover. If Hewgéints you when |
have finished with you.’

He lifted his hand away as though to touch heredirit.

Amber's blood ran cold, but she said steadily, 'Motalking through
a hole in your head and you know it. You can't éonece to go with
you --'

‘How much do you love this cousin who is also ylower, this Matt
Duncan?'

His softly snarled interruption brought her headsharply. Slowly

she turned, her eyes seeking his above the balfy'swsls. He was

still smiling, but the cruelly sculptured line ofshlips made a
mockery of laughter. Beneath long thick lashegyhey eyes were as
cold as death, and as implacable.

'‘What—has that to do with anything?' she askedn fitte depths of a
dread she had thought impossible.

Alex's hand stretched out to touch the dark curtsva Peter's face,
still hidden in her breast. Her pulse leapt anah thlewed, sluggish
with foreboding.

'You bear handsome children, strong, vigorous. vehaeen a
photograph of the older boy; he looks very like y®his one looks
only like himself. No doubt you wish them both tierit from their
father. He owns much, doesn't-he? This stationgrotfarms,
orchards. Extensive interests in both agricultune iadustry. | could
make that heritage—nothing!



Amber said nothing while he pulled gently on a ctirén released it
to watch with dispassionate eyes as it coiled lzaEknst the baby's
hot little head. That disdainful hand moved to teenple, fingered a
heavy honey-coloured lock until the sweat sprang amsoss her
brow. He smiled and his hand fell away as he sekpmek and
continued in the softest of voices, 'When | have g fill of your
meretricious charms | will consider the debt paid.’

'You couldn't—you can't make me go with you," shlreathed,
appalled.

'You must know that there is very little I cannat! Money and
power are all that are necessary for me to bankhigptousin whose
bed you share, who has given you two sons. | cdersare that he
never earns another penny in this life. And he nibw why! How
much will he love you then, this big, confidentppd man? | can see
to it that your children do not --'

‘This is New Zealand,' she whispered, sickenedhbyaked barbaric
bludgeon of his power. "You can't do that sortharfig here.’

Alex laughed, an ugly sound which made Peter stiffied cast him a
terrified glance. 'l can do that sort of thing afmane,' he stated with
such total confidence that she had to believe him.

Amber's brain seemed to seize. She didn't know tehdd. The only
bright spot in this awful situation was that Alexdno idea that Nick
was his son. For a fleeting moment she wished Mast here to help
her and protect her, but she soon banished thttelshort months of
that ill-fated marriage Alex had shown sufficienthlessness for her
to know that he didn't make threats lightly. He weesad of the
Stephanides Corporation; his power was by mostiatals virtually
unlimited. If he said that he could reduce Matptverty, then he
could.



And would.

Carefully, in a voice that was flat with the effaa keep it under
control, she asked, 'So just what do | have to enduthis-—nhell?
And for how long?'

The cold satisfaction in his eyes bruised her Bkélow. He had
expected her to submit. Few defied Alex Stephanideswas not
accustomed to resistance from any man—or any woman.

Yet she thought she saw disappointment darkenctigrey depths
of his eyes before he told her calmly, 'Only fdittee while, it should
not take me long to tire of you. Certainly no meénan the three
weeks your lover intends to spend sailing with liastard son he
fathered on you. We shall enjoy a passionate hplidgether and
then | need never see you again.'

'‘My God!" she whispered, horrified. 'You arrogamtiree! Do you
expect me to go to bed with you just like that4fAsvere one of your
women?'

His eyes narrowed. 'But you are one of my womengdid starkly.
‘My wife. You could have had my respect, an asspasition in my
life, my children. You chose to throw it all backmy face. So now
you will get only what | choose to give you, whaivbuld give a
mistress.'

Amber could have screamed with frustration and ek fear. Her
body seemed to tremble with the force of her emstitut she held
tightly on to Peter's little form and returned asndy as she could,
'Hardly." And when his straight black brows liftekde enlarged, 'l've
always presumed that they at least had a choiceloGou have to
blackmail them into your bed too?'

He smiled, that archaic, humourless smile seenhenotd Greek
statues. 'Oh, they have a choice. Believe me wlsay tthat | have



never in my life taken an unwilling woman" And llirot force you.

Your sort of woman is easy to arouse. You were v@sponsive nine
years ago. How old were you when we married? SeeantA sweet,
passionate little schoolgirl, all innocence andhastasm and
shyness, and with a child's selfish demands tohleecentre of
attention. It took only five months for you to bew® bored with the
realities of marriage. Perhaps that was too shmefor you to have
discovered that | hold on to my possessions utitié lof them.’

‘And so you want revenge,' she said slowly.

'‘Perhaps, or perhaps | want to know whether youerldas taught
you anything in the years since last | had you.'

His misapprehension nauseated her, but she hathtid #hat it was
understandable. Matt was a handsome forceful nmahtheey lived in
the same house. That they were cousins didn't $eemake any
difference to the gossip, nor did the fact thahalgh discreet, Matt
had affairs. At first Amber had hated the persistenevitable
rumours which cast her in the role of Matt's mis$tdout as the years
went by she had made friends who accepted thatragh#att felt no
more than a cousinly love for each other, and mbshe time she
managed to forget what others thought.

And she had to admit that she was glad that magilp@ssumed that
her son was Matt's; such an assumption was an golaelction
against Nick's real father.

She would always love Matt, because he had welcardstraught,
unknown cousin without demur, taking her in evahalgh she had
explained that if Alex found out he could be daogsr even when
she had to confess her pregnancy. Matt had notakesi He knew
that if Alex ever found out he would have one & thost powerful
men in the world as his enemy, but he had not densd turning her



away, he had made her feel that she was wantechaaded and
loved.

Thank God her mother had defied her husband'sictgins and kept
in touch with his cousin in spite of the bad bldmdween them. Matt
was, she told the young Amber only a few monthsieethe heart
attack which killed her, the only relation Ambeidhand she should
not forget his existence. Unspoken had been tireation that it was

to be a secret kept from her father who had betitterss enough to
cut his New Zealand cousin so definitely from hfs that it had

taken nine long years for Alex's bounty huntersntake the

connection.

Desperately she said, 'That's obscene. | thoughstith was
important to you --'

'In my wife, of course, but in a mistress it isistidct disadvantage.'
Alex watched the colour flame across her cheek amded with

sardonic enjoyment. 'In a mistress one wants eapee, and an
inventive lack of inhibition. You must have learngtht from this

cousin lover of yours, for you were in his bed ingha¢ely you

arrived here. The child was born only ten montherahe last night
we made love.'

Weak with relief, Amber buried her face in Peteuds. Thank God a
combination of jetlag and exhaustion had blottedaftAlex's mind
the very last time he had taken her, in her fagh@use in London the
night before she had fled from England and a mgerithat had
become unbearable.

And thank God Nick favoured the Duncan side offdraily. Apart

from the grey of his eyes there was nothing to eshhim with his
Greek father. Amber blessed every individual onthefgenes which
had worked in her favour, giving her son the leenigolden



splendour which made everyone who saw them togesdsme that
he was Matt's child.

Peter began to wriggle and she looked down at hanthin brows
drawn together. 'Hey, baby,' she said softly, @oraatic, reassuring
little smile coaxing an answer from him. 'Give Amlaesmile, now.
We're going home --'

‘You have a housekeeper.'

It was a statement, not a question. Amber felt &meid by the fact
that someone had been spying on her. 'So?' shel &askahtily,
without looking at him.

'So we will take the child to the house and them gnod | will leave.'
‘Now wait a minute --'

He stepped closer, pinning her against Delightsm&houlder; she
looked into a face harsh with control except foe teavage
determination in his eyes.

'l have waited nine years,' he said between hib tdewill wait no
longer. | accept that you are a good mother, lolat hot wish to take
your child with us. My plans for you do not alloarfyour attention to
be on any other person but me. So you will leava with this
housekeeper.’

'Amber!" Men's voice, tentative and a little aladheame from
behind. The baby gave a great leap and held ouhdmsis to his
mother.

Alex swung on his heel and after a quick stabbpyyaisal of Peter's
mother looked back at Amber with knowledge in lyiss knowledge
overlaid with contempt. 'Liar," he gritted benehi breath.



Amber ignored the savage imprecation as she heffdiekling Peter

out to his mother. 'I'm afraid he got a little mgnan he bargained for
this time! | couldn't control Delight when the clpgp landed and she
reared.' She was babbling, the words running fraet/thoughtlessly
from her tongue.

'‘Oh lord!" Meri grabbed the boy, hugging him tigtiib her.

Alex intervened smoothly, 'Rest assured he enjoyed was
watching, and there was no fear on his face.' deacaardonic glance
at Amber's strained expression and held out a hsayging with
smooth charm, 'l am Alexis Stephanides, Amber'déndg.'

Poor Meri gulped, but recovered quickly, putting hand into his,
only to be taken aback as he lifted her fingetagonouth. Sheer rage
held Amber rigid; she remembered only too well 8@cious charm,
the way his eyes gleamed as he kissed a womards making her
feel that she was being wooed with romantic couets.

A flush covered Meri's cheekbones; she cast a $edaglance at
Amber's stony face and said hastily, 'How do youAle—are you
staying long, Mr Stephanides?"'

‘Alas, only a few minutes. | have come to carry Ambff with me for
several days, and we must leave immediately.'

Men gasped but persisted bravely, 'l see. Whergargoing?'

He smiled, the steel momentarily submerged by qmdchief, so

disarming it was difficult to believe that it wassf as much part of his
armoury as his formidable charm and the temperiwmarorised his

associates. 'On a second honeymoon,' he said eatrsly, half-

closed eyes watchful above a smile which dareceetoman to

object.



Warmed by Meri's partisanship, Amber said slowlopri't tease,
Alex." She looked at him, met the warning in higefawithout
flinching. He had the power to make life impossiloleRod and Meri
too. Reluctantly she went on, ‘Meri came here leeffoid, she knows
very well that we haven't lived together for nineays. We have
things to discuss, Meri.'

He was angry, but he said nothing, only held herega fraction
longer, the implied threat ugly in its nakednes®rivhodded, her
eyes going from one to the other, still uneasy.

‘How long do you plan to be away?' she asked, Imgg@eter to her as
if to give her courage.

Alex said quite gently, 'l do not consider thatlie any of your
business. However, if it will ease your fears, | @aoh in..the habit of
murdering people. When Amber and | have finished lmusiness
together | shall return her here. With no bruisgste unharmed.’

When he spoke like that nobody dared press thesulbjleri stepped
back. She gave Amber a shocked, commiserating g/lanicretained
enough courage to ask, 'And what do we tell Matiafwants to
contact you?'

‘Say nothing!" Alexis's brows drew tightly togethéren Meri looked
at Amber appealingly.

It took a strength Amber had to summon from desmlaher to say
calmly, 'If the occasion arises, don't bother Hithtell him about it

when he gets back. However, if there's an emergdinggu have to
contact me ..." She turned to Alex, her expressaim. 'How can
Meri get in touch?'

He stared blackly at her before admitting the sefideer unspoken
demand. With sharp incisive movements he took aebwak from his
pocket and used a slim gold pen to scribble somgtbn a page



which he tore out and proffered to Meri. 'Thathe humber of my
office in Auckland. Ask for Mr Leeson. He will knolaow to contact
us.'

Peter began to fuss a little and Amber said wibkranity she was far
from feeling, 'I'll see you when | get back, 'Bye.’

Meri bit her lip, her eyes travelling uneasily frahe granite beauty
of Alex's face to Amber's small valiant one, pdleneath its crown of
golden amber hair. With dignity she said, 'Try dvave a holiday,
Amber. Goodbye, Mr Stephanides,' and left themnfa@ach other
like enemies.

'So," Alex said coolly. '‘Come, it is time to go.'

Anger was the only way to suppress the fear. Amietcomed the
emotion, freeing it from the bonds of her normaitraint. 'Are you
crazy? I'll have to get some clothes and tell J&nawford, the
housekeeper, that I'm going.'

He silenced her with a caustic smile. "You will meted clothes. |
have provided you with what you will need. And | ot remember
that telling people when you are leaving was ewver af your strong
points.'

She said bleakly, 'But I'm not running away fromehe

'‘No, that is so. However, | feel sure that the ohag and very pretty
Meri will inform the housekeeper thatyou have goaed with
whom.'

'l have to take Delight back to the horse paddaeigd Amber.

He looked at her with merciless contempt. 'l anddt@see that the
years have produced some sense of responsibilgpun but 1 am
sure that someone will see to her as soon aseidieed that you are



gone. However, if it will appease whatever consogegou retain,
you may take off her harness.'

He realised, of course, that she was snatchingaatvsto delay their
departure. And he knew the reason. Fear. Blacknijive fear,

kicking her in the stomach with its power and potenHe was
watching her with a hard enjoyment, his arrogantespulling at the
corners of his mouth because her fear was whatameed, it fed his
ego.

And even knowing that, she was unable to contraNumbly she
removed the saddle and carried it across to theefdroisting it up on
to a post. Alex made no effort to help her, bubdtaith hands thrust
Into the pockets of his well-cut trousers, watchieg with aloof and
mocking detachment as though she were a servant.

Her skin prickled, but she kept her expressioreasrne as she could,
refusing to look his way as she slid the bridle ddahe aristocratic
nose of the mare and slung it on top of the sadxéght whickered
and put her nose out to be scratched before wakivay, swishing
her long tail against flies.

Amber stood with unseeing eyes following after lioese, her mind
racing in circles until he said softly, 'Why didwygpretend the child
was yours?'

'l didn't have much of a chance to deny it,’ sherned wearily. And
then, although she knew it was hopeless, 'Alext eantalk this over
like sensible people?

He smiled coldly. 'l told you that you would pleatth me," he said
without expression. 'No, we cannot talk this ouax kensible people.
Perhaps you are sensible, no doubt your loveuis|, ®m Greek, and
one thing we Greeks understand is revenge.'

'‘And hubris,' she said hopelessly.



'If overweening pride brings its own reward, thenbe it. | shall at
least have the satisfaction of knowing that you wdlve paid your
debt to me.’

She paled, but forced herself to hide the desperat her with an
unemotional voice. 'l see. | have your word on?hat

He nodded, watching her keenly. She was lookirtgeaground, her
head bent in almost a defeated fashion, but ahtbatent she looked
up at him, her warm golden eyes suddenly pierckftgr a tense
second she inclined her head. 'Very well.’

As if she had surprised him, he asked ironicaflgy’ trust me?"

She was astonished herself at her own convicties.'If you give
me your word that my going with you will wipe ouhat you see as a
debt, | believe you.'

His mouth twisted, whether at her naivete or his o\arker thoughts
she couldn't discern, but all he said was, 'Thendego, Kostas has
waited long enough.’

Amber remembered Kostas. Nine years ago he hadébew, with

the quick-eyed vital attraction of his race; he madtured into a
handsome man. She smiled at him, but although téatbback there
was no warmth in his face and she thought she sawance in his
eyes before he turned them towards the instrumamélp Sighing,

but not surprised, she hauled herself up into #ledpter and fell

into a seat, her fingers trembling as she fastémedafety belt.

Later she was to realise that it was shock whichrhade it so easy
for Alex to kidnap her. Shock and a deep- rootadheval terror
which had kept her silent when she should haveaswed, made her
follow him as resistlessly as sheep follow the 3udto the pens at an
abattoir.



Later it was easy to wonder if there was sometisingcould have
done; threatened Alex with publicity, perhaps—he&stgublicity.
But no, she had let him carry her off like a pie€plunder and made
no attempt to get away. Perhaps subconsciouslyhatleexpected
this, known that he was too Greek, too implacablever give up the
search for the wife who had deserted him. Revermgawnecessity,
the desire for it a part of the framework of hisuccter.

Beneath the conscious levels of her mind she mast faccepted
that, prepared herself for it, and that knowledgd tweakened her
will to resist.

The helicopter rose above the trees in the woodleboped across
farmland and, still rising, sped out over the caasd the sparkling
waters of the bay. She half expected it to heacgtds/theKalliste,
but it went on over the little settlement at Tap@&ant with its two
beaches and steep terraced headland and thenavuslawnds and the
glittering sparkling mockery of the Bay, headingvémds the wild
fastnesses of Cape Brett and Piercy Island untgéathed a small
island.

Amber remembered it. Unlike all of the other island the Bay, it
had never been cut over, so it was still coverettaas, mostly tall
manuka scrub, but in the centre were remnantsedblthforest cover.
It had changed hands a few months ago, and therleaespaper had
speculated about the new ownership.

But with all the clout at his command, Alex had ihable to keep his
name out of the dealings. He must have known thegrevshe was,
been plotting this revenge while she had been gabwut her life,
happily unaware. The knowledge that she had beé¢ched, every-
movement charted by impersonally prying eyes, bnober out in a
cold sweat. More than anything else it made hexicfr



She sat tensely as they came down on a small igradea cut out
from the scrub not very far from the only building the island, a
house which had been built above a curling, pahik jpiay facing
north and west towards the mainland.

Alexis turned as the skids touched earth; he jungmen with the

lithe economy of movement which was a characteratid reached
for her, his hands biting into her narrow waishashalf dragged her
out of the machine. Ducking to avoid the rotorg sfas pulled into
the shade of the trees; the chopper rose, and ovees tgaving only
the rapidly diminishing throb of its engine to maskpresence.

‘Welcome back,' said Alex, and his dark head swo@mel she was
kissed with a savage demand which hurt her moudlsttetched her
neck intolerably.



CHAPTER TWO

THE SOUNDIN her ears had to be cicadas, Amber thought dazsd
she stood passive in Alex's embrace. The highh@izithering went
on and on and on, tearing its way through her kayd-composure,
screaming across her nerve ends until she wasuagsip as a wire
fence.

He was relentless, his mouth imposing a reign obteon hers,
crushing its softness beneath the scourge of lysraishe gave no
resistance, standing with eyes wide open, unfocusedher senses
rediscovered all that the years apart had dimmedwkis hard and
warm against her, with a clean, faintly salty scambusing in its
masculinity.

When at last the assault ended she tried to turhdwa away, but he
ordered, 'Look at me," and slowly she lifted hezsegnd stared into
his face. She would have felt safer if he had ldokse though he
wanted her, but Alex had always been able to subdupassions to
his will, and now was no exception. The clear grggs he had given
to his son were smoky and turbulent, but he wasrggfaintly, and

the smile promised not the delights of the flesh,the pains of hell.

‘You are not afraid of me,' he said, almost withséaction, a long
finger moving gently across her tender mouth ia@gs as gentle as
the kiss had been violent. '"You have changed. Thd ¢ married
would be weeping by now, pleading for mercy.’

Her expression remained steady and serene, warnerasyjes
remote. 'lIs that what you want? Nine years, Alexailong time,
plenty of time to grow up. I'm no longer an emodbilittle schoolgirl,
bitterly unhappy because the world doesn't livetiapny romantic
expectations. If part of this revenge you've plahse carefully is to
have me pleading for mercy, you're out of luck.'



'‘No matter. At first | used to imagine it, you knevwyou begging me
to let you go, and then, when | rejected you, gleaavith me to
allow you to stay. On my terms, because you wamtedbeyond
madness.' He stopped, his mouth tightening as ke&had her. After
a moment he went on, 'But | was only twenty-one, e blood runs
hot then. It was never a very satisfactory fantasymuch like taking
pleasure in the beating of a child. Now you areugimmore worthy
opponent. Conquering that proud spirit will be etery to savour, a
prize worth the taking.'

His smile told her that he meant every word ofith suddenly dry
lips she said as lightly as she could, 'How woudd like to begin?
Would it pander to your delusions of omnipotenddnémble at your
approach?’

The smile widened. 'Why, no, for what pleasure \@atijive me to
break you if you were already broken?’

Very gravely she met the fierce anticipation in t@gard. 'What do
you plan to do to produce that result? Whip me?'

'‘No, | shall not beat you, although most of my dogmen would
think me crazy for not teaching you that sort afsken. | have no
stomach for torture.' He used his thumb to pull $&ftly swollen
bottom lip down and leaned over so that his breatime hot and
steady on the sensitive skin. 'l do not intencetoybu what | plan to
do with you, Amber. That way you will not be abdebiuild defences.
Now, come and see your prison.’

A chill of fear slithered the length of her backleobut she ignored it,
allowing her hand to lie limply in his as he led tteough the scented
throbbing air down a path beneath the trees ththuse.

‘A very beautiful prison,’ she said when she saw it



'l can claim no credit for its beauty. It was bbijtan American who
wanted nothing to spoil the natural ambience oplaee. That is why
he chose stained timber. From the sea it is almgsbssible to see
the house.’

Amber nodded, looking about her with a pleasure enkéener,
sharper, by apprehension. 'l like the way natieedrand shrubs are
used in the garden,’ she observed. 'They tie thesenanto its
surroundings.’

‘Clearly he hired an excellent landscape gardeAdeX returned
without interest as he inserted a key into the .lock

Inside the house was clean and sparse and coblthveitsame stained
wood contrasting with walls in a pale tint of bl@urtains of a deeper
hue framed magnificent views over the bay to amoigiand about
three miles away, and beyond it the mainland, hste®p and
inhospitable, blue-green with the heavy, mysteripugyle which
New Zealanders called the bush.

‘There is no way to get there,' Alex said everdyipfving the line of
her gaze. 'Unless you swim.'

Her shoulders hunched in a stiff little shrug befehe turned away
from the tantalising glimpse of freedom. 'l woulbwn before |
made it, and | have people who depend on me.'

He bared his teeth. 'But you will forget about thesmle you are
here. | do not want to hear their names, or seefénaway look in
your eyes which means that you are thinking of them

His fingers slid into the soft warm curls at theckaf he.r neck,
tugging with a gentle insistence so that she waetbto obey, to tilt
her head backwards and expose the creamy leng#r tfroat to him
in the classic gesture of submission.



His mouth was heated and slightly cruel, but alffioshe could feel
the sharpness of his teeth as they grazed theatkebkin, he did not
hurt her. After a moment he muttered, 'While ycaitagre you belong
to me, mind, body, and soul. There will be no rdomanyone else in
your thoughts. Do you understand me?'

'Yes,' she said, and when he did not release resisaid it again,
feeling the points of tension along her bared thooalesce almost
into pain.

He pressed an open-mouthed kiss against the hémealyng pulse at
the base and let her go, watching from beneatlpsoeld lids as she
took a step backwards. '‘Come and see the resteohdlise,’ he
commanded after a tense moment.

It too was spartan in its simplicity; just a hugelllmom with a square
wooden bed covered by a Greek embroidery in woekrgand blue
and gold, with doors leading off it presumably wrassing-room and
bathroom, and on the other side of the sitting-r@okitchen with a
table beside another window overlooking that glesioiew. From
every room big sliding glass doors opened out oa teide deck
along the entire front of the house. It was pastigded by a pergola
draped with a vine and there were loungers andskabugh to idle
away any number of summer days.

‘A cup of coffee, | think," Alex suggested mattéifactly. "You look
hot. Do you wish to shower?'

Amber was suddenly, shamingly, conscious of thd¢ that she
probably smelt of horse and sweat, but she hegijast long enough
for him to give her an unkind smile and taunthihk | can manage to
restrain my animal instincts until tonight. I'll kRasome coffee—or
would you prefer a cold drink?'



'‘Coffee,' she said quickly because it would take tonger, and
walked back into that huge shadowed bedroom.

After a moment she tried one of the doors in thi, welaxing as she
walked into a small wood-panelled bathroom. A tdivglrobe hung
on a hook; she took it down, turned on the showerdropped her
clothes on to the floor.

Examining her emotions beneath the cool mist ofghewer, she
wondered why she was not more afraid. She shiverddtle,
remembering the tales Alex's father had enjoydoh¢ebf the long,
ferocious resistance against their enemies madbdreeks over
centuries of oppression. History had hardened thmae them
savage in the pursuit of vengeance, strengtherssdsbuls with the
iron of bitterness.

Beneath the sophisticated exterior of the man wkadbld the
billion-dollar Stephanides Corporation were the ctisms and
attitudes of the outlaws who had roamed the bamenntains of
Greece, swooping down like starving wolves on theke robbed
them of their inheritance. Harsh strength and astfthess had beern
bred in Alex's bones; it was, in part, what had enhiin the head of
one of the biggest business empires in the world.

Yes, deep in the hidden parts of her mind she hadya expected
him to find her, and make her pay for the insué 8lad flung in his
proud face. And that knowledge had strengthenedHhemiliation
was in the mind; if she didn't allow it, he couldtrshame her. The
only thing he could do to her was rape her, andnsleeprepared for
that too.

The important thing was to hide the fact that heé &gon. She would
not allow him to take Nick and bring him up to gacthat barbaric
code of behaviour in which women were prey or ddlliek would

respect women, and if she had her way his marnegad be a



meeting of minds based on true liking and apprexias well as the
incandescent sexual rapture she had known in thisrfa arms.

She pushed those memories to the back of her braminding
herself grimly just how little that maddened passimd meant to
him. For a few short weeks she had been rapturdusgpy, blinded
by the fierce sweetness of their lovemaking intokimg they would
be able to build a marriage which would make a reoglof the
divorce statistics and the gossip columnists. Arahthis stepmother
had told her casually and maliciously of the misirde kept at a
convenient house in Iraklion, not very far away.

Amber hadn't believed her. How could she? She kead Beventeen,
with a head stuffed full of romantic dreams. It hadven occurred to
her that Alex's expertise in bed came from a vagérence. So she
had taxed him with it, and he had been very angith viis
stepmother, but he had not denied it.

Amber's mouth twisted in an unconscious grimaces &buld still
feel the bitter taste of betrayal on her tonguee §hd wept, and
demanded to go back home, and threatened him atlhoss of her
love, of her body, and he had been gentle and tapla and
reasonable, taking her in spite of her resistandehar bitter protests,
shaming her because he had taught her too wedisfpond to him
with all the mindless intensity of her passionasure. Angry and
disillusioned though she was, her body still subedito the merciless
demand of his.

But she had not submitted, and after a few weeksdrdinued bitter
objections had angered him. Angry, the grey eyesnst in his
autocratic face, he had given up his pose of cabsan and told her
that if she was not prepared to fulfil her dutishes wife he would go
to a woman who would. And he would not touch heaiagintil she
came to him and asked. He had spoken cruelly, bigtimthin and



contemptuous as though he had expected her tonderrelmost
immediately to the fires he had kindled in her.

It was that, more than his unfaithfulness, whictl bpened her eyes
to his low opinion of her sex. He really thougldttehe was so wealk,
so much a prey to her newfound needs that she vibeupdepared to
share him. And he made it quite clear he considehad his
occasional use of her body and the careless bedstdwbthes and
jewellery and luxurious living should be enougls#tisfy her.

So, wounded but fighting with the only weapons pbssessed, she
had determined never to give in. For a whole mdmély had shared
the big bed, and although she had ached with Ignde&en burned by
its intolerable intensity, she had held herselbélo

And through it all, Alex had continued to visit msstress.

That humiliation burned deep, but she might haeenled to accept
the situation simply because she had nowhere togpgpssibility of
supporting herself. Her mother had been deadyeaaand she knew
that she would get no help from her father. But dag, less than a
month later, her stepmother pointed Gabrielle Batut in the street.
Amber saw an exquisite Frenchwoman with more allurehe
enticing curve of her lips than Amber had in all peuthful body, but
it was not the woman's looks that whitened Ambface. It was the
fact that she was pregnant.

From that moment the anger and humiliation whict fieed her
resistance turned to corrosive hatred. She hadséihg, turning all
her thoughts to plan her escape from a situatioiciwhad become
unbearable.

It had taken more acting ability than she knew pbgsessed not to
betray the decision she had made, but she haditjdsieakly glad
that Alex was still punishing her by not touchingr hA few weeks



later he had taken hpr with him to London wherey thad spent the
night in her father's house. The next morning Atexl left to go to
New York and twenty-four hours later there had beephotograph of
him in a newspaper, at a nightclub, smiling with piedatory charm
into the enraptured face of a woman notorious lier tumber and
wealth of her lovers.

An outraged, heartbroken Amber had stolen awapé¢ounknown
cousin on the other side of the world, not reafjginen that on that
very last night together at her father's house wkler had taken her
with automatic passion in the middle of the nidig¢,had made her
pregnant.

It had not taken her long to learn how to be happsin. After the
painful hours of labour when Nick was put in henaishe had vowed
her life to his welfare, and in Matt's undemandaffgction and the
pleasant life she loved she had found happinessast strange to
realise now that there had always been an elenidoteboding in

her contentment. Some part of her had known thaxt Mould see to
it that she paid for it.

Well, it had been worth it, she thought as sheddrthe water off.
Nine years of peace were more than a lot of pegpmieShe would be
free after she allowed Alex to indulge his tasteviengeance. And if
the thought did not repel her as it should haves #irust the
knowledge back into her subconscious, refusingte ft.

The smell of coffee tantalised her nostrils as shme into the

kitchen. Nine years since she had had Greek cofflee,thought
wryly. It had been one of her bugbears, the thycksy stuff, far too

strong for her, but in those days she had druti& htore than orange
juice. Now she had become accustomed to coffeetemand the
other stimulants.



Alex was standing at the window, watching a yaabktto and fro in
the bay beyond. He turned his sleek black heatt@gsame through
the door, his dark eyes moving with open appremidtiom her damp
hair to the tanned slender length of her legs eeghbeneath the hem
of the robe.

Colour rose from her throat, but she said convensally, 'l couldn't
find anything else to wear and my clothes smellywv&rongly of
horse!'

He lifted his brows at that. 'Fastidious as evédrrE is a door in the
panelling on the other side of the bedroom whicadéeto a
dressing-room. | had the clothes you will wearthete.'

She nodded and began to turn, but he said, 'Dounk goffee. | like
the look of those long English legs beneath my fobe

‘Speaking of long legs," she said with aloof compes'how is
Gabrielle?'

The wide shoulders moved in a shrug and there wastaration in
his expression. 'Well.'

'‘And the baby? Was it a girl or a boy?'
'It died," he returned icily. 'lt was a boy.'

Amber bit her lip, then said with quiet sincerifym sorry, that must
have been a blow to you both.’

'l cannot believe you mean that."'

The coffee was more pleasant than she remembeuwdhle still
discerned a hint of the flavour of wet tee- shivtich used to upset
her. 'l do,' she said, wishing heartily that shértasuccumbed to the



ignoble desire to hurt. 'Losing a child must bewlibe worst thing
that can happen to a woman.'

Alex's mouth hardened to a thin line. As his last&ase down to
hood his eyes he said sarcastically, 'Forgive nmi€firid it a little

difficult to reconcile my memory of your professadtred of my
mistress with this apparent concern for her weih@pe

Uneasiness, the feeling that somehow she had nadstadamaging
admission, hurried her into speech. 'l spent sohntmee hating her
that it seems the least | can do is to wish hel meed.'

'‘And when,' he asked in a soft deadly voice, 'did lgegin to lose this
hatred of her?'

She sipped her coffee, determined not to be intited 'When |
accepted the fact that she was as much a victliwas,' she told him
serenely.

For a second she read astounded shock in the atrfegdures until
he smiled and said with cool menace, '"Were you itiynv, Amber?
How melodramatic! | had no idea you lived such gowous fantasy
life.'

‘Not entirely. A victim of my own romantic dreamShe shrugged,
her expression derisive as she recalled the scinlosihg had been. 'l
thought that love was the sum of woman's wholetence. I'm afraid

| was very naive. Astoundingly so, when you thirfkitp because

most of the other girls at school were far moresg®e. | didn't even

know then that my father went in for lechery onig bcale. My

mother kept up a pretty good front. If | had knowerhaps | wouldn't
have tried so hard to win his love. That's onénefreasons | married
you, you know. It was the first thing I'd been atgdelo for him in my

life, the only thing I'd ever done that pleased .himfortunately no

one bothered to explain the rules to me.'



Alex said calmly, '‘Are you trying to make me sofoy you, Amber?'

'‘God, no! | wallowed in enough self-pity to keep gang for the rest
of my life." She directed a mocking smile at therst) impassive line
of his profile, inviting him to share the joke. Y®ee, as well as
hoping to please my father, | tumbled headlong i@t | thought

was love.'

'‘But you soon discovered that it was not so. Withmonth of the last
time we made love together you were in your cosdiad.' His voice
was casual as though they were discussing the amrahe could
read nothing in his shuttered face.

Her lips parted, then clamped shut. To hide thetfeat she was at a
loss she drank some more coffee. That night in bange and her

father had sat up late, talking and drinking, armémat last he came
to bed Alex had fallen asleep almost immediatelizad been almost
a month after he had begun his war of attritiofugiag to touch her,

cynically using her youthful adoration and the reeefiher awakened
body as weapons against her.

Stiff and antagonistic on her side of the big deufd, Amber had
finally drifted off, satisfied that this would blee last time she shared
a bed with him. A few hours later she had been wdke caresses,
tender and expert, and in mindless submission fee@ her part in
the age-old game of passion, silent in the darkeoeoh.

In the morning he had made no reference to ittitrgder once more
with the cool withdrawal which so hurt her. Somethin his eyes
told her that he did not know that he had claimexdwith such gentle,
erotic unconsciousness, that he must have beerhatilyawake, and
she had wondered if he would ever recall it.'

Now she knew. He did not, and it was thanks totthaitshe was able
to hide the fact of his paternity from him.



'So it was not much of a love,' he said evenlyradtéew moments,
still watching with an intentness she found neraekmng. 'Perhaps
you are not a woman who loves, Amber. Perhaps ayacan have
the gasping little words that come from deep innybwoat, the wild
throes of ecstasy when you behave like a bacchantamed and
savage and a little bit frightening; is it easy oy man to rouse you,
so that you welcome him into the smooth delighyair body with
the same joyous paganism you offered me?'

The evocative words brought heat burning slowlytigh her loins
and breasts. She clenched her hand to keep ittfesnibling and then
relaxed it, because the movement was a betrayah&bad seen it,
and he laughed deep in his throat and came ort péether strides to
where she sat at the table and slid his thumb strsmouth, using it
to force the lower lip down.

She stiffened, but her eyes met the smoky fireiofdarlessly until
his questing hand slid slowly the length of heo#trand tightened
around its slenderness.

‘A hundred years ago no one would have been sadpifi$ strangled
you,' he said, each silky word heavy with mendce/culd have been
considered a normal, even honourable way to betoeeve adulteress.

Even today most men would understand the strenfgthyaneed to
wipe out your treachery in some cataclysmic action.

His fingers tightened, but through the drummingher ears she
returned, 'The days when women are treated astshgeaver in the
Western world, Alex. | don't belong to you—I neVvave. My body
isn't a possession you can guard inviolate in dtvéund if you
strangle me in New Zealand all that power you wedruthlessly
will not keep you out of prison.’



He smiled sardonically and released her, sayinigeastraightened,
'‘No doubt. Fortunately for us both, | have no desrkill you, merely
to toy with you for a little while. But not now have work to do.’

And he strode off through the kitchen, whistlinglasugh he had not
just insulted her.

Amber stared after him, the skin over her high kbeaes prickling

with anger, then got to her feet and washed thes @l saucers
before making her way back to the bedroom. Carefulerting her

eyes from the big bed, she found the door which ited her

dressing-room, and sure enough, there in a watlupboards and
drawers were the clothes he had ordered for her.

They were exquisitely made in materials of the logstlity, satins
and silks and pure, fine cotton, but after she thiad on a few she
stormed back into the bathroom and washed outdtiercshirt and
shorts, the bra and pants she had been wearingcldties he had
chosen had been carefully and deliberately orderaeinforce his
attitude of contempt towards her. Tight, low-clagfantly designed
to emphasise the sexual attributes of the womanwdre them, they
were another insult, and they were not going tetduer skin.

Shaking with anger, she marched through the kitdbetne back
door, looking for the clothes line. A path led thgh the thick
shrubbery to a rotary hoist in themiddle of a snpaltch of wiry,

uncut grass. She hung the clothes there, fixing phestic peg with a
vicious little twist, then paced back into the heus

The sound of Alex's voice made her jump; she swpped stared
around, realising after a moment that the housebmudson a steep
slope and below the main storey was another roeegsumably an

office. Well, of course, the wretched StephanidespGration could

not continue to rake in billions of dollars withdbe almost constant
surveillance of the despot who ran it!



Still fuming, she turned down a path which ledte.tbeach, dragging
the wretched robe free of the bushes which caugtiteahem. The
sand was a pale beige- pink, hot beneath her tleetlittle beach

sheltered from the sea by a reef of rocks whichegévalmost

complete privacy, for as they were just below el of the water
they made passage into the bay impossible for ang/thigger than a
dinghy. About a hundred yards offshore a raft wasmad; Amber

flung off the robe and ran into the water, swimmimgh a strong

crawl out to it.

Once on it she sat cross-legged, staring sighylessd to sea, her
straight back eloquent of her anger. She knewdhatwas safe for
quite some time; Alex spent long hours on his kessnHe was not a
workaholic like her father, but the ramificationssach a far-flung
empire required almost constant supervision. Sballesl an article
she had read about the Corporation, a glowinggestio summary of
successes and coups which had detailed its steuafuite making it
quite plain that Alex was at once the overseeinglligence and the
power. In positions of responsibility were the dagsand the two
brothers who helped him run it, but Alex was theso

The sun streamed down on her shoulders and faxestriéngth
making her skin tingle. Reluctantly she dived neaff the raft. It
was folly to go out into the northern summer withprotection. But
she dawdled, playing a little while in the wategliblerately emptying
her mind of what the night would bring, beforelstrg back for the
shore. As she waded up towards the beach she pashebaking
curls back and lifted her small face to the skgnding with closed
eyes while the sun glared red through her eyelids.

The touch on her cheek elicited a startled littig fcom her as her
lashes flew upwards and she realised that she hadslyg
overestimated the time it would take Alex to fintgk business.



He was watching the water stream from her smoadthegdoody with
a tight smile, a muscle pulling beside the congabline of his mouth.
Instantly her skin contracted and she stepped baecithing the
insolent slide of his eyes over her.

His jaw hardened; through his teeth he said, 'Rarkize first lesson
you must learn is that you do not flinch away from touch.'

And even as she realised that the quick involuntaoyement had
roused the hunter his hands went to her breadietmeeen her thighs.

That was when she realised that she hadn't reallgved that he
would go ahead with it. Even as she gasped in getfae knowledge
burned into her brain that once again she had estlerated this
Greek husband of hers, attributing to him a codeebfaviour which
she thought civilised but he would consider eftatd weak.

She stiffened but made no protest, merely closerghes to hide the
cold desire in his face. The long fingers moved ande withdrawn.

‘No,"' he said huskily, 'l do not wish to hurt you.'
Amber opened her eyes. 'l thought that was the'idea

His mouth compressed. 'Give me credit for a Istdbtlety,' he said
obliquely as he stepped back.

As a reply it was not at all reassuring. She ganednedit for a great
deal of subtlety, and she felt the first stirrirafsreal fear, quickly
masking her eyes so that he could not discerngpeaension.

He looked around him with keen appreciation, sayifigis reminds
me a little of home. Is the water as warm?"

When she had wrapped the robe around herself phedgNo, and it
doesn't get as hot here as it does in Crete, butanehave lovely



summers, long and dry and hot. Normally the cowndey is a lot
drier at this time of the year, but we had a wasmmt spring and the
grass is still growing.'

He nodded. 'l noticed.' His eyes ran over her amoge and he
touched the back of his hand to her cheek. 'Yowaditle burned, |
think. In the bathroom there is a sunblock which yall use before
you come out into the sun again. Wait in the shadaene while |

swim.’

Amber bristled at the calm command, but after a ewinduring
which he watched her with an enigmatic little smiéle though
challenging her to object, she sat down on the saol beneath a
wide overhanging branch of one of the big pohutsand hugged
her knees, trying not to look as he stripped dowmdthing and
walked across the sand with the tight controlleatgrof a predator.

The nine years that had elapsed had thickenetetrabody slightly;
at twenty-one he had not been as muscular as haevasbut the
lithe understated stride of those long legs wasé#mee, and the total,
unabashed enjoyment of his strength and healthhndagv nothing
shameful in nudity.

In purely physical terms he was sinfully attracti@ed potently,
powerfully desirable in a way which had little te dvith his

outstanding natural attributes. The classical péde of his features
delighted the eye, yet he could have been uglyarden would still

have wanted him. Money? No, it was his pride ard tbck-bottom
self-assurance, and something else, an intangibldity which

compelled the interest and attention of every waman

Amber watched his dark arms cleave through therweatd mutiny

brooding in the back of her eyes. As well as pramgishe forbidden
delights of the damned, he possessed a strongcpveténstinct that
appealed to all that was weak and feminine. Hedccenlile and the



woman who was the object of his interest felt ateonared for and
the most desirable woman in the world.

And the obverse of that, she told herself sterrighting a
bewildering surge of emotion, is that he considermen to be useful
for three things only—to provide children, to kedpe house
comfortable, and to give him physical release.

It had not been enough for her at seventeen; iridasilous to allow
herself to be touched by his sexuality now.

Think of poor Gabrielle, who had borne his childl dmst it, who still
lived only on the fringes of his life. Did she loken? Had there been
other children for her? Strange, she had hatedi@khrand yet now
all she could feel for her was a vast pity. Arragastubborn,
dominatingGreek,she thought wearily, and when he came up out
the water like Poseidon rising above the Aegeanl@bieed at him
with resentment sparking the warm golden glow af éyees into a
glittering glory.

He smiled and said softly, 'That is how | like #esyou, with your
defiant spirit shining out through your eyes.’

‘That," she returned without visible emotion, 'scéuse you're a
bully. You enjoy subduing resistance.’

The broad, wet shoulders moved in a shrug. He teepick up his
towel and Amber turned her head away, appalledeashaft of lust
which arrowed through her at the flexion of musdeseath warm
brown skin. Her fingertips tingled at rememberedss¢ions, silk
over steel, the erotic patterns of hair which ate@rtheforceful
masculinity of his torso, and his particular scefean and slightly
salty with a hint of musk which became strongeh@asvas aroused.
The old heated languor seeped like a tide of hdmeyugh her body



and she was both shamed and angered by her inapfuesponse to
the easy physical lure of the man.

The towel which had been blotting the rivulets ed svater from his
face stilled; he tossed it around his shoulders @arde across to
where she sat huddled away from him. He was smilimgleasantly
as he bent a little to catch her by the elbowsparicher to her feet.

She averted her face, helpless to hide to heriomadDeep in his
throat he laughed, and a cool firm hand curved radoler chin,
forcing her face up to meet the cloudy turbulendei®gaze.

‘A bully?' he jeered. 'Oh no, my sweet wanton,dllshot bully you
into my bed. | am not so crass. When we make loweélibe because
you want me.'

‘You can't help it, | suppose,’ Amber retorted @sty as she could.
'‘Being an egotist, | mean. From all accounts yoother ruined you,
and your father was another who thought that a wnaole

function was to put her head beneath her husbaedls But I'd like

to know what gave you the idea that you can whmetéd@nto your bed
as though I'm totally without will or strength ofmd!’

His taunting eyes swept indolently across her afagpg. 'At least you
do not pretend that you are immune to me. Sensibjeu, because
while this little pulse throbs in -your throat,5Shmouth came to rest on
the small traitor, and he spoke against her skig Wwhile your eyes
widen each time they rest on me, | know that yontwae. As for the
strength of will," he lifted his head and smiledoiter face, hard,
confident, insulting, 'that, heart of my delighs, what is going to
make the next few days so interesting.' « Amber &idudden
unnerving terror with scorn. 'Such conceit!

'Is that a challenge?’



His eyes were narrowed, secretive, as though h& kEnenething she
didn't. He was clever, he had an armoury of trekd ploys, he was
an exceptionally good actor; it helped in the ait-oonfrontations,
the subtle, lethal battles which were his dailyefar the world he
inhabited, but she refused to be intimidated.

Haughtily she moved away, surprised when he letgoeHer feet
sank into the cool soft sand beneath the tree @sahl evenly, 'No,
you're the one who likes challenges, not me. Alaht is a quiet life.’

There had been irony in his smile, but at her wartdsoadened, and
for a moment the cynical depths of his eyes clearetishe saw real
amusement there. It was strangely warming and atiédbite her lip

to prevent an answering gleam. It was too easyriget that he was
far too experienced not to know exactly how he atiscting her

with his sudden shifts of mood. But if she had rkex right he was

not going to force her. His lust for vengeance waully be satisfied
If he lured her to him. What had he sald#ill hear you beghe had

promised.

A chilly premonition tightened her skin into goo$esh. She fought
it, lifting her head with unconscious arrogance. Ibiager the child
who had thought she loved him, she was now an,aulbman. She
had suffered, she had borne a child and known ithdépended
entirely on her. She had discovered in herselfstrength to refuse
him that surrender.

She had to, because she was far from immune tdahnkssexuality.
Chemistry, she reminded herself sternly, that's &ltent, or
something. The pull of eager man for available wonfaprimeval
urge as basic as the need to eat and sleep.

Something of her thoughts must have showed in berfior Alex
frowned and bent his head and bit her lip, notgently, waiting as
she opened her mouth on a breath of astonishmémteb&orming



into the sweet depths. The sharp, unexpected assawdk her rigid
and he pulled her into the long, lean length ofbdosly, using his
strength to throw her off balance.

Amber was suffocated by him, seared by a flamesngation which
ran from the base of her spine to her thighs, &emde to every
nerve-end through her body.

His mouth gentled, savoured hers, moved from tifiengtinvasive
barbarity of that first kiss to a seducing heatedieism which made
her tremble. It was nine years since a man haediksr. Nine long
years, and though she thought she had been hapipgrmthey now
seemed empty and barren of all that made life wahnile.

Surprised, she gave a little wordless murmur andjdtbered her
closer, imprisoning her against his hardening bauty she panicked
and began to struggle. Even then he did not releasstraight away
but said softly and with mocking satisfaction, 'Yeee, it is simple
for me to make you forget the years when you haweegl another
man's bed. | don't think | will have to wait vepnp for you, Amber.’

She searched for an answer, but none came. Insteadtepped
away, firming lips which felt an urge to tremble&dabegan to walk
back up the beach, intolerably shaken by the wesskokEher body.

Alex caught her up and tucked her hand into his.aBhe.
remembered this physicality, his pleasure in toashGreek as his
appetite for life and his passionate delight iraitd the fierce hunger
for vengeance. Alarmed, she hesitated, but hepa@ktention, and
began to tell her of a coup he had just pulled off.

Nine years ago he would not have bothered and sidwot have
been interested, but she was now. Tentativelyrst, fbecause any
relaxation of her guard was fraught with dangeg bkhgan to ask
guestions. He answered them, explaining the redsoiings actions,



and she found him fascinating; too attractive whsreyes gleamed
with amusement and enjoyment and an oddly endeaatigfaction
as he spoke.

She almost forgot that he was naked and she asomgas made no
difference as she listened with absorption, becausat he was
telling her was enthralling, a kind of romance ctetg with villains
and white knights and court jesters, and at it€lkesmon she laughed
irrepressibly, her long eyes alight with humour.

Lazy amusement quirked his lips. ‘More interestimgn sheep and
cattle?' he taunted, disconcertingly.

She bit her lip but said, 'Not in the least. Juecent.'

‘You never used to lie. It was what | liked aboouythat stark,
almost brutal honesty.'

She said wearily, 'A child's honesty. | hadn't issal that childish
responses only applied to childish situations. Yiawght me
otherwise.'

Alex opened the door into the house and waited evbile went
through. 'lt was just as well, for it was time fau to grow up.'

True.'
'‘But not, perhaps, so brutally.'

Amber swung around to stare at him in astonishmdetlooked

amused at her obvious surprise and a little patnog and she felt
her hackles lift. Turning away from him, she saneuonotionally, 'Oh,
| don't know. It could have been even more brutakgine if I'd

really been in love with you, instead of sufferifrgm my first

schoolgirl crush.'



'Imagine,' he agreed carelessly. His hand on heuldar was not
unexpected, but he said merely, 'There is a bathroff your
dressing-room. Use it. This time | want you to tieeclothes | have
bought for you.'

'I'm not wearing them."

'Indeed? Then you can go naked.' He let her gocantinued in a
voice from which every scrap of expression had gbitee decision

Is yours, my dear. But if you do not put on thetlods | have bought
for you then they will all be burned, the ones yeere wearing as
well. While you are with me you will wear only ch@s of my

providing. | do not care a bit whether you likerther not, they were
not bought to please you.'

Her whole being rose in protest, but she recognisedmplacable
intention behind the words. To be forced into mpdaould be
unbearable, and he would do it. Without a word lgfiehim and
walked through the dressing- room and beyond at ihé bathroom.

She had used his before, and expected hers t@ Isahe, so the first
sight of it stopped her just inside the door. Flwehind she heard his
soft taunting laughter, and then she slammed tbe do

The American millionaire had indulged all his sybarfantasies in

the bathroom; it was completely over the top, datsat in a kind of

flamboyant yet naive splendour which owed sometkonidpe lure of

the Orient and a lot to Hollywood's influence. Iinher had not been
so angry and apprehensive she would have lové&wm the crystal

chandelier in the ceiling to the wide marble batl the mosaic tiles
on the floor and walls, tiny cubes of gold and greed blue in a
pattern which reminded her of her one visit toAlleambra in Spain,
that monument to the sophistication and worldlinesshe Moors

who had built it.



AWater jetted from gold dolphins, and in a wall d&d to cupboards
there were towels and lotions and perfumes, badyspiked with the
faint musk and lush florals of the East, a compdeteof the cosmetics
she still wore.

Amber stared at them, biting her lip until the paiade her release it
with a gasp, hating the cynical lack of respectavhunderlined the
charming conceit. Alex meant her to understand powerless she
was if he chose to make the fantasy a reality; ks a room for a
slave girl, a concubine, whose only aim in life,swta please her
master.

As she took off the wrap her expression hardendsverity. Alex's
wounded pride needed her surrender, even if it ar@g to the
common coin of physical desire, but he was tooleskiin sexual
combat to rape her. The meaning of this charaden'tvaard to
understand. He was determined that she should fleaimmits of her
powerlessness, and threading through the subtlesgjgn would be
his ruthless use of the attraction that still déat a dark wild force
between them.

The sensible thing to do would be to give in, gever and done with
so that they could both go back to their lives. Yl the surrender
he needed with a calm impersonal acceptance ofdsim lover.
Behave like the bought mistress he intended hbketo

But the liquid feeling in her loins made her almast across the
room and step down into that opulent bath. Once #he soaped
herself with brisk impersonality, but slowly hernlols slowed, and
she bent forward, hiding her face behind the clusjecurls as she
pondered. Would surrender be so drastic?

She had no need to consider it. Her breath shuddéreugh her
body as she stiffened. Yes, it would. At the vesgst Alex could
make her pregnant again. Even as her featuremedftghe made a



sound of fear. That would be asking for trouble;wauldn't let a
child of theirs stay with her.

But the real reason for her rejection of the idea that she knew now
that calm impersonality was beyond her; she coatdneat a liaison

with him as just a distasteful interruption in Imermal life. She was
not built that way.

So, she decided as she stood up with a quick geaisovement, she
was just going to have to summon up all the willposhe possessed
and keep him at bay.

As a defence it was riddled with holes. Alex hadnomwoental
patience but a quick temper. And he was accustotoedasy
conquests. If she infuriated him past control hghnireact with
violence.

A shiver of apprehension chilled her skin. She hader seen him
lose control; he used his temper to intimidate,dhé didn't think he
ever allowed it to go beyond his ability to regtrai And she doubted
if he would allow a woman to force his temper ghstguards he set
on it. Deep inside, her smiling, sexy husband fitdd but contempt

for women. He might deny it even to himself, buttheught them

inferior beings.

So it was highly unlikely that he would become angmough to rape
her, because he would see such a loss of contneéém that she had
some power over him.



CHAPTER THREE

SATISFIED, Amber smiled and drew the towel across her bseas
freeing them from the filmy veil of bubbles. A titnaitor in her brain
wondered if Alex would find her much different frorthe
seventeen-year-old who had graced his bed for sstiort time nine
years ago, and she was appalled to realise thiasdhase treacherous
part of her mind was being quietly congratulataggduse she had the
sort of skin which coped very adequately with paagpy. Her breasts
were a little fuller, her waist not quite so nargdwt the few stretch
marks she had discovered were by now almost ineisib the fiat
tautness of her stomach.

Colour burned across her cheeks. With a defidtd Giesture she ran
her hands down the sleek wet length of her bodyipe away the
soap.

'‘What were you thinking?'

She whirled, lost her balance on the slippery neaalbld landed flat in
the water with a tremendous splash which took heath away
entirely. Choking, she began to cough, tears statti her eyes as she
flailed around.

When she could see again Alex was crouched by dkie boncern
darkening his eyes. He had grabbed her by the @pes and seated
her and was now holding her upright.

‘Are you all right?' he demanded, and when she'tdairswer his
hands tightened and he used his incredible streadthul her up out
of the scented water and set her on her feet,gsiping her. Tell
me, did you hurt yourself?'

‘No, only my composure, damn you!" She gave a fomigh and
wiped a layer of froth from her mouth before coatng furiously,
'How dare you startle me like that. Get the hetlafthere!'



He laughed, sudden amusement wiping the rare samleifrom his
expression as swiftly as if it had never been théteu look like a
child, soft and pink and sweetly scented, with beblall over you.
And a child's tantrum making your eyes snap spairkse.'

The hard impersonal grasp eased; now, as the hufaded to be
replaced by something much more sinister, his hahpiged across
her wet skin from her arms to her shoulders anal tipeto the delicate
strong column of her throat and his possessivecglatid over her
body. 'No, not like a child," he said thickly, amdtched as colour
flooded the satin gilt of her skin and her fistsndhed impotently at
her sides.

‘Get out,' she whispered harshly. 'Leave me alone!'

He snared her eyes in the crystalline depths of'N. | intend to

look at you as often as | wish. That is why you laeee, remember?
So that | may sate myself with you past the pofrdesire. When |

can look at this beautiful body without feeling #mgg more than

appreciation for a living work of art, then you cga back to your
lover. If he still wants you.'

Foolishly Amber averred, 'Nothingiothing you can do will make
any difference to the way Matt feels about me!"

His black brows lifted. With a smile glittering Witmalice he said,
'‘But what a lukewarm affair it must be, my Amberlybu think to

convince him that you came unwillingly, remembeattthe child's
mother saw you leave with me, without protest. Ba¢n the most
devoted of lovers would forgive a slight like th&ut perhaps he
would rather you made a whore of yourself thanesufilankruptcy
and a life of poverty and degradation.’

She retorted savagely, 'If he does, is that ang&tran blackmail?’
and he dropped his hands as if she had at lag} bton answering in



stony disdain, 'Perhaps not. Now, get dressed. dau prepare
dinner. | have a few more calls to make.'

More than anything she longed to order him outhef toom again,
but after one fulminating glare at his implacalaled she knew better
than to try it. So she turned her back and snatahiedrel, dragging it
over her body with swift, angry movements, and wsles looked up
he had gone as silently as he came.

It was difficult to chase from her brain the memofyhe way he had
looked at her, the moments when an honest sensped@ation had
warmed his eyes, the moments before he had remethlibat

humiliation was the name of his game. That canddl enthusiastic
appraisal of her nakedness had the power to makedlese that she
was a desirable woman, one who had delighted ipl#asures of the
flesh until betrayal had turned them bitter.

She kept the recollection at bay while she seardhealgh the
wardrobe and drawers in the dressing-room, firsgiiyling on a pair
of shorts cut tight and high in the leg, and a tudge skimpy but not
unbearably so. Refusing to even look at hersethemirrors with
which the room was plentifully supplied, she walkbtbugh to the
kitchen.

Another search, through the refrigerator this timgealed aubergine
and peppers and beans, enough to make a ratatsh#éi@repared the
vegetables and put them on to stew, decided to égge with it, and
rock melons with passion fruit as a pudding. Ferfibst course she
made soup with yoghurt and cucumbers, puttingdkhba the fridge
to chill.

Then she went into the sitting-room and sat dowthersofa in front
of the wide window and watched with a set facehasday moved
graciously towards dusk. Tension thrummed throughldody, and
she breathed deeply and calmly, trying to calmdiedown.



After all, although his lovemaking would be a huatibn, Alex

could no longer hurt her. She had only to resist\leakness bred
deep in her bones and eventually he must tiresodémgeful game. It
would not surprise her if that was his intentianséduce her until she
was eager for him and then send her back with digemptuous

rejection shattering her pride. He had dismisseddka before, but
there had been pleasure of a sort in his deep asite told her of it.

Or perhaps he hoped that by keeping her here hiellwoeak up what
he considered to be her affair with Matt. Accordingthe code he
lived by, the code his fierce father had drummeid ihim, any
woman who slept with another man was a whore, aadldvbe
treated as such. He simply would not understandagingr way of
behaving.

Whatever his plans, she was immune as long asiné tiarn that he
had a son. But that, she consoled herself, wakainliHe must have
known about Nick for some time, possibly even ssphotograph of
him, and obviously it hadn't occurred to him tosepicious.

Mildly comforted by this thought, she watched a esfiat tear
across the bay, in its hurry narrowly missing alssaling dinghy.

The sun beat on to the terrace outside, settiegidirgeraniums and
hibiscus, the only two plants vigorous enough agwithout care.
Amber sat still, her long legs curled up beneath beght head
drooping. She had kept up a brave front ever stheetrauma of
Alex's arrival, but beneath all the steadfast cgerturked fear,
simple and stark and definite. He had given hemiased that if she
stayed with him he would not use his immense pawdrankrupt
Matt, but beyond that she did not trust him atBdhind the worldly
magnate was a man trained and encouraged to folevprimitive
code of his ancestors. He wanted to break hersla@aétnew how frail
and insubstantial her defences were.



Her face carefully composed to hide anxiety, shet@der feet and
went into the kitchen to check the ratatouille.

A moment later she heard his footsteps on the waspiral staircase
which came up from the lower storey. Tensely shitedaHe came
straight across to the kitchen, stopping in therdag to comment
with open appreciation, "That smells good. Whaf?is

After she told him he said smoothly, 'l am gladtthau have not
wasted the last nine years. You could not cook whernmarried me.'

Amber put the lid back on to the pan. 'l couldrdt much at all.
Schoolgirls are pretty short on the practical sitikfe.’

‘True." The monosyllable was drawled out and wHhen leoked at
him he was smiling. 'l remember our wedding night.’

So did she—very vividly. She remembered her tenarmhfear of the
unknown and how it was banished by his practiseatlsskshe
remembered her soaring, ecstatic introduction & world of the
senses, and her shaken, involuntary response.&hgiven herself,
and he had taken everything and given her notimmgturn.

‘You were charmingly naive,' he said, still smiliaghe came closer.
‘Sweet and unsophisticated and ignorant, but yamés how to
please me very quickly. | enjoyed our wedding nigimhber, and the
other nights that followed.'

'‘But not enough to stay faithful." Her voice wasd¢cshe felt stifled
by his closeness but refused to back away.

Alex lifted his hand to thread a finger throughlevgng tawny curl.
Very softly, almost stealthily, the sensuous litteovement was
extended to the sensitive skin behind her ear. &estill smiling, his
lashes hiding his eyes, but she could see theetigig of a small
muscle beside his mouth and knew that he wanted her



His voice was abstracted, as though he was thinkiogd. 'Such a
little prude! Surely you must have known that thévad been
women?'

Tiny beads of sweat sprang free of her skin. Shk #odeep breath,
and said hoarsely, 'Of course | knew. Even at bogrdchool
everyone knew of your amorous exploits. But knowsigne thing,
experiencing it another. In my naivete, nmynsophisticated
ignorance,| thought that a promise of faithfulness came with
marriage vows.'

That tormenting finger moved slowly to trace owd #mall spiral of

her ear. She saw his chest lift suddenly, and heloe head a little

closer, his voice dropping to a deep, warm murribie scent of his

masculinity, still as startlingly familiar as itthé@een the first time she
had noticed it, curled through her as potently daug.

'‘But you knew that ours was a business allianeesaid cruelly. 'It

was obvious that although you found me attractjwe; would not

have considered me for a husband if it had not beethe pact made
between your father and mine.’

Holding her breath against the pleasure which ptéroer body,
Amber realised wearily that he had seen throughaleif she had
been transparent. Yes, she had known that theiriagar was a
straight commercial transaction, but her longinglease her father
had kept her silent. And in those weeks betweantieeting and the
engagement she had tumbled into love.

She could not say a word, and Alex finished withoeth malice,
"You knew. You were very unsophisticated, my Ambart not, |
think, stupid.'

'‘Oh, you're too kind. | was stupid—and wildly, romiaally attracted
to you. But you knew that, didn't you? You wanteel tm fall in love



with you. You set out to make it happen. | was sé&en, and you
were an experienced, sophisticated twenty-one.dh'dlihave a
chance. You banked on using my calf love to keepsmeetly,
brainlessly devoted while you entertained yourseth your much
more knowledgeable and exciting mistresses.'

Her voice wavered; to her horror she felt tearsgsait the back of her
eyes. She went on swiftly, 'If you'd told me befa@ed how it was
going to be, given me some choice in the mattehabl could have
refused or accepted it—but you played me for a,fpol betrayed
me. To you | was just a convenience.'

His hand dropped to her shoulder, gripped, andalide nape of her
neck, tangling in the hair there. Harshly, his dee$ rigid and
autocratic, he said, 'You were my wife.'

‘And therefore honoured above all other women.' Whoeds dripped
sarcasm. She stared unflinchingly into the coldygtepths of his
eyes and said bitterly, 'Did you really think it wdd be enough to
persuade me to put up with your deceit and betPayalu have a
monumental conceit, Alex! It wasn't enough. | fekt like all the

other whores you bought. | couldn't live in an adplwere of
contempt, where women—all women—are consideredtiplays,

toys to pass an idle hour, but not worthy of respecinderstanding
or liking. You were married to your business. PGabrielle and |
and the other women you used were very peripheral.’

He was furious. She could sense the frustrated eagmating from
him like a dark aura and she swallowed. Instarté/ftozen fire of
his gaze found the movement of the muscles inlaedsr throat. She
felt the impact as if it were a blow. His mouth \zedl in a small
meaningless smile, and fear shafted through her diksword, the
age-old primitive terror of weakness before strengtoman before
barbaric man. A tiny sound escaped through her lips



Slowly, with sinister purpose, his eyes moved uhy fixed on her
mouth in a strange intensity that called forth iacdkresponse from
her deepest being. Her lips burned; without thogbkttouched them
with her tongue.

Instantly his eyes narrowed and he said in a \biaewas heavy with
satisfaction, 'And yet for all that, however degpie you find me,
you want me. You cannot deny it, it is written iauy face. That
submissive lust is impossible to hide. Against gy@inciple, every
feminist instinct, you want what | can give you.'

Amber couldn't speak because she was transfixed Dgsire so

intense that if she had made any noise it woulceHzeen a cry of
naked need. Through the window the setting suiausied in a flood

of rosy gold, creating an aureole around his darkl fiace, caressing
his hair with flame. A flame that was answeredimédyes, a searing
mixture of passion and scorn irradiating the fieaceogance of his
features.

When she tried to twist away his fingers tightemreder hair to the
point of pain, holding her face open to his insjoect

Smiling, although there was no humour in it, hel sathink you have
all the instincts of a mistress, Amber. And by ngou should have
the experience, a wide knowledge of all the tritlkest women use to
pleasure a man, to make him lose himself in theeswsmare of their
bodies for a moment out of time.'

She said, almost choking, 'No, | don't want you.'

'You are a liar.' The words came cruelly as heddrnis head so that
he could see her unconfined breasts beneath thektiiti material.
They betrayed the stinging hunger in her as suaslyany fifth
columnist, and he laughed deep in his throat atlédgthe strapless
little top down and ran his hand over the tightyssgve nubs in a



caress as casual as it was humiliating beforerjgrikie material back
up and releasing her. In a voice suddenly smooth davoid of
emotion he said, 'Go and change while | pour drfoksis.'

So glad was she to escape that she had to stogfHfessn running.
Numbly, with nerves still taut and her body screagrfor fulfilment,
she forced one foot steadily after another badkéadressing-room.

Once there she stood helplessly, staring at heiselthe two

full-length mirrors. Her mouth was red and throlgpirher eyes
languorous beneath heavy dazed lids. The skimpynigpt not have
been there, for all the good it did. Aching withasteful desire, she
ripped it over her head and tore off the shortsofgeftheading
purposefully for her bathroom. There was no shawénere, but she
splashed cold water on every part of her body,eshyg slightly as
she rubbed herself dry, flushed with mortificateomd anger.

She found a drawer full of sheer silk underwead awged it with
loathing, even going so far as to search the alteavers in case there
was some less revealing underwear. Quite in vdigporse. In the
end she chose a soft, transparent teddy, workingp@mssumption
that the more layers she wore, however see-thrtugy were, the
better.

The dress she finally dragged over her head withosi total

disregard for its fragility was a soft wisp of silaimost the same
colour as her skin. She chose it because it hagharteck, but a
glance in the mirror when she was ready made her gigroan of
chagrin. Like the tube top, it hid nothing; the erél was so fine that
it clung lovingly to every curve and contour of hexdy, as revealing,
if not more, than anything slit to the navel cohétve been.

Defiantly she wriggled her feet into a pair of salsdhe same colour,
ran a comb through her hair, then with head heijth went through
into the sitting-room.



Alex stood up when she appeared, surveying heraeitily insolent
appreciation, but he made no comment. He too hatggd into
another pair of well-tailored trousers and a skikts Italian in style,
the slight flamboyance of its cut emphasising hiarkly
Mediterranean attraction.

Firmly repressing the leap in her blood, Amber $ha@lffirst thing that
came to her lips. 'Champagne?’

'Of course. This is a celebration. We are reuniyed, and |. And |
seem to remember that champagne was the only dlgohenjoyed.’

'I've overcome that,' she said drily. 'I'll jusieck dinner.’

It was a retreat, and they both knew it. She staydde kitchen for a
few minutes, striving to overcome the weaknessindins and legs.
Alex was not conceited; he was too cynical for tlhatt he knew
perfectly well that he possessed a bone-deep magnehich made
him almost irresistible to many women. Knew it, amhs
unscrupulous enough to use it when he considereztéssary.

Cold dismay iced through her veins as she wonderdtie first time
whether she was going to be able to escape fransitiiation without
serious damage. She stood for a moment bitingipesl she stared
unseeing down at the bowl of chilled soup. Thenstreghtened her
shoulders, added a drop of green food colouring &nd stirred,
before sliding it back into the refrigerator.

If she got hurt in this cat-and-mouse game it wduddmore than
worth it because it would save Nick from Alex'slugnce, from
developing the kind of heartless attitude towardsnen which had
betrayed and humiliated her.

That thought gave her the courage to return teithieg-room, and to
accept the glass he gave her, even to smile @ dttlshe sipped the



delicious wine, enjoying in spite of herself thedk of bubbles over
her tongue.

'‘How long have you owned this place?' she aske@ohiely as if
they were meeting for the first time.

He knew what she was doing, of course; his eyes Wweoded when
she lifted a calm face to his, but he followed lead readily enough.
'Only a few months. As soon as | discovered whetewere | looked
around for a place close enough to take you.' Heedmnpleasantly.
'l thought, you see, that | might have to kidnap yoreal earnest. |
did not then know that you were mercenary enougkuiwender
iImmediately at the threat of poverty. Would youegplavith anyone
powerful enough to make the same threat?’

Amber paled at the vicious taunt but managed agstirbaven't slept
with you.'

‘You will," he promised softly.

She drank a little more of the wine, then set tlasgdown. I'll have
to keep a clear head, she said to herself. Aloadsirmured, 'l don't
think anyone else should be punished for my actibtadt has done
you no wrong.'

Angry colour sprang into life along the hard liffehes cheeks. 'Most
men would think otherwise,’ he pointed out too berikost men
would object very strongly to a man who stole thafe.'

Amber sighed. 'That's the whole problem,' she gdild no hope of

being understood. 'He didn't steal me, becausendran object to be
disposed of. | made the decision to come here édiiseen or met
Matt. | came to New Zealand because he was theretdtion | had

in the world apart from my father, and | knew | idnit get any help
from him! | didn't leave you for another man, Itlgbu because |
would not be treated as a thing of no account !"



Her voice had been rising as she remembered how hmeibad hurt
her; abruptly she stopped, because to lose controld be to hand
him an easy advantage, and walked across to th#owirstaring out
at a sky the colour of crushed raspberries whiolwvgt like a robe of
rich satin in the west. Against it the bush-covefells of the
mainland were a stark cut-out, almost menacing. Sée gleamed
with a reflection of the ruddy hues of the sungetsurface a bowl of
beaten metal in the hush of evening.

Alex watched her, his face impassive.

She made a hopeless little gesture and said, "Why ybu let me go
home, Alex? This desire for revenge is not worthyau.'

Cynically he asked, 'In whose eyes? | can damn Ifnysdurther in
yours, can I? No, you stay here until | have fiegiwith you. For
long years | have promised myself this interludtée’ paused, as
though thinking, and when he spoke again the c{alcagance had
gone, to be replaced by a sombre inflection. "Yaythat | did not
know you, that | do not understand you. Very wk#rt, show me
what sort of person you are. And | in turn will shgou myself.'

She turned eagerly, strangely so, and looked uptivé handsome,
implacable face. 'And will you—uwill you leave meoak?'

He laughed, very softly, and drew her into his afmasmdling her with
a confidence which revealed the depths of his asser 'Don't be
foolish," he whispered, brushing her startled eydd the warm
magic of his mouth. 'Why should | not enjoy whasti$l mine? You
are my wife, Amber.’

‘A ceremony and a piece of paper don't make a ag#fishe said
stonily, torn by a disappointment so acute thatisbeght it ran like a
stab of pain through her body.

‘No, otherwise you would not have forgotten thoges, we made.'



'l didn't forget them. You did. Or rather, you igad them."'

She felt his mouth curve into a bitter smile. Itagthed a path over
her hot cheek and down to the corner of her maaghing, touching,

the tip of his tongue savouring the smooth unpoedeskin. 'No

make-up," he murmured. 'Did you think it would dampny ardour if

you came out to me with a bare face? How foolislyaf, Amber

mou.,if that is so. Your skin tastes of honey and spigeur mouth is

as intoxicating as the champagne | can taste.oh it

The kiss was piercingly sweet, seducing her intenopy her lips to
him before she had time to summon her defencesn@be a choked
little sound in her throat and he gathered herregdhe quickening
hardness of muscle and sinew that made up hisbedy, the long
arms pressing her intimately into him so that sek lis swift

passionate awakening and took fire from it, her @lemder length
suddenly aflame with unconscious allure.

He muttered something in Greek, his voice straimed thick, then
buried his mouth against her throat, bending hek ba expose the
silken length of it to his seeking kisses. Ambdn'sath dragged
painfully through her lungs; she tightened her arat®ut his
shoulders, almost frantic with excitement, all cawtfled, all

defences down, completely lost in the sensual mdwgy created
between them. This was how it had always been releapidly

becoming a conflagration in which all the contrat civilised

behaviour were swept away.

And afterwards they had lain intertwined, her headiis broad damp
chest, lapped in the exquisite silken tide of s@im and slept. Just as
he had done with Gabrielle, with all the other womgno found such

passionate release in his arms.



With a tremendous effort she opened her eyes addiséiberately,
In her most prosaic tone, 'lIf you plan to take mbéd now I'd better
turn dinner off.'

For a moment she thought she had failed; his qugestouth moved
with exquisite precision over the hollow in her dar and she
shivered at the touch of his tongue on the fluttgpulse there. But
then he lifted his head and there was a certaim gmusement in his
eyes, as well as frustration and the smoky remradriis passion.

'l could take you to bed and you would not resist'rhe said, and
when she gave no answer he tightened his armsaddgain, 'l
could, Amber. Admit it.'

She winced at the raw triumph in his words, andiedpully, 'Yes,
you could. But what good would it do you, beyonthreef sordid
release?’

His laughter came soft and menacing. 'Oh, | thiok ¥now,' he
taunted. 'There are pleasures of the mind as wdiase of the body,
and | have promised myself your humiliation for maears.'

But he released her, and once free from the dabcprison of his
embrace she was able to summon some of the padsashacquired
over the years and say with tolerable composury ®on't have to
keep repeating it.'

The sun had set behind the mainland and the skyasasg to a deep
brilliant blue. A last cicada played its tiny zitha the trees beyond
the window, was joined by the first cricket; the wias fresh and
slightly scented with salt and the balsam fromtdeetrees. The first
star pricked a place in the fabric of the sky. Wittigers that trembled
Amber picked up the glass of champagne and drdittkea lowered

lashes shielding her thoughts from the man whodstmeside her.



Desire, aching along her veins, ebbed into frusinathen subsided
into a sad sweet melancholy.

She asked, 'What will you do when you go back?aS#torce into
motion?"

'l think so," said Alex curtly. 'Then | shall maagain. This time | will
choose for myself, someone | can trust not to waayaf things begin
to go wrong."'

'l should marry a Greek if | were you. Your womea brought up to
be complaisant.'

He said between his teeth, 'And loyal.'
‘And maternal,' she agreed, weary of trying to ntakeunderstand.

His shoulders moved in a shrug. 'l do not needslegimy own body,'
he said moodily, 'l have brothers and cousins.y@gt | must admit
that if | am going to be a father it might as wedl sooner rather than
later. Do you think | will be a good father, Ambier?

The jeering note in the question made her uneasgyste answered
with cool sarcasm, 'Oh, | think you'll be marveedon the rare
occasions when you can find time from your work godr women

to visit your children. And always providing thegrdt learn to hate
you for making their mother unhappy. It has beeovikmto happen.’

‘Do you find it so impossible to believe that | altbbe able to make a
woman happy?'

She shrugged, each word delivered with a subtletitagi inflection.
'It astounds me that a man as intelligent and éxmpesd as you, a
man noted for his brilliance. and astuteness, shanderstand so
little about women. All that experience going faotimng! Alex,
wives are possessive. Even if they marry for pcattieasons most



women want their husband to be faithful to them,nmatter how
young and beautiful and imaginative the oppositibnyou don't
understand that you don't know much about women.'

Obliquely he said, 'l was twenty-one when we mdittie

Amber turned away and walked across to the doochvied into the
kitchen. 'Yes, | know. Far too young. Our fathdmsudd have been
shot. Tyrants, both of them, in different ways. Elaxou learned
anything in the last nine years, Alex?'

He didn't raise his voice, but she heard every vinerdaid. 'Are you
interested in finding out?'

‘No!" The violence of her reply startled her; shaldied it by saying
hastily, 'It's no use. What's past is done with.’

His words were laced with irony. ‘Haven't you leatithat the past is
never done with? The future has its roots buriezpdbere.'

Dinner was eaten in a strained silence, broken loplkxlex's smooth
compliments about the food. Amber had to forceoivd her throat,
but although champagne would have helped she dertedrink too
much. It would certainly make the coming night eador her to
endure—too easy, she thought with shame, recdlinghcandescent
response to his kiss.

No, she would not make it easy for him. It was badugh that he
knew that she still wanted him; she wouldn't give kbause to gloat
at her easy surrender. He should learn that héwag stronger than
her body.

After dinner they sat opposite each other and dcarffee, she with
every nerve stretched taut, he appearing complegkyed, long legs
stretched out as he watched her over the rim ofdiffee cup.



Yet she sensed tension in him too, the expectamteexent of a big
cat as it lies in wait for its prey. Beneath hdtdsed lids his eyes
gleamed, cool grey warmed by little flames, and iisuth was
curved into a waiting smile.

If he wanted to push her off balance he was suacgecdtry well.
Long-forgotten pulses began to drum through heyloadn overture
to excitement so that she drank quickly to easedhngmouth and
throat, keeping her face averted so that he cdutditch any more
than a glimpse of the colour which burned alongetlegant sweep of
her cheekbones. The curl of her lashes hid the igpweat that
sparked her eyes to gold.

After a few minutes Alex said calmly, ‘Do you miifdl put the
television on? | believe there is an excellent doentary.'

'‘No? of course not." Amber was not controlled emota hide the
relief in her voice, but although he smiled sardaly he made no
comment, merely got up and opened a door in thé-inufixture
along one wall to reveal the set.

Within minutes she too had become absorbed in dlcardentary, a
brilliant but depressing evocation of life in CettAmerica. When it
was over he switched off the set and came to sitlbeher, touching
with a caressing finger the place where she haddvgptear away.

'Still so easily moved?' he mocked.
'I'm afraid so. Silly, isn't it? Nick teases --'

The words were smothered by his mouth, predatod @ainful.
When at last he raised his head he said with mdiltgn 'l do not
wish to hear that name again.’

Through swollen lips she retorted, 'He exists, dgoum | can't just
cut him out of my head!



‘Try," he invited dangerously. 'l want no man'stéasin your mind
when you are in my bed.'

She winced and he said with cold pleasure, 'Ddagrttto know that

he can never be anything but that? If you had vehatkerwise you

should have had the courage to put his father'ssnamthe birth

certificate. Or would his father not allow it?' Hastonished gasp
brought a twist to his mouth. 'Yes, | have seen lad the faint

suspicion that the child might be mine, you seé s a copy sent to
me.'

In a voice that echoed through her mind Amber ask&tat would
you have done if he had been?'

His fingers about her chin were not painful, b@réhwas no resisting
them. Amber's lashes drooped as he surveyed hdesymhllor with
chilling intensity. 'l would have taken him fromuyof course. Any
child of mine will be heir to much more than anythithis cousin of
yours can give. He would need to grow up knowing;teo many
who are raised to power and wealth are not taugddipline and
restraint. They sink into idleness and decadengd,let it all slip
from their control. Any child of mine must be taadis duty as well
as his rights.

But as your child is not mine, you and your loveg avelcome to
him!'

Amber drew in a deep painful breath and he smileldig and

dropped his hand and got up. He did not move asgfag;could feel
the icy power of his contempt oppressing her. Stketh bite her lips
to keep them from trembling. Thank heavens Alex bt want to

discuss Nick; it was far too perilous a subject] Aftex was to astute
not to realise how upset it made her. She had swrenthat his
suspicions were never aroused.



But something impelled her to say in a muted, urgence, 'He's
happy.

' am sure of it,' he returned with courteous ifedgnce. There was a
frigid silence before he continued, And you, are y@appy, Amber
mou?’

Her swift upward glance revealed nothing. He wasrein looking at
her, he was watching the flight of an unwary maited through the
window to fly dangerously closer and closer toldmap.

'I—yes, I'm happy,' she replied cautiously.
‘Tell me what makes you so happy as mistress $acthisin?'

The pointed insolence of the question brought lkadhup. She said,
‘Why do you want to know?"'

'‘Because it pleases me.'" His tone invested the viends with
insulting contempt, but not a muscle moved in teautiful mask of
his face, and still his eyes watched the doomedhmot

Foreboding throbbed in her body. She had to swaliefore she
could answer, and when she did her voice was sthartgsky and
careful. 'l suppose it's because I'm valued.'

He waited, but she couldn't say anything else, dodly his head
turned and she met the scornful distaste of his gath a defiant lift
of her head.

‘Valued?' He made the word an obscenity. 'A wheakied? If | had
known that that was the sort of respect you widbeattain, | would
have gone about things differently.'



Amber was white to the lips, but her voice firmexdshe responded.
'‘How you love to tie labels on to people! No ongeatonsiders me a
whore.'

'‘No? Then how do they see you?"

'‘Many ways,' she said carefully. 'As Nick's mothergood one, |
hope. As Matt's cousin. As a woman who pulls heightein the
district and on the station.'

'l should be interested to know how this weighpudled,' said Alex
softly. 'Does he hire you out?'

The crudity of it was like a slap in the face. Stad, 'You're
disgusting!'

He smiled thinly. 'Then tell me what you do thatkem you
so—valued.'

Proudly, her eyes hard as topazes, she told hmth'®station | do all
the bookwork, | act as Matt's secretary and | kbepecords. | taught
myself to type while | was pregnant and since thesn done it all,
even when we decided to get a computer. | cammngibne who asks
the pedigree of almost any animal from any of tads or | can find
it within seconds. And | act as hostess for Matemdver he needs
one, both privately and professionally, on salesdagd occasions
like that.'

'Fascinating,' he drawled, sarcasm abrasive iwtrds, 'so, you can
now do the work of any little office girl.’

'‘And any little hostess,' she said, her voice onghp disgust.

'‘And because of this you feel valued. | shall neveterstand women.
What is so different from this life you lead hererh the life you
would have led as my wife?' He watched, smilingstas froze.



She touched her tongue to suddenly dry lips. 'Yioeady had a
hostess,' she pointed out. "Your stepmother wag definitely in

charge, and she made it quite obvious that she'igsing to take
second place.'

'Would it have been so difficult to learn from her?

Amber felt hunted. She knew that tone of wry boradknew from
old that it was merely a cloak to conceal Alexiatrhost dangerous.
Behind it he was watching her, waiting. She codldost see the
dagger behind the silk.

‘And then there was Gabrielle,' she said relugtantl

Alex leaned back and surveyed her through halfecl@s/es. 'But you
are in exactly the same position here," he dravid&ddid you think
that this noble cousin of yours was always faittbduyou?"

Something in her face made him laugh, softly, wathderisive

humour. 'Poor little Amber, have | surprised youdu¥see, he is not
so much a paragon, this handsome cousin of yowes. &nce you

have been here he has had affairs. He is veryedisdout there are
always people who know. You do not have much luitk vour men,

do you? Perhaps there is something wrong with you.'

‘And perhaps,' she retorted, furious because hee wvaas trembling,
‘perhaps there's something wrong with you. It isllyanormal to get
such pleasure from poking and prying into othemptee lives!

'‘But you are my wife,' he taunted. "What sort bfugband would | be
if 1 did not do my best to see that you are happy@ how can you be
happy with this cousin who is unfaithful to you, evhthat was the
reason you left me?’



Amber's teeth sank into her bottom lip. She madgetoup, jerking
herself away from the knowing perception in hissymit his hands
clamped on to her wrist and held her in place.

‘Tell me,' he insisted silkily.

She said desperately, 'l won't tell you anythinguYiave no right to
know.'

‘Why do you stay with him when you left me?' he daded with a
return to the contemptuous insolence she dreaded.

‘Perhaps because | love him.'

His hand on her chin was brutal, jerking her famaiad to meet his.
‘Do you?' he demanded, and when she gave him gobubh mute
resistance he said between his teeth, 'Tell méWakrspend all night
cracking through that shell that surrounds youimbra

Sullenly, driven by fear to a lie that was onlyftelie, she shouted,
'Yes, | do—I love him!

Alex flung her from him, hissing through his tedtte stood up with
less than his usual grace and stood watching Isdfiglhce implacable
face dark as a demon's mask.

'So,' he said. 'l think it is time for bed. Come."

The colour drained from her skin, then returned shaming surge.
In a stifled voice she began to protest, but highbrmerciless stare
silenced her, and after a moment she got stifflpeo feet. Telling
herself that Nick's safety was worth anything, ezemplete loss of
pride, she preceded Alex into the bedroom. His hasted in the
small of her back; there was hardly any pressudenanforce at all,
but the warmth of it burnt through the thin silk leér dress like a
brand.



The bedroom too overlooked the bay and the seaniejoSilver

light lay like a benediction over the water, romeytheautiful, but the
full moon had risen behind the house and the ro@® eark. Alex
switched on the light and walked across to pulldhgains over the
windows.

‘Later," he told her coolly, once more in complatatrol, 'l shall pull
them back. Perhaps you may not recall that whem Il ¢éike to sleep
with the windows open to the night. But for nowdd not want any
passing yachtsman to enjoy a striptease.'

He sat down on the side of the enormous bed, exaginer appalled
expression with savage enjoyment. ‘Well, my ddwer,5aid at last,
after silence had lengthened into tension, 'undmesse.’

Sudden shocking tears enlarged her already enoreyass She said
urgently, 'Alex, there's not need to humiliate mg frther.’

'‘Why not?' His dark uplifted brows taunted her.réimember a
touching shyness when we were first married, berels no need to
pretend now. You have had nine years to becomestmuoed to

undressing for a man. Show me how you titillate tausin of yours.'
He stretched back on to the pillows, smiling, hisef carved into lines
of ruthless purpose.

She said, 'No.'
He laughed softly. 'l shall have to force you, then

Fear gave a kick in her stomach but she said stabhoVery well,
you can rip the clothes of my back if that's whaii yvant, but you
can't force me to undress in front of you like sers®me harem girl.’

She expected an explosion of quick anger, even AlBx was not
accustomed to being defied. Adored since childhdoded and
spoiled by his father and both his long-dead mothed the



stepmother who had taken her place, he demande@nins
compliance with his wishes. Only a character agrobed and as
strong-willed as his would have been able to enduch a start in life
without warping.

But instead of the deadly anger Amber expected éeelynlaughed
and swung himself off the bed and came towardshagrtisome as a
Greek god, his mouth curved in a smile as old agateek hills.

'So defiant,’ he murmured as he reached her. 'Arfdagutiful.’

His reaction astonished her. Too astounded totré#ssdownward
swoop of his mouth, she stood passively, and thevas too late,
because the sensual magic he created for her hawl iteespell.

Stiff and still in his embrace, she neither resgahtb nor fought the
softly impatient touch of his mouth on hers, angrad moment he
lifted his head and she breathed again, hopinghthdtad given up.
But he had merely changed tack. The calculated Waonirhis mouth
moved to her eyes, sealing them, and then acro$erndemple,
touching the vulnerable hollow with something clésgenderness.
She flinched, because this was what she fearedahd have dealt
with rape, with crude force, but seduction was heomatter, and of
course he was too clever not to know it.

Fleetingly she wondered why he had not used hisspawer her to
insist on the striptease; if he had said that Bl&iture depended on it
she would have done it, because she owed more tmbsin than she
could ever repay.

But before she could follow the thought throughrizuth closed on
the soft lobe of her ear, and she had to fight daviny whimpering
noise in her throat. Until then his hands had stayestely across her
back; now, as his tongue explored the curves amatls/iof her ear



they hardened into fetters, holding her imprisoreghinst the
vaunting virility she so feared.

She said, 'No, oh no,' babbling, because she cmilthink, because
the warmth of his breath in her ear and the gemtjdoration of his
tongue were combining with the hard arousal oboidy to send her
burning into that region where all else was forgotbut hunger and
need and the turbulent demands of her sensual self.



CHAPTER FOUR
'‘ALEX,' she groaned, terrified by this open betraydlasfdesire.
'‘Hush, my little dove, my sweet eyes, don't argloa't think ...’

Shuddering, the rigours sensitising her aching bbdy hands crept
up from her side and wound themselves about his. & gloated at
the heat in his skin, the dampness that betraygg@dssion, and slid
her fingers into the black crisp curls at the naphkis neck, stroking
with a delicate touch as his tongue stabbed irdaldpths of her ear.

Another groan forced its way up her closed thrShe gasped for air
and her hips began to move, slightly yet with imbprovocation in a
rhythm as primitive and as old as male and femabtsgxing,
supplicating, promising all the delights of a faltben paradise.

Alex muttered something in French and those pos&ehkands slid
the length of her back, pressing and urging, asligth opened over
hers and he made himself master of her responsesablbraced and
ready, the narrow hips and wide shoulders rigichwiliésire. When
Amber moved with sensuous grace against him shaegpending
to the explosive tension in his every muscle andwj and beneath
his her mouth shaped & siren's smile, alluringndlly offering the
satiation of his hunger in the sweet heated degther body.

‘Touch me,' he ordered harshly. 'l am mad for yewant your hands
to learn to know me again.'

Her lashes fluttered up so that her eyes met tieiriyy devouring

darkness of his, and she ripped his shirt openanmg of the

material. He was magnificent, tanned and smooatin, Igte heated,

oiled silk covering a muscular strength which skodve terrified

her. With a desperate little moan she pressed oprrthed kisses to
his shoulders and over the width of his chest, yghgr in the

clenching of the muscles beneath.



‘My lovely one," he whispered, half laughing, haif a groan, 'ah,
Amber, give me the same delights | have offered youant to see
your beautiful body, feel the beat of your headiagt mine...'

The little dress slid easily over her shoulders ando the floor and
she was left in the teddy, so transparent andl&abat it was as
though she had nothing on. Through the pale mateea skin
gleamed ivory gold, warm and beckoning and rich,dmeall breasts
not needing the support of the silk.

‘And how does this pretty thing come off?' Alex egldeep in ,his
throat, running a questing hand from her throah®hard peak of
one breast.

Amber couldn't think. Her whole brain had turnetbinothing more
than a receptacle for the messages from her nadse the incredible
sweep of sensation through her body, the urgentpstl painful
demands it imposed on her, the surge of hungedelight that raced
through every cell. She kissed the pulse in hisahher own leaping
in time, and sensuously, delicately as a cat, tichkebead of sweat
from his shoulder.

Somehow, she never knew how, the teddy was loweredist level,

and his mouth moved to plunder the soft curveseofldieast while
one hand slid lower, and touched and pressed. Tramiinable to

speak, she clung to him with febrile passion, hadiis head to her
breast, shaking with need as the molten heat ofmlaisth enclosed
the sensitive nub. Sensation, pure as crystalpsthlthrough her
body, transfixed her with rapture.

She must have moaned something because he liftetieaid and
smiled into her dazzled face and whispered, "Ted#,imy heart, my
siren.’



And something in his face, something buried deephe dilated
blackness of his eyes, perhaps a twist of thealish had so sweetly
suckled on her a moment ago, betrayed him.

She whispered, "Yobastard!'and tried to stiffen her limbs enough tc
fight free.

No longer caressing, with the power of fulfilmenttheir fingertips,
his hands turned cruel, tearing the remnants ofittite teddy from
her shrinking form, and when he had done that meadeled with
vicious irony, 'Who won, do you think? Shall we $ephours even?'

His eyes swept the length of her body. Deep inchist his breath
caught harshly ; he still wanted her, but the clamo his body was
being subdued by that iron will, and after a monienfiung her away
and said harshly, 'Get into bed.'

Shocked and icy cold, Amber was shivering, her baslywith need.
She stood staring numbly at him, and he swore lleiesbreath and
picked her up and dumped her on to the bed, drgggirthe sheet to
cover her as though he couldn't bear to see her.

The light snapped off; she heard the swish of thiats being drawn
free of the windows, a rustle as he removed theofdss clothes, and
then the side of the mattress dipped and for teetfime in nine years
she was sharing a bed.

Rigid as a board, hardly daring to breathe, shenaping for his
onslaught, but he stayed strictly on his side aademo attempt to
turn her way, and after long minutes she realisededulously that
he was not going to make love to her.

The whole tempestuous episode had been coldly,leasly

calculated. Alex had wanted to show her that heldcause the
merciless attraction that existed between themetsyade her into
doing anything, and having proved his point he gaisng to sleep.



Once more she had seen the violence in him, thie slde of his
nature which he was able to harness to his detatrmm It was this
intense driving force which made him so brilliant
businessman—and so feared a man. He was neveaasikd, he had
no self-indulgent weaknesses which got in the wdysaims. It was
no wonder his family regarded him with awe, no wemndis
adversaries feared him, no wonder that governniesdted him with
respect.

As she lay stiffly beside him Amber told hersekHtlit would be fatal
to believe he was invulnerable. He was just a mah, perhaps, as
other men, but not so very different, either. Hel mseaknesses, if
only she could find them. And he had the devil'siowerve to treat
her as though she were a lesser form of life.

Il show you, she thought savagely, welcoming #Hreger with
desperation, using it to wipe away the shame amtirtbering ache of
desire which corroded the fragile fabric of her pasure.

But her anger only lasted a short time. She wadikeohim, able to
put it on hold until she had the chance to exortise

Now, when she needed it, it ebbed away, leavingnligr the acrid

taste of apprehension in her mouth. He was a smiele, implacable
In his need for revenge, and he had shown her lowds going to
make her pay for what he saw as her betrayal alielyears ago.
With her body and her pride, and of those two, asviner pride he
wanted to humble most. The corrosive frustrationctviwas even
now eating into her nerves was only the start. Hated her so
hungry that she would do almost anything, surreadlg¢hat she had
won, her independence, her self-possession, ghshtr need for the
sensual oblivion he held so tantalisingly just oluteach.

And her blood ran cold, because she knew that wherwas broken,
he would laugh in her face and leave her.



That would be his revenge.

For long minutes she lay listening to his deep slowathing,
measuring it against the tender hush of the wandab® little beach
below, and gradually realised that it was altogetoe even, too
deep. She remembered other nights when she hadddeful and
bitter beside him; he had been a restless slegpeing as if that
magnificent body and brain were never entirely epose. His
breathing had altered cadence quite often.

So unless he had managed to unlearn the habit$ifefiae, he too
was lying awake in the quiet of the night. Fiercelggrily satisfied,
the smile that widened her mouth was not pleasame. toyed with
the idea of making advances towards him, and tegeting him as
he had her, but common sense banished that idgagueakly. She
had no illusions about Alex; he would think nothiofytaking her,
and he would make sure that it happened in the mostliating way
possible. And when it came to humiliation, Alex veasexpert.

No, much better to leave him aching with the sagexrthat stretched
her body taut on a rack of unsatisfied desire.

Smiling sardonically, she drifted off to sleep.

And awoke to another beautiful day, the early siinhsdden behind

the bulk of the island, but its rays dancing oherglittering waters of
the bay, gilding the mainland so that it glowecelikome celestial
country, the promised land, the land of lost desgh

Beside her Alex muttered something in Greek, armhiged; she
froze, then turned slowly, her breath painful im tieoat, to look at
him.

Even the unconsciousness of sleep couldn't hide ptieelatory
strength of his features. She was reminded of du@yn®Greek statues
she had seen with their starkly classical perfecbb feature and



form, strength allied to beauty. It was incredithat after two and
half thousand years the type should still be sogleat, for Alex was
not alone in his stunning attractiveness. Thereavmany others in
his country who pleasured the eye as he did, ajmcdmber had
seen none with the same combination of passiorcanitol stamped
in their features.

She held her breath as he turned his head sligh#lyashes flickered
and he frowned, but only for a second until higfeesumed the calm
impersonality of sleep, and the breath hissedystrim her lungs.

Lashes like fur, thick and innocent against thenbeoof his cheek,
concealing eyes which were sharply intelligent, tet veneer of
beauty could not hide the power and force of tha.ma

Remembering that he had always been amorous imtraings,
Amber slid slowly and stealthily from the bed. Renbering, too,
that in spite of the cut-throat world in which humé€tioned, Alex had
a Greek appreciation of the simple things of lifike dancing, and
drinking, and eating, and the soft pleasures obman's body. Any
woman, provided she was beautiful.

And with the superb body and the brilliant mind athe direct
sensual appreciation went other attitudes, jussiagle, just as
primitive, like vengefulness, and cruelty, and ag, idetermined
willpower.

Moving quietly as a cat, she went through intodressing-room and
slid open a drawer in which she was sure she hexd sgimwear the
day before. But she was wrong, for all that wathare were bikini

pants.

Irritated, she jerked open other drawers, but sbimgtiggled at the
back of her mind, and she came back to the fiestvdr, pulling out a
silk concoction, holding it at arm's length as B&ned over it.



Her mouth tightened as she finally caught the wisgecollection. In
those hectic months between her engagement amddraage when
she had been taken around the couture houses sggdppclothes by
Alex's stepmother, they had bought exquisite undanin a shop in
Paris, and there she had seen just such items.

The saleswoman had been amused at her naive intanesshown
them to her, smiling when Irene had said, 'No,faoyou, Amber.’

'‘Why not?'

The two older women had exchanged glances, andag the
saleswoman who had explained. 'These are to swjnshe said,
hiding her amusement. 'They are for men who nedete' she had
paused delicately, her black eyes snapping,—ekcikdonsieur
Stephanides is not such a one. At his age he widlrdent, eager.’

Amber had been embarrassed, as much by Irene'saopesement as
by the flimsy little garments, which was probabliiymhe incident
had remained in her mind.

Now she knew exactly what they were. For a long eminshe stood
with one of the pretty decadent things twistedenimands, her mouth
tight beneath bleak, suddenly tired eyes. She migtas well wear
nothing. But as she put it back a sudden gleanstaaener misery.
How often she had read that nakedness was noyrsgagdrousing as
the erotic promise of it?

Was it true? Her expression hardened; she dido\wkmhy, but she
would feel less humiliated naked than wearing andy little

cache-sexehosen to underline Alex's caustic contempt. Shedc
carry off nakedness with pride.

For a moment she hesitated, wondering if she hadcturage,
wondering if he would see her nudity as an inwatatind a surrender,
but pride stiffened her shoulders. He was extrerpelceptive; he



would know what she was doing, and her resistarmddvmake her
feel better.

Defiantly she tiptoed into his bathroom and slitbithe robe-behind
the door, collected a towel, then crept out oftthese and made her
way through the wet dew to the beach. Once thexevsitked across
the warming crispness of the sand to the shadbeopbhutukawa
tree, standing in its protection while she wondafeshe had been
incredibly stupid. Perhaps it would be better tdbgak to the house

But the sea gleamed an invitation, and why sholdcseep around
like a mouse hunted by a cat? Her shoulders lifidaving with
conscious grace, she draped both the towel andadbe over a
convenient twig and stepped out of the shade taown through the
glorious gold and blue morning.

The sand was damp beneath her feet; she welcoraesthtitk of the
water with pleasure, because it stopped the fodnddirrings of her
body.

Swimming naked was a sheer delight, a sybatritildiyig to all that

was unfettered and free in her nature. Normally wsioelld have

revelled in the flow of water over her limbs and #dleek pale skin of
her body, but as she swam lazily across the bayvalsesoon lost in
angry speculation about Alex's motives. Was he ggdintaunt her
again and again with her weakness where he wasenwed? It

seemed likely, and she respected his willpower ghaa realise that
he would be able to control his own desires withthless rein while
using his sexuality to force her capitulation.

She dived to the sandy bottom, her eyes mutinose@scooped up a
shell. No, she was damned if she was going to duiorthat kind of
emotional terrorism. If he wanted to play dirty sfwild too. How



would he respond if instead of fighting him she ilokslately
succumbed, and used all her allure to get himbeti?

It would be a difficult part for her to play, that temptress. But at
least, if she did, his plan would backfire, espicih he weakened
and they ended up making love.

The shell was deceptively fragile, a semi-circle mdle gold
mother-of-pearl, translucent and pure. Amber helclipped in her
fingers, watching the opalescent play of sunlightits crinkled
surface; her jaw set and she clenched her handirapg just before
the fine pretty thing cut the skin.

A movement on shore snapped her head up. Alex aragg down
the path, the sun playing over his body with theglacent caress of
a lover. He wore brief black trunks and had a toshehg over his
shoulder. For a moment Amber's breath was stifielder lungs; he
looked like one of the gods on his way to dallyhvibe nearest
nereid. Her eyes swung reluctantly back to the frlawing shell in
her hand and she firmed her mouth, her mind made up

So be it. If he was looking forward to seducingluctant wife, she
would be far from reluctant. She would aspire tealdliness she
knew she would never attain; she would be flinatiand cheerfully
amorous, and she would make it quite clear thatnwie went she
would return to her life with Matt without a pang.

If that didn't infuriate him and destroy his plegesin his schemes,
she had forgotten what the man was like!

Her hand opened. She dropped the shell and divddruhe water
again, summoning as much composure as she coudryang hard
to ignore the nasty little voice that whisperedttha one played
games with Alex Stephanides—especially after trst @ine.



If his plans were proceeding nicely he wasn't rengait. The
sunlight played across a face as impassive adwe'stapicking out
the arrogant strength of line and plane. Amber twater as he
walked into the sea, watching gravely as he divatehth the water
to emerge very close to her. He didn't look astwdsat her cheerful
greeting, although his eyes narrowed momentahky.sun gleamed
on his head as he responded formally, ‘Good morrviay slept
well.’

'Like a log," she said blithely, adding, 'You lodkeery peaceful.
Have you been overworking lately?'

Yes, he didn't like to think that she had watched m his sleep.

Some unknown emotion glittered beneath his lids,Heuanswered,
‘A little. | tried to get as much done as possgadhat there would be
little to intrude on this second honeymoon.'

His tone invested the last few words with the shatg of sarcasm.
Amber grinned. 'If you think this is anything likehoneymoon you're
a romantic,' she taunted maddeningly, and diveablerto cope with
the sight of so much bronzed and gleaming flesh.

He caught her within a few seconds, his hand oraharurging her
up through the sunlit water to the surface, and hel there, his grey
gaze searching her face with merciless assessment.

"You look almost mischievous,' he said slowly. "Whyonder?'

'‘Perhaps because it's a glorious morning,' shesaff&Or because this
is the first holiday I've had for some years.",

‘Holiday? What do you do that keeps you so busy mead a
holiday?'



She reacted to the jeering note in his voice wiglnigk anger, hastily
hidden, but she could have cursed at the flaratigfaction she saw
In his eyes.

'l work quite hard,' she said deliberately. "Thetish can't compare
with the Stephanides Corporation, of course, beretls enough work
to need a secretary, and that's what | am."

The satisfaction turned into disbelief. 'l findlifficult to believe that
you enjoy doing such work.'

She smiled patiently. 'That's because you've alwlagsght I'm an
idiot. I'm not, you know. I'm quite capable of ugia computer.'

‘You and any other little office girl,' said Alex cruel disparagement,
adding cynically, 'But your work is not so necegs#nrat your
absence will cause any problems.

The waves lifted them a few inches, let them dovemtly, and

because they were both out of their depth, thespresof the tide
eased their legs together. Amber gave a wild Igtledder, and so
that he wouldn't notice said crisply, 'Everythisgunder control. I've
paid all the bills for this month and everythingesican wait. Like
you, | can work long hours to catch up.'

He smiled oddly. 'But we have years to catch wgpsdid, deliberately
tangling her legs with his as he pulled her int® ¢bol length of his
body.

Amber caught her breath, alarmed at the arc ofthe¢ streaked
between them. The smile on his mouth eased inteegong more
impersonal yet more intimate, hardening into linepassion.

‘Years and years," he murmured, watching her asamd came up to
the wet smooth globe of her breast.



His eyes darkened. Beneath his fingers the nipgested, as blatant
as the virility he could not hide. Sunlight gligeelron Amber's lashes,
creating a rainbow, a prism of radiance, and sitessanething, the

words floating through the warm salt-spiced aisuinstantial as

bubbles.

Alex smiled and slid his hand from her breast upéo throat, long

fingers tightening for just long enough to make ¢ta&ich her breath,
then he laughed and picked her up and held heghipout of the

water, his satyr's face pagan and fierce in thelsefore he buried his
face in the taut flatness of her stomach. She glaapd grabbed the
wet black curls, trying to tear his face away, th& muscles in his
neck stood out bullishly, and whatever she didghdd not wrench

his mouth from its erotic, leisurely explorationtar navel.

Only when she was hot and pulsing with desire @&dlide her the
full length of his body, holding her with brutaktlaof finesse against
him so that she was assailed by the blatant humgelid not try to
hide. Mutely she stared up into his mocking facatomatically
noting the signs that signalled arousal, the dilatarkness in the
centres of his eyes and the dark flush outlinirgydiieekbones, the
curve of his mouth, sensual and yet tightly disogad.

As if her survey was an intrusion he watched hdorgy, tense
moment with half-closed eyes before opening hissaotet her float
free.

Amber said tightly, 'I'd better go up and get bfaak'’
'‘No, stay here.' It was an order, not a suggestion.

Striving hard to regain some of the equanimity bd twrested from
her with that little bit of provocative byplay, skerugged and turned
away, swimming for the raft. He made no attemptdme after her,
but as she sat there watching him swim she watoot#d. She was



as much his prisoner as if he had her chaineamvallaand he enjoyed
forcing her to accept it.

Pride demanded that she hold her head high. Alek eh&idden

contempt for women; he had loved his gentle mobhutrrespected
and admired his dominating father who had been,beed and died

a chauvinist. After the tragically early death ofes mother old

Nikos had married again, solely for more sons. &lnead been three,
and two daughters, whom he had married to advantagene had

left the control of his estate to the son who rddethhim most.

His second wife was still alive, a woman whose srhild malice.
Irene liked shopping and displaying her jewellegtertaining her
friends and spoiling her sons.

At first Amber had tried to become friends with heut Irene was
fiercely possessive of her position and had madgiite clear to
Amber that she was not wanted, not in the villd,indrene'’s life at
all. It had been an impossible situation; fromibatage point of nine
extra years Amber realised that nothing she coaleldone would
have won Irene over, but at the time she had begrbli yet another
rejection. And she had learned to despise AlexUmehe had been
angry when she complained, telling her that sheldvbave to learn
to live with his stepmother. That had been a r@adbo. It was then
that she had realised that, like her father, ha'tidally care whether
or not she was happy. Coupled with his behavioer Gabrielle, and
the shattering realisation that he wasn't going giwe the
Frenchwoman up, she had been devastated.

Now, when her emotions were no longer involved,@hdd see that
his behaviour was on a par with his unspoken coptéanr women.

He abrogated to himself the right to punish her Her supposed
adultery, yet he had expected her to accept hisemoims lifestyle,

without protest because he was a man.



The double standard, she thought ironically asmished her wet
curls back from her face, was new-minted and ffesfped each time
a boy-child was born in Greece. But at least Nigswafe from its
crippling effects. Or as safe as she could make $ira thought with
a certain mordant humour, recalling some chauviatistudes still
rampant in New Zealand. Not even Matt was immune.

But it wasn't taken entirely for granted, as it wa&reece, where the
dowry, the payment made by one family to anothesvieeten the
acquisition of a wife, was also still alive andutshing.

The dowry made her wonder calmly what had happéméeérs, the

bribe that her father had paid out. Lord, but she®&h naive! She felt
sorry for the seventeen-year-old child who had cembly believed in

love and the right to happiness.

But surely one was entitled to be a little naiveeatenteen? Surely all
girls did not have to grow up as quickly and roygid she had. As
for the power, the promise of control over her éath business
empire which had persuaded Alex to marry her, sheWinterested.
She had grown up with money and power; she kneng better, that
they didn't bring happiness. Too much money wadasgerous as
too little; it was much better for Nick to make logn life than be

saddled with an inheritance which could lead taulgdnce of the

worst sort.

‘What are you thinking?'

She looked down into his face, her reluctant eymwexiating the
picture he made. A strong forearm rested alongetige of the raft,
the dark fine hair already drying in the sun. Asnm@ved, exerting
pressure, the muscles flexed eloquently beneathvédren skin; he
hauled himself up beside her, water streaming weia over his
splendidly sculpted form.



Amber dragged her bemused eyes away to watch a&gdive into
the water beyond the reef, envying it its freedtiwas, of course, an
illusion; the bird was bound just as immutably bgtinct as she was
by the ties of the body and the heart. To Nickhwiffierce protective
maternal instinct, to Matt because he was herfoesid, to the man
who stretched out beside her with the splendid easegreat cat,
because she had married him and borne his child.

‘Tell me," he insisted lazily. "You looked—oh, haligry, yet very
determined.'

She smiled. 'Did. 1? | was wondering what had hapgdeto my
father's estate.'

'It all came to me,' he said drily. 'You were narmtioned in the will.'

She nodded, not at all surprised. 'He wanted al'somlad he finally
got what he wanted.’

'You could apply to have the will revoked.' Alex svaatching her
with the clear scalpel-sharp regard of a mastegesar. 'As his child
you are entitled to a share.'

Her smooth honey-gold shoulders moved in a slighig 'Money
means nothing—well, very little. You're welcomeitoMy father
hated me the day | was bora because | wasn't aasohywhen he
realised that I'd managed to damage my mother sthrthat she
couldn't have any more children, his hatred indasach year that
went past. As a child | was convinced that there wamething
drastically wrong with me, that | was horrificaligly, because he
couldn't even bear to look at me. | loved my motied my nanny
because | thought they were wonderful to be abléodi at me
without showing their revulsion. | must have bebouw ten when |
realised that it wasn't my face he couldn't béavas me.'



Her voice was light, but he put out a hand and toais, holding it for
a moment in a grip which had nothing more to itttiee sympathy of
one human being for another. As he released italte drily, "You
should have been born to a Greek family, Amber. ¢hildren are
our treasures. If he wanted a son so much it wasraer he did not
divorce your mother and marry again.'

His understanding left her feeling somehow expossad,and wary.
She did not want to like him, to have him reveat$elf as a man who
could feel for a bewildered child caught in a h&dit of her own
making. Deliberately she summoned the memory oéthetions she
had felt when she realised that he was not goingite up the
beautiful Frenchwoman who had shared so many nwitthshim.

In an acid voice she said, 'In some strange frighteway | think he
must have loved her. He treated her like dirtwle¢n he did suggest
a divorce so that he could father those sons héedao desperately,
he wanted her to be his mistress. She told himitihat divorced her
he would never see her again, so he gave up the @fecourse, he
made her pay every subsequent day of her lifecfioismg him.'

Alex said quite gently, 'She must have loved hisoal

'If she did, she was crazy.' Pain for her mothedertzer reckless and
forgetful. 'God, | wouldn't let a man do that to!me

'So | found out,' he said, caustic mockery edgisgbice. 'You were
too frightened to permit a man to do anything ta'ya silly weak
little adolescent who ran at the first sign of trta’

The injustice of it stung her into an unwise resgeorilt wasn't the
first sign,’ she said acidly. 'l ran when | managedtruggle through
the romantic mist I'd conjured up about me and tstded at last that
| was just a convenience. | saw what a life likat tthd to my mother,



| wasn't going to spend the rest of my life waitfiog you to come
home after sleeping with an assortment of girintie

She turned and looked down at him, at the broaé bad narrow
waist, the tight masculine buttocks beneath the thaterial of his
trunks and the long, heavily muscled legs. A pahdesire almost
tore her in two so that she had to wait a momefdrbeshe could
steady her voice enough to finish, "You must know it feels, Alex.
You said | made a fool of you—well, not until yowade a laughing
stock of me!'

He had been lying with his face pillowed on his symyes closed
against the brilliance of the sun on the sea. Newdt up and pulled
her roughly across the raft to a foot or so awaynthim, holding her
by the wrists. His eyes leaped, disconcerting nérhe asked calmly
enough, 'Was that why you left me? To pay me back?'

Amber shrugged. She was not going to reveal theetseof her poor
little adolescent heart for his unkind amusemé#ihy not? We have
a saying, what's sauce for the goose is saucdéd¢ogdnder. | don't
really see why you're so angry. After all, you gdtat you wanted,
more power, more money, any woman you care to fdke years
ago you didn't consider your marriage to be impuarésmough to give
up even one of those things for. | find it rathi#ficllt to believe that
you suffered so much pain that you have to seednge for it.'

His grip on her arms tightened. He snarled, 'Buti yao not
understand anything, do you? You are still theigbolittle girl who
let Irene humiliate her in her own home, who raying at the first
setback, who refused to even fight for her martiageur vows
meant nothing to you!'

'‘My vows meant as much to me as yours did to y&he' spat back,
deliberately and untruthfully.



His hands relaxed. He lifted them and looked dowrnhea white
marks, now filling with colour, and made a softiéitsound. 'Ah,' he
said, bending to put his mouth against the abuked ‘¢ am sorry,
Amber. See, | will kiss them better ..

She pulled away, but he jerked her off balancestredfound herself
lying across his lap, his warm persuasive moutdddy smoothing
over the marks. Her breath rasped painfully inlbegs, a tight knot
forming under her heart; Amber realised that she talding her
breath and forced herself to release it, to fixdyers on a speedboal
tearing across to the mainland, to ignore the biead so close to her
breasts and the sweet touch of his tongue acroskime

Desire clutched her stomach in its torrid grip. $R&elaimed, 'No!'
and tried to pull away, but her limbs wouldn't mared she obeyed
limply as he spread her down on to the raft, heathr coming in
shallow pants through lips slack and tender.

He muttered, 'So beautiful. Slender as a dry&tis.mouth moved to
the indentation of her waist, and she rediscovarsdhow potent a
man's kiss could be against the smooth perfecfiberoskin. Hunger
pulsed through her in heated waves of sensatioggiitg, infinitely
rousing, and yet she could not move.

The sun gilded her long legs and the sweet highesunf her breasts,
so that when at last Alex's head blocked out its slne made a small
sound of protest. He was smiling, the taut, angmjes of a man
caught in the web of unwanted desire, and he kaodigh his teeth,
‘Touch me, Amber. | want you to touch me.’

It took all her willpower to shake her head. Shaldmot resist this
golden tide of sensation, but she could stop hiesselendering to it.
So though the tips of her fingers tingled with aigamt need to
discover the contours of his splendid body, shéhietn lie laxly by



her side, and beneath the long gilded lashes Ipeegssion was one of
stony resistance.

His face tightened into a mask of anger. 'Damn ‘Yloei\whispered. 'l
know you're not frigid! Give me what | want, yottle bitch!

She said through stiff lips, 'What do you want?"

His mouth swooped on to the curve of her bredstjant what you
give your lover," he said grimly. 'l want you. Alf you, mine for as
long as | want you. | am going to see your beaut®im face
pleading with me to take you, and | am going t@tadu in every way
there is. | want to sate myself in this lovely tiearous body until |
can look at you without feeling anything but disg#sd when I've
done that I'll send you back to your lover and kath what we've
done, and then we will see if he wants you back!

Anger and revulsion roiled in her stomach, butdida't dare move.
There had been a note of bitter determination g Jaice which
frightened her; he was dangerous, almost uncoattolind she didn't
know how to deal with him. She had never seen lethis before.

The hunger in his eyes had faded to another newxther desire,
more dangerous than simple passion; she stayédsstie lay with
his cheek on the soft mound of her breast, hisbbigy tensed and
challenging. It was almost as though he was brduimgelf for some
test.

Wearily, she asked, 'lIs revenge so important tq pdex?'

He laughed and sat up, his eyes very bright andl bambermou,for
nine years this revenge has been a little pledspremised myself
whenever | wondered whether it was worth workinghaod with
only brothers to pass on my inheritance to. Nireryes a long time,
and the pleasure of my revenge has increased ireet datio for
every one of those years. I've waited too longeivé you without



achieving my goal. Only when | have had my filjolu will | divorce
you and marry again, and make myself some children.

The brutal statement ran jagged across Amber'sae8he flinched,
and his eyes brightened, that cold little smile mgkhis mouth a
frighteningly merciless slash in the dark contaafrkis face.

'‘Does that frighten you?' he asked softly, watchiveyg with the
relaxed menacing confidence of a panther which aeeantelope in
its range.

'Oh, yes.'" Her voice was shaking, but she met kes evithout
evasion. 'l don't understand such stubborn hatred.’

He grinned, but his eyes were still cold, almostcsgative. 'l find
that strange. By your own admission your family veatangle of
repressions and dark, twisted emotions. Your fatteel to be the
coldest man | have ever met.'

Fear and distaste ran chill like a shudder acresskin. 'Yes. Is it
any wonder | tried to steer clear of complicationg”mother was so
unhappy, all her life." She shivered. 'And | danippose my father
was very happy, either.’

Amber sat up, using the movement to get away from h used to
think that if you loved someone you wanted themb& happy.
Simple, and easy. But if what my father felt for mgther was love,
then | want nothing of it.’

"Your mother should not have spoken of this to yimaredibly, Alex
sounded angry. 'How old were you when she died¥ Gmteen,
wasn't it? You were a child, too young to have gt of twisted
relationship dumped on to you.'

She laughed, caught her breath and laughed agath, wvy,
unamused fervour. 'Too young for that, but onlyearylater you



didn't think | was too young to learn that my husibhad no intention
of being faithful to me, and that he didn't caleat whether or not |
was unhappy in the house he brought me to.'

A faint note of hysteria warned her and she stoppmithking
ferociously, appalled to discover that the pain w#l there. How
could she blame Alex for his desire to be revende¢ke anguish she
thought she had overcome years ago was still prdseking like an
unwelcome visitor in the shadows of her life?

'‘Perhaps | expected too much,' he said curtlyhéurastounding her.
'‘But at least | did not run away. | was preparedryohard at our
marriage, find ways to make it work.'

She couldn't let herself laugh again, or the uydeglhysteria would
burst through. Instead she said with a sudden savittgrness, 'Yes,
provided you didn't have to give up anything, youstress, your
pleasant life on your island with your stepmothed averyone in the
villa rushing around to obey your every whim, thermen who
flocked around you whenever you went out into tharlev You
wanted it all, Alex, and you have the nerve to bgra with me
because / wanted a little more from you than ck#red jewels and
the occasional moments you could spare me from wodkwomen,
and your immense generosity in allowing me the sicteal use of
your body to get me pregnant!

She spat the last words at him as if they wereesténom a slingshot,
uncaring of the darkening storm signals in his eged the harsh
clenching of his face, finishing with contempt, thra pretty
shopworn body at that, one that's known almostyepeetty woman
it's seen!'

She was a fool, but he had always been able talalthe raw nerves
that fed her temper. He was the only person to taseffect on her;
normally she was calm and placid. As she shoule teen then.



While the red glow of her temper faded she tilted¢hin, frightened
at the reaction her taunt caused. His mouth tigdttento a thin,
scornfully arrogant line and with cold eyes he seghthe defiant
outrage in her expression.

‘That," he said as he pushed her down on to thewat a challenge. |

enjoy challenges, Amber, especially those | knogah meet and
win.'



CHAPTER FIVE

SHE sAID, 'NO!" but Alex laughed, a humourless sound from deep
his throat, and pinned her to the platform withraget hand on each
elbow as his mouth came down on her throat. Amlsed into the

bright sky, her eyes sparking fury, and he muttexgainst the cool
damp satin of her skin, 'This is what you wanted."'

‘No!

‘You are lying. Why else would you swim as nakedaagoddess?
There are plenty of bathing suits for you at thads'

His mouth was barely touching her skin, but she¢ feé soft
movements far more acutely than the grip of higdns.

'‘Because | didn't like them," she said aggressivélhey're
vulgar—Ilike all the clothes you've bought me. Chaaf nasty and
vulgar.'

He laughed and kissed the corner of her mouth. dketp, | can
assure you. And | would have thought, although sihadmit that a
woman's mind is not the most logical of things,tthawas less
embarrassing for you to wear clothes of my progdihowever
vulgar, than to go naked.'

'l don't think so." Amber tried to project a flagnfident tone, but she
could not prevent the tremor that nullified heemtion to show him
how unaffected she was by his lovemaking. 'I'masftamed of my
body, but those—thoglingspander to a nasty covert voyeurism.’

He laughed again, his breath warm across her skid, taunted,
‘Think that if it makes you feel better, but if yauere truly afraid of
surrendering you would wear anything rather thamgeme to see
you as you are now. Not that | am complaining, jbgrsharing my
house with a nymph who glories in the lovely nalesdnof her body.’



She wondered wildly what to say. Was he right, Wwassrefusal to
wear thecache-sexbased on a hidden desire to succumb to him?

Her teeth scored her lip, but she said cautiouklyonestly didn't
think you'd come down ..." Alex lifted his headild and angry
colour swept up from her throat at the smiling dlgf in his face. 'l
don't like it,' she said again, humiliated anddus. 'l won't be treated
as an object, a body to be displayed for youtdttan!

The smile turned into laughter, deep and menadcirtbat sparkling,

glowing air. 'Oh yes, you will, because that is wlu are. An

instrument for my pleasure,' he said, and lowersdhéad and forced
her head back on to the raft in a kiss that spdkeothing but stark
possession.

When she was gasping for breath he lifted his lsgmbran a hard,
purposeful hand down her throat and across herldg#gustopping
just before the burgeoning softness of her brétestvatched her with
dark, hooded eyes, enjoying the outrage she cauidie, and the
uneasy excitement which struggled for life in hgpression.

'‘How many times do | have to tell you?' he saicudie 'While you
are here you are my toy, my plaything. Whateverahiwou to do,
you will do, or your lover will suffer.'

His teeth closed very gently on the slight mountefbreast. Amber
hated herself for the shiver which roughened thréasa of her skin,
but managed to choke back the high wild little sbthmat fought for
release in her throat.

The sun beat down, golden and fierce, summonirgnawering heat
from the primal source deep inside her body. It Wwasniliating to

want him; perhaps she should have had affairsaryéars they had
been parted, so that she was blase and experieswad¢customed to
the tender rasp of a man's breath against her akihis mouth



explored her that it meant little beyond a pleasaln¢f of urges long
indulged.

Only she had never wanted another man, not eveh \Wai was
handsome and vital and very, very attractive. Samwelpossibly
because she had been so young when they marriedyoads's
reactions were attuned only to this man.

And he would take her to appease his stark neect¥@nge.

She stiffened, her skin flaming as his tongue dipjpeo the tight
hollow of her navel, and said in a flat controllexce, 'Are you going
to make love here? Because .there's a yacht appdagtween the
islands, heading this way.'

Alex stopped, and turned his head so that he smddut to sea. For
a moment he lay with his face against her stomhhjean hard
strength sprawled solid and warm across her legd, far that
moment time seemed to stand still. The raft litied fell with gentle
regularity in the soft wash of the waves. Watergipd pleasantly
past on its way to the little pink beach; abovedbend was another,
the harsh, evocative music of the cicadas in tleestr and an
incongruously cheerful call from a blackbird.

Amber lay supine, pinned to the raft by the weigfha man who was
toying with her body and her emotions and her praohel all that she
could think of was that she felt oddly satisfiethéath him, conscious
of the rise and fall of his chest, the faint rougés of his beard
against the skin of her stomach lending a sfragponof pleasure.

| must be decadent, she thought, defying such uresdamexpected
delight, and he sighed and said, 'You are right. Mdd better go
where no one can watch us.'

He made her walk ahead of him up the path becdedold her
jeeringly, the sight of her small slender body wa®xciting from the



back as it was from the front, but when they gakita the house he
let her shower by herself, and when at last sheeca@nvously out
into the bedroom he was gone, and she could hedmi@ises from

the kitchen.

She hurried into clothes, shorts which exposeddbaded curves of
her backside, a bra top cut too low, and went dwehe dressing
table, looking for a comb. It was ridiculous to bea as though she
was a shrinking virgin. She had spent five monthiAkex's wife,
sharing his bed, thrilling to the skill he had bgbtito their marriage
bed, skill gained from experience allied to a vastural talent. The
man she had married might feel nothing more thaimopiing
contempt for the opposite sex, but his pride iesighat any woman
he honoured with his lust should find him a mageifit lover. And
because he seemed to have an instinctive knowlefifee way a
woman's body and mind worked, Amber was prepareletothat
there were very few of his women who hadn't beerrentban
satisfied with his lovemaking.

So why was she shaking inside at the thought désening just how
good he was? If he realised how much he disturleechla would
enjoy stepping up the heat, playing this game afgant cat and
angry mouse until she was sick with nerves andstamg up to be
able to hide from him exactly how she reacted.

Perhaps that was what he wanted. It would be hi®ds way to coax
her into falling in love with him again so thatghime he could be the
one who did the rejecting. She ran the comb throtigh thick
clustering curls, avoiding her eyes uneasily asighoshe might see
something embarrassing lurking in their golden dept

Alex had made coffee and was sitting at the tablehng toast and
honey and watching the yacht through the kitchamaiwv. He wore
shorts, faded and tight, and a T-shirt which hidywétle of the

classically moulded musculature of his body. Arsgelittle clutch of



sensation deep in the pit of her stomach made Arabhgry and
defensive.

He stood up as she came over to the table and kimgeateep and
dangerous gleamed in his eyes, but all he said Whs, is superb
honey. How on earth do you say the name of it?'

Obligingly she told him. 'Po-hu-tu-ka-wa. Maori ithe same vowel
sounds as Italian, and each one is pronouncedaefpaiso however
long the word, all you have to do is break it isgdlables, and the
pronunciation is simple.’

‘Unlike Greek,' he said mockingly, recalling hdeatpts to learn that
language.

And that brought back memories. For one, his f&hesistence and
his agreement that no one address her in Engliskspond if she
spoke English to them. Oh, even then she had knbatrit is much

easier and quicker to learn a language that watyit lstill seemed

cruel to force a homesick girl into the virtuallesmon which the order
had caused.

But now was no time to recall that. 'Unlike Greskg said neutrally
as he sat her in the chair opposite his. The taagesmall, so she had
to tuck her legs beneath her chair to avoid toughis, and she kept
her eyes lowered as she reached for the toast.

'You were actually becoming quite good at it,’ hlseryved,
apparently not at all embarrassed by memories ofahger and
despair. 'Had you stayed you would have been spgakilike a
native now.'

'‘As well as Gabrielle?' she asked sweetly.

He pushed a coffee cup her way. 'Fill this, pleAsel no, Gabrielle
has never become more than able to make hersedfstodd in the



language. But then Gabrielle is French, with a En@oman's lack of
respect for any other language but her own. She do¢ speak
English very well either.’

‘Which is why you make love in French,' retorted ansmoothly.
'‘As for speaking English, she doesn't do too badlynderstood
exactly what she was saying.'

His head lifted sharply. 'What is that? You nevet frer.'

Amber finished pouring his refill and then poureerdelf a cup,
waiting until she had put the pot down before amsweon a dry
note, 'Oh yes, | did. She came up to me as | wdkingaaround
Iraklion one day, beside the fountain, and told timat she was
pregnant, and that she was glad because it mestntadbr first child
would be hers. She pointed out that Greeks lovie thddren, even
those born the wrong side of the blanket, and shatand the baby
were going to be around for all time. She smiled/\wsveetly at me
and made it quite obvious that she didn't think lthee children |
might bear were going to give her any competition.'

She looked up into eyes as clear and as hard atxz qunal finished,
'You must remember that day. It was the one whaskéd you in my
halting Greek whether she was your mistress andofdune that she
was. Then, in English, | asked you if you were gdio give her up,
and you told me—this time, thank goodness, in BShgtoo, or |
might not have understood—that no, you weren't. nThehe
concluded thoughtfully, 'l believe | had a tantrum.

Alex asked in an arrested voice, 'Why did you medtrhe what she
had said?'

She shrugged. It didn't really seem to matter.'&aonade ij quite
clear where your affections lay. That was all | veahnto know.'



'‘My affections!" he returned harshly, and thengermafh stretched
moment, 'Yes, | suppose affection is the right w&tie was a clever,
experienced woman, and | grew to become fond ofTrrex baby was
a mistake, but | could not throw her out.'

‘Not if you loved her, no.’'

He looked at her, his narrowed glance resting wittation on the
toffee-coloured curls as she bent her head toleaséry throat with
some coffee.

'| hesitate to further blacken my character,' he sgnically, 'but | did
not love her. And before you revile me further, &hew it, she had
always known it. Gabrielle was—Ilazy, | suppose. Fdir her
intelligence, she had no drive, no ambition. Shaitahsed on her
looks and her skills as a lover to earn her livilng easiest way she
could. As a mistress she was perfect, but sheatiiave the stamina
for a wife. A wife is linen, Gabrielle and thos&di her silk; both
materials have their own beauty, but linen lastsefeer. Gabrielle
was strictly for the good times. | always knew ttidthad lost the
money which kept her in luxury she would have waefittle, but she
would have left me.'

He drained the coffee Amber had poured him and @y, 'l had
not credited her with so much spite. She saw yoa thseat and she
worked very cleverly to nullify you. Did she telby that | was in love
with her?'

Slowly she shook her head. 'No, although | ceryaigbt that
impression.'

It seemed to be the answer he was expecting. '8h@astute enough
to convince someone as lacking in confidence as $be merely
wanted to make sure that her pleasant idle lifetveenwith no



interruption. She was not grief-stricken when tiildcwas born
dead.’'

Alex smiled derisively, but it was clear that thmeaion was directed
at himself. 'Perhaps it was fated,' he said, tHejwbd words falling
into the tension between them, and got up as thbedimd made up
his mind about something.

He went down below and occupied himself with whatavwas that
tycoons did while Amber put the dishes into théndigsher and ran a
broom around the pristine floors. It was not yetlsimorning when
she finished what few chores there were, and sleerestless, her
mind tired from going over and over the exchangareakfast time.

She could remember Gabrielle Patoux as clearlfystgeiwas still in
front of her, her long Egyptian eyes amused amlfepitying while
she had done her best to ruin Amber's life. Noteradll these years,
Amber found herself accepting with her heart wteaitrhind had long
been convinced of: that the Frenchwoman was as rauebtim of
Alex's chauvinism as she was.

Perhaps, in her own way, she loved Alex. She hHadrieugh for him
to leave the milieu where she must have shonglaygrounds of the
rich and famous, to live on Crete near him. Anceittainly indicated
some form of love to deliberately have a man'sichil

Amber walked out into the sun and decided to explsetting off
down a barely marked pathway through the tall sctuwas still and
quiet and very hot out of the path of the coasteébe, and although
nothing moved, the air seemed electric with smaihis of life.
Occasionally a grasshopper leapt away in starti@dtaon, and once
she moved a slow stick insect from a branch atleye- and
deposited it carefully in a safer place.



Although the island was small, it was quite steeyl she was puffing
when she finally got to the next point. There thee$ and coastal
scrub had drawn back a little from the coast sbgha walked across
wiry danthonia, the native grass, to come gratgtolrest against the
swooping bough of another pohutukawa. The cliff was/ about
twenty feet high, and not very steep down to thedgabeach, the
rocky slope covered with the pink flowers of conwdls between
bushes of Jerusalem apples, thorny and poisonalagh.

Amber looked into rock pools, transparent and graetin shoals of

tiny fish like silver dashes in the water; in orséightly larger, a

shadow revealed a bigger fish hanging motionlesglbea rock. The
warm wind barely cooled her hot cheeks. Behind ther house

seemed to float against its background of bushsaadIn spite of the
time and effort it had taken her to reach the psiva had not left her
prison far behind.

She looked out to sea with something like despmratshe could
resist Alex, but only as long as he tried to intate her. When he
dropped his guard as he had that morning at brsakdblowing his
pain at the death of his child to show in his voacel darken the
depths of his eyes, she found herself openingriolike a flower.
Then he was deadly dangerous.

She could, she thought wistfully, learn to likettAdex.

And that way lay perils undreamed of; as she hdkeglahrough the
sizzling silence of the manuka scrub she had fdwangelf wondering
how he would react if he discovered that Nick wés don. With

delight, of course, but it would be delight shabtigh with the fierce
possessiveness she dreaded. And he would take dwely. She
could bear even that, she thought, even as het tle&ched in her
throat, but she could not bear for Nick to growagpbereft as Alex
was, never knowing just how good love could be bsean his heart
he was convinced that women were an inferior sgecie



A fantail flew in its flirting, darting manner dowfiom the bush,
cheeping imperatively as it swooped on insects hate disturbed.
Smiling, Amber watched it. The fan-shaped tail tadsdexterously
as the tiny plump bird made incredible turns andtsiin the air, its
bright little eyes fixed on prey too small for Anitie see.

A call from the house sent the little hunter backthe bush and
twisted her head around. Alex was standing on tide weck. From
this distance she could almost feel the anger etmgrfaom him. She
did not answer; he could see her, and if he wameedhe could come
to her, she was not running back like a whippedpyup

So she stayed still in the shade while he followednarrow, almost
imperceptible path to where she waited. The facthe back, busy
as ever, and she watched it with the same faires#iter that first
yell Alex was totally silent, moving through thedk scented manuka
scrub with as few sounds as a stalking tiger. 3e@nged in streaks of
red on his hair as he emerged; he looked quizyietlher, but said
nothing as he came over and sat down beside her.

'l thought you might have been foolish enough te ife/ou could
escape,' he said.

She shook her head, and he smiled, not very ni&@ly,. | realised
almost immediately that | was the foolish one. Yeould not run
from me because that would put your lover in a viemjidious
position. What he has done to create such loyalty?'

Amber said nothing, listening to the soft tonesdahger with a
rapidly beating heart. The fantail had flown toadesdistance, but
their stillness encouraged it back.

Alex's eyes followed it. After long strained minsitee asked, '"What
IS it?'



She told him. 'lt's a native to Australia too. Tdare two sorts, pied
and black, but they mate together.’

A sweet plaintive little song came from behind theanseries of
piping notes up and down in quartertones. Ambengi her head to
look out over the sea, her eyes crinkling as shingeg against the
light.

‘The bird is in the trees,' Alex observed, 'but jamk out to sea. Why
is that?'

She smiled. That's the rirorirO, the little greyrilar. Local legend
has it that it foretells rain. | was checking the $0 see if it was
imminent.'

He followed her eyes, scanning the vivid sky witagient regard. 'It
does not look like rain to me. Do | defer to theoniro's better
knowledge of the locality?'

Amber grinned, liking him very much. 'Well, | do&how that its

prediction rate has ever been scientifically vedfibut | always give
or take a day. And except in drought years, rameiger very far off
up here.' She pointed to the south-west, aboven@ef hills etched

In carbon-paper blue. 'See those clouds thereg tthage big shaving
cream affairs? Those are summer clouds. Now tharsg Wisps of

cloud stretching down from the north quite oftermeowith a

mackerel sky, and they can mean a blow from ththnbfatt is much

better --'

Too late she remembered Alex's prohibition. Shehinigave made
less of a hash of it if she hadn't stopped gujltlylour seeping from
her cheeks as he turned his head and she metigdtieyes which
noted her stumbling effort to remain calm with caldusement.

‘You are learning,' he said after a long momersti@in, 'but | find |
do not want to leave his name on that delectablgtm&ay mine.’



Her lips firmed, but she obeyed.
‘Again,' he commanded softly, ‘and this time pumadeeling into it.'

She left him in no doubt of her feelings, spittimg name at him as
though it was an obscenity.

The warning glitter faded from his eyes to be repthby enjoyment,
pure and not in the least simple. 'l think | prafesaid like that,' he
said lightly. 'It pleases me to know that you dislme and yet | can
kiss you and all the dislike and suspicion are imgtlagainst the fact
that you want me.'

'l can understand that it would preen your egoge sbturned
scornfully. '‘But it isn't you, you know. Any pregahle man would
do. It's known as lust, and it's what keeps theisgeyoing.'

He grinned, mischief dancing in his eyes. 'l likevhen you are so
earthy and blunt, while colour comes and goes mr yaheeks and
your eyes watch me to see how | react. You look éikdeer, shy but
determined, wondering how you can get out of mg.tra

Amber shrugged, a little annoyed at the simile eiDeshe told him
crisply, 'are wild and almost impossible to hanebecept in a
darkened room.’

And stopped, the blush rocketing up through hen slg he threw
back his head and laughed, a deep full-throatechcsamf sheer
enjoyment. 'Appropriate, definitely, and before yask, no, | did not
know that deer need to be handled in the darkvé Imad little to do
with farming, although | can still milk a goat. Tele what you do on
this farm you make your home.’

She shrugged, choosing her words with care. 'Taeractually five
farms, all run as separate units—beef and sheepd aleer unit,
Angora goats and Saanen milking goats and a Sasrtau@is stud.



What | do is keep track of them all. If M— if any@mwants to know
which goat in the Saanen stud produced the moktlast year | can
find out. Also, | do the wages and the books. legse me busy
enough.’

He nodded. 'Yes, | can see that it would. Do ygoyeit?'

Amber looked at him suspiciously, but he seemeaigditforward.
After a moment she said reluctantly, 'Yes. | feetreough I'm doing
something worthwhile. | don't get bored.’

‘But it is not necessary that you do it.'

'It's necessary that someone does it,' she sdnbatoly:' 'If we're
going to talk about necessary—how necessary is yhato?'

'‘About as necessary as your work," he said callimlyour world,
someone has to produce the goods and then disttiben, develop
the economies of various countries, help in whatesa one can the
poor and hungry.'

She was curious. In all the years she had nevagtitef him seeing
his empire as anything but a means to power. N@ahsld to look at
him a different way, and she was not sure that |&eel it. But
curiosity impelled her to ask, 'Is that how you &@e

'‘Why not? A thousand years ago | could have cargad a
principality for myself and kept as safe as possthbse who owed
me loyalty. Five hundred years ago there were nemtiments to
discover. Now the world is old and tired, but thare many of her
children who go hungry to bed each night and didiséases which
have not been seen in the West for centuriesetttivere no ships to
distribute produce, many more would die, many nsbagve. Is it so
small a thing to provide the ships and the oiluo them, to support
the technology which in time will give these peoalbetter life?'



'‘But always at a profit.’

The words came out in a snap, but Alex didn't segrset. He
stretched lazily and lay back on the carpet of gragimitting
cheerfully, 'Altruism goes only so far, Amber. Ad not the money
which gives me energy and pleasure, it is the ehg#s, the battles
and counterattacks. Man is a fighting animal. N@nghiet, | wish to
sleep.’

Amber went to scramble up, but was stopped by gtfimgers about
her wrist. 'Stay with me,' he ordered softly, watghthe mutiny in
her expression from hooded eyes.

Her generous mouth was pinched at the cornersshitobeyed,
expecting him to release her. He did, but onlyrdfiie lashes had
lowered in sleep, and even then the slack fingsrelirled about her
wrist as though he didn't want to be separated fiem

She remembered this ability to catnap. He nevdesad from jetlag
because he could sleep anywhere, any time, andwakshed. Like
Churchill, she thought, as the fantail dived persly close. Her
lashes drooped as she surveyed the handsome déeed in sleep
yet still controlled and dynamic. The years hadtdeadly with him.
No grey touched the black hair, and the lines srfdie seemed little
deeper than they had nine years ago when he hadtlweaty-one.
Yet he did not look boyish; the contours of hissfapoke of maturity
and power and pride.

What differences had he noticed in her? Carefiié/mulled her hand
free of his loose grip and rested her chin on Inexek, watching him
with eyes which were wistful and faintly sad. Noamy, probably.
Her face had slimmed down, and, courtesy of ongramecy, her
waist was not quite as narrow as it had been. Hedbs were a little
bigger. It was no young girl's face which lookedhat each morning
from the mirror; she too bore the indefinable stavhmaturity.



Her mind roved over his description of his work.eSkould never
have imagined that he saw his career like that.tBemm she hadn't
really known the man she married at all, had nexen tried to
fathom the complexities of his mind. And he wasoanplex man.
Clever and sophisticated, yet tied to the starkimpive ethos of his
ancestry which impelled him to carry out this mathesne of
revenge.

She should be frightened. Why then was she sitigrg in the hot
thrumming air of a summer's day watching him anelirg
unaccountably happy?

He slept for half an hour, moving restlessly asalveays had but
waking to instant alertness, his eyes opening natlveil of sleep to
hide their crystalline clarity.'

"Tired?' she asked inanely.

He smiled. 'Not now. It's some years since | sleyater a tree with a
beautiful woman beside me, however.'

Amber smiled too, allowing a touch of mockery tdoew it. 'When |
knew you sleeping would have been far from yourdhi@rowing
jaded, Alex?'

His gaze sharpened. 'Is that an invitation?'

'‘No," she said hastily, chagrined because deepensine had the
awful feeling that it had been. To hide her undetyashe went on
quickly, 'Why don't you let me go, Alex? You daogally want me --'

It was a mistake, she knew it was a mistake as asdhe words left
her lips, but she couldn't take them back and steth sit there
cursing herself as that taunting smile slasheddds and his face
grew hard and knowing.



'Sorry, darling,’ he said softly, raking her witis leyes, 'have | been
neglecting you, pretty thing?'

She shook her head in silent negation, but he lisesirength to lever
her across his knees, holding her in to the leapbeger of his body
with unsparing hands.

"You should have said," he murmured, his eyeshairg and bright as
they swept her shuttered face. 'All you had to @s ask, my lovely
girl, and | would have been glad to oblige. | wast jgiving you time
to get used to me again.'

He was lying, she knew that he was teasing hendoting her with
the uncomfortable fact that her body still respahtiethe lure of his
sexuality in subtle ways he understood, ways tisagdars of making
love to an assortment of women had made him omlyeigperienced
in.

Like now, when the buds of breasts stiffened archine tender and
sensitive, and small beads of sweat formed atdmeples and across
her upper lip. She felt the pangs in her breaststha pit of her

stomach, and when the leg between hers movedurck suggestive

movement her hips rotated and her leg musclesetigiak and a

burning, scintillating heat sprang into full-bodiéte between her

thighs.

She caught her breath but managed to say cutttyjust sick and

tired of waiting, that's all. If you're going toale on me it might as
well be now as later.'Alex's brows rose at heristidulgarity, but

the face beneath her didn't tighten in disgust,atibugh he altered
the placing of his hands, it was to pull her heagml not to push her
away.



‘Leap on you?' he asked in mock astonishment. 'Amiloa,if that is
what you want, then that of course is what I'll Bat why not try it
my way first? | think | can promise a little mongtlety than that.’

She opened her mouth to protest, but the words daarened in the
back of her throat as the hands behind her neckddner head down
the last few inches. His kiss was invasive and llfoteiithout
tenderness, as lacking in the subtlety he had edumer with as the
hard thrust of his tongue into the depths of hemtmo Amber
stiffened, but he was totally without mercy, anthalgh she knew
several ways of disabling a man she couldn't bhiexgelf to use any
of them on him.

She had no time to wonder why. In one swift smauttion Alex
reversed their positions, using his forearms tal nar still while he
surveyed her furious face and swollen lips with iarpassive
expression.

‘Apparently you like a little force,' he mused, hisuth twisting. 'Is
that what you missed in my bed? | treated you $igen sugar, like
the child | thought you, always careful not to hyoti, not to frighten
you, and then you ran to another man. What iskeg Amber?

Does he enjoy inflicting pain --?'

'Stop it,' she whispered, appalled at the ugly wadd even uglier
tone they were delivered in. 'Alex, it wasn't liket.'

Again those brows lifted in derisive query. 'No?tBwou do like
things to be a little more energetic now, of couieu have much
more experience. You are a woman who knows whainsres, is
even able to ask for it. Let me see if | can gtve you.'

His hand smoothed down her throat; for a momemesied one light
fingertip against the pulsing hollow at the bass, farrowed eyes
keenly assessing her reaction. She bit her lim Wiaced at the small



betrayal as something gleamed beneath his lashekri@w what he
was doing; she had seen him watch a man who wagsibarg with

him in just that way, searching out weak pointsgi®ody language
and the hidden subliminal signals of his opponertidat him. Then
he had won himself a shipping line; this time hated to humiliate a
woman, but he carried to both occasions that puesygower which

sharpened his intelligence to a brilliance shedgar

'Yes, you respond so well to my hands,’ he murmuaad bent his
head to kiss the place where his finger had rested.

Amber fought the urgings of her body with a despenavhich held
her rigid and unresponsive beneath him. He wan&sdabhing, on
fire for him, and he was going to choose the momérgn he took
her, not be overwhelmed by passion but with a aeséssment of the
time when she would be most humiliated. His charademanded
that he dominate and he would use her sexualishtonme her and
reinforce his own image of himself.

It seemed such an incredible waste. Amber lay gaigsas his mouth
tasted the fine contours of her throat, the hollaWs sensitive spot
where her neck joined her shoulder. Was he afriagiving himself
into another's keeping? Her eyes opened, slittathagthe sun, and
she wondered if beneath that sleek self-possessewos there was a
pit of insecurity, hidden yet recognised at subcanss level by the
man who had everything.

Her dreaming eyes followed the fantail. All consmahought was
submerged by a tide of pleasure so intense thagstamed with it,
the sound thick on the sparkling air. Alex smileghiast her breast
and his mouth tugged sweetly, painfully, sucklinghwsuch erotic
enjoyment that she went up in flames. The handthahed the dark
fire of his hair was shaking; she whispered his @as she threaded
her fingers through the warm silk, holding him agaiher.



His hand slid the length of her ribcage, the fitigaerkindling small
points of fire on her skin before moving to thensler length of her
leg. He said, 'So smooth and sleek, like silk osel ..and a
shudder rippled through her body at the sensuoegpwf his palm
up her thigh.

The little bra top lay discarded beneath her; sltehis fingers at the
ties which held the shorts together at the sidel, @though she
wanted to protest at his invasion the words wouwt farm on her
slack lips, and she had to suffer the realisatia &ll that she wore
was a tiny scrap of lace and silk chosen by himjdst such an
occasion.

As he had chosen the top, with its front fastenamgl the scanty little
shorts.

She muttered, 'Don't,’ but her heart wasn't iant when his fingers
slid beneath the lace and silk she convulsed, shélenhis name
torn from her lips in an agony of desire.



CHAPTER SIX

‘You want me," whispered Alex in the rough voiceook who had
little control over his vocal chords.

'Yes." It was stupid to say no; that devilish hawisted, applied
pressure, and again Amber was racked by an inti&ereeed.

'Say it," he insisted, half beneath his breath.

‘Alex..." Her voice trailed away as he moved hiach&ar enough to
accommodate the other nipple. 'Say it,’ he demaradet long

moments when the drawing of his mouth was a swgatyaforging

fiery paths through her body. 'Tell me that you twvere, Amber
mow.'

She said it, unable to prevent herself, but hensasatisfied. 'Again!'

Torn in two by desire, she would have done anythsagd anything
to persuade him to satisfy her unbearable desire.

'l want you,' she said, 'please—oh, please, Alex ..

His hand, his mouth stopped. For a long time halagging breath
into his lungs, and then he sat up and looked diowanher dazed,
avid face, and said deliberately, 'Of course yadmfariating, isn't it,
to want the man you despise so ? Come, let us gdane a desire to
circumnavigate our little prison.’

Amber had expected something like this, bracedeffefsr it, but
even so her body throbbed with unsatisfied hunger she could
have killed him for his cynical exploitation of heeeds. He watched
as her fingers curled, watched as she carefulkeel them, the same
sardonic little smile pulling at the corners of msuth, and when he
looked into her face it was with eyes from whicle thst shred of



passion had fled, leaving them as cold and as wetgpas a Polar
sea.

Numbly she tied the ridiculous little ties on hbods, and pulled the
bra top around her body. Before she had a chandasten it he
stooped and pulled her to her feet, plucking théens from her
fingers.

'l think | prefer you to go without that,' he sai@lmly as he hung it
over a twig.

She didn't plead with him, although she could feelblush over her
exposed breasts. Instead she took the scrap ofiatated stuffed it
into the pocket in his shirt.

'I'd just as soon not be seen by any passing yaelntdike this,' she
said levelly.

Alex shot her an ironic look. 'No yachtsman wilt gkose enough to
see you.'

She shrugged, 'They can land and walk along thehbe@ to
high-water mark, and most will see nothing wrongeiploring the
island if they don't leave any trace of their prese There are also
such things as binoculars.'

'| have riparian rights," he told her succinciihich | certainly intend
to enforce, and if any yacht comes too near thewnleetire into the
trees. Come.'

But he left the bra in his pocket.

Head held so high that her neck ached, Amber pegtlun down the
narrow path. Strangely, and he would probably bensely irritated
if he knew it, she didn't feel embarrassed. Thenglwas like Eden,
still and quiet and with a vibrant waiting qualtich kept her alert



and vaguely excited. And once the claw of passahibeen eased by
exertion she found she was enjoying herself.

Much of that was due to Alex. He didn't treat hethwthe crude

sexism she half expected; certainly his eyes aditire gentle curves
of her breasts, but it was an aesthetic admirapiced only a little by
desire. She felt appreciated, beautiful as Eve.

He wore a pair of shorts, faded and old, which gllavingly to his

lean flanks, and above them a sleeveless blackhiee-the knitted
material revealing every movement of every musclas torso. Like
Amber he was barefooted, but he moved with the gesse of a man
wholly at home with his surroundings.

Amber had to drag her eyes away from him and swaltbease a
suddenly dry mouth. He was sinfully attractive, ahd should not be
allowing this rising tide of pleasure to blind htemis other attributes,
the dangerous arrogance and the harsh code hebywed

The island was rougher around the seaward sidecliffie a little

higher and steeper, the scrub turning into treestwlvere bent by
fiercer winds from the ocean, but it was fairly yegeing until they
came down into a gully where the manuka bushes gafiwand

dense, the wiry branches with their needle leav@sding in on the
track.

'IH go first,' said Alex, automatically holding balranches for her.

Amber slid through them, avoiding the scratchy svi@gne landed on
her shoulder and she brushed at it, then brushiéégain. It wasn't
until she felt it move that she realised what itswand when the
beleaguered insect bit into the tender flesh sikidaanly grunt with
shock and make a wild dab at it.

Alex exclaimed something and was by her side inirsstant,
knocking the weta to the ground and holding henigawarm grip,



demanding urgently, 'What the hell was that? [soisonous? It bit
you—see, there is blood!

Relief shook her knees. She babbled, 'No, oh weastjust a weta, a
native cricket. It's all right. Normally they dobite, but | frightened

it when [ tried to knock it off, poor thing. I'm heeally frightened of

them, although they look a bit fierce --'

'Hush," he said gently, and she rested her he#ukimollow of his
shoulder and stood quietly listening to his heddetmoved a little and
his mouth came down where the insect had bittenbeknheld her
breath as his tongue touched the small bead ofdbldobey stood
frozen in the summer air as he removed the smaisieh, then slid
his mouth across the tender skin in a kiss as ctimfpas it was
sexually exciting.

What sort of man was he? A man who inflicted huatidin with a

careless disdain, then didn't carry it through. Annwho held a
woman in the safe cradle of his arms after refusinggoffer of her

body. | don't know you, she thought, and for sodnetic reason tears
came to her eyes. She blinked them down, snifimgeigantly, and
his chest lifted a little as he asked, 'Where isry@mandkerchief?'

'These shorts don't have room for a handkerchief.'

She felt his chuckle, then he fished his own odt@unshed it into her
hand, saying severely, 'My mother was always vegrnawith me
when | lost my handkerchief. As for sniffing ...!"

Amber mopped up and stepped free of him, holdingtioe linen
square with a half smile. He took it from her amavgly held out the
bra. Neither spoke. Amber stood with the narrowdbahmaterial
looped over her hand and looked at him, wonderihgtwhe was
thinking behind that bland mask.



'‘Put it on,' he said calmly, 'or | might begin tunk you enjoy
parading around half-naked in front of me."'

Colour flamed through her skin; to the sound of tisickle she
turned away and with awkward movements hurried tinéotop. But
when she was in it and they were walking down tolwahe beach
something impelled her to say, 'Actually, it washes nice. |

felt—oh, free, | suppose.’

'‘Don't tell anyone,' he said instantly. 'l haveerests in the fashion
business.’

She laughed, and didn't reveal that it was hitidti, so free of sexual
innuendo, which had given her the freedom to egjupg topless. A
strange, complex man.

It was impossible to drag her hungry eyes fronbbidy; they insisted
on admiring the elegant sinuous line of movemeamfrshoulder
through to hip and down each long leg as he walkig@. a panther,
she thought. Smooth and co-ordinated and suppéngih allied to
beauty. It was no wonder that her whole being nedpd in joyful

pagan hunger to him.

Alex stopped so suddenly that she almost walkexdhih.
'‘What is it?"
‘Quiet!’

Almost immediately she heard what he had. Voicksnasculine,
not very far ahead.

'Stay here,' he said softly as he started alongp#tie. Frowning,
Amber followed. He stopped again and turned an impg
authoritative face to her. 'l said, stay here.'



'‘Why? It will just be yachties. Alex, this is Newedland, there's no
need to get uptight because you hear voices!

‘Does no one ever get mugged in New Zealand?'

She reacted to the derision in his voice with alsmf few. But
believe me, there's no reason to be alarmed abtl&d of voices on a
beach.'

‘They could be reporters.’

She hadn't even thought of that. The days of angideporters were
long past for her. A litle worriedly she objectédpt New Zealand
ones, the newspapers here don't work like that. thode are most
definitely New Zealand accents.'

Alex nodded but didn't appear to be entirely cooeth by her
argument. Not that she blamed him; she knew howidtarby
reporters he was. They were still looking at eatieiowhen a young
boy came hurtling around a tree, tripped and larfidieénd square on
his stomach at Alex's feet. The resounditgpmpas his small body
hit the ground stole his breath from him; he lagmag and clawing
for air until Alex picked him up and set him on Iie®t, one tanned
arm supporting him while he fought for breath.

When it came he wriggled free, apologising, 'Gae,dorry, | didn't
see you. Where's your yacht?'

Alex laughed. 'l have no yacht. | live here.'

The boy, about ten or eleven, looked impressethdryank's house?
Are you the millionaire?'

'Do | sound like an American millionaire?"



He shook his head, reluctantly giving up the Aneamic'No, but
you're foreign, aren't you?'

‘Yes, | am foreign. Where were you going?'

‘Just for a run.' The boy wriggled again. 'Thighesfirst time I've been
off the boat today.'

Nothing further needed to be said. Naturally hedeéeto let off
steam. Alex advised mildly, "You had better slowvdoand watch
your footing, the path is narrow and uneven.’

With casual aplomb, the boy said, 'Oh, | won't gy &urther, I'll
come back with you.'

He chatted artlessly, informing them that he watk \Wis family and

his uncle Phil, and they had hired a yacht for akvéle had caught
three snapper and a kahawai, all of which they batkn, and
yesterday his father had hooked something which tdbat such a
rate that they decided it must have been a tuna.

‘A skipjack, | reckon,' he said, relishing the word. Above hiadce
Amber's eyes met Alex's in shared amusement.

He was a nice boy; his name was Brent Jones, arah wbex
solemnly introduced himself and Amber he shook bkamdth
endearing formality and invited them to the barleciois family were
planning to have on the beach. ..

'‘Dad and Uncle Phil went diving,' he confided, 'dahdy got some
crayfish, so Mum said she'd do it in foil on thedscue.' Something
struck him and he turned alarmed blue eyes upéa.Al suppose it's
all right to have a barbecue on this island?'



Amber, recalling Alex's insistence on privacy, weretl what he
would do. After a hesitation so slight that Bremitk notice, he said,
‘Yes, provided you do not disturb anything or gt to the trees.’

‘Not likely." He was very endearing in his earnest 'We're very
careful. Mum said this is almost the only islandha bay where the
bush still comes down to the beach, so it's spécial

They came out of the trees and on to the sandevamdt hot, of a
beach which was almost opposite the cove wherehtiuse was.
Amber surveyed the group of people, although hdtessly as the
man beside her. But not even he could see anythibg wary of in

the family party who were cheerfully setting up@tpble barbecue
well, away from the overhanging trees.

Their arrival was noticed immediately. The womaaokied up and
said something to the man beside her, who put dbeldasket of
crayfish he was handling and came towards them.

'‘Dad, this is Mr Stevens and Mrs Stevens,' Brenbanced proudly,
doing his best with the surname. 'They own theagslaut it's all right
if we have a picnic. | told them we wouldn't makey aness or hurt
the birds.’

His parents received them with the warm hospitalityjch Amber

had learned was a characteristic of New Zealanddrs;was not
surprised at their friendliness, or the way thegoseled their son's
invitation, but she was startled when Alex agrdespecially when

she watched his eyes narrow as Mrs Jones introdueeldrother, a
pleasantly good-looking man in his early thirtieceose name was
Phil Waring, and who seemed to find the honey-a@duength of

Amber's legs more than a little eye-catching. Shes va little

embarrassed at his open appreciation, even althdgle was

nothing unpleasant about it, but Alex bristled,ag her beside him
with a coolly possessive hand.



They had spread a large rug beneath the overhabganghes, and it
was to this that Mrs Jones led them, saying, "Tdrbdxue is a gas
one, so we don't have to wait for coals to formm€acand have a
drink while the children work off some of their &gg in the sea.’

Amber had to hide a small smile as she saw Alexkdrg cask wine,
but no one would have known by his expression tmatwas
accustomed to only the best champagne. For hersparfound it
pleasantly fruity and deliciously refreshing in tiat day.

Mr Jones had been looking a little self-consciaumsl only waited for
them all to be served their drinks before he maeeréason known.
‘We do know that we shouldn't be here," he sailéa. 'It's marked
on the chart that you have riparian rights, so wekdow we're
trespassing.’

Alex lifted a brow but said only, "You don't looket sort of person
who will cut down the trees or shoot the wood-piteb

They all looked appalled. 'Heavens, no," Mrs Josed eagerly,
'that's actually why we decided to come heresti'beautiful with the
forest cover still on, we thought the children ddaee it.'

She flushed faintly, and Alex supplied with a hoft cynicism,
'‘Before the owner cuts the trees down and buikistal all over it.'

‘Well, we can't expect someone who's not a New afeldr to
understand our love for the bush. Not when we gedrmave done our
best over the past hundred years to denude thergafrit! It's really
only in the past ten or twenty years that New Zeddas have realised
just how precious the few remnants are.'

Alex smiled, reducing her to servitude. 'The Amaniavho used to
own the island was very concerned with conservatamd | am
Greek, | understand exactly what it is like to Iwbere the forest



cover has been felled. No trees will be removedevhiown the
island.’

They hid their curiosity with enthusiastic approwéhis stance. The
conversation followed his lead, and the next twanigutes were
spent discussing the conservation movement. Amhemahout
talking much, happy to listen in a state of dreammytentment. In the
sea, watched without being obvious by their paretite Jones
children frolicked, their voices a pleasant couymbant to the shirring
of the cicadas in the trees.

Summer in New Zealand, Amber thought, her goldezs eyioving

across the shining curve of sand to the cool sparkthe waters and
thence out to the distant thin line where the se& ansky which

throbbed brazenly around the jewel of the sun.sSawayed and
dipped like distant butterflies and the sun dregollen mantle over
sea and land alike. Purerua, the hill which forrttexinorthern head
of the deep inlet which was the Bay of Islands, slaarply defined
against the sky, steep and fortresslike, with teetlgr lines of the
farmland on its long peninsula leading back torttzenland.

Amber sighed. She had come to love New Zealandyde@t in her
heart there was a wistful longing for the land ef birth. The little
hiss of breath through her lips had been noiselesswhen she
looked up she found Phil Waring watching her. Helesnand she
smiled back, thinking nothing of the small intimacy

But beside her she felt Alex stiffen, and withoussing a step he
drew her into the conversation. She saw Phil loagtity away and
realised what had happened. Without saying a wéidx had

warned him off. Anger gave a glittering intensity ier gaze, and
when Mrs Jones said cheerfully, 'l suppose we'tebefet these
crayfish cooked,’” Amber too got to her feet, sayabgve the other
woman's protests that she had never cooked crayfish barbecue
and she'd like to see how it was done.It was pigasachat quietly



with her hostess as the crayfish grilled. They spgokonsequentially
of the difficulties of dealing with children's appes and other
motherly things, then the children came runninglupwn and sleek
as seals in the sun, and after they had dried bfffietheir mother
gave brisk orders and within a few minutes theyeng#iting around a
feast.

Alex enjoyed it immensely, strong teeth flashingha deeply tanned
skin of his face as he tried the crayfish, and mdde Jones' day by
pronouncing it as good as any lobster he'd eatha.sSBlads were
crisp and cool from the insulated bin, and at thiggdm were peaches
and melons and nectarines and late oranges.

'‘We went up to Kerikeri yesterday and bought ugddrMrs Jones
told them. 'The fruit there is incredibly cheap. Wend a stall which
had strawberries at half the price in Auckland!

‘Must be all those orchards and market gardenspldest son said
teasingly, grinning at her when she pulled a facaniswer.

They were a pleasant family. Sitting there drowsiythe sun, her
fingers sticky with peach juice, Amber rememberddep picnics
with Matt and Nick, and a wave of nostalgia and bsitkness and
foreboding swept over her, destroying in an instaatlazy pleasure
she had been feeling.

She didn't think anyone else had noticed; she lesvber head, using
the peach in her hand to shield herself, but Platid¢g asked softly,
‘Are you all right?'

‘Yes,' she said, desperate to be discreet.

Too late. Alex's finger lifted her chin; he tookediook at her face and
said calmly, 'l think I'd better get you home.'



Amber hissed a denial at him, but by now everybbdg noticed
what was going on, and Mrs Jones began to fusdea li

‘No, it's probably a little too much sun,’ saidAlgetting to his feet.
He extended a hand to Amber and, angry and dittla shaky, she
allowed him to pull her up.

He made their goodbyes with perfect courtesy athet@armination so
obvious that no one attempted to persuade thenayo \Within five
minutes they were back in the coolness of the ttaksg a short cut
through the low ridge which divided the two hilis either end of the
island, and Amber was protesting, 'l feel finegdlly do.'

‘You are still pale,’ Alex told her dismissively.
'‘But there was no need to break things up like thatnot sick.’

He shrugged. 'Perhaps not. But while you may hayeyed being
ogled by that oaf | was tired of watching him rus bByes up and
down your legs. You happen to be my wife, not sameap beach

girl.’

Stung by the rank injustice, she snapped, 'If yadntt forced me to
wear clothes that make me look exactly that, tdeln@ve been no
reason for him to think that | was your mistresy] #éherefore free
game. But he was not ogling, for heaven's sakesétamed a nice
man with an ordinary man's appreciation of the @ofdemale skin |
happen to be displaying, thanks to you!'

‘You enjoyed it.'

The accusation brought hot blood to her cheekssS8idkicily, 'Don't
be so bloody ridiculous.'



Alex stopped, jerking her about to face him, anchesthing in her
heart quailed at the fierce glitter of the gazebkat on her. 'Don't
swear at me!' he snapped.

'l swear at you --' She stopped, struck at thepidity of their
behaviour. After a shocked moment, she looked &veag him and
said uncertainly, 'Alex, this is ludicrous. Why ave arguing? You
know perfectly well that there was nothing in PMaring's
expression but the normal male pleasure in a redédprattractive
woman. You can't possibly be jealous. Or angry.'

‘Then how is it that | am both?' He let her go atepped back,
running a hand through his hair. But the swift &ggron was fading
from his face, and he said ruefully, 'l must berigsmy mind. | have
never shared, and | did not like the way he wakitgpat you, but
you are right, it should not have made me loseenyper. After all,'
with a bite in his tone,' at the moment | am thanmapossession.’

Which was as near to an apology as she was likedgt. By the time
they got back to the house Amber was fully recadebrit agreed
without demur to his order that she lie down onldlgebed and try to
sleep while he used the equipment in the downsbéiiicee to earn a
few more millions.

Not that he put it like that, of course, and she wadittle ashamed of
the cynical thought. As she drifted off to sleep shought that the
picnic was her ideal of a happy family life. If sihad married
someone who did not consider he had a God-givdtt taglook for
romance outside the marriage bed, perhaps pigkeghat would be
a commonplace element in her life.

Were there many men who enjoyed family life as Ewanes so
patently did? Not a lot, she thought sadly, celyanot in the circles
in which Alex moved. Most of the girls she had gomechool with

had parents who were divorced, and many of thelpesbhye had met



in the time of that brief marriage had broken nzges. The
temptations were great; it was not just Alex whe wearked down as
prey. Sometimes Amber felt a vast contempt for ben sex,
thinking of the women who used their beauty as y Wwaiches. But
that was not fair, there were infinitely more whaygd with men who
were hardly the stuff of dreams.

Perhaps we expect too much, she thought drowsdshdps there's
no such thing as romantic love. Or if there ishp@s it doesn't last in
the hard, clear light of everyday life.

She woke as the sun was losing itself behind a bamkouds, and
yawned and stretched, feeling a faint taste oéstahe in her mouth
which prompted her into the bathroom to clean gettt.

She had stripped to get on to the bed, and nowslstwered and put
on a sun-frock, distaste at the extreme cut turthiegcorners of her
mouth down, but she was unable to find anything lesealing to
wear. When she came out into the sitting room slaeAlex on the
deck, lying on a lounger with a book. His head &daras she came
into the room and as if summoned by an invisik@al she went out
to him.

He watched her come towards him and she felt a esududld
disappointment. That morning she had hoped theydtatkeved a
fragile peace, some sort of understanding, buethe&s no sign of
that in the insolent appraisal that scorched thgtteof her body. The
smile which curved his mouth was almost leeringstaged where he
was and watched as Amber sat down a distance fiom h

When she was seated he said, 'Come over here.'

Angry colour beat up through her skin, but she thefflat danger of
his eyes and came over to stand by the lounger.

'Sit down,' he ordered, voice bored.



She found a small space beside him and sat oatihghthe way he
looked at her. After that first look he had ke éyes on her breasts
the dress was backless and halternecked, thedpaming plunging
almost to her navel, held together only at the Waysa tie. She was
not particularly voluptuous, but the cut was suwdt the soft curves
of her breasts were exposed to his eyes.

A faint burr from some electronic device brought head around; he
said reluctantly, "That is someone trying to contae. | shouldn't be
long.'

He was about ten minutes, time Amber spent watdagun gleam
and beckon on the waters, emptying her mind, tryorachieve some
peace. But she was still nervous when a noise bitdugy attention
back with a jerk. She looked around, and what stve ia his face
drove her to her feet, his name on her lips.

He hesitated, and she saw that for perhaps theifivs in his life he
didn't know what to say. Such an uncharacterisss bof confidence
frightened her; her eyes widened as she whispel&tx,
what—Alex! Is it Nick? It is Nick—he's been hurtbFGod's sake,
tell me!’

He was beside her in two long strides, setting firamds on her
shoulders. "You will keep calm!" he ordered.

Amber pinned him with eyes from which all gold hiéetl. 'I'm all
right,' she declared. 'What's happened?’

'It is your son. He has fallen over a cliff on aland and is in hospital
in Auckland with head injuries.’

She caught her breath but asked steadily enougly Badly hurt is
he?'

'He is still unconscious.'



'Has he fractured his skull? Is it concussion drasn a coma?"

He said evenly, 'There is that possibility. Accaglio the message
your cousin's housekeeper passed on, the surgebaige suggests
you waste no time getting there.'

Horror and an agony so intense that it almost bnbbgr to her knees
tore through her. She pressed a hand to her eyksveayed, and
instantly Alex's hands tightened and she was putiexithe warmth

of his arms. He offered the simple consolation & humanity,

holding her in a passionless embrace until shegstened to say in a
voice from which all emotion had been banishell,Hve to get

ready.’

'l told my manager in Auckland to contact your hekeeper and get
her to pack a suitcase for you and send it dowodwyier. It should
reach the hotel by tonight. Kostas is already om way in the
helicopter.’

She nodded, accepting his help without surprisecestrating only
on keeping herself in one piece. Fiercely she foulghvn the fear
that clawed at her; she would be no help to Nighd surrendered to
it. She knew enough of the normal caginess of baisgtaff to
understand that they had tacitly admitted that tweye not happy
about Nick's chances. By refusing to admit the ipdiyg of his death
perhaps she could hold it at bay— at least unélrglached him.

It seemed hours before the helicopter landed, lag anly a few
minutes, long enough for her to pack a few clotlaesl go

automatically tidying up around the house, lockinipdows and

doors, cleaning out the fridge, her face set andewhlex left her

alone but was never very far away. A solemn Kolstasled her into
the machine, casting her a sympathetic glance édier applied
himself to getting them to the landing pad at tbhsgdital as fast as
possible.



The journey was a kaleidoscope, a phantasmagoriavdil

wrenching apprehension and a fear that lay in leartHike a dead
thing. She thought of nothing else but her sonnfadeath without
her, was barely conscious of Alex, grim-faced afehg beside her.

Somewhere on the way she asked tonelessly, 'Dokgow what
happened?’

'l am afraid not. A man called Kyle Beringer cornéac your
housekeeper, but told her little more than thabibyehad fallen over
a cliff and that your cousin had broken a leg reasghim. They were
flown into Auckland by police helicopter. Your camisis in a
satisfactory condition and the boy is holding hsd He covered her
hands, white as her face, and held them imprisonled warm grasp,
commanding incisively, "You must not give up hopmber. He may
well have recovered consciousness by the time meahere, and a
coma is not necessarily dangerous.'

'‘He was so excited,' she said without expresditmught he was too
young to go, but Matt said | was over-protectivee ptomised to
watch him ...

‘No one can watch over a child every second.’

'l know," she answered. 'l know. Especially a bkg Nick. He's such
a determined kid, he's bright and brave and bbk&lsort of boy who
creates havoc through sheer exuberance. But negesaime havoc
twice.'

He must have realised how close she was to bregkiimg, because
he turned the subject. 'Who is Kyle Beringer?'

‘A friend of Matt's—he has a station north of Awid. Did you ever
know of Dan Evans? He was an Australian indusstialho died
tragically young, oh, ten years or so ago.'



Alex nodded. 'Yes, | had some dealings with hini lpefore he died.
He had a very beautiful wife.'

‘Trust you to notice!" said Amber with a faint atigt at a smile.
‘That's Arminel. She and Dan were only married apt® of years
before he died. She had his little girl, then syears after Dan died
she married Kyle. They have a son, Sam.'

Her voice ran down and he prompted, 'What made thexide to go
on this cruise?'

Why couldn't he leave her alone? Every cell inlbrain resisted his
probing, but one glance at him warned her that&® mot going to let
her sit alone, hounded by her fear.

In a dragging voice she replied, 'Oh, Kyle suggesteust before

Christmas. At first Arminel and | were going to ¢mo, but she
decided to stay at home as she's pregnant, amdld & of work to

catch up on after Christmas. The Angora sale iy @aFebruary and
there Is always a lot of organising to do. But Meteded a holiday,
so they decided to take the boys.'

Tears blurred her vision and she finished with @lcan her voice.
She was grateful that Alex did not patronise heéhwmpty comfort,
grateful too for the warm security of his hand andhers.

Without looking at him she leaned her head bactherseat and tried
to empty her mind of the panic which made such asn& her
thought processes. Deep breathing helped. At l@agave her
something to concentrate on other than hideousnssof Nick hurt
and in pain.

At last Kostas brought the helicopter down with laufish and
assisted Amber out, his handsome face expressimng wancern.
She gave him a small smile of thanks before draveirigst deep
breath, then turned, her eyes stark with appreberas Alex took her



arm and accompanied her across to the small deputaho waited
out of range of the rotors. Amber recognised omj§ekBeringer, a
couple of inches taller than anyone else and viighface of a dark
angel; the rest of the group were strangers.

'‘Kyle," she said imploringly, half beneath her lbinea

His eyes flicked from her to fix for a desperates® on Alex. She
saw swift comprehension in them and could not preweked fear
from showing in her face. Immediately Kyle's exjgien settled back
into an impassive mask. He took her hands and tindth tight,

reaching down to kiss her cheek.

'He's not yet conscious,' he said crisply, 'but helding his own.’

She gave a little half sob of relief and said umdue'Kyle, this is
Alex Stephanides. He—that is --'

'l am Amber's husband," Alex's voice was neutradnea little bored,
but she noticed the swift appraisal he gave Kyl#hag shook hands.

Kyle introduced the surgeon who was in charge akNicase and
another man who turned out to be the representativahe
Stephanides Corporation in Auckland; it was he Wwad telephoned
the message through to the island. He was clearhg than curious,
and equally clearly determined not to show it.

Amber forced herself to go through the ritual oéefing while her
whole being screamed urgency, her demand to beNwtthk written
so expressively in the pinched pallor of her fdzd the surgeon said
quietly, 'If you would come with me, Mr and Mrs Bhanides, I'll
take you to your son. And please believe that wagiag all that we
can.'

'And how much is that?"



It was Alex who asked; the doctor's misapprehensiad sealed
Amber's tongue to the roof of her mouth. She sadl®k at Alex, to
see if he was going to repudiate Nick as his som,hle was still
watching the surgeon with hard authority as thorigltecessary he
would crack the other man's skull to get at théntru

'‘As much as any hospital in the world," the dodard, calmly
unintimidated as he led the way into the hospital.

Amber asked, 'How bad are his injuries?"

The doctor flashed her a quick glance, testing mmettle, she
supposed. Whatever he saw apparently satisfied beovause he
explained, 'It's difficult to say with head injusi€The X-rays show no
sign of any fracture to the skull, but the uncoogsness is not a good
sign, although not necessarily a bad one, either.a¥¢ monitoring
him carefully, but at the moment all that | can fidently say is that
he is in a coma and in a stable condition. You hrevesason to fear
the worst.'

Alex took Amber's elbow, his fingers conveying sogipAll he said,
however, was a crisp thanks.

They walked quickly through what seemed endlessdms, but it
didn't take long for them to arrive at the room wvehBick lay, small
and chalk-white in the hospital bed, his long daghes sweeping
across cheeks which had lost their childhood plussprto reveal the
stark bone structure of the man he would grow toAlpeber realised
with a shock that in maturity he would look verydihis father. If he
reached maturity.

In a voice she didn't recognise as her own shedadR&l he sustain
any other injuries?'

‘No, he was lucky. There are a few bruises, butstladl. | understand
that his uncle protected him with his own body.'



Amber fought down another sob. She moved acroskethe small
hand, still slightly grubby, and stated in tonesclirang around the
quiet room, 'He's going to get better. Starting nover eyes swept
around the faces of the men, then dropped to fHatroson.

It was a confident challenge flung at fate, buslas waited the long
hours away beside his bed she began to wondehddtbeen too
confident. Although Nick held his own, he didn'bshany signs of
emerging from the insidious amnesia of unconsciessand Amber
knew enough to realise that each hour he speheitviilight world
which held him fast made it more difficult for hitm escape.

All that day she stayed with him, talking to hisresponsive form,

unable to leave him. Some time just before the sinAlex came

back and stood over her while she picked at a fhiisdlotel had sent
along; when she pushed the tray away he said grisplelieve your

cousin wishes to see you.'

She stared at him, breathing in horrified tone's, dompletely
forgotten about him!'

Impassively he said, 'He has been asking for you.'

"'l have to see him.' But her eyes betrayed k&rctance to leave
Nick.

‘Do you wish me to stay with the boy?'
She said in a stifled voice, 'l can't ask you to --
‘You have not asked, | have offered. Now go.'

Amber cast a last look at the still figure in thedbShe said, 'Alex,
you've been very kind—I don't want you to feel gbtl to stay—"

Embarrassment as well as strain made her tonds fain



He listened courteously until her voice faded avilagn said without

intonation, 'l have business to do in Aucklandhdlkstay until things

are settled, | think.' And when she would havegstad he smiled, an
unpleasant, derisive smile with the mockery dirg¢a@teequal parts to
himself and her, and finished, "Think of it as alamitarian impulse,

Amber. | have so few that it would be a pity to mb of the chance to
indulge in one.’

I'll never understand him, she thought as shetleftward. Never,
never, never.

Matt was on a different floor, lying with his leg traction, his
handsome face drawn. He looked at her with opagae and she
realised with consternation and horror that he lrased for her to
blame him.

'Oh, Matt,' she stammered as she came up to hisbkeling hard on
to her voice so that it didn't tremble. She leatedn and kissed his
cheek, hugging his head to her breast. 'Matt, ulshbave come to
see you earlier, but I'm so sorry, | couldn't thiodyond Nick. Please
forgive me.'

'Forgive you?' His heavy tone told her how muchréeroached
himself. 'God, Amber, I'm the one who should bagileness! | told
you I'd make sure nothing happened to him!

She tightened her arm, looking at the harsh linei®profile against
her breast, and said gently, 'You're not to blanoeirself! |
know—who better?—that it's just not possible togk&gack of Nick
every minute of every day. What happened?'

‘Kyle didn't tell you?'

She said carefully, 'l didn't see him for very lpihg had to leave
almost as soon as we arrived. I'm afraid | washiosy asking the
neuro-surgeon what was wrong to talk much to Kyle.'



'Yes, he called in to see me just before you goe.hEe had to
go—Arminel isn't very well and their doctor wanisnmat home.' He
pulled away from her, settling himself back agathstpillows. Only
his sudden pallor revealed that he was in pain.rilydse went on, 'It
happened just after we'd gone ashore; Nick anaé wdowing Kyle

and Sam along a path at the top of a cliff and eutlany warning it
fell away beneath our feet. | tried—Amber, | swedrd my best to
shield him, but he was torn out of my arms. | giotoly a rock and
knocked out. When | came to we were both in thecbpter being
ferried back here. How is he? They've given meingthut soothing
platitudes.’

When she told him how she had left Nick his eyesedl, but almost
immediately they opened and he said confidentlg;st tough little
character; if anyone's going to make it he will.'

Another man who didn't believe in the comfortintgénood. Unable
to speak, Amber nodded and he went on, 'l knowwant to be with
him, so off you go. If you can, keep me posted| yali?'

'Of course | will." Indecision drew her to gnaw amrent on, her lip
before deciding on the direct approach. 'Alex iseheAlex
Stephanides.

'‘What?'Matt went grey with shock.

She nodded and hurried on, '‘Apparently he nevepsiblooking for
me, and when your name and the fact that you wgrather's only
living relative turned up in my father's papers, dexided it was
worth tracking you down. He was my father's exeGgutou see. My
father left him everything.'

Matt put out a hand and caught her wrist. In spitde events of the
day his grip was imperative. 'What does he wang?demanded
raggedly. Tell me!'



Amber shrugged, trying to infuse her voice withhtigess. 'He
thinks—I let him think that you and | are living$m and that Nick is
yours.'

Matt drew his breath in on a silent whistle. Hisgiers bit into her
wrist, but relaxed at her unguarded movemente] e said slowly,
and she knew that he did.

After a moment he said, 'I'll back you up, of ceuBut, Amber, why
is he so certain Nick isn't his?'

She told him, blushing a little even now, finishinhsuppose he
thought it was a dream. Well, until | found | wagnant, | was
convinced I'd dreamed the incident. Oh God, Mattst wish | hadn't
got you mixed up with it!"

'‘What was he doing when—why did he come with youfelg he
must realise that you're under enough stress withiouadding to it?
Is he totally insensitive?'

Amber lied flatly and without hesitation. 'l doubhe'll stay long. He
has a great sense of responsibility. It simply wlaliloccur to him to
leave me without someone to look after me. He'si\gydo get a
divorce when he goes back.' She even managed a amih nurse
came towards them.

She could see that Matt didn't know whether todveliher or not, but
the providential arrival of the nurse put an endh® conversation.
Amber hastily kissed him and left him to the mirasbns of the
woman, who was young and clearly interested in Herdsome
patient, and hurried back to Nick.



CHAPTER SEVEN

NEVER before had Amber known what it was to be cold.rF=ee

knew, but not this icy panic which ate its way ih&r bones, holding
her imprisoned in a cell where no one could reaahtd warm her.
Nick lay like a small pale wraith, his face shutgrand quiet as
though the keen quick mind had gone somewhereagldeshe was
sitting beside the shell of her son. As she sangrtoand talked to
him and read from his favourite books, made upy gokes and

riddles, each hour that went past made it hardehdo to keep her
voice light and confident.

And each day when she went to see Matt she sawverdread
hidden in his eyes.

She recognised only the doctor and Matt and AlexwHAlex spent
the time while she fought her battle by Nick's bked had no idea, but
he came to the hospital twice each day, and it hasafter a
suggestion made by one of the nurses, who orgatiisatklivery of a
selection of children's books from one of the bbwlps in town.
Amber was grateful to him for the impersonal kinskére was
showing, but was unable to respond. All her energy being used in
the fight for her son.

Once, early in the second day, she suggested thahust have
business to see to elsewhere and noticed with stragbinterest that :
his expression darkened. On an unusually crisp hetwld her he
thought he was more needed here, and when shd stiahém with
blank eyes he gave a wolfish smile and said, 'Tleeeplenty of
pickings, Amber. The Corporation has interests @wN ealand. It is
not doing them any harm to receive a visit from'me.

So she nodded and went back into the silent wadijfashe thought
of Alex it was with a distant wonder, as thoughwees a being from
another planet.



Until, after a long night of strain, the doctor Baaged a look with
Alex and said, 'Mrs Stephanides, if you don't gane rest we'll have
to treat you for exhaustion. You must sleep.'

'‘He might need me.’

Patiently, he said, 'If he does you'll be rung. iYbusband tells me
there's a suite for you at the hotel only a fewdrad yards away. |
strongly suggest that you go there and get sonte Esfausted,
you're no use to anyone.'

Amber met his adamant gaze and admitted reluctainélyy he was
right. She was so weary that she couldn't everstsaight, yet it was
incredibly difficult to leave Nick; she gave hinpdeous glance and
kissed the smooth pale brow before she was urgey aw Alex's
impersonal hand on her elbow.

At the hotel they were greeted with all the defeesthat the name
Stephanides gave rise to, and for once it was wad¢ca meant that
she didn't even have to think. In the silent aindiboned comfort of
the suite she showered, then fell naked into bedséapt, and woke
to afternoon and the sound of someone moving aroutite sitting

room.

'‘Who is it?' she called uncertainly.

Alex appeared in the doorway, shirtsleeves rolledhis expression
tightly controlled.

'‘What are you doing here?' Conscious that she natféng beneath
the thin percale sheet, Amber clutched it betrdyirgs colour
touched her pale cheeks.

‘Working," he told her indifferently.



Her face was split with a yawn; when it was posstol speak again
she asked, 'What time is it?'

‘Almost one o'clock in the afternoon. You have step few hours. |
will send for lunch.' He frowned at the quick shakener head and
insisted firmly, "You have lost weight. Starvinguyself is not going
to help your son get better.'

Your son, he said, and did not know that Nick wiasbn too. For the
first time Amber wondered if she had had any rigghtmake the
decision that separated Nick from his father. Shakg another
yawn, she pushed the uncomfortable query to thi baber mind

and had to firm her mouth to say, 'Oh, very welleéd a shower first,
though.’

The food was waiting when she emerged from the sehadvut before
she would eat she rang the hospital, listening wsthained
concentration as the Sister in Charge told her helt's condition
had not changed and that she was not to come b#itkhe next
morning. Yes, the calm voice reassured her, ifethveais any change
at all she would be rung.

Her eyes filled with tears. She put the receivenaand whispered,
'‘Oh God! He's so little --'

'He is a valiant fighter," Alex said curtly. 'Coneat. You need to keep
your strength up.'

Amber forced herself to eat, prosciutto with thei@y contrast of
fresh papaya flown in that day from the tropicsd auperb fish,
terakihi en papillote; she even drank a little wia€Chardonnay with
a subtle flavour from the South Island, but refuseflee. Alex was
withdrawn, the massive reserve he could affectgerg her from
seeing beyond anything but the courteous surfawairibus, still



sluggish with exhaustion, she followed his lead ambke of
nothings, until he said abruptly, ‘Go back to b&ahper.’

She did as she was told, and slept like the dead few hours until
she was woken by the harsh, terrifying ring of thiephone from
somewhere else in the suite.

Her heart gave a great leap in her breast; shiedagn, as though by
keeping absolutely motionless she could hold attbayanguish that
threatened. The soft 'ting' as the receiver wataced drove the
blood fromher cheeks; she wanted nothing more thaower away
from the world like a dying animal, but Alex's veiat the door of her
room brought her head up from the pillow. He sad mame, softly
so that if she was asleep he wouldn't wake her.

In a strangled voice she whispered, 'Yes?'

He came noiselessly across the room to stand blgatie' That was
the hospital. The child has woken.'

Amber gave a great gasp, and fell into an agortgaf, for the first
few minutes uncaring that he held her gently amokstl her bare
back and her hair, murmuring little soft words ire€k and French
and English to soothe her, until she had wept ahvaygread and pain
and terror. Then he gave her a handkerchief antéwshe blew her
nose he went to get her a face cloth and a towating patiently

while she mopped up.

‘Thank you," she said inadequately, refusing té& Etchim. 'l have to
get up—I have to go to him. | should have beenether

He came with her, even came into the ward as dezlaagerly what
Nick had said.



'‘Not a lot,' the Sister in Charge said, smilinge 'emanded to see
you, said he was hungry, and that he had a head&@bbka he went
back to sleep.’

‘Are you sure it's sleep?’

Amber couldn't help thinking that if she had askieel question she
would have received a somewhat crisp answer, bétex got was
an amused and very confident smile.

'It's definitely sleep this time," the Sister sal¥ou'll see the
difference.’

Sure enough, it was obvious. It was not just thiak Xad colour in

his skin, or that he had curled over on to his sidas usual position,
but one glance at the boyish face and Amber coeddtlsat he had
come back to her from whatever lonely regions hd baen

wandering in.

‘Well, he never really went away,' the Sister sanderfully. "Your
talking helped, Mrs Stephanides. Even in a comalee®@spond to
stimulus.'

Amber sat beside the bed and took the little palens, blinking hard
to keep the slow tears at bay until Alex said gyimCome away,
Amber. You've seen him, you know he's past thescr¥ou need at
least a night's sleep to function properly.'

'‘No,' she protested. 'l want to stay. He might waxe@nd want me.'

There was a silence and she looked up, to seeustahd and the
Sister looking at each other with the wary compliaf unlikely
allies.

'He'll probably sleep until morning. You're stiktny tired,' the Sister
began, only to be interrupted by Alex.



spoke in the crisp, authoritative tones of the hefathe Stephanides
Corporation. 'Walk out, or | shall carry you,' leds 'That is all the
choice you have.'

Amber lifted Nick's hand to her trembling mouth dasked it, then
stood up. Tyrant,' she said weakly.

His black head inclined. 'We Greeks invented thedw@ome, you
will be rung as soon as he wakes up properly, dngfcondition
changes.'

Again he and the other woman exchanged glances.eAsnkegs
trembled, and instantly Alex flung an arm about mexist and
ushered her through the door. She was conscioubkeofSister's
thoughtful expression, and then nothing more butreexe
exhaustion, like a wave of darkness over both raimdl body.

Before it carried her away she began, 'Matt...'
Tonelessly Alex replied, 'l shall see that he Id.to

When she awoke again it was late evening, a sglendie and gold
subtropical dusk, and she was lazily, deliciouslyguid, the blood
pumping through her body in splendid vigour. Shevryad and
stretched, then said aloud, 'I'm hungry!

Once more Alex appeared at the door. 'Are you,ad@d shall order
dinner.’

Amber said shyly, "'Thank you.'

He gave her a long impenetrable look before he Wwank into the
sitting-room and she lay back, tense in the gredt bstening to his
deep autocratic voice as he spoke on the telephOnee she
breathed, 'Oh, thank God!" And knew that she wapyebout it came



too soon after the rack of fear and tension toagtdeel anything
other than a vast relief.

When he came back into the room she said abruptgn't tell you
how grateful | am to you.'

‘Then do not try.' The words were steely and curt.

Amber watched from beneath her lashes as he camgsdo the bed,
her heart thumping in her breast. Intense joy aedierce pull of his
magnetism combined forces to liberates her from tioemal
restraints of reason and logic.

He put a glass of chilled wine in her hand and camaed, 'Drink
that.'

‘Aren't you going to have some?"
'l think not.’

She bit her lip at the rejection, but the reckldsght that fizzed
through her bloodstream persuaded her on. 'You drirgt a toast
because Nick has come back, she persisted lightly. a—a
celebration of life.’

Alex looked down through his lashes at her. Afang quivering

moments the beautifully moulded mouth quirked engmile, at once
intimate and understanding, and strangely, notlatyaical. Very

deeply he said, 'In that case, how can | refuseeks are firm
believers in offerings to the gods, even the olelsowho are officially
dead. But I can think of another way to celebrd¢e Amber.’

The wine was sweet and cool on her lips, like rredtavn the dry
harshness of her throat. She. said nothing, butntarth curved
enigmatically and she drank deeply of the fragligoid.



'You must ask me," whispered Alex, taking the gfass her to set
his lips to the place where her mouth had touchAedyve the rim his
eyes gleamed, promising her pleasures that wergedams, and
irresistible.

Astonishing herself, Amber taunted softly, "Why gliol ask you?
Why should | not just take?'

He drained the wine and laughed, half-mockinglyty @a fall silent
as she pushed free of the sheet and sat back dratneches in front
of him. Then lean brown fingers trembled slightbylee set the glass
down and watched from narrowed eyes when she Idanedrd and
began unbuttoning his shirt.

She had forgotten how arousing it was to undress her small
strong hands working swiftly at the buttons, thidirsg beneath to
the wide rough expanse of his chest. She re-leaheediarm bulges
of his muscles, pulled gently on the short tandldnar, and with
laughter and excitement glimmering in her eyespdeaforward to
suckle gently on the tight hard nub of his nipple.

His harshly indrawn breath was music; she restectineek against
the swift rise and fall of his chest, and said,UYaways smell so
good. Like warm male, half salt and half musk.'

'‘And you smell like a flower." His voice was uneyetow and

absorbed as he lifted her chin and touched heathvith his mouth.

‘Your own special flower, and yet you are definitahimal, warm

and gold and erotic, like a golden cat, sinuous sledk against me
and beneath me and around me...'

She gasped, for he lowered his head to the peof filer breasts and
one hand held them together as he kissed the Jadtisyeen and the
pale slopes, bit with subtle delicacy at the tighteoles while his



hand slid across the sharp feminine angle of heahd down to the
curve of her buttock.

A strange sound rose in her throat, an almost estamtlation of the
purr of a cat, and she had to rest her hands oshioglders to keep
herself upright because her bones melted into h@veget and fiery
and strong, and she wanted more than anythingelfe! the hard
possession of his body, the driving, primitive ®rthat was all
masculine enfolded, engulfed, by her feminine sjtien

Alex looked up and smiled, a slow, provoking snthat brought
more colour to her throat and cheeks. Then he eddéFfinish what
you started. Undress me.'

Amber knelt up and pulled his shirt free. No shanme hesitation,
slowed her hands. Nick hovered still in her mirfte gelt a mystical
link between them, and some ancient atavistic parher brain
persuaded her that by making love, by summoningtieegy of that
most basic, most imperative instinct, she and Avexld be sending
a surge of life-renewing power towards their son.

So she did not hurry. Indeed, it was impossiblenfarto do so. This
man who was her husband and the father of her chdd so
beautiful, so potent in his masculinity, that sbhald not have hurried
if she tried. She kissed him, touching his chestthe hard plane of
his stomach with fervent passion while her handsored his
clothes, the silk shirt and the leather belt, tthentrousers, smoothing
them down over narrow hips so that she could se@dlavy muscles
of his thigh and rest her head against the watigfribs while her
hands tugged at the sleek black briefs he wore.

And then she looked at him with shy delight, almosawe, and told
him with husky sincerity, "You're the most beadtrhan | know.'



He laughed at that, a little, and said slyly, '‘Bat have not known
many, my dove. | am not so flattered as | couldfbeu were a
woman of vast experience.'

She looked up into his face, but there was nortetontempt she
had grown accustomed to. Alex was looking at hehasgh she was
all that he had ever wanted, and she pushed tbatle of her mind
the many beautiful women he had been linked withis Beemed
right, as it had never done before. He would néwen that he was
Nick's father, but she was glad that just this ptioe sexual attraction
which blazed so strongly between them should I&adnttowards
such a triumphant affirmation of life.

She kissed the spot where the muscled plane atdmsach met the
curve of his hip, then slid back on to the bedngig in the leaping
glitter that fired his eyes as he followed her down

'‘Why?' he asked.

Amber shook her head, but when he repeated thetigueshe
touched the sculptured line of his mouth with amaditory finger
and said softly, '‘Because—oh, because it seemygtitething to do.
Because Nick is going to live." She repeated winet lsad just
thought. 'As an affirmation of life." Her laugh wassmoky little
sound in the dim room. '‘Because | want you.'

His skin was hot and dry, almost feverish, like thleam of
satisfaction in the half-closed eyes. 'So | haweedinrender | want?'
he asked.

At that moment she could deny him nothing. 'Yes.'

He lay very still, his hands clasped around the fhegility of her
shoulders. She could read nothing from his expoass$ie seemed to
have gone a long way away from her into himselekhe severe



line of his mouth relaxed; he said something ingkrand bent his
head so that his mouth lay against her breast.

‘A sacrifice to the gods, I think. A thanksgivingSo be it. Show me
how much you want me,' he commanded imperatively.

She had forgotten. Or perhaps maturity brought wtita richer
appreciation of the senses. Whatever it was, swwaered anew the
marvellous symmetry of a man's body, the potertesgrof skin over
muscle, of long powerful limbs, the sensual magimale scent and
the force of masculine aggression, muted by reffarter feminine
frailty yet barely controlled. As her hands redigaed the shape and
textures of his body she gloried in the knowledust he ached for
her as she did for him, that her soft little gas@se echoed in the
deep rasping breaths he took.

At last he groaned, 'Enough!" and lifted his heackpture a sensitive
nipple, drawing it into the voracious depths of lisuth. Amber's

bright head fell back on to the pillow; she gaversy primitive moan

as his skilful fingers formed the soft contourshef breast, bronze
against palest gold and cream, masculine darkrgzssst the pallor
of her woman's skin, which flushed suddenly withoaoo as she

trembled in ecstatic recognition.

Oh, she thought desperately, she had forgotterushnfHeat built in
her veins, in the zones of greatest sensitivitpelagh her skin and at
the fork of her body, a rushing tide of flame am@d. She could hear
herself whispering his name with the simple-mind&ensity of a
priestess of some old wicked religion, and she dbargtl as his
tormenting mouth moved like a wildfire across thesth curves and
tight planes of her body.

'‘Ah, Alex,' she breathed, stroking his shoulderd #re place at the
back of his head where his crisp curls met his ndpeant you so
much ...



He rested his face on her stomach, sliding his fibedeath her. 'You
taste of flowers,’ he said thickly. 'Sweet as ggnmme, more
intoxicating than wine. | have remembered it adigé years.'

Some note of pain in his voice tore into her. Shespered, 'Oh yes, |
know, Alex. Forget everything but this ...

She was wild for him, her body clenched in an aguairtize ..strangest
desire, painful with the peed to give everythinghefrself to the
ravishing force of their passion. A gasp escapeds&e moved with
the steely grace she had not forgotten and thdaesty, deep, making
himself master of the flame and need that was bdy.bShe gave
herself up to the sensations which held her irll{fanad rocketed with
him into a region where all else was forgotten it necessity to
give until she was drained, and take all that hgosed on her, the
soaring, galloping ecstasy, and the final releabaftering, almost
impersonal in its rhythm and power.

Afterwards, lying exhausted beneath him, she saalslurred voice,
‘Thank you.'

He moved away, turning on his side so that he ceeddher face. Her
eyes were glazed and empty, and she was breaththg deep pants
of one who has endured extreme challenge. Withakiish hand he

traced the edge of her mouth and the wet expartserdbrehead, the
small whorls of her ears, and then the long, grddie of her throat.

His face was dark and withdrawn, his heavy lidsngdhe thoughts

behind them, and there were dark circles undeeyss.

'‘Go to sleep,’ he said quietly.

Amber never found out what had happened to the rheahad
ordered, for when she woke again it was mornind lenwas shaving
in the bathroom. For a few dreamy minutes shei&gring to the
sound of his razor with a smile of feline satisik@cton her mouth.



She should have been appalled at what she had lolatrehe was not;
in the context of the night and its events thewelmaking had been
natural and necessary. And she shivered as shgthotiit, of the
supreme delight he had given her so that sheheltrtost delicious
repletion.

But, 'Enjoy it,’ she told herself, '‘because its last time you'll feel
this way.'

The telephone at the side of the bed beckonedasigethrough to the
hospital and had the incomparable delight of hgative Sister on
duty say that Nick had slept peacefully all nighd avas now waiting
impatiently for her to come. 'I'll be along as soas I've had
breakfast,' she said, her voice velvet with hagsne

The soft buzz of the electric razor stopped; Algpeared in the
doorway, naked except for a towelling robe, hislé&am glowing
with energy and force, and Amber couldn't hidejogmwhen she told
him what she had learned.

He nodded, his eyes as piercing as shards of trydtave talked to
the doctor. He tells me that it will be at leashanth before the child
recovers.'

She sat very still, looking at him with suspicion.

‘Until then | shall stay with you.' He came ovedaat on the side of
the bed, an inexorable hand moving the sheet davihat he could
see the smooth curves of her breasts. 'As youramasbhe added
smoothly, and stopped her instinctive protest bgihg the sheet in
place around her hips.

Amber knew that the colour fled from her skin. 'Ngble said harshly,
then bit her lip at the unkind mockery that gleanmehis smile.



'‘Oh yes, Ambemou,'he returned, and bent his head and kissed h
leisurely exploring the soft pulsing hollow at thase of her throat.
With his lips barely touching her skin he murmuréast night you
invited me into your bed, as | always knew you wvdoNlow | will
learn to sate myself in you, and then | will legx® and never see
you, never touch you again. No, do not waste timprotest. | have
made up my mind, and there is nothing you can dinémge it.'

He was right. Amber's eyes closed in despair asesdlised that the
night before she had succumbed to the oldest luadl,aelief after
intolerable strain. That was why war and sex wegéther, so that in
the softness and oblivion of women men could fothetbeastliness
of what they had been forced to endure and do.nigkt she too had
wanted oblivion, craved it like a drug, and she sadght it the only
way she knew how. And she had delivered herselfhig hands.

Tonelessly she said, 'l can only assume that rapmgvill give you
some sort of perverted satisfaction.’

Alex laughed, and his mouth swooped, touched ting edge of her
nipple. Sharp spears of sensation pierced her bdetybreath hurt in
her lungs; she could not prevent the telltale hardgof the nub, and
he said with a menacing charm, 'l do not havepe s@u, my dearest.
| think that in spite of his very masculine attrans your cousin is
not a good lover. Last night you seduced me, yorevwgeeedy for

love, you gave yourself up to it with a ferocity iain was almost
frightening. A woman who enjoys her lover does hehave like

that.'

Pain and pleasure were inextricably mixed. Ambesnagl her eyes
and looked down at the crisp dark curls and thé& sthiselled profile
at her breast. She shuddered, because in thattis$ia realised that
she loved him. After all these years, after livimigh him and hating
him and bearing his child, after disillusion andnpahe had learned
to love this man.



A painful smile turned into a grimace. She saicetjyj 'Last night |
was not myself, as you're very well aware. | wazgwith relief.'

‘Perhaps, but you knew what you were doing.' Aleatsd cupped the
soft rise of her breast, gentle yet merciless. 'Msed your emotions
as a cover for the fact that you want me. | findiryshame a little
amusing. | am not ashamed to admit that | want gwat,| only have
to look at you and my loins ache, | want to taka,yio make love to
you in every way there is.'

Amber's voice shook as she replied, "'Then why dowant to sate
yourself in me until you no longer want me?"

She felt his smile. "You know why, Amber.’

‘Yes, | do. To punish me. And because that's all lyelieve women
are good for.'

‘Ah no, | believe that women make very good mothéis voice
altered in a way she couldn't discern and he taliblee stomach and
the bowl of her hips with a considering hand. "Yava an excellent
mother, | do not even try to deny that. Strong patient and brave.
Would you love a child of mine as much as you Ibiek?'

Her heart stopped in her breast. Conception wasildes—not

probable, because her cycle was a little advanbad,it could

happen. And ifitdid ... She swallowed, and he¢hedsound harshly
reverberating in her throat. It seemed an age wh&@ could say
levelly, 'l don't think | could dislike a child.’

'l thought so." Alex lifted his head swiftly, soifily that she thought
he must see and understand the alarm in her exgrebst there was
nothing but an indolent satisfaction in his facehasleaned back
against the pillows and yawned. 'l am tired," hmaeked, and before
Amber could answer, he idly pulled at one of thdscagainst her ear
and said, 'As for the other, | would like very muchbelieve that



women are capable of love and self-sacrifice oralbati their men,
but | have not come across very many who showeassid such
altruism.’

'You meet the wrong women.'

'‘Perhaps.’ He shrugged. 'l learned early that wasaea their deepest
emotions for their children. And that most womea airepared to sell
anything, if the price is high enough.’

She said warily, 'l realise you ve probably seemnengmeed than most
men, but you've exploited women unmercifully, youl gour sex, for

thousands of years. Can you blame us for usingriheweapons we

possess in our efforts to even things up?'

'l do not blame you for anything as | have had mpigasure from
your choice of weapons. But | do not expect anyentban you are
prepared to give. | am a realist.' »

‘You're a hopeless cynic,' she said sadly. 'l $eely for you. | don't
judge all men by you and my father.'

*You have found a superman in your cousin?' Eaaid was an acid
little taunt.

Amber was sorely tempted, but the power he wiekteduthlessly
kept her restrained. 'Matt is a dear,' she saidywiyut he can be just
as macho and ruthless as you are.'

Alex's fingers on the curl tightened. He slid hasd into her hair and
used it to tilt her face back so that he couldist®it. She looked at
him fearlessly, seeing the sculptured planes amearof his face
oddly foreshortened. A drenching, overwhelming dwess held her
in thrall; she wondered how it would be to have look at her with

the eyes of love, even as she knew that it wowemnieappen. He was



too cynical, too accustomed to taking his pleastom the women
who fluttered around him.

'l do not wish to see you with your cousin untln tired of you,' he
said without emotion, his eyelids lowered to hitethoughts.

‘What do you mean?'

He smiled and shrugged, lazily complacent. 'l dbshare, my dear.
Anything.'

Colour flooded her cheeks. She gave a twist aretiffeerself from
him, getting up from the bed with unconscious digriyou needn't
worry,' she said shortly as she grabbed her rodéalted it around
her. 'Anyway, he's still in hospital, for heaveseke!'

Alex waited until she had almost got to the doortled bathroom
before he said silkily, 'A broken leg would notstme from taking
you. If | see you look at him with eyes of desifenber, | shall
consider our bargain negated.'

She swallowed sickly but managed to say, 'l give gty word that
that won't happen.’

'‘Perhaps,' he said, gently musing, 'l was wrongnahsaid | had
never seen a woman make a sacrifice for her man.aye prepared
to act the whore for your cousin. But it is hardldifficult choice, is
it? Clearly he does not satisfy you, and you cadeoty that | do.’

Amber left the room to the sound of his soft laeght

She tried again in the car on the way to the hakpkVon't the

Corporation go bankrupt if you aren't there to colnthings? When

we were married you spent most of the time runanmogind the world

taking care of it." In spite of her control she lcott prevent the sour
note in her voice.



Alex chose to ignore it, lifting broad shouldersain elegant shrug.
‘That was because my father had overextended thiadss. Now |
have managers | can trust, or who fear me too nmacheat, and |
can delegate much of the work. And modern eleatsomake
keeping contact an easy task. So | can stay heesflong as | wish.’

His smile was edged and mocking, taunting her Wghimpotence.

Amber swallowed, remembering last night and itstehag result,
her realisation that she loved him. The weeks alead going to be
painfully sweet, a kind of honeyed poison which Waafect her for
the rest of her life.

She dragged her eyes free of his and had to listars soft, pleased
chuckle with no visible signs of pain.

Again he came with her when she went into the waislcrystalline
eyes aloof as he looked at the child he would né&werv was his.
Nick was lying with his head turned to the doot, le1appeared to be
dozing. He didn't react until Amber took his hafiden as though her
touch was a signal he opened his eyes, large atehg dark grey,
and looked at her.

'Hi," she whispered, trying to smile and keep backs.

'Mum?' He frowned, then relaxed. 'Mum, how's Unilatt? The
nurse said he hurt his leg.’

‘He broke it, but he's fine. Do you remember wladgdened?'

He shook his head. His hand tightened on hers ashispered, 'l
remember swimming in the morning, and then we viena walk.
What did happen?'

While she told him he listened with his eyes fixadher, frowning
slightly before he asked, 'How did we get here?'



'In a helicopter, love. The police flew you in.'

Nick sighed gustily, the very picture of disappament. 'l wish |
could remember. Trust me to be out to it when waem a police
helicopter!'

The doctor arrived, all smiles, and said in a joltyce, 'Yes, you look
a lot more like yourself than you did this time tgday, Nick. Now
we'll send your parents outside so we can do atésis on you,
young man.'

Outside Amber found that she was shaking, the @arssing down
her cheeks in a silent agony of emotion. Alex mrtihto a chair and
waited while she mopped up, responding to heestifipology with a
curt nod. He was frowning yet abstracted, and wkbe had

recovered her control he said brusquely, ‘I haveyto do. Will you

be all right if | leave you here?'

Sudden radiance lit her face. 'Oh, nothing can gmg/ now!'
His eyes drooped. 'So the sacrifice will be worth i

She said defensively, dry-mouthed, 'Any woman wosddgrifice
almost anything for the life of her child, you know

'‘And if the sacrifice is enjoyable, so much theieassaid Alex
sardonically as he swung on his heel and left her.

Amber watched the ripple of interest among the talpersonnel
with resignation and a bitter amusement. Once sliefdit a certain
smugness at the avid interest that always folloflkeX's progress;
now she hated it.

Once he had gone and the ward had simmered dowgashe her
feet, squaring her chin at the man who had justltefias going to be
half an hour before she could go back in to Niak,shie went



cautiously down to see Matt. After that final thresam Alex she did
not want to be caught visiting her cousin, but seeded to tell him
herself how Nick was.

He was lying in bed looking grim, and when he tarhes head at her
arrival his eyes were bleak. She bent to drop s.d&shis cheek and
sat down, suddenly conscious of the soft fullnesdey lips, the

telltale glow that Matt would recognise. Hastilgefing oddly like a

traitor, she told him how Nick was.

His glance was perceptive and a little ironic.new, of course, that
he'd come out of the coma—the Sister came throughtihe news
yesterday. Apparently Stephanides gave instructioais| was to be
told." His smile was a mere movement of his lipsy wnd almost
entirely lacking in humour. 'The least he could deeing that I'm
supposed to be Nick's father!

'I'm sorry,' whispered Amber.

She avoided his eyes and found herself pleatingskie of the
shirtwaister Matt's housekeeper had packed and afoled to
Auckland. 'l've made such a mess of everything,tMatt | didn't
know what else to do! Alex doesn't love me, butdbesn't like to
think that—well, that --'

‘That we're lovers. No. Looking from his point aéw it's put him in
an almost impossible situation. He seems to baradd possessive
man, yet he's forced to behave with some degreeraplaisance to
the man he believes to be his wife's lover, as agthe child of that
liaison. Most men would find the situation intolel&.’

'Possessiveness was all he ever felt." Amber'swsas remarkably
steady. 'But | have to agree that he's behavedgretbe and dignity
in an awkward situation. It's just as well thateser fancied that he
was in love with me.’



Some hint of the desolation in her heart must rsh@avn, because
Matt reached out to touch her cheek. 'Cheer ugattkin his gentlest
voice. 'lt's not the end of the world."

'‘Everything's so complicated,' she said, shivering.
He watched her keenly as he suggested, 'You celliloirn the truth.'

'‘Oh no!" She shuddered, her face blanched, and eventgently, ‘I

wondered—when Nick looked so ill I wondered if bsiid, it seemed
so unfair to Alex not to know, but—I still thinkdid the right thing.

When he goes back home he's determined to divoecana then he
can marry and have more children. Whom he will dgprip to be

tyrants, if they're sons, and docile if they're glaters.'

Each word cut to the heart. She evaded Matt's g scrutiny
and deliberately stilled her fingers, knowing ewsnshe did so that
she had betrayed herself. It was impossible to, likewever
platonically, with a man for nine years and notdnaim understand
you.

After a long moment Matt said quietly, 'l see. Ammdi, Amber? What
will you do then?'

Her look was startled. She said, 'l don't knowadmnoddly breathless
voice.

‘You could,' said Matt calmly, 'marry me.'

She was not as surprised as she might have beehebayes filled
with tears and she said in muffled tones, 'No, gleserve someone
who'll love you with all her heart. | love you, babt the way you
should be loved.'

He said quietly after a short pause, 'Well, we giae it time. In the
meantime, rest assured that I'll back you up.'



‘Even though you hate it.'

He leaned back against his pillows, lean and somealemote, his
eyes lashed against her glance. 'l can't helpitigrtkow | would feel

in a similar situation," he told her drily. 'Whagsvl think of

Stephanides' morals, | have to admire the manodie thave left you
to cope with this alone, but he stayed and hasigree what support
he can. However, it's not my business. Now tellathabout Nick.'

Amber told him, her face alight, and he listened aratched her,
wondering if she had any idea how attractive she. Wavas not so
much that she was beautiful, although he thoughtsiothat her face
was so expressive, her smile warm and free frorte ghonest and
candid.

When she had finished he asked on an impulse, 'Amibg are you
so determined to keep the truth from him? Whahéidio that's made
you so determined to keep Nick free of his influg?ic

She flinched and the lovely radiance died out of fexe. 'l
don't—no,' she said with sudden determination, §fmuld know, it's
the least | can do, seeing that I've embroiledigdhe whole affair. |
think I've told you before that my father had nodifor me. He was
far too busy being a tycoon to waste time on hfs and child. When
| was introduced to Alex it was like—oh, it wastjas if he lit fires in
my blood! | fell all the way. He was so handsomarhost fainted
when he kissed me, and he wooed me as if | wermtst exquisite
creature he'd ever seen. | thought we were fateedch other.'

Her smile twisted into self-derision. 'Talk abouegn! So we were
married, and we had a fabulous honeymoon in theaBakl and |
thought | was going to live happily ever after withis wonderful
Adonis who adored me as much as | loved him. Thewent back to
Crete and | discovered that | was expected to stieresnormous
house with his father and stepmother. Alex tradedidot, and Irene,



his stepmother, had absolutely no intention of @tegp down from
her position as chatelaine.'

‘Why didn't you travel with Stephanides?’

'l did, a couple of times, but it was hopeless.akvust a nuisance.
Alex worked all hours of the day and night, the thing he wanted
was a lonely, bored little wife trailing aroundeafhim. His friends,

his business acquaintances, were sophisticatedepdopas still a

schoolgirl. I was shy and awkward and overwhelntal.after the

first couple of trips | stayed behind.’

'‘And?’

She smiled ironically. ‘'Irene found me boring anmdissance too.' She
stopped, remembering. 'l couldn't speak Greek, Bx'#\ father
forbade anyone to speak English to me, or answeif ingpoke to
them in English. | can recommend it as a way tonlealanguage
quickly!

Matt's voice was low and deadly. 'And your husbalhmved him to
isolate you like that?'

Strangely Amber felt impelled to explain. 'Alex & his father, and
respected him enormously. A Greek man is head soshbusehold,
and Alex's father was one of the old school. Heigfimb women were
useful in the house, and that that was where theyld be. | honestly
don't think he believed women could be as intefiigas men. He
wasn't unkind, he just didn't understand. Alex usedpeak French
with me when we were alone.’

When they made love. Always when they made lovenen their

honeymoon. And last night too; she had to push @h@aynemory of

his impeded voice groaning out his hunger, his néleel heated
impress of his body, and the soaring rapture tlatngrged her at his
possession.



'Probably because he had a French mistress,' ghsteadily. 'Her
name was Gabrielle, and he'd installed her in erelet villa not far
away about a year before we were married. His stépan told me all
about her; she pointed her out to me in Iraklioa day. She was tall
and voluptuous, and she had a face like Aphrodi laair like
moonbeams. She was the most beautiful woman I'ee saen. Her
walk was a miracle; | swear every man in the stwethed as she
walked past. Believe me, | was no competition.'

All her dead dreams were in her face. Matt saithingt but his eyes
were savage as he watched her.

After a moment Amber gave a set little smile. 'Fgnnstill hurts.
Anyway, | was too stupid, too naive to behave aitly decorum. Or
any manifestations of common sense, come to tisanfronted him,
filled with righteous indignation.'

'And what did he do?"

‘Admitted it.' She was wry and amused and sad alhee. 'So he got
the full works—tears, wailings of betrayal, pleasgo home—oh,
you can't believe how badly | behaved! To no avaiéx was cool

and polite and implacable. So | demanded that besg#hbetween us.
He gave me a wolfish grin and told me that | waswife and that
was an end to it.’

Matt said something short and succinct and unrepéat

Amber lifted an eyebrow, suddenly tired. 'Oh, frbim point of view
he had every right to expect me to put up witfilie situation was by
no means unusual. In fact, in the circles he mamethat was the
norm. My father, too ... And that's why | don't wahck to grow up
there. | can't tell you how betrayed | felt, whahdk of hell of
disillusion | went through --'



'You don't need to,' he said gently. "You arrivatiieere a month or so
later. | remember how long it took you to laughiaga

'If 1 thought that Nick might grow up feeling he ch#he right to
behave the same way I—well, | think I'd be sordyHad him. He's
much better off here, with some hope of a normay whlife, a
normal outlook.'

Matt nodded, but she could tell that she hadn'tagad to convince
him. How men stick together, she thought, conscafusbone-deep
weariness licking through her body. And how stupain, seducing
Alex, laying myself open to yet more pain and asguBut at least,
she reminded herself slyly, it was she who had doaseducing, not
Alex. She had managed to retain a little pride.

Matt broke into her thoughts by asking, 'So whatgd®sas now?'

She couldn't tell him about the bargain she haetktrHe would be
furious that she had tried to shelter him, woundedhat most
vulnerable part of a man's character, his pridé HBumust have seen
something, because he suddenly caught her wigl,flngers biting
into the fragile bones.

'Amber! What --'

She touched her tongue to her lip and said desghgrddlatt, there's
nothing that can be done. It's --'

Smooth as cream, Alex said from the doorway, 'Can yot
understand that Amber belongs to me?' He stroited the room,
challenge glittering in his eyes, etched in hiefas he faced the mar
he considered to be his adversary. 'Amber is miree said softly,
dangerously. 'She always has been.'



CHAPTER EIGHT

APPALLED, Amber held her breath. What was Matt, every Bit
proud, going to reply to the gauntlet Alex had jihghg at him?

She should have known better than to panic. Matetlia thoughtful
look on her, read the appeal in her eyes, and wtncAlex's
arrogance clearly grated on him said mildly enotigihat decision is
Amber's. And I'm not going to start a brawl heree ¥én discuss this
later.’

Alex said from between his teeth, 'Perhaps youndidunderstand
what | said. Amber is my wife. | am sleeping witlrhl have every
intention of making love to her until | go. Thererpaps, you can
have her back—if you still want her.’

Matt looked at him with icy scorn. 'You're a swisgephanides. You
couldn't leave her to be happy, could you, you teagamper that
inflated ego of yours by seducing her so that shadcbe miserable
again!

His abuse was met by an insolent, feral grin. Aax gently, 'But |
did not seduce her, that was never my intentior.sglduced me.' He
spread his hands, shrugging in a parody of worgkn and his cold
eyes never left Matt's face. 'l am a normal manekMham offered a
pretty woman | usually take her.'

Matt had regained control. His leonine featuresangecold mask; he
looked for long seconds at Alex before letting fiance drift to

Amber's horrified face. And he smiled sympatheljcahd said to

her, 'Well, you did tell me what he was like. | masnfess | thought
you. exaggerated, but clearly | was wrong.'

Alex didn't bother to hide his contempt. He stameilatt, obviously
dumbfounded at his calmness, then turned on hisaineldeft them.



Matt said evenly, 'No marks for guessing his thdsighhat | have to
be the weakest man he's ever come in contact with!'

In a panic, because if she told him the truth Metuld insist on
protecting her and put himself in jeopardy, Ambmokt refuge in a
cliche. 'The Greeks are also possessive—even withdg they
consider damaged.’

She looked into her cousin's austere countenartbealiithe limpid
conviction she could summon, and saw his suspieda a little.

'l hope you know what you're doing,' he said at lm®ws still knitted

as he watched her. 'l know that you've always kepandle lit for

him," he went on, smiling narrowly-at her astonighin'My dear, no
one, man or woman, stays faithful to a memory foeryears unless
some extraordinarily powerful emotion existed i first place. |

don't blame you, even | can see what the man'Bgbtare you sure
this is what you want? From what you've said yoovkdamned well

he's not the sort it's safe to love.'

Amber gave a twisted smile, grateful that he hauinitted out to her
what a fool she was to get involved with Alex agdithink | should
get him out of my system. Then | might be ablewe & more normal
life.'

Apparently she was convincing enough, for he relexed returned
her smile with wry affection and understandingnbw the feeling.
With him you had fireworks; it's difficult to sedtifor anything less
dangerous.' He frowned, watching her from beneash ldshes.
‘You've grown up a lot, matured into a strong wopnfaut | remember
how shattered you were when you arrived. | woultké that to

happen again.’

She said earnestly, trying to reassure herself e as him,
‘Nothing's changed, Matt. | won't be living witmhagain, so the fact



that he's constitutionally unable to be faithful'igjoing to worry me.
I'm almost ten years older now, and a lot wisert Bu incredibly
sorry | got you into this.'

Matt grinned with reckless, flashing charm. 'Hig\e, think nothing
of it. I don't mind that he considers me so beslottéh you | don't
care who else you sleep with! It's all for a goadse.'

Matt really didn't mind. Like Alex he possessed tkiad of

bone-deep confidence which gave him complete ssiiv@nce. He
didn't have to prove himself to anyone. They wave bf a kind,

strong and disciplined with a concentrated autiiorhich made
them formidable.

And that, of course, was why Matt must never knbawa the threats
Alex had used to force her into this charade.

Amber looked at him with her love and gratitudeachg written in
her expression, and at that moment Alex arrived bi@ce as black
as a thunderstorm. It didn't seem possible, ligeapened as he took
in Amber's sudden involuntary step away from hersag nor was it
lessened by the small ironic twist to Matt's mouth.

Very softly, Alex said one word—just her name, afte found
herself going across to him. For a long momentdid Matt's eyes,
his cold and steel-coloured, daring him to objest. strange
expression flitted across Matt's aquiline featubes he exercised his
considerable control and said nothing.

It was like the stand-off in a Western, Amber fodraself thinking,
but this was no make-believe. Menace crackled adtwes still air,
and met a solid, calm resistance from Matt, fog&irest immovable
strength.

Neither man backed down. And in those long tensmembs, Amber
saw the birth of a reluctant respect. Strangelg,whs the one who



defused the situation. She said quietly, 'I'll hawgo back to Nick.
As soon as | can I'll consult the doctors heree® when they think
he'll be fit enough to move. We'll need to be dblget back quickly
to the hospital if anything—if he needs to at amet'

It was strangely comforting to see the two brigfimales ease their
silent confrontation in the interests of a smaly.bo

'l came to tell you that he is back in the ward asking for you,' Alex
said remotely, taking her by the elbow.

Amber expected him to say something sneering ddatits attitude,
but he did not speak all the way back to the wdrden they arrived
back he came in with her as Nick turned an impéafece her way.

Emotion threatened to choke her; she had to cleathnoat before
she could ask, 'How's your head?'

He grinned. 'Sore, but it's getting better. Mumewlzan | go home?'

'Oh, love,' she said on a half laugh, 'l don't kiyaty but not for a few
days at least. That was some crack you had, yow.kno

He wriggled, small-boyishly, and directed an ingted look towards
Alex, standing silent and formidable behind Amhidick's mouth
quirked as he said in his politest manner, 'Howaolo do. I'm Nick
Duncan.’

Alex bent and shook his hand. 'And | am Alex Stejdhes.'

Nick's face lit up. 'lI've heard of you,' he saigj@dy. '"You used to
race rally cars, didn't you? | read where someaitey®u could have
been one of the best if you hadn't given it up. Vdy you, Mr
Stephanides?’



Alex smiled. 'Alas, it was interfering with my warkwas becoming
far too interested in rallying and not enough irkmng a living."'

Nick clearly thought he had made the wrong decisbut was too
polite to say so. 'I'm going to race when | grow' tye said. 'l can
drive everything on the station except the bulldptait I'm not
allowed out on the road with them until I'm old egb to get a
licence.'

Every word from her son, every movement of his egpive face,
seemed to Amber to point up the similarity betwdentwo males.
She had always thought Nick took after her sidéheffamily, and

indeed in colouring he did, with his warm tortoisel hair and skin
which was the warm gold of his Northern ancestarst the

Mediterranean tan of his father, but she realised that his features
were almost as classical as Alex's; in time to cdahey would

resemble each other very strongly.

Made very uneasy by this, she said as coolly asshlel, 'Nick, Mr
Stephanides is a busy man, he can't stay chattthg/au, I'm afraid."'

Nick looked a little disappointed, but he accepteglith his normal

sunny nature. Acutely conscious of the sharply frating glance
Alex bestowed on her, Amber felt her heart misgat las he said, 'l
am glad to have met you, Nikos. Perhaps | will\gaeagain.'

When he was gone Nick said reproachfully. 'You #&hot have
chased him away, Mum, I'm not very sick at all Iseal

Amber said something in reply and made him chudkieall through
the day she spent at his side she felt her neregim lto stretch. If
Alex was going to make a habit of looking in on Nitow long
would it be before that altogether too percipienaim began to make
connections and come up with the truth?



It took a little effort, but she managed to thiust worries to the back
of her mind. Still a little light-headed with refjeshe spent the rest of
the day at Nick's bedside, keeping him happy amdmed, leaving
only after he was asleep. To find that, splendighoring the nurses
who kept sending appreciative sideways glancesvais Alex was
waiting for her.

Her eyes clashed with his, glittering and metabicgd an unknown
fear spread cold wings over her. Suddenly feeliag/\alone, she
went quietly with him through the hospital, so faam now, smiling

automatically at the staff they met, and allowersék to be put into
the car.

It was dark outside and had been raining, and everything in the
thick warm air there was the smell of the seah&nfoyer of the hotel
a frangipani bush held clusters of creamy-pink tagkflowers up to
the velvet sky beside a pool which held a grougrefat koi carp,
petulant and glowing as their tails flicked in thendless silent
odyssey.

Amber was suddenly vividly aware of the man beside she saw
that awareness in the eyes of those who watcheal thkex did not
set out to attract attention or the desirous spditel glances of
women, he did it just by being himself, authontatand forceful, his
striking good looks spreading a veneer of civilsatover the
barbaric hunter he was at heart.

As they waited for the elevator to descend he sagdlenly, 'l am not
likely to corrupt the child, you know.'

She took in a sharp breath of pure panic, ancgatifl as he registerec
the fact. 'l know.' Inspiration born of fear led e say, 'I'm so afraid
he'll get too tired and slip back into a coma.'



She looked up into his face and immediately wissieel hadn't. He
was watching her with the cold guarded look of edator. 'Is that
likely to happen?’

The elevator doors hushed closed behind them. I'Nisked the
specialist,” Amber admitted in a small voice, stadythe floor. 'He
said it was most unlikely. | felt a fool.'

'He is,' he said aloofly, ‘a charming child. Yousnie proud of him.'

For some reason—quilt, almost certainly—Amber wdnie give
him some insight into his son. She said, 'He cam ligle demon
when he wants to be, but mostly he's very easyaonith, although
he's as stubborn as a pig when he gets an idga hehd. He's not
above making use of that charm to get his own way.'

Her voice trailed into silence when Alex looked doat her with ice
in his eyes. By then they had reached the penthemugshe was glad
to get out of the confines of the lift and into gete, where there was
room to avoid him.

Dinner was eaten in the suite; a silent meal. Aféeds, while Alex

spoke on the telephone in his bedroom, Amber reachéwspaper,
then went across to the window and looked out tdwercity and the
harbour. A depression gripped her; she leaneddrehéad against
the glass and felt the tears aching in her eyessBbuld be on top of
the world, unable to contain her relief and hapgsnget all she could
think of was the mess some people made of thasliReaction, of
course, but recognising it didn't seem to helpsmaip out of it at all.
She looked down the avenue of years ahead and thendbathed in

grey.

Alex finished whatever was keeping him on the tetege, for he
appeared behind her now and asked with impatiemaeklong



through the words. 'What are you doing? Do you wagb down for
a drink?'

It was important that he not see her tears. Sheagahto say in a
fairly convincing voice, 'Yes, that would be pleasd’ll get a --'

His hand on her shoulder urged her around. Fong tnoment he
searched her face, his own hardening. 'Why arecyging?"

She shook her head, afraid at the total lack ofteman his face and
voice. 'I'm not --'

'Don't lie. | can see the tears.'

Amber bit her lip and tried again, with the trukisttime. 'Reaction.
I'm coming down, and it's hard. | tell myself | siteb be over the
moon, but all | feel is a grey exhaustion. Stusd;t it?"

'l think so. Perhaps something that is not so dtigpithat you are
missing your cousin.’

His tone warned her, but she said quietly, '‘No.'
‘Then you will not mind coming with me.'
Bewildered, she replied, 'lI'd already agreed --'

He touched her cheek, and then ran a thumb aceos®ottom lip. He
was smiling, but his eyes were flat and deadljjalte changed my
mind. | don't want a drink. We'll go to bed instead

Amber was afraid. There was something ominous dfisutalmness,
something that reminded her of the perilous pandbe heart of a
hurricane. She opened her mouth to object, theghtahe unspoken
words back on an indrawn breath. He said nothung}, watched her



with that flat stare, but she could see how usedagsprotest would
be.

‘Very well,' she said in a thin voice, refusinggiee him the pleasure
of having her object. She walked across the roowh iato her

bedroom, took off her clothes and got into the e@dressing with
willpower and determination the shudders that &#idcher. Her
hands were clenched at her side; she shut heragybtold herself
steadily that she had made love with him only a fears ago, that
there was nothing to be afraid of. For some re&sowas angry, and
he probably wouldn't be gentle, but he was no nesradtcruelty.

She heard him moving about and then her alreadly lbigdy tensed
further, almost to the point of pain, as he slidemthe light covering
beside her. She made no movement towards him,laysthere
holding her breath.

‘You look like little Red Riding Hood at the momestite realised that
her granny had metamorphosed into a wolf," drawied. ‘I do not
intend to eat you, Amber.'

Her jaw relaxed a little, enough for her to salinow that.' She didn't
recognise her voice, and her throat was so tigat she had to
swallow to clear it before the words came out.

'‘But you are right to be apprehensive,' he sakil\sil

Amber's skin prickled, but when it came the tou€lnie hand was
maddeningly soft, a drift of gentleness from hanab the hollow in
her throat. It was cowardly to lie there like a glaty child, so she
opened her eyes. There was no expression in hesafiad his lashes
were lowered, hiding whatever emotions lurked behimem, the
chiselled features were even and calm, the be#utifuoulded
mouth relaxed and half-smiling.



Why, then, did she feel the menace radiating from?HVhy was she
so frightened that her mind couldn't formulate tjais?

She whispered his name, but he ignored her pléaatifwas what it
was, and that soft soothing stroke of his fingezatwon rediscovering
the smooth golden skin on her shoulders, the swéspender arm
and the gentle rise of her breasts.

Her eyes lingered on his shoulders, wide enoudiidck, the world
out, then unfocused, but that was a mistake, bedaes all that she
had to concentrate on was the slow, disturbingestitihis fingers
over her skin in an erotic tactile enchantment @f $enses. So she
gave her head a little shake and fixed her eydsistill, absorbed
face.

He smelt faintly of salt, warm and intermingled wthe masculine
aura of musk that dragged at her nostrils. Thet lighm the lamp
gilded his silhouette, picked up the dark scattgwh hairs on his
arms and the tight crisp curls on his well-shapeady Amber felt a
sudden hot deliquescence in the vulnerable aragekather thighs.
Her mouth trembled and then firmed as a long tresma@pt over her
sensitised skin.

'‘Look,' he murmured, 'my hand is dark against yakum. If | were a
painter | would use a mirror to paint us like tlaad | would call the
picture 'Contrasts' and keep it for my eyes ontg hurn it before |
die.’

Amber's throat tightened so that she had to swdtblefere she could
say huskily, 'l didn't know you went in for pornaghy.'

'Is that what you think it would be? | don't findyghing pornographic
in honest desire.’

Words hummed in her head, but she was unable tdheay, her,
whole being dazed by the slow sensuous strokesofitgers. She



drew in a sharp breath as they curved around tfiesaell of her
breast; a pang of delicious anticipation shaftke lightning through
her body. Her eyes were heavy and slumbrous; slsiadyleaned her
head sideways until her seeking mouth met the skirAlex's
shoulder.

She felt his shudder as though it was her own, thedreckless
passion which only he evoked burst into life. Skyifier hand ran
from his shoulder to his waist, and across the bhagllarity of his
hip to the tight masculine buttocks. She pulled] ba laughed and
without any further preliminaries moved over hetteging with one
fierce thrust into the heated depths of her body.

Amber gasped, transfixed, and her lashes flew umpetet the searing
need which blazoned forth on his face. She saich&mse, her hips
rising, and then all conscious thought was suspkndan agony of
sensation which took her to the edge of unconsoesss suspended
her for long ecstatic moments above the abyss,tlae exploded
into a satisfaction so intense that she found Hensseping in its
slow aftermath.

'Hush,' he soothed when his breathing had slowddarwas able to
lift his black head from her neck. 'Amber, donit.cr

She gulped and said hesitantly, 'I'm sorry, I'm-adim perfectly all
right. It's just that --' She broke off abruptlytihe was watching her
and she saw the satisfaction open in his face.

'He is unable to give you that,' stated Alex flatlgfying her to deny
it.

Amber said nothing, turning her head away, butfimgers turned
cruel as they dragged her chin back. 'Look at Ingeihsisted harshly.
'‘Look at me, Amber, and tell me that you respoke that in his bed.’



She bit her lips to still their quivering, paling lais low satisfied
laughter.

‘No, you cannot. He cannot give you pleasure sens# that you
almost faint from it.'

'Sex isn't everything,' she protested weakly.

Alex smiled knowingly and bent his head to touchlbeer lip with
the very tip of his tongue. She should have beempbetely
uninterested, but the tiny caress made her catchreath, and she
felt the heat of his breath as he laughed and whesly 'Of course sex
IS not everything, but for a woman as highly sexsdyou it is
important. Is that why you seem to have nothing &utiendly
affection for him? Can he not satisfy the firegyaur blood, Amber
mou?Never mind, | will show you what passion is likeyd when
you accept his lukewarm affection you will remembed perhaps
you will fantasize and the fires might be a litjieenched.’

Amber said bitterly, "You're a swine.’

He grinned, lethal and vibrant with confidence is twn sexuality.

A dark brow lifted in a taunt as he answered, 'Beea make you
forget him? Because you tremble when | touch yad, lzeg when |

stop, and cry out when | take you? How is that ault? Because you
betray him every time you look at me? You are migwmot his.'

He took her mouth in a hard, biting kiss, oppregdier with his
knowledge of her reactions so that even as sheetlamto action
beneath him she understood the degradation he guafor her.

Slowly, almost contemptuously, he kissed the thiaipthollow in

her throat, the tender temples and at last the gnteated silk of her
breasts, laughing at her smothered moan and tky $#iffening of

her body.



Amber held out for only a few moments before thetleudrawing of

his mouth on her breast made her relax into a s¢éranguor so

intense that she squeaked when he slid on to bisdval brought her
to her side, half on the lean hardness of his blodlf off.

'Now,' he commanded, 'make love to me.'

Later, when she was free of the spell he seemedsioover her, she
was ashamed at herself. Because in that momesheaky looking
down into the cool smoky grey of his eyes, she \biat just this
once he was going to lose the massive restrainthmkept him in
control of even their most maddened moments. Time he was
going to learn what a woman could do to his arrbgah-assurance.

Because she had little experience, she had to samathber powers
of invention, watch and listen and guess as shebaer had to do in
all her life before, and apply her own innermossices and the
insight of love to her seduction of him.

It was amazing, she found herself thinking, justleasily she could
read him, and that her intense concentration onamdhhis reactions
and needs wasn't stopping her body's reactions.

On the contrary, it was as though her sensual b&dgon his
response, flaming into life and action as she disaad a multitude of
ways to drive him out of his mind, using her haadsl the silken
subtle flick of her mouth, the slow kiss of skinaagst skin. She
thought then that it was ironic that she shouldideer lesson so well
when it was highly unlikely she would ever needstkhowledge
again.

At last he surrendered, groaning his submissitimeasame time as he
pulled her on to him, his hands cruelly curving @bloer hips, his
face flushed and contorted with desire and thehdept his eyes



glazed with a passion he could not master in giteis immense
willpower.

Impaled by him, Amber gasped, her body transfixad rigid as the
unusual sensations overpowered thought. From berestvy lids
his eyes were shining slivers of polished silvgaaque, merciless.

She shook her curls back and laughed, then begamte, using
inbuilt knowledge from all the women in her ancaktree, all of the
wild free instincts, every understanding of thasirimasic urge, as she
gave at once her strength and her weakness asriiceato his
sexuality. Only her love gave her the freedom &elberself in his
arms.

Quickly, so quickly she gasped again, the drivimigé of their union
began to turn in on itself. Mesmerised, her eyagest fixed on the
dark savagery of his face, but now her concentratias on the tides
of sensation which were gathering in her, eachesungre strong,
more irresistible, until she could see nothing] fe&thing but the

incredible need to flow with them, discover the mown, the

dangerous shore through the turbulence.

When at last it happened and the wave of raptuwkebover her in a
flood of fire and sensation she cried out, and dragy aware of an
answering cry from the man who held her upright.

Then she collapsed, boneless and exhausted, onetdeéat and
dampness of his body beneath her, and began t@.sA#kx said
nothing; he pulled her head into the sweat-stre@kddw of his neck
and swallowed. Amber felt the muscles move asvniee that was
slow and thick he said, 'Go to sleep, Amber.’

Some time during the night he left, because whenvabke in the
morning all that remained of him was a note.



No salutation, no signature, just three sentengelis bold, curt
writing. | have to go. Please feel free to occupy thisesuttil your
son is able to go home. You will be hearing fromawmsyers soon.

She should have expected it. She should have knéax. was

running true to form; loss of control equalled ladsface, and he
struck back as he had nine years before when shéolthhim that
she was not going to accept his conception ofaleea wife should
play in his life.

Only this time he had been a little more subtle.

Oh, he had warned her. In his own way he had plésiedShe could
not accuse him of anything but a lust for revengectvwas stronger
than the passion they made together. So she wag ¢ihave to
endure the pain and bear the anguish without rexgahy of it.

Strangely, it wasn't too difficult, She just packest heart in ice, and
if Matt watched her with concern she pretendedmete it, and Nick
was too busy getting better to understand thatother's heart was
broken. But she knew now why she had fled so pitatgby from her
marriage, all those years ago. It was not the idhldeaction to
setbacks that Alex accused her of; it was becalnsehad always
known in some instinctive part of her that he Heglgower to hurt her
so deeply she would never recover.

She had been too immature to understand then,heubhad known
that he was a man she could love; the loving hadectate, she
thought wearily, but it was like a hurricane in Herart, a fierce
elemental passion which wrought a deep abidinggdanher.

Then, one morning three months later when they akfeck home,
she woke and was sick, and she could no longerHemelf. She
waited until the nausea faded, then went alongddteakfast-room,
cold and shaking inside. Matt was gone, but Nicls \stll there,



recounting to Mrs Crawford for the tenth time thetaills of his
accident. Amber smiled at them both and slid ir@odhair, her eyes
fixed on the teapot as if it was her one hope biasi@n.

After a cup she felt much better, able to deal Witk's high spirits,
and his frequently repeated question, ‘Mum, whenl ggay football
again?'

‘Today,' she said with composure.

He stared at her. "Truly? Is that what the docamt®
‘That, my darling, is what the doctor said.'

'‘Oh boy!" he breathed. 'l don't have to be carafiyl more?'
'‘No more so than usual.’

He whooped and slid down from the table, runninig the kitchen to
tell the housekeeper, and then out of the housgelloand laugh
around the garden. Amber's smile faded; wretchsltysurveyed the
tea in her cup and wondered what she was going tod.

She dared not stay here. Apart from its being unéaMatt, she was
almost certain that Alex would be keeping her watciNVhether or
not he had realised that she wasn't using any @draontraception,
this time she would not be able to convince hint tha child she
carried was Matt's. Which left her with nothingdo but run.

Wearily she fought back tears. It was stupid tolbaw

she had known that pregnancy was possible eves Hat first night.
They were clearly very compatible, she and Alexau she said, It
just doesn't seem fair.’



The following weeks were horrible. She was listlassl enervated,
finding it hard to do any of the work about the gaaeven the
secretarial work which was so important to Matt.

He watched her, frowning, and once suggested tmatnsight be
suffering from delayed shock.

'‘Rubbish!" she retorted robustly.

‘Then what's the matter with you? You've made tmistakes in this
pedigree, and you had to rewrite a letter yesterdgynot like you,
Amber." She looked away, and his voice hardene@. y&u pining
for Stephanides?’

She laughed at that, but without humour. Her firstinct had been to
hide her condition from him, but she owed him taacmto do that.

So she said bluntly, 'I'm pregnant.’

He said nothing, and she looked up into a face haddangry. He
said something she pretended not to have heaml hieexpression
softened and he looped a comforting arm about heulder and
asked, 'What are you going to do?'

She choked back a sob and muttered, 'Why didalt Irf love with
you? It would have made life so much easier.'

Matt laughed shortly. 'l doubt it. Stephanides ddestrike me as a
man who would enjoy having his wife fall in lovetiwvianother man.
There's been no word from him, has there?' And vehenshook her
head he finished, "You know you always have a hbene, Amber.’

She nodded, and he went on, 'But I'm afraid thne tyou won't get
away with fooling him.'



'l know. Oh God, Matt, I've made such a hash ofngheng! I've
depended shamelessly on you. | was soafraid of thiam | let
everyone think that Nick was yours, and never gaare a thought to
what it would do to your life.’

His arm about her shoulders tightened. He saidlguliéd be happy
enough to help you confuse the issue this time-tddis head jerked
at a noise in the passage; the door slammed an@Mveford's voice
was cut off in mid-question.

Matt said evenly, 'This is my house, Stephanides.'
‘And that is my wife." Alex sounded bored, and va@ayngerous.
‘And my cousin.’

Matt was not intimidated, but Amber stepped awagmirhis

sheltering arm. She looked at Alex, and althoughréasoning self
registered that he was in a towering fury, her @nat being could
only see the tiredness behind his eyes and thex btauty of his face.

She asked, 'How long have you been travelling, Zlex

The wide shoulders moved in the slightest of shriigsenty-four
hours—it does not matter. | slept most of the time.

‘What are you doing here?'

He looked at her with such cold rage that she gt ‘I came,' he
said, 'to see if you were pregnant. That was tmpesvenge, you see.
To get you pregnant and then to take the child fyomn But when we
were in Auckland with your son | noticed that he kges the same as
mine, as my mother's. A few other things made nmmgs. He has a
way of looking from beneath his lashes and smiimgch reminded
me again of my mother. And you, my dear Amber, weny uneasy
whenever | went too close to him." He paused, bubér was too



frozen to move. She stood pale and still, her eyie®e open yet
unseeing.

After a moment Alex went on, 'So | contacted myyaw He did a
little research and told me of a new method of eiteing the father
of a child.’

Harshly Matt objected, 'But that only proves thatan couldn't have
fathered a child, not who the father is.'

Alex ignored him. Watching Amber with a stare whsesnt slivers of
ice through her veins, he continued, 'This is diredy new process
which uses genes as a fingerprint. | do not pretenshderstand it,
but rest assured that the results will be accejtehy court in the
world. It was easy enough to discover the infororati needed, as
everyone in the hospital in Auckland convenientigianed that the
child was mine. The tests proved quite conclusitieat | am Nick's
father.'

He paused, but Amber was unable to speak, her ¢aed
imploringly on his pitiless face. With contempt $ead, 'l was not as
surprised as perhaps | should have been. Everytongpired to
warn me, from the surgeon's assumption that therasymine, to his
name. You called him after my father, did you nét?at do you plan
to call the child, mine also, which you are cargyh

Wearily, without hope, she said, 'Is there anythyogr spies can't
rake up?'

He smiled, all surface charm and black menacapipsse there must
be some things, but as you know, money opens nuassdMoney,
or the threat of losing it. After all, you wouldtnmow be carrying my
child if you had not wanted to save your lover'swey'

His skin pale beneath his tan, Matt demanded beiviee teeth,
'‘What did you say?'



Insolently Alex said, 'Did she not tell you? Sheudbnot have come
with me except that | threatened to bankrupt yod see that you
never found another livelihood.' He raked Matt'paled face with a
taunting regard, his voice stabbing, goading, ani&hed, 'So how
does it feel to know that a woman has prostitueddif for you?"

Matt ignored him, staring at Amber's white face tHat true?’

She nodded, shamefaced, and he whispered, 'By IGmaild Kkill
you, you bastard!

Amber called on her self-control and said quickig! No, | mean it!
Matt, | should never have involved you in all thfsgs is nothing to do
with you!

Matt didn't even look at her. Gently he removed Hamds that
clutched at his arm and started towards Alex, ftisntions plain. A

small, sneering smile tugged at Alex's mouth; hiched, his lashes
lowered, his hands cupped loosely at his sidessilké&ad been torn
away to reveal the dagger, naked and wickedly daoge It was

plain that he was relishing the thought of a fight.

Aloud and with great fluency Amber cursed them bming so
stupidly macho and, as they were clearly beyonsiaadid the only
thing she could think of. She gave a hoarse Imib&n and collapsed.

It worked; Alex sprang across the room to catch hierlong arms
wrapping around her to lift her to the sofa.

Above her head he snhapped, ‘Get her somethingrtk,'dout when
Matt had left the room he concluded crisply, '‘Coome Amber, |
know perfectly well that you are conscious. Andlses your cousin.'

‘Saving face,' she said, opening her eyes.



The fury in his face had died a little; he noddwalf smiling, cynical
as the devil. 'As you say.'

But when Matt came back into the room Alex draggedinto the

cage of his arms, binding her to him so that sheldcdeel the

thundering of her heart. He said harshly, 'Sheirenthe called me
to her and asked that | take her, not once buetvdoowing this, do
you still want her?'

'Do you?' asked Matt, not giving an inch.

Alex laughed, a ragged sound, bitter and harstaveé never stopped
wanting her," he said, as though the words wereftom his heart.

Matt said quite calmly, 'Then why don't you tell lse?'

Alex thrust her down on to the sofa, his hand taugher cheek in a
gesture of total possession. Wide-eyed, scarcdlgvireg that she
understood him, Amber listened as he said, "Youcoame back with
me or not, on my terms, but whatever you do | idtém take the
children. They are mine.'

'‘No,' she whispered. 'Not my children.’

He shook her, suddenly losing control complet&gu’ did it to me,

stole my child! You took your revenge, why shouleshdt do the

same?' Before she could answer he said in a vougghened by the
deepest anguish, 'For God's sake, Amber, how gauidlo it? How

could you take my child from me, raise him to befi¢hat another
man is his father?"

Neither of them realised that Matt had left themodAmber had
known the truth would make Alex angry; what she hatlexpected
was the raw pain she saw in his face.



'‘Not for revenge,' she protested, her voice shak¥dex, it was
because | couldn't bear the thought of him growipgo believe that
just because he was a man he was a superior b8 put out her
hand, touching the hard line of his cheek, curheg hand along his
jawline. 'Your stepmother—Irene—told me your fathead a
mistress, that all men did. My father ..." Her wirailed away, but
she bit her lip and continued, 'l don't know howngnémes | saw my
mother weep because my father thought so littleeofand me that he
couldn't be bothered with us. | was determined tioathild of mine
should grow up like that. You like women, yet yoegtt the women in
your life as though they're witless! But it was eevevenge. | didn't
know | was pregnantuntil I'd been here for some then.. And I've
never told Nick that Matt is his father.'

'‘He must think so,' he sneered: 'He is not a babg,he must know
that you are lovers.’

She drew a deep, sobbing breath but held the figditter of his eyes
without flinching. 'l've never slept with Matt. lefny cousin, and |
love him dearly, and I'd be stupid if | hadn't séimes wondered
what he's like as a lover, but I've never wantedl ta be mine.'

The arms about her contracted fiercely, then jerkad he threw her
from him so hard that she cried out and fell awldikgrcoming down
on her hip on the floor. Half winded, she lay théwe a moment,
trying to summon the strength to get up.

Alex was there, bending over her, lifting her, éxpression appalled.
'What have | done?' he whisper#&edhi mouhave | hurt you?'

‘No—oh, no. Only a little.'

He sat her down on the sofa and knelt on the flodront of her,
holding her cold hands in his warm ones. '"You dbhave to lie to
me,' he said gravely. 'l do not like the thoughyadir cousin as your



lover, but | do not blame you if it was so.' Hisutlo twisted and she
saw just how much he hated it, and saw too thepsacee etched
there. 'l gave you no reason to be faithful," hectaded harshly.

Amber shook her head and had to close her eyeasighe fierce
primeval pleasure burning in the depths of his e{¢s has never
been my lover.'

'l should kill you for causing me so much pain,gnewled. 'Yet all |
can think about is that there has been no manoxa) ho --Has there
been another man?’

She sighed. He had not changed that much. '‘Nowaatwould you
do if there had been?’

He leaned forward and kissed her eyelids. 'l wéaNd you until you
forgot that any other man had ever claimed a cashgour heart.'

Amber smiled, and at that moment the baby movedshedyrabbed
his hand and held it against her stomach, whilexAld something
short and Greek under his breath, then said, 'Qhd@ar one, my
sweet girl, can you ever forgive me for all therpdat | caused you?
Can you live with me and love me and believe tr@ahfnow on there
will be only you in my heart, in my life?’

‘Yes,' she said simply, and he laughed and benblack head and
kissed the place where his hand rested, then'Badems to me that
| am more fortunate than | have any right to be.’

She laughed too and hugged his head against restbrérou always
were, you've only just realised it.'

‘Am | to believe that you love me? Even knowingtthplanned to
make you pregnant and take the child from you?'



Opening her eyes, Amber nodded, telling him qujetfypu never
even thought, as soon as you heard about Nickgakirne to him.
You couldn't have stolen our child away from me.'

'l thought | could," he said unevenly. 'l was filleith black pride. It
was the same pride which made me so unyielding @oar
Gabrielle.'

She looked gravely at him, and he sighed and gdtigdeet and

walked away across to the window. Staring outih&garden, swept
by an autumn wind, he said in flat tones, '"Youali&le unfair when

you say that | think of women as toys. Perhapsai$ wo, but—it is

hard to explain without making my father appedaait.’

She said quickly, 'l know it's not fair to judge earlier generation by
our standards.'

His shoulders moved a little. 'l was his firstbdxis, favourite. | loved
him and | wanted to be the sort of man he admired.'

'Macho,' she said with a hint of mischief.

Alex sent her a crisp look. ‘A word | hate, but,ylesippose that is so.
| grew up spoiled by my mother, waited on hand &wmot and
cossetted by every woman | met, and before | t#fosl | knew that
there were very few women | could not have if | veahthem. It was
not good for my character. You called me arrogham afraid you
are correct.’

Amber smiled and leaned back against the sofaxingldonelessly
into the cushions while her eyes feasted on him.

‘It was,' he said on a note of severity, 'very b@dme. But | was
saved from the worst excesses of many young menyimposition

because my father made it quite clear that gréagshwere expected
of me.’



‘And because you have a very strong charactersabdirmly.

He grinned, but sobered quickly and turned a latlay. 'Perhaps. As
for Gabrielle—at first | thought that there wasreason why | should
not continue with her. As you say, in our socié¢tywas not unusual.
And she was very—experienced, while you were swetinnocent.
However, | felt a little guilty at the thought—i&emed a poor way to
start a marriage, with another woman in reservepsspeak. And
whatever | do, I like to do well, to give my whatend to it. | did not
want to believe | had grown so cynical that | was prepared to
devote the same determination to my marriage.'

Amber frowned. "Then why --?'

'l felt guilty,' said Alex without expression. "Winétold her that as |
was to marry | would not be seeing her again shptwand |

wondered if perhaps she had forgotten the rulehiatialways lived
by and fallen a little in love with me. | was narHirst lover, but we
had been together for some time, to our mutualspiea So | did not
make it imperative for her to leave her house,caltjin she knew |
would buy her one anywhere in France. Then two wéx{ore our
wedding she came to me and told me that she wgsamne'

'‘Poor woman!" Amber could feel compassion nowc@irse you had
to support her.’

He nodded and said bleakly, 'Yes. | wish | coulbyteu that | loved
you then, but it would be a lie. | liked you—you neeenchantingly
shy, a sweet little thing with a mouth which flaméeneath
mine—and | wanted you so much that | could notslée it. |

suppose | knew that soon | would love you. And | @nmaid | was
very angry with Gabrielle, but | could not banisbrh-it was my
child.’

'‘And you thought I'd never know," Amber said undsrdingly.



His expression darkened. 'Yalouldnever have known. | would
have cared for the child, loved it and supportedntd in time, when
you had learned to love me and trust me, | woulcthald you.' He
gave a smothered sigh and turned. 'l did not re#liat it was not just
your mouth that caught fire so easily, so quicHlzat temper...!
My stepmother wanted me to marry the daughter othasin. She
was angry when | insisted on marrying you, andiseame spiteful.
She wished to punish me, so she told you abouti@khBut she did
not mean to drive you away. | did that because 3 amogant and
patronising—all the things you accused me of, agwhbse | felt that
in my father's house | should be man enough tacbatchild not yet
eighteen. You were so defiant, so intransigenuppsse | wanted
you to be as lost in love with me as | was rapgoming with you.'

In a way | was." Amber paused, collecting her tids, then
continued wryly, ‘Not as | am now, of course. lisvgachildish love, a
first love, but it would have grown. You speak cdlgsielle in the
past. Is she not --?'

'‘No. After the baby died | took her to the SoutliFodnce. She is now
running a boutique in Cannes. | saw her two moatts and she is

very happy.'
'I'm glad,' she said simply.

Shaken, Alex came across to where she sat andlhdleup into his
arms, holding her against him with reverence amehan comfort.
‘How can you love me after | kidnapped you? Do gourealise that
| deliberately and cold-bloodedly set out to bregkwhat | thought
was a long-standing affair with your cousin, whorthbught you
loved ? How can you love a man who would behawethiat?'

Amber smoothed a tender hand over the frown betvweeibrows,
touched the hard exciting line of his mouth andspbkred, 'Because |
do. Because you were so wonderful when Nick wag. hAmd



although your upbringing, everything in that proGdeek soul of
yours, must have rebelled at the thought of meettiegman you
thought to be my lover, you stayed, you gave mesupwhen |
needed it. | don't seem to be able to resist you!'

He laughed at that, and kissed her, a swift has$, kand said
joyously, 'Of course, my little heart. But now,ltele how it is that
my son was born ten months and two weeks aftefatftetime we
made love.'

‘Well, he was a fortnight overdue—Nick has alwag®r one for
doing things in his own time. And we made lovertight before you
left for New York, the night before | Fan away. Yowmere
half-asleep.’

She reminded him of the occasion, and he grimacddaid drily, 'l
thought it was a particularly vivid dream. | hadlls® many of them
... Over the years, so many.. . find each time kevand you were
gone, and | knew that it was my stupidity, my blardogance which
had driven you away.' He bent and rested his cloeeker head,
gently, as if she was the rarest and most fragdatare he had ever
seen. 'And then after his death | went through yatiner's papers and
found the name of your cousin and wondered if gestyau had fled
here. | was—hopeful, excited, although | told mi/H&t perhaps you
no longer loved me. | was so conceited, in my hieads sure that |
could win you back. Because, | must admit, oflad 'women | have
had in my arms, only with you do | lose myself coetgly.’

'Was that why you came up with such a mad scheme?'

He was smiling, she could hear it in his voice.uMaow me too
well. When | received the reports from the firndetectives | sent to
watch you, and | realised that not only were yoppyahere, but you
had a son, who was generally accepted to be Mditl$ betrayed. It
was as though—as though we had shared a loveesamdrprecious



that it was written in the annals, and you had glealgit through the
slime. As though you had deliberately chosen teeghim a son when
you had not permitted yourself to get pregnant & hthink for a

while | was not sane. | decided to punish youatetfrom you the
one thing you wanted. You were a good mother; samuld father a
child on you and then take it from you.'

'l thought you were going to rape me," said Ambkittla shyly. '‘But
you didn't.'

'l thought | could, but it is not in me to trealvaman that way. | told
myself that my revenge would be so much sweetgrufcame to me
of your own volition.'

'And was it?'

Alex said harshly, 'It was like embers in my hebhutning their way

through my life. | sickened of what | was doingt my black temper
would not let me admit that | was behaving likealfand the tyrant
you called me. You were all that | had rememberdtk-stveetness,
the joy was still there, but you had matured imce#citingly strong

woman. To make you fall in love with me became allemnge—and

one that | could not resist. It was not until Itlgbu again that |

realised that the greatest challenge of all woelddbensure that you
stayed in love with me. But by then | was angrnhwibu again. When
| began to see small glimpses of my mother in Nikosl realised that
you were determined | should spend no time with; lyou were like

a cat on hot bricks, you hustled me away from tang | began to
wonder. The suspicion nearly ate me alive.’

Amber said softly, 'So that was why that last nighti were so—so
driven.’

He flung a haunted, fierce look at her, then turmecead away as if
it hurt to remember. 'l was ashamed and angry anghin—not a



good combination. | had to go before | was weakdnethis bitter

love I had succumbed to. That last night—you wike=d pagan, wild
and erotic, and | knew that if | wanted to keep fregedom | had to
run away. But when | got the results of those tasts realised that
Nikos is mine—I cannot tell you how .angry | waerh | had not
really believed that he could be, you know. | thatugvas snatching
at straws, that because | wanted him so much mibe | was seeing
traits in him that were not really there. When tkport from the

detective agency suggested that you could be pnédnaas glad,

because it gave me a reason to come back.'

Amber moved away and looked at him, read the smifitempt
etched into the strong features and said, 'Tarteliyou were going to
take Nick and the baby?'

‘That was what | told myself. But | think it wasask you if there was
not a chance that we could live together in hag@ndle essayed a
smile, small and bleak. '‘My schemes for vengeaada&bounded on
me, because, although | did not want to admit hadl discovered
truly how it Was to love you, and lose you.' trysti. | should never
have thought you were the same as your father amel. ieven when
you were refusing to give up Gabrielle, as | thduglou were
unfailingly kind and gentle with me. | should hakeown then,
because | doubt if my father was ever gentle wighnnother, ever.'

'‘And my father believed very definitely that mosbmen were the
better for a harsh hand," Alex agreed, adding geifyly, '‘But you

were not to know, dearest, for | did not know thieat the emotions
which so confused me were love. | did not beli¢wxisted except in
romances. But now | know that where you are is haned you are
refreshment for my soul, and warm delight. Nothingt casual sex
with the most seductive woman in the world, or powe money,

could ever give me the wild sweet madness | fingaar arms. It

took me long enough to learn that, but the lessowell and truly

committed to memory.'



Amber said in a shaken voice, 'In a way I'm glacspent those years
apart. I'm sorry you missed Nick's early yearsant aever give you
those back, but we grew up, both of us, while weevapart, didn't
we? We learned what we really wanted from life.’

She could hear Alex's smile as he answered, 'Arad whs it that you
wanted?'

Well, he deserved the surrender he wanted. He lzdidred over the
years, but at heart he was all Greek, arrogant jaathus and
autocratic. 'You," she said simply. 'And my childrBut mostly you.'

‘You fill my eyes and my heart and my life," hedsaind it was all the
knowledge that Amber needed. As his hands movedetgn
masterfully, over her skin she gave herself uphéosensual world he
created anew for her each time they made love, mmeath the
throbbing, pagan excitement, felt the rock-baseatedhat satisfied
all her heatrt.



