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"A divorce? Is that what you want?"

After four years apart, Leon's reappearance wagtansion into
Felicity's successful new life. She'd done her beeftrget him.

Leon Draker might not have changed much in that tibut she had.
No longer the shy, insecure, incredibly innocegthten-year-old
he'd married--Fliss was mature and not so easilyipotated.

But Leon's demands for rescuing Harlie Domestic lrgppges and
saving the jobs of its employees shocked her. HetedaFliss to
resume their marriage....



CHAPTER ONE

THE phone rang while Fliss was in the shower. To hedtears it
sounded more than usually insistent. Muttering,ggt dulling her
normally sharp mind, she wrapped her curvaceouy boa thick
blue towel and padded through the open bathroom tiothe tiny
hallway, where she snatched the offending recdroen its rest.

She could hear hot water gushing wastefully froemghower-head,
and her soft mouth formed the word 'damn!" as sttded the
ear-piece beneath the silky, wet strands of heay tark hair.

'Yes?' The monosyllable came out as a snap.
'Fliss—so0 you're home safely. Did everything golwel

‘Just fine, Gerald. Thanks.' Irritation washed @fuber voice as she
recognised her boss's warm, mild tones. Duringdhbe years she'd
worked for him, Gerald and his wife Netta had beearoser to her
than her real parents had ever been. But Nettaliealdsuddenly, six
months ago, and it was Gerald who leaned on Figs looked to her
for the support and companionship that helpedH# lonely hours
his adored wife's death had thrust into his life.

'‘Good. You made your peace, then?'

'Yes, | managed that.' Her long fingers curlea nigtely around the

receiver as she forced a smile into her voice. [@eaad Netta had
known all about her unhappy family life. It had hedetta, only a

few weeks before her death, who had suggested-tisastmade the
trip to America to visit her father, his wife andrtstepbrothers and
stepsister. And she had made her peace with thetralgo, more

importantly, with herself. She had at last beer ablcome to terms
with the fact that, although her father and his f@wily had neither

loved nor wanted her, it didn't mean she was utilieva



But it was too complicated to talk about now, averphone, with the
droplets of water chilling her golden skin.

With her free hand she clutched the towel moretlifgdwround her,

bunching it up between her generous breasts, atehéd to the
sudden diffidence in Gerald's voice as he told fiéns is going to

sound like an imposition, Fliss, but could you plolyshave dinner

with me this evening? | know you've just got offatimust have been
a horrendously long flight, and you won't feel like

'Hold it! | was planning on coming over, anywayhescut in, her
voice gently reassuring. She had been away for \iceks, and he
would have been miserable and lonely, missing Néteand his
wife had admitted the insecure and unhappy girl sk been four
years ago into their lives, treating her like tindd; they had never
had, and she knew that Netta would have wantedoheelp Gerald
through his bereavement as best she could.

‘Well, thank you, Fliss,' Gerald said gruffly, athen, -his tone more
businesslike, 'l can't go into too many details nhbwt you know
Harlie's has been going downhill—I'd been lettihqngs slide, get
out of hand.'

Gerald didn't have to blame himself, Fliss thousgudly—although
she knew that he would. As managing director arairctan of the
board, he would hold himself responsible for Héslaecline.

She had been promoted to sales manager just oyegiraago, and
she'd been able to improve on already satisfactalgs figures,
taking immense pride in the knowledge that, althotite product
range from Harlie Domestic Appliances was smaikat the best on
the market. And full order books meant the factwas kept at full
stretch, the workers' jobs secure. But four momttps Gerald had
appointed a market research guy—partly, she su=gpeict ease her
own workload. And although she'd liaised closelthwiiim Ormond,



sales had started to drop off drastically. It hadrbsomething she'd
worried about, worked on, but she'd kept her concéw
herself—mistakenly, perhaps. She hadn't wanted doywGerald,
though she was beginning to have suspicions reggardim's
integrity, and Tim's appointment had been Gerddddn-child. But
the death of his wife had left Gerald a shatteregh,ninis ability to
cope around nil.

'l was going to discuss the situation with you @snsas | got back,’
she said softly, and he laughed without humour.

'Ditto. | didn't want to bring it up before you wean holiday. |
wanted you to get to know your family again, nowarry about the
business.'

‘Then we'll have a working supper,’ she told hiying to lighten his
gloom. She would dry her hair and dress in somgthuarm—a
sweater and trousers—because late July in Englaasd celd this
year. 'I'll be with you in an hour.'

'It's gone too far for a working supper, Fliss #tut of our hands.' He
sounded almost relieved now, and she pulled irbreath.

'‘What do you mean—out of our hands?'

‘Just that. Things blew up the day after you Igfall started with
some damning rumours in the Press regarding oahlvascy. Share
prices fell, and more rumours followed—worse, afise. I've spent
the last three weeks in intensive negotiations witle of the big
international electronics conglomerates. I've hadoantants and
financial whiz-kids crawling all over me for weekiBut at last a
merger has been agreed to in principle—'

‘A merger?' Fliss interrupted sharply. 'Whose wea that?'

‘Theirs. | was approached about four days aftedgtdor the States.’



'l see.' Fliss could hardly believe she was heahisy Was Harlie's,
renowned for the quality of its products, to be kwveed by some
faceless international conglomerate whose conagrrohly in the
size of its annual profits? Quality and meticulaifter- sales service
would go by the board in pursuit of higher profiamgins and, what
was worse, production outlay would be slashed,arsrout and cut
again, the work force decimated, throwing men whw@rked for
Harlie's all their lives on to the scrap-heap oémmployment. She
knew how the big boys worked.

‘Are you sure you're doing the right thing?' shesdsher voice tight.

'It'-s the only thing. A merger is the only waykieep going at all. The
board agrees, and we're having an emergency shdeetianeeting
as soon as we can set one up. | shall stronglymemmnd that the
merger goes ahead. And, Fliss, trust me. The coygplawyer and |

have been over the small print with a magnifyingsgl and it all
looks good. | want you to meet their chairman—~hdesng with me

informally this evening and | want you to hear whathas to say.'

Her long sapphire eyes narrowed with puzzled incetmgnsion.
Gerald sounded confident enough, even enthusiaster the
proposed merger. He sounded almost like the méat&een before
Netta's tragic death. Had the trauma of the pashenths taken even
more out of him than she had guessed? Was he @aspyug off the
responsibility of the manufacturing company hisiéathad founded?

'‘Wear something pretty, Fliss, and be nice to tha,hiis voice broke
into her racing thoughts. 'l want him to be as iegsed by you as |
know you'll be by him."' He chuckled softly, tellihgr, 'I'll send a cab
round for you in half an hour. You won't want taveryourself after
the sort of day you must have had.’



Her unpacking would have to wait, Fliss thoughtrdistedly as she
stepped over the suitcases she'd dropped in therh@ler return to

the small flat that had been her home for threesy&he raced to turn
off the shower, her mind in turmoil. She couldrétibve things had

happened so quickly, it was like a nightmare. .

When she'd flown out to California a month ago madtempt to

finally lay the ghost of her growing- up years, ltds had been a
small but prestigious name in the world of domestppliances.

Things had been shaky in the sales field, and theddoeen cashflow
problems, but she'd spent most of her holiday thonkip schemes
which might stop the rot—the first of which washtave been a full
investigation into Tim Ormond's activities. She ladde full of notes

ready to put to Gerald.

But now, it seemed, he was determined to take &lsg eption—to
sell out to some flash electronics empire that @aare nothing for
anything save a quick profit.

A frown puckered her high forehead as she wrenabtyeh her
wardrobe door and peered in. She had taken her ghastorous
things on holiday, and they were crumpled, packed her

suitcases—in any case, she was not in the moodréssing up to
impress, as Gerald had put it, the man who proptsexivallow

Harlie's, chew it up and spit it out in some ungrasable, tarnished
form.

She was too tired to make intelligent conversatiealing too much
antipathy to be even basically polite to the typenan she knew
Gerald's guest would turn out to be—arrogant, sapeblase, and
probably paunchy and soft with high living.

In any case, he would be uninterested in the quafnasmere sales
manager of a firm already down on its uppiers, @migt interested in
the firm itself because the financial advisers Ise'dt in would have



assured him that, with drastic cuts in quality @nel labour force,
Harlie's could line his already bulging pockets.

Fliss shivered suddenly, only now realising howdcshe'd grown
while talking on the phone. Pulling herself togetrshe grabbed a
navy cotton shirt- waister and struggled into iatiNng frivolous or

yielding about this dress; she needed to be busdikessharp. And

looking the part of an on-the- ball sales manag#r her firm's best
interests at heart might help her to act it out.

She felt tired and shivery as she buckled the magdbelt around her
small waist and brushed the long strands of har ek from her
face, securing the dark, shiny mass with tortoiskshps. She had a
sensuous body, graceful, almost lush—which the rdregs went
some way to hide, she felt—and rich, dark hair Whiambled
heavily around her shoulders when released fronpitie and clips
that normally tamed its wildness. Her sexuality wélly feminine,
but understated now. It drew admiring glances warshe went,
but she had learned to ignore it because the effexthad on men
didn't interest her in the least.

After her brief and disastrous relationship withoheDraker, four
years ago, she had learned how to manufacture rtneua she
needed, and she wore it with confidence. And nawdhe had at last
come to terms with her miserable childhood—with t8tee had seen
as her parents' betrayal their lack of love- she eganpletely her own
woman.

Even her tiredness was working for her now, shedeecgrimly. It
would make her irritable during the evening aheaa] she was
assured enough, now, to turn that irritability imaisiveness. The
big man wouldn't have it all his own way, she thaugith acid
satisfaction as the double toot of a car horn enghiet street outside
warned her that her cab had arrived.



* % %

The house which Gerald and Netta Harlie had livedor most of

their nineteen years of married life was on theskiuts of the market
town of Marton Clee, near to the main factory afite block. It was

a solid, comfortable Victorian dwelling that hadcbme a second
home to Fliss. And now, as she mounted the twodostane steps,
the front door opened, spilling mellow golden lighto the blue

twilight.

'Hello, Corky!" Fliss's smile for Gerald's housgketewas warm and
genuine, and she savoured it on her lips becauseuld quite

possibly be the last genuine smile she would be #blgive this

evening. Already she could feel her hackles rigihthe thought of
having to meet the odious big wheel Gerald was tles#oiling right

now with his best malt whisky.

Frustration at not being able to have a quiet motlr her boss before
having to meet the smooth operator who probablyllswad up

firms like Harlie's without even noticing made Ineouth tighten, her
heart pound heavily. She would have liked to be ablfind out if

Gerald was selling out because he was simply toatienally and

mentally exhausted to carry on, or whether he aisdadvisers
genuinely believed that a merger was the only whysexuring

Harlie's future.

Murmuring polite but abstracted responses to Ceskylestions
about her stay in the States, and her admiring camson the tan
Fliss had acquired, she relinquished the white etader she'd worn
over the severe navy dress and walked on spikysheetr the
Immaculate expanse of burgundy Wilton broadloom.

'I'm relieved you're back, and that's the trutlork® was hard on her
heels, keeping up her usual unstoppable flow ofvemation.
Elderly, built like a bolster, Emily Corkerdale h&gen at Grange



House for over a decade. She had been housekedjdetta's father
and, when he had died, Netta had taken her inn8wean the house
like clockwork, and thought she knew all there wa&now about

Harlie Domestic Appliances. Now she stated, 'PoorHdrlie has

been so worried. Not about the merger—that's tret theng that

could happen for us all—but because you were awsgnvt all blew

up. You're as good as one of the family to him, la@dvas afraid you
would think he'd gone behind your back.'

With her hand on the porcelain knob on the gleamimafogany door
to the sitting-room, Fliss paused, her face mustbtdstening as
Corky, with a cheery instruction to 'Go along plqdded away to the
kitchen.

Fliss couldn't be sure a merger was the best thihgd all happened
so quickly. Too quickly? But she would have a bretiea when she
had taken the measure of the man whose deep-tanez she could
just about hear as a slow, drawling counterpoirbéoald's quicker,
lighter tones.

Gritting her even white teeth together, and tiltilgy mouth into a
smile that was tight enough, cold enough, to feahfol, she pushed
open the door and walked in.

The room was warm. A leaping fire supplementecttdrgral heating,
giving life to the subdued tones of moss greensyathite cornices,
russet and grey upholstery. But Fliss was cold.f8has though she
had walked inside an icebox. And there was a bgziirher ears,
cutting out Gerald's warm words of greeting asdse from his chair.

She didn't see him, she didn't hear him. All sheld®ee was the
powerfully drawn, mocking face of Leon Draker, tman who had
been—so briefly and disastrously—her husband. Ahdh& could

hear was that terrifying buzzing sound, like a imnllgiant spiders



rubbing their hands together, gloatingly invitingy to step into some
vast, dark web.



CHAPTER TWO

'FLIss, meet Leon Draker, chairman of Draker Electroriiesn, this
Is Felicity Soames, my sales manager." Gerald'sevairopped
slightly, becoming warmer, deeper. 'Fliss to hemfas.'

'Felicity." Cool, strong fingers reached out fordyegouching them
only briefly, yet leaving an aftermath of fiercenbaearable sensation.
She shuddered, staring at him with dark-eyed shbek, heart
pumping, out of control. She had walked out oflties away from
the travesty of their marriage, hiding herself l&k@vounded animal
because she had been afraid he would follow arelhekrevenge.

But he hadn't followed—hadn't even filed for diverdHe hadn't
cared enough to do either. Four years had passddkach year had
made her feel safer because she was sure he lgattéor her, as she
had almost forgotten him. Until now, when a camsly cruel fate
had engineered this confrontation.

Speechless, almost rigid with shock, she closedefies briefly as
Gerald placed an arm around her shoulders. Alnwstudsively, she
moved closer to him, instinctively seeking his patton, the comfort
of being close to someone who didn't despise hetthiok her
worthless.

But closing her eyes had been a mistake becauss sle lifted
tremulous lids, she found Leon Draker's hard sjeey-eyes on her.
Mocking, unkind, cynical eyes.

Gerald moved away, his mind too caught up in hig eancerns to
pick up the atmosphere. "Your usual, Fliss?' hedsknd mixed her a
dry martini, just the way she liked it. She wondkceazily if Leon
recalled that her untutored tastes had run to ergoge or the
occasional sweet sherry during the time of theirriage.



But at least Leon didn't appear to consider it asasy to tell Gerald
that they were married, and that was a relief, beeder marriage
was something she'd never talked about—not evéretblarlies.

Shock began to recede at last, leaving her shakBmeech
returned—nothing more than slightly inane remarksenv Gerald
drew her into the conversation, but it was a start.

She had moved closer to the fire, because the hayas shivering
with the inner coldness that had gripped her everesshe'd walked
into this room was a dead give-away. But she wagsbeg to get
herself together, and she forced herself to lookimat, to face the
hateful reality of his presence here, because loylfacing it could
she hope to cope with it.

He had changed very little. There were a few trsezfdyrey in the
thick, night-dark hair, the planes of his authdia, fascinatingly
male face were a touch sharper, the incisive chardines a shade
deeper. He was in his mid-thirties now, but theaeyears had only
served to imbue him with a more impregnable urlyarah even
deeper self-assurance that made him totally urlabsai

The old mockery was still in his eyes, but had geaed into a
cynicism she didn't remember from the past, andcttem of his
smile had gone, lost in the straight, hard lin@isfmouth.

By the time Corky came to call them through forrdin Fliss was
back in control—or thought she was. Leon, as slghtfiave known,
had taken this un- looked-for, unwanted confrootain his stride.
Not by a word from that severe, chiselled mouth,lnoa look from
those cold, clever eyes had he betrayed their tsélaveall outward
appearances they might never have laid eyes onaheh before.
His interest in her was vague, coldly polite, afitteel a potentate
from the world of big business when confronted vatimere sales
manager of a failing enterprise. In his eyes she aa&reature of



negligible ability and no importance—if what shejgected was true,
and he was laying the blame for Harlie's poor shgvat her feet.

There was nothing in his attitude to hint that tihey shared eight
short weeks of married life—that they were, in fattll man and
wife.

She had to be grateful for that. It was what sheted wasn't it? So
why the momentary and incomprehensible feelingighig¢p because
of his total disclaimer of their relationship?

Aware now that the two men were waiting for here stood up
quickly, unconsciously smoothing the crisp cottdrmer dress over
her voluptuous hips, the smile she had hurriedlgtgzh on for
Gerald's benefit dying away as she noted the wan'senarrowed
eyes followed the idle movement of her hand.

Shakily, she made herself walk towards them, fixirey eyes on
Gerald. He was looking more animated tonight tHagidsseen him
since Netta's death. In his mid-forties, he wal atgood-looking
man, but beside Leon's superior height and bredol#h lithe, lean
elegance, that indefinable but unmistakable aur@re§ence and
style, Gerald paled into insignificance.

'Felicity...' To her distress, Fliss felt Leon'drpan the small of her
back as he ushered her through to the dining-roeifiectively
leaving the older man to trail behind. Feeling éeate, she bit down
on her soft lower lip, ordering herself not to squiaway from his
touch, not to give him a clue, no matter how sntalthe fact that he
could still affect her in any way at all. The wahnaf his strong,
long-fingered hand burned through thin fabric, tharrier too
insubstantial to be effective, the sensation cce@tat of skin on
heated skin. It made her legs shake, her mouthngdstie wanted to
cry—or scream!



She took her place at the table thankfully, unfoddner napkin and
placing it demurely over her lap. She had to geighin perspective,
she thought, meeting those cold, dark eyes actossable and
dismissing the cool contempt she saw there witleatat shrug.

Leon Draker might not have changed much in theftastyears, but
she had. She was light-years away from the shgcure, incredibly
innocent eighteen- year-old he had married. Antleéfwanted to
pretend they were total strangers, then that wad#ést thing that
could happen. It was fine by her. Like him, thelationship was the
last thing she wanted to acknowledge.

All she had to do was to get through this evenmmdpest she could.
And then another four years could well go by be&ire laid eyes on
her husband again. Even if the merger did go thrping would

hardly bother himself personally with what wouladpably amount
to the least of his many subsidiaries.

As she forced herself to spoon up some of Corkghkcidus
home-made mushroom soup, Fliss watched him fronedtarthick,
secretive lashes. The last time she had seen himdhéeen making
love to Edwina; Edwina of the glittering green eywssl elegant,
casual grace.

Suddenly, her throat closed in a spasm of agony-enyghe'd
believed to be long forgotten—and her spoon cletteagainst the
rim of her bowl. His eyes found hers, alight withumting

amusement—as if he could read her thoughts, asriagony could
still give him some kind of warped satisfaction...

Gerald was saying something—Fliss couldn't maketwutvords for
the roaring of blood in her head— and Leon obvipuskhsn't
listening to what his host was saying because hihoough the older
man's observations, his dark gaze on Fliss.



'‘How do you view the prospect of a merger, FeliXityis lean fingers
idly crumbled a bread roll, and one eyebrow peakea pointedly
derogatory arch.

'I'm reserving judgement, Mr Draker," her voice duitt coldly. The

girl he had married would have coloured to thesaither hair had
she been asked to give an opinion on anything epelesignificance
than the weather. Not that her opinion had evenlseeght, even on
SO0 mundane a topic.

And now, despite the way Gerald's head had risarpghat the ice in
her voice, was as good a time as any to let Drikew just how
much she had changed.

‘That is, until | know exactly what your intentioase,' she added
tartly.

Now that she knew who headed the international loomgrate which

was angling for Harlie's, her suspicious warinead Increased a
thousand-fold. He was a devious devil, as she kioelaer cost, his
motives never clear cut and simple. ,,

'l assure you, they're strictly honourable,' hentered smoothly,
daring her to disagree, although he had to knotvghe, more than
most, was well aware that he wouldn't recognisehanourable
intention if it jumped up and bit him.

'Fliss has been away for four weeks.' Gerald wasipg claret while
Corky carved slices of hot roast beef, and hisgilag smile warned
Fliss to watch her tongue.

But if she'd felt any compunction to temper hedagifor Gerald's
sake, it was forgotten when Leon commented patraylis 'lI'd
forgotten, Gerald. Your dynamic sales manager bas bn extended
leave, as | believe you told me.' Cool eyes appdailiss's hectic
cheeks. 'Had a lovely, lazy time, did you?'



‘Very, thank you." She was'not going to rise, nould she explain
that her American holiday had been the only ledegdstaken in the
past two years. Let him think she spent more timneod her office
than in it: His opinion didn't matter a damn to hewv.

She accepted the plate of meat Corky handed tslemnqg it as one
more hurdle to be passed. The evening wasn't endée®n if it
appeared to be. Another couple of hours should §eeshed. And in
the meantime she could still use the time to gabhatage, ask a few
pertinent questions, and maybe allow Gerald to tee¢ having
anything to do with this hard-eyed, soulless mash tioabe bad news
where everyone connected with Harlie's was conderne

‘And how do you see the merger affecting Harli&'s Draker?' She
lifted her wine-glass and sipped sparingly. Sheladao keep a clear
head. Even now she could see the pinpricks of ameisein his
cynical eyes, the tight line of his mouth, and lshew he would make
a fool of her if he could. His mother had been gmeet at doing that,
at putting her timid young daughter-in-law in h&aqe. He must have
inherited that capacity, because no one could bhattered thatoup
de grace the hatefulness she'd walked in on, the finagcerg
humiliation that had sent her scuttling away tceHike a broken, hurt
animal.

'‘Not adversely, | hope.' It was the pat answer stheoth reply that
told exactly nothing. He was a past master at thaf,and her fingers
shook with barely suppressed rage as she cut antbdef.

‘You only "hope"? Is that good enough?’

Her teeth met with a snap, and Gerald, feeling— famtfrom
understanding—the tension that almost made theaietyang, put
in quickly, 'l think you ought to hear Leon's plafdiss, before you
bite the hand that's going to feed you!" He laugtingaly, trying to
make a joke of it, but Fliss cringed inside becaslse knew that it



was no joke to him, it was deadly serious. He yeldllieved Leon
Draker was some kind of saviour. And he wasn'twde a destroyer.

'Really?' Her throat tightened. She couldn't eatlzar thing.

'Yes, really." Gerald gave her a warm, private spgbnfident that
once she had heard the details she would be agsgmtic as he. He
reapplied himselfto his food; he was a meat anglygnaan, always
had been, even though Netta had done her bestrtaluce him to
lighter, more interesting food.

There's to be a huge injection of capital, foraatsthe told her around
a mouthful of Yorkshire pudding. 'New plant andgkr, more

up-to-date factory premises. A massive advertisiagipaign to be
run in all the quality mags—all the things we kne should have
done but could never afford.’

‘And the quality of the product?’ Fliss shot Leatoldd look. 'Harlie's
has a reputation to maintain. Will we be able tbiexe present
standards if the labour-saving, corner-cutting rodshof those who
require a quick profit are used? Not to mention thalt-in

obsolescence which some manufacturers insist oengure the
customers have to buy again in a couple of yesng? We don't
manufacture for the throw-away market. And what wbthe

workforce, Mr Draker?'

Fliss was beyond caring whether or not she was mgakierald
squirm. It might hurt, but it might also open hyes, make him think
again about the advisability of entrusting Harlfe®ire to this...this
predator!

'Do you intend to cut manpower in order to reaehrdquired level of
profitability?' she asked pithily. It"was a subjetdse to her heart.
During her time at Harlie's she had come to knowstrob her fellow
employees—from the men in middle years who had aabrik the



factory or stores since leaving school to the ysterg just out of
school, grateful to have a job. Gerald employed fiundred people,
bringing a measure of security and prosperity eodimall town. To
have half, or more, of the workforce thrown on $kkeap-heap would
be a blow that would severely depress the area.

'Fliss!" Gerald broke into her heated diatribe,fagel eyes anxious,
but Leon raised a suppressing hand as if to sayavé ber to me, I'll
settle the brat!"

And that small gesture made her mad enough totffargesemblance
of manners. It wasn't enough that he had ruinetifeghe had to ruin
the lives of scores, possibly hundreds, of hardkugrpeople, too.

'‘Well, Mr Draker,' she stressed his name insulyintflay we have
your projections of quality and manpower?’

‘Certainly." His smile was faintly pitying. 'Harlsewill continue to
produce the Rolls-Royce models of the domesticiapgé world. In
fact, | shall expect the quality of design and timtto improve. The
whole of our vast research department will be gn teading,

hopefully, to badly needed innovations. Harlie'sducts are good,
very good, but even the best need updating. Andfoasthe

workforce,' he was beginning to sound bored, 'wall stventually
Increase it, build a more up-to-date factory, aea mousing for the
influx of extra employees. | do hope,' he endedh\&ismooth smile,
'that your mind is more at ease.'

The devil was suave, no doubt about that, Flissght But she didn't
trust him an inch. She had very good reason notH®. had

smooth-talked and charmed her into falling in lexth him, fathoms

deep in love, and had persuaded her to agree ty mar after only a
few delirious weeks of knowing him. She had beltgVes suave
declarations of love, only to find out, when it wastoo late, that he
had never loved her at all—that he had used hetledcruel farce



of a marriage to punish the one woman in the wbddhad ever
loved. Leon Draker was nothing but a heartlessssagdggomaniac!

But Fliss was older now, wiser; wise enough to krvalnen to hold
her tongue. It would be better to talk to Geralch@own, tomorrow.
And in the meantime there was coffee to sit throuagck in the
sitting- room. She got through it somehow, everk {@art in the small
talk, led by Gerald, until, grasping at a lull imetconversation, she
stood up, her smile stiff.

‘May | call a cab, Gerald?' Her deep sapphire eyagly apologised
to him, but her excuse was valid. 'lt's been a ldang'

The travelling had been bad enough, the drive lixack the airport
wearying enough to make anyone crave an early .niyhd that

didn't take into account the trauma of coming flackace with Leon
again, after four long years of trying to eraseralte of him, and of
what he had done to her, from her memory.

She couldn't wait to get back to the privacy of tin small flat, to
end an evening that had been doubly painful. Hgarithe proposed
merger had been bad enough; seeing Leon againdeadiifinitely

worse!

And something of the anguish she'd been tryingasd to hide must
have shown in the depths of her vivid, black-fridgeyes because
Gerald was on his feet at once, his kind, attrad@atures concerned.

'Of course. But you stay right where you are pHbne for you, or --'
He hesitated, already on his way to the door.ulddrive you back
myself." His eyes flickered uncertainly, torn betwehis desire to
look after Fliss, who had become like a daughtdnrtoover the past
few years, and his duty as host to the most impbgaest he'd ever
entertained.



‘A cab will do fine," Fliss assured him gently, emstanding his
hesitation, but the hatefully smooth voice of thannshe'd hoped
never to see again shattered her fragile equihforiu

‘There's no need to call a cab,’ he said, and fdlshier head jerk
round, as if pulled by an invisible string, and hesuth went dry as
she encountered those mocking, slightly narrowess end heard
him add, 'It's time | made a move. I'll drop Feli@ff on my way to
my hotel.’

‘No, thanks.' He'd been speaking to Gerald, bssRnswered, and
the scornfully delivered words popped out before ls&ad had time to
think about them. 'l wouldn't want to put you toyanouble. It's
probably miles out of your way.'

If he was using the only decent hotel in town thefd have to pass
her door, but he wasn't to know that. For all hevkrshe could live
ten miles out of town, in the opposite direction.

'It won't be any trouble, and | insist.' He wa®atty on his feet: tall,
wide shoulders which tapered to a narrow waisthaps, a lean, lithe
body, totally masculine, unconsciously elegant pegectly tailored

dark suit that must have cost a small fortune.dd&éd exactly what
he was: a highly intelligent top-class tycoon, wlenlise, an achiever,
a man with whom no one, but no one, ever arguess kad certainly
never dared to argue with him, and not even hishertthe

acid-tongued, redoubtable Annabel Draker, had gttednto openly
dissent about his choice of bride. She had keptntesin-spirited
ti-rades for Fliss's ears alone, leaving her indoubt that she
believed her beloved and exalted son must havergdffa brainstorm
when he'd proposed marriage to such a plebeianserde nothing!

But he hadn't suffered any such thing, of course.hidd known
precisely what he was doing and why he was doingig motives
had been of the nastiest when he'd asked the eiglytmar-old Fliss



to be his wife. And she, made stupid with her comsg love for
him, hadn't had the wits to question those motives.

Gerald wasn't arguing, either. He simply smiledd aaid, 'That's
good of you, Draker,' but Fliss wasn't eighteerrye# and besotted
any more. Fliss was; giving as good as she got.

'l really would prefer a cab.' She walked to therdder head high.
Feeling the swish of cotton against her legs, sgeetted not having
dressed up. The navy shirtwaister had been an gsepolly in a
summer sale. A mistake. It did nothing for her wgbater. If she had
worn one of her more sophisticated dresses, thevolkl have seen
her, just for this once, as the woman she had beeecoolly
controlled, elegant—and not as an older versionthef gauche
creature she had been when he had married her.

She was already lifting the receiver of the phonethe hall,
determined to call her own cab, when Ggcald's lcboxkd over hers.
Annoyed, she turned quickly, then bit down on aneowof her lower
lip when she saw his anxious eyes.

'l know you've got to be exhausted, Fliss, andaintd myself for
Insisting you join us this evening. But try to beagous, for my
sake?' His hand tightened eloquently on hers, #edréceiver
dropped back on its rest with a tiny clatter. "him@n only offered to
drop you off. He's not going to eat you. | don'tmivanyone or
anything to rock this deal. If the merger doesa'spead, Harlie's is
finished.'

She felt like a louse. She knew how her uncharatizibehaviour
must be upsetting him, and she dropped her eyeslotig lashes
fanning her cheeks. She moved instinctively cldeehim because
she was sorry, he deserved better from her. Anldl @&érald she felt
safe, even though she knew neither of them cowdd lereathe easily
with Leon Draker around.



'l am sorry,' she murmured huskily, and, just fon@ment, he held
her close, his gesture affectionate, like a fatioenforting a troubled
child. His voice dropped to a whisper.

'‘Don't antagonise him, Fliss. We need him.’

Like a hole in the head, she thought drily, thenged as she heard
the hated voice, almost purring, yet deadly.

'Ready, Felicity?'

'l suppose so.' And that was as gracious as sh@ovag to get. She
offered Gerald a weak smile and drew away from dbmnforting
protection of his arms, moving over to the hall lmo@rd where she
knew Corky had hung her blazer.

'I'll bring the car round.' Leon turned to Gerdl, eyes narrowing as
he held out his hand, his mouth compressed inter hime that Fliss
was at a loss to understand. 'lt's been a rewasdieging, Harlie. I'll
be in touch.' His mouth had a twist Fliss didikeJiand she knew he
hadn't been referring to any business talk theyhtrhgve had.

Expressionlessly, she watched him walk out of tberdremote,
powerful, coldly assured in his persona of the hefaath international
conglomerate whose subsidiary companies were wadd; whose
wealth was incalculable.

Gerald helped her into her blazer, settling it bher shoulders like a
child dressing a doll. When he had been talkind.¢on he had

looked like a fawning dog, she thought with distaghough she
couldn't blame him for being overly impressed g/ ttan who could
make others feel twitchy just by fixing them withose coldly

authoritative eyes.

'‘Now, you won't bite his head off, will you?' heeptied, following
heavily behind her as she made for the door. Shiel @ready hear



the impatient growl of a car engine on the drivesmle, and for some
reason the sound made her feel terrified—more mstyo
apprehensive than she had felt all evening.

‘The journey won't take more than five minutes,taBe said, his

voice strained as he strove for jocularity andhwitte door open, she
stood on the top step and looked back at him. §de2on again had
been a shock of the worst possible kind, and emenseconds alone
with him was more than she felt she could take. Waager made

her voice crisp.

'l don't think he'll pull out of a merger just besa a mere sales
manager—and a failed one at that—was a littletleess grovelly, do
you?'

She would have gone then, because the sleek bladchHe was
already waiting, but Gerald snatched at her hand.

'Fliss, cool it. I'll talk to you tomorrow. Just o say anything to
annoy the guy. For my sake—if not for the firm's.’

Reluctantly, her eyes softened. Gerald and Netleahaays been so
good to her, and now that his much-loved wife waadj and his
company sliding down into insolvency, she couldw't round and
poke him in the eye. She wasn't that kind of a.heel

She wished she could have told him exactly whydsbeén less than
polite to his guest, but it was a subject she td@rén want to think of
herself, much less discuss with someone else—earaaane as dear
to her as Gerald. Thoughts of her brief and traummaarried life with
Leon Draker were something she never permitteddéndner
head—although they did sometimes give her nightsaa®de had
never told anyone she was married, and now, witinleaiting, was
hardly the time to spring the news on Gerald.



'l won't say a word out of turn," she promised aubusly, then,
clutching her blazer lapels together like armobe walked quickly
to the growling Porsche, her heart pounding. Whaaténs reasons
for keeping quiet about their relationship in fraft Gerald, they
would be no longer valid when she was alone with im the dark
interior of the car. The prospect of spending tiah@ne with him
made her feel ill.

Fliss got into the car, her legs shaking. She &sltif she were
climbing into a tumbrel. But she gave herself aolus mental shake,
compressing her soft mouth. He was still her hugpbuat there was
nothing he could do to her now, no way he coulcheher. He

couldn't hurt her ever again. She was a differenéqn.

‘A touching farewell!" The bitingly acid comment svéike a steel
needle stabbing into her brain, and she suckeeénibieath, gasping
for air because his closeness in these confinesclaastrophobic.
‘Can't keep his hands off you, can he?'

Fliss said nothing, her teeth clamped together. @te't have to
justify her relationship with Gerald to him. Hefieli and what she did
with it, was her concern. He didn't own her—not amyre. He had
forfeited his rights when he had taken Edwina told&d.

But he ignored her silence, his voice slightly patsing as he
remarked, "You changed your name. | prefer Feliontgtker to Fliss
Soames.

'Really?' She couldn't care less what he prefe8had.loathed him.

He had always called her Felicity, and she'd change Fliss as
soon as she'd been capable of thinking cohereftdy she'd walked
out on him. It suited the image she had made Healgady to in those
days— the image of the new self she had so degheratinted to
create. The name Felicity had always seemed sorégeswbiddable,



and Soames was her maiden name so she'd revetieat foecause
she hadn't wanted anything to remind her of hemiage. But he
wouldn't remember her maiden name; she doubtesl ieimembered
anything at all about her. She had been that umtapbto him.

They were pulling out on to the main road that tedhe centre of
Marton Clee, and she would give him directionghi® dpposite side
of town from wherg she lived. She was bone-weary, but she wou
rather walk miles than have him know where shedllive

'If you insist on driving me home,' she said sfiffthen turn left at the
next crossroads and --'

'l know where you live." He sounded amused, akeifenjoyed

catching her out in a lie, and she jerked her hheadd and stared
furiously out into the streetlight-spattered dadsieéShe might have
known!

‘Gerald told you," she stated at last, her lower protruding
mutinously, her skin crawling as she heard histjiglumourless
chuckle.

'l didn't need to pry the information out of hin‘vd made it my
business to know exactly what you were doing, wiyerewere, for
four years.'

She absorbed this information in sick silence. @tr't doubt he was
speaking the truth. He knew how to get what he a@nthe always
had done—and she should have taken that into atcoun

She moved uncomfortably in her seat as he drewt traféic-lights,
tapping the steering-wheel with the pads of higdits as he waited
for green to show. This journey already seemeddhgest she had
ever taken. Her nerves were on edge, janglingerably. She could
have passed the time by asking why he'd kept tabs wife he'd
never wanted, but she didn't want the added coofagieech.



He certainly hadn't been kept informed of her mosets because he
was interested, or concerned. Interest and com@@n't had any part
in their relationship—not on his side. She couldrétieve those
gualities had suddenly manifested themselves afteld left him.
And he hadn't wanted a divorce, or he would haartedd proceedings
years ago.

So Edwina must be unavailable. She must have rdasoeeone
else—or died. That thought made her shudder. Aaogtd the way
Edwina had told it, she and Leon had shared a tloaewent back
years, that would survive even beyond death.

'‘Cold?' The enquiry set her teeth on edge. Whahdidare? And she
lifted her shoulders in a careless shrug, not botheto answer,
certainly not willing to tell him of the dark tholbgthat had caused
her to shudder so violently.

He drew up in front of the house where she livedtjrg the engine,
and she sat staring blindly into the darkness, ppnarank from
tiredness and the events of the evening, untp#ssing headlights of
a car made her blink, bringing her back to realitye nightmare was
over at last.

The dreadful evening was at an end. He had detivieee home and
their short, unpleasant reunion was over. Scrappbbhe unclipped
her seat-belt, opened the door and almost felbaub the street in
her flurry to get away.

Running blindly around the front of the car, shepgl with distress
when she realised he'd reached the front door &édfer. Standing,
feeling stupid and inept, she stared at the datk bt his body
outlined against the ghostly white paintwork. Hé&draut a hand, his
voice goading her.

'‘Give me your key.'



'‘Get lost!" She was not his property to be ordaredind, told what to
do. Not any more. And her voice was frigid; the eontempt would
have frozen off any other man. But not this one.

'Felicity/ he sounded bored, 'I'm coming in. We dhée talk. Either
you accept that, or | make one hell of a scend hghe on the street.
It's your choice.’

If the devil himself had issued an ultimatum, iutn't have been
worse. She could already see the curtains at thendrfloor flat

window twitching, revealing a sliver of light. MidRargeter lived
alone with her cat, and she enjoyed nothing b#tter to gossip with
the neighbours. A good piece of news guaranteedritey through a
dozen front doors, with coffee and biscuits thrawnf she got her
timing right. It was a way of easing her loneliness

Fliss liked to keep a low profile, and what MissvBuld gleefully
relay to all and sundry if Leon carried out hissthirto create a scene
on the doorstep didn't bear contemplating. It nfagtebrain ache just
thinking about it.

So she moved stiffly along the short garden patbady fumbling in
her bag for the door key. Having Leon invade thegay of her home
wasn't appealing, but it couldn't be helped. Ak $iad to do was to
remember that he couldn't hurt her any more. SHestopped loving
him four years ago.

And he assuredly wouldn't claim his conjugal riglgke thought
cynically. The marriage had been less than a wégkvben he'd
made it plain he didn't want her in his bed. She ibeen too young,
too naive and inexperienced to satisfy him. Shelmadvn that, or at
least feared the possibility of it, before the nzge, and the
confirmation of her fears had torn her apart, kglthe small amount
of self-confidence she did have at that time.



Perhaps they did need to talk, she thought tiraglghe watched him
pick his way around the suitcases she'd abandoadidre making
with uncanny instinct for her sitting-room.

She had lived here for just over three years. Wdherd first gone to
work for Harlie's, as secretary to the then salesager, she had
roomed in a dismal bedsit. When she'd met Nettaiafirst company
Christmas party, they had taken an immediate asithitive liking
to each other. Netta had been a comfortable, mygttzely, and had
taken the shy, defensive Fliss under her wingdt Ib@en Netta who
had persuaded her to find better accommodation, thag had
flat-hunted together. Though, over lunch in towre &aturday, after
a particularly abortive session, Netta had saide 'been thinking
Fliss. Gerald and | are both very fond of you—intfde's told me
he's never had such a promising new employee, @sdvary proud
of the way you take all those evening businesssasurBut | can't
help worrying—if I'd been lucky enough to have aglater, I'd have
been worried sick if she worked the hours you ddew | ask
myself, do you take time to make yourself a prapeal? No, don't
answer that!" She'd smiled at Fliss's wry exprassladon't think |
could bear to hear it! But, seriously, why don'iyapme to Gerald
and me? Grange House is too big for us, you'dfilkip and, before
you say anything, I've talked it over with Gerafdidne's all for it. He
already sees you as his new sales manager whesrdeattretires,
and, more than that, he's beginning to look on geua kind of
daughter—as | have for months now.'

It had been a kind offer, and one that had beeeateg at intervals,
but although Fliss had grown deeply fond of hersbasd his wife,
and had spent many a happy evening in their compsaay one of
Qorky's excellent meals, she had preferred herpexigence, her
own space.

Now, seeing Leon in her sitting-room, casting nalatodisdainful
eyes over her carefully chosen bits and pieces ksbk& that her



space had been defiled. It had always been hegegher private
world, the first place she had been able to cadlad home. It would
never feel the same again.

‘Nice." His voice was dry, damning with faint peaidHe probably
thought the place was appalling. Feathergay wawmall snansion,
and he'd been brought up like a prince, surrouigefthe antiques,
superb paintings. And the view from the mullionedndows
embraced delightful formal gardens, rolling parklaand gentle
Somerset countryside, not a narrow, small towrestre

‘We'll have coffee, shall we?' He had already dwveitton the electric
fire and was standing in front of it as if he haghts. It annoyed her
intensely.

‘Just say what you have to say, and go.' She woulilre him
anything, not even coffee. Four years ago he Haahtaverything she
had—nher happiness, her self-respect, her innoc&teehad nothing
left for any man, let alone him.

He shrugged slightly, his powerful shoulders Idtirminimally
beneath the smooth, expensive suiting, his augteeridsome face
devoid of expression,

'‘As you like. | had hoped we might make this megtnlittle more
relaxed. But have it your way.' Slowly, his eyes#ted over her,
assessing eyes that betrayed not a flicker of warBtit her skin
burned where those dark eyes touched. Her bodyflase beneath
the prim navy dress and severely styled blazer.

'What do you want?' Her mouth was dry. 'A divorc&® began to
shiver, although she wasn't cold. He had forgdtemfor four years,
but had been unexpectedly thrown into her companight, and that
had reminded him that he had a wife—a wife he lea@nwanted. So
he had now decided to use the law to be finallyofidher, to tidy



things up, and it would be the best thing for botithem. 'lI've no
objections, and | won't ask for alimony—if that'sat has been
holding you back. | wouldn't touch a penny of youfrd were
starving,' she stated icily, maintaining total cohteven though he
was 'still touching her with his eyes, his glanegessing her lips,
breasts, thighs, making comparisons, maybe, betweeropulent
curves—his mother had called her figure ‘common'd-dhe
elegantly sophisticated, thoroughbred lines otype of women who
would populate his life. Women like Edwina.

'‘Not a divorce.' He had moved away from the fird gicked up a
white porcelain cat. She'd bought it from a cartlsade, and it was
decorated with tiny blue flowers and was probatlayyeVictorian.
She would never feel the same about it again, owtime had held it
between his hands.

'What, then?' she snapped at the back of his sindatk head. She
hadn't moved further into the room, and she wot#dnbt while he

was here. 'Well?' she prompted acidly, wanting duth The sooner
he said what was on his mind, the sooner he wauldd if it wasn't

divorce, then she couldn't imagine what he couldtw@discuss with
her.

'l want our marriage resumed,' he told her levelyth no more
emotion than if he'd been asking for a packet af deer a shop
counter.

Fliss gasped, her stomach contracting sickening@nd her voice
was rough as she grated, 'Are you mad?'

'‘No, | don't think so.' He was looking at her nastill holding the

porcelain cat, his face blank. Crazily, she wistiecat would come
to life, bite him—anything to shake him out of teiortless control,
this icy indifference.



Struggling against hysteria, she narrowed her Slaswas no longer
a silly, love-struck girl; she was an intelligenbman. He had used
her before, and for some reason—he always hadngasoe wanted
to use her again.

'‘Over my dead body,’ she said tersely, equalling balm
indifference, but experiencing a sickening sensaitnside when he
countered,

‘Over Gerald's bankruptcy, too? The closure offélceory? The loss
of around five hundred jobs?' He had replaced tharoent on the
table and was walking towards her, and she wasttomed to move.
He was close now, too close, and her wide sapphyes tilted,
riveted to those austere features, seeing thesfleicgure silver in the
cool, dark grey depths of his eyes, seeing the mgdkvist of the
hard, wide mouth. 'Think about it, Felicity, becaubat's what it
comes down to. You agree to resume our marriaggheomerger's
off. And if that happens, Harlie's, Gerald, the kforce, you—can all
rot.’

'You can't mean that!" She had stood her groundugir this
nightmare, not moving from her stance near the ,doar her mind
was whirling in a maelstrom of bitter disgust, arav she felt near
collapse.

‘Utterly.' He touched her, moving her gently ouhaf way, and she
almost disintegrated beneath the welter of unwe&gensation his
hands sparked through her cringing flesh.

But his hand was on the door now, and he turnedsimile cool,
terrifying.

'l've given you my ultimatum, and now I'm givingyydbme to think it
over. I'll pick you up here tomorrow evening—sewniWe'll have
dinner, and you can tell me what you've decided.'shhiled thinly,



the coldness of his eyes underlining his partingdsp'And don't
make the mistake of thinking I'm not serious. hever been more
serious in my life.'



CHAPTER THREE

FLIss leapt out of her geriatric Mini and bounded up #teps,

pressing her finger hard on the brass doorbell.ialda't slept, and it
showed, but she'd done her best with heavier tbamad make-up,
and had chosen a blouse in a jaunty shade of yetilowear with the

newest of the sleek grey suits she favoured focefiiear.

But tendrils of glossy dark hair were already estgadrom her
chignon, normal severity being impaired by fingdrat had refused
to stop shaking.

The hall clock was striking eight as Corky opertezldoor, not in the
least surprised by this early visitation, becaugshad often joined
Netta and Gerald for breakfast if there had beesiness matters to
discuss informally and, latterly, to give Geraldpgart and the
feeling that he was not alone in the bleak monitinsesNetta's death.

'‘Eggs?' Corky lifted an enquiring eyebrow. 'Or lukkbdo you a
Kipper in next to no time.'

‘Just coffee, thanks.' Fliss didn't think she waeNer eat again, and
this morning it was she who was looking for comfdfrGerald told
her that Leon Draker was the answer to a prayht ngw, but they'd
manage without him if they had to, then she, Figsuld be one
mightily relieved lady and could tell her husbaadyb and jump in a
lake.

She scurried to the small breakfast-room at theoétite passage, her
high heels clicking on the parquet;she was as @dgy cat. Gerald
looked up from his kipper, and Fliss winced, beeahss morning he

looked his age.

Last night, when she'd arrived for dinner, he'dkémb like a man
who'd had a load lifted from his mind. But by tived¢ she'd left he'd



looked nearly desperate. She hated to think thab&akaviour had
been responsible for the change. She owed him sb.mu

'I'm glad you came.' His smile was tired as shgosll into the chair
opposite his. 'l was going to phone you befordt Ifte the office.’

She nodded tersely. This was no time for caginessv important is
this merger to Harlie's?"

'It's vital." He glanced across the room, frownagyCorky came in

with an extra cup and a fresh pot of coffee, arsdgnunt of thanks

was dismissive, making Corky sniff as she ploddatiagain, her

nose in the air. 'l won't be fit to live with untiie deal's gone through,’
he said wryly. "You've no idea what it's been ltkese past few

weeks—the rumours, the fall in share prices...'

Sales had been dropping off for months, Fliss krikat—who
better? Again she wished she'd emphasised theddljures to her
boss, told him of her concern, instead of glostivegn over, afraid to
add more to the burden he already carried. Histylbd cope with
day-to-day problems had been severely curtailezkdietta's death.

'If a merger of some sort is really necessary, diwtlwe look

elsewhere?' She wasn't a member of the board uglthshe had had
hopes in that direction. At the moment she was Ipdie sales
manager— and not a very good one, it seemed, shglthwryly.

Gerald had always listened to what she had Jo \&ayed her
opinions. But not now, though.

'‘Out of the question. There are few consortiumgdanough to give
us the boost we need, and none who would offer Dhalter's put on
the table.'! He buttered a slice of toast, his mditmg in an

enquiring smile that did nothing to erase the wdrom his eyes.
'‘What have you got against the man, Fliss? It'diketyou to take an
immediate dislike to someone, and even less liketgdet it show.



Oh, | realise you must have been bushed out of yond last night,
and | wouldn't have asked you to join us, but Draksisted. You
were the only member of the managerial staff henthawket.'

Fliss grappled with the implications of that as stede drinking her
coffee her excuse for a few moments' silence. GWwn admission
Leon had kept tabs on her, had known exactly weheewas and
what she was doing, therefore he would have knosvrpbsition in

the company, and their meeting last night wouldehewme as no
shock to him. He had insisted on her joining themdinner. So his
diabolical plan to insist on her agreeing to restime& marriage must
have been festering in his mind for some time. #swar more
frightening than if it had been a spur-of-the-mot@gecision. And

had he somehow engineered Harlie's into their pteseenviable
position? She could hardly believe that. He wasabbgpof such a
devious move, but why would he waste so much tinte effort on

placing her in a position of weakness? He had neaeted her—she
had been simply a means to an end and she hadi$evpurpose. It
didn't make sense.

She replaced her cup on its saucer, avoiding Gerjyes. She could
hardly answer his question by saying, '1 detestiiecause he once
broke my heart, because he married me out of dpifgay someone
back, and he didn't give a damn about my feeliAgs. the only way
this merger's going to go ahead is if | agree soimee the marriage |
walked out on four years ago.'

She couldn't say that, because she had neverngttha about her
ill-fated marriage—not even Netta, who had becdmeeiearest thing
to a mother she had ever had. She had alwaysofelaghamed to
speak of it—ashamed of the incredibly gullible, devstarved,
insecure creature she had been at eighteen. Sigednvhenever she
thought about that younger self.



So she said, 'l don't like his type. He's the sdrib manipulates
people, uses them." And that was the truth, althdBgrald would
probably think she'd gone off her head. 'Has Drél#ectronics been
buying heavily into Harlie's stock recently?' Heroe was acid as the
thought occurred, and her eyes narrowed at Gestidg).

‘Fairly heavily.'

‘And selling?' She knew she was right, it was argattion to what
she knew about Leon's predatory instincts, to tbevog fear that his
reason for wanting her to take her place as hig wjain was
somehow important enough for him to have manipdiatieis
situation.

'Recently, and heavily?' she persisted. 'Ensuringck of market
confidence, a sharp drop in the price of sharesthdt's not
manipulation, | don't know what is." She stood gady to go, to
leave him with something to ponder over, but Gevedg at her side
almost immediately,

'Fliss—are you annoyed because all this went througle you were
away?'

'l have no right to be,' she said stiffly, buttaniher jacket with
impatient fingers. If he thought that, then she haal real
objections—at least he wouldn't be able to guesgrthh.

'l thought you'd be happy to know that Harlie's bhakiture." His
moist, miserable eyes defeated her, and she maragyade.

'Of course I'm glad. You must know that.’

Gerald didn't have anything to fear—as far as renkmerging with
Draker could only be good news. He must think hespailed,
illogical brat, snapping at the hand that had hetlper along the
rough path through the business world.



'As long as you're satisfied,' she added therelialsright, knowing
her own future would be ruined if the merger wergo ahead, yet
unable to tell him so. And her reply pleased Geraltio was
collecting his briefcase.

'‘More than satisfied. Draker might have done soraripulating, but
that's the way a lot of these big guys work. Old, Binss, drop by my
office later, and I'll let you have the relevaredi on the Draker
proposition.’

The files didn't make good reading—not to Fliss.Wwmnder Gerald
and the rest of the board looked on Leon Drakarkasght in shining
armour. Harlie's future couldn't have been paimealrosier wash.

But Fliss was still fighting; her whole future waisstake. If she could
somehow prove to Gerald that they could work tbain way out of
this mess, then there might be a slim chance bettkrough Gerald,
could persuade the rest of the board to forgebttémger.

She worked non-stop through the morning, missidureh-break,
phoning their retail outlets, checking throughdijland when Penny,
the secretary she shared with Tim Ormond, broughtmug of tea
at three-thirty, Fliss wiped a strand of hair froar forehead with the
back of her hand and groaned.

‘Thanks, love. I'm parched.’

Penny said, 'No wonder, scrabbling through that &he wrinkled
her nose at the scattered files. 'Drink your tea;—astd have you
heard about the merger? We're all over the moonthat
prospect—and I'm over the moon about their big diepn Draker!
You should just see him, Fliss. Dishy just isn#& thord! I'd do a
personal merger with him any day of the week. | \weeak at the
knees just looking at him.'



'He came here?' Fliss lifted her nose from her mhgy, eyes
sharpening.

'‘Sure. Had a long interview with Tim, went througlhthe files. It's

nice that the big guy takes such a personal intetdles't you think?'
She touched one of the files on the floor withttieeof a spiky-heeled
scarlet shoe. 'Want me to put these away?'

'‘What?' Fliss's sable brows met in a frown. 'No-s, yenean. | can't
seem to find the Martin and Bride file. Has Tim gat

'l think so." Penny perched on the end of the desiktight skirt riding
up towards her thighs. 'I'll check, shall I?'

Fliss nodded. 'Thanks. And ask him to get himsmihd here, | want
to see him.'

'Still out, sorry." Penny shook her head, her rogmk mouth
twitching because Tim Ormond was a charmer, atblkeizy charmer.
‘Another long, boozy lunch with a customer.’

Sapphire eyes hardened as Fliss decided to do simgetbout that.
Before Tim had taken the manufactured market rebeost Fliss
had occasionally entertained customers. But hegresgodockets had
looked like peanuts compared with Tim's, and theaen't been
nearly so many of them.

She had been happy enough at first to leave thegtaiming to Tim.

She could deal with people, but preferred not teeita—a remnant
of her early insecurity, she supposed. But sheNeded Tim several
times about his overspending, to no avail. Thigtghe was going to
have to be firmer. The trouble was, Gerald hadtetethe position
when, shortly after Netta's death, an old schamiftihad turned up
out of the blue, asking if Harlie's could offer l#en a job. And
Gerald, needing friends at that time and believivag Fliss had too



great a workload, had gone against Fliss's ad8ice hadn't needed a
research assistant, and Harlie's couldn't affamd now.

‘Anyway,"' Penny was on her way to the door wherretrembered to
ask, 'how was the holiday? | bet your family waedgio see you after
all this time.'

It had become common knowledge that Fliss's fahaly gone out to
America several years ago. Fliss had been sevewtieem her father
had left the police force and had been offered @urgg job in
California. What no one did know was that Flissha first year of a
secretarial course, had opted to stay behind bedhasnvitation to
go along had been less than half-hearted. Her yasulkch as it was,
had never wanted her. And one thing her holidathen States had
done was to prove, finally and completely, thas$was her own
woman, could stand on her own feet, and didn't r@esone.

Her father and stepmother were happy, and she Vealsaf that.
Their children were part of a close family circl@ieh didn't include
her and never had. She could face that now. SHd oecognise that
it wasn't her fault, and it didn't hurt, not anyneoAnd she should be
celebrating the demise of the last of her juvehdag-ups, but right
now she was in no mood to celebrate anything—nah Weon's
ultimatum hanging over her head.

'It's an indifferent menu, but | can recommendieef Chianti.' Leon
passed her the leather-bound menu, and Fliss skdminevith
resentful eyes.

"'l have the sole,' she said, out of sheer pariyerHave you been
staying here long?' The Crown was the only decetdltin Marton
Clee, and the locals used the almost-sophisticasi@durant when



they felt like living it up. But to Leon Drakerwould be lacking in
style, small-town, and he wasn't a smalltown man.

‘A few days. | return to London tomorrow.'

He might just as well have said he'd be returnoeg-civilisation, she
thought, her mouth tightening. Marton Clee mighali®t behind the
times, its inhabitants small fry, but it was a gqbace to live.

She glanced across the table at him with hardhbeges. He was
dressed immaculately, of course, in a perfectlpitad silver-grey
lounge suit, his tie a subtle blend of greys angeblagainst the
whiteness of his cambric shirt. He was the mostpmdhimg man in
the room—that was an inescapable fact. He hadpcesend looks, a
superb physique, and that indefinable something tlat marked
him out as a man of breeding. But she had nevedtain as much as
she hated him now. She hated him more now thahath&hen she'd
walked in and found Edwina in his bed.

He had broken her heart then, reduced her to roptidot she had
been nothing much when he'd married her, an insettd, so she
hadn't had far to go before she'd reached roclofmotAnd from
rock-bottom she'd clawed her way up. Her insectikllzood, her
awful marriage, had made her highly motivated, mheiteed to prove
herself, because if she hadn't done that she Wwawld been a nothing
for the rest of her life.

And she had proved herself when Gerald had givenheechance,
believed in her, and now Draker was knocking heaskb@own to
basics and this time there was further to fall.

Because, if he still insisted, she had no otheaopbut to resume
their marriage. One look at the Martin and Bride fiad told her that.
The chain of exclusive stores had represented thagest retail
outlet, but three weeks ago they had declinedrteweheir contract,



and without that contract Harlie's had no chanqaudiing through on
their own—not the way things were at the moment.

A quick phone call to the head buyer at Martin &rtle's had
confirmed her worst suspicions: Tim Ormond had gdderms and
delivery dates and quantities that had put Harpetxducts in the
'nonviable' drawer. Had Leon put the younger matoiipseeing the
loss of that contract as the final nail in Harliexéfin?

Fliss sipped from the glass of white wine she'ceddbr, agitatedly
aware of Leon's smoky eyes. He was tricky, vergkyri because
tonight his eyes held an echo of the humour thdtatacted her so
in the first place. Four years ago she had beli¢vatlook indicated
warmth. Now she knew better. There was no warmthimm; the
humour was mockery.

'‘We're not here to discuss my hotel accommodateficity.' The
lights in his eyes were brighter now, the quirkhisf mouth bordering
on a smile. Fliss shook off the untenable sensatfantimacy, of a
softness in him that was almost gentleness. It m@asuch thing,
merely a trick of the light, the guttering, flutitey light from the
candle on the table between them.

She moved the candle slightly to one side so timatsuld see him as
he really was, and not in a romantic, hazy glowt tBat didn't help,
because shadowed eyes say nothing.

‘You've reached a decision?' His tone was markadiyd as a waiter
came forward with their orders, and Fliss noddegltly, not trusting
herself to speak. He remarked, 'You don't lookieased about it—
whatever it is,’'

Should | be?" A flash of temper made her face fighit, the skin
tautly stretched over her bones. 'You barge batk nny life, hurl
threats around --'



‘Threats?' He shook his head and began to cuhistoeef. 'Hardly. |
merely pointed out the advantages of the propossrden.’

'So you did. You also said the merger was contihgemy agreeing
to go back to you.' She scraped at the fish witifdrk, admiring the

steadiness of her hand with the part of her btaahwas still capable
of rational thought. Keeping cool was difficult.difie allowed herself
to think of her past with him, or of their futurehe would go to
pieces. The only thing to do was to focus her nandhe here and
now, on this precise moment of time when she wisisgiopposite

this man—the man who had been the target of alaferayes since
they'd entered the restaurant.

Fliss smiled without humour. Every other womanha toom might
be envying the curvaceous, raven- haired woman wae being
wined and dined by the most attractive, charismatade ever to
breathe Marton Clee air. But how little they kneswhunenviable her
situation actually was!

‘Eat your fish," he commanded distantly, and Hitased down at the
mess she'd made of the food on her plate, theredusimpatiently
aside. How could she swallow a thing when the wtrdswould ruin
the whole of her life were about to be forced frioen?

When she flicked a glance across the table hisests frightened her,
set her heart pounding as if it might break free&ef breast. There
was a menace about the frozen immobility of hisuless that made
the future seem suddenly terrifying.

‘There are around five hundred jobs on the linee hEelicity," he
reminded her, his voice like silky steel. 'Not temtion plans for a
large injection of much needed capital—not onlyfuad the new
premises and plant, but research and developnoentPtus,' he put
his cutlery down on his plate, 'the probable cosatf up to two
hundred new jobs. Are you willing to sacrifice #lhat?' His mouth



twisted down in a bitter line. 'Am | such repulsivesband material?
There was a time when you didn't think so.’

She flushed, annoyed with herself for the reveadiagn of colour she
could feel burning her face. Even now she coultrstinember how
much in love she'd been, recall how the lightesthoof that sculpted
male mouth against her quivering lips had been giméo set her on
fire for him.

'l can't sacrifice Harlie's—and you know it." Siekéd her tongue

over her lips. 'lt's just—just..." Her voice thickesl and faltered. She
was losing control because, damn him, he was mdiendeel like a

gauche teenager again, unsure of herself, of harveavth, her own

identity. And these were the things she was garttaive to sacrifice
if Harlie's were to remain in business.

‘What are you trying to say, Felicity?'

'‘Don't tell me you can't imagine!" she ground aaltdwly, snatching
her empty wine-glass away from the bottle he halcower the table.
Any more to drink and her inhibitions would fly oot the window,
and she'd be telling him, loudly exactly what gta&ught of him!

'l just don't go a bundle on what I'm being asle@dy to keep the
merger on the cards!" she hissed, just loud endoughim to hear,

because she'd collected herself again, grabbeddidiér slipping

poise with both hands.

'‘Pay?' There was a look of severe distaste abewsaerely moulded
mouth. It was a look he had mastered well, she mdveeed with a
shudder, recalling the time when he'd found hertears of

humiliation and, in answer to his softly concernguaery, she'd
begged him to take her away from Feathergay, axplgibetween

sobs how his mother deliberately tried to makefbel a worthless
wimp. That look of distaste had been in evidenen tmeplacing the



manufactured concern as he'd told her, 'It's timemade an effort to
grow up, to assert yourself, and accept your moshere as my wife.'

But it didn't do to remember anything about those fweeks of
married life, because once she started she probahlidn't be able
to forget again. First time round had been difi@iough. And part
of her long battle with herself had been to bamsmories of the
way that mouth, now so hard and evincing such stistahad felt
against hers.

‘As | recall, you weren't asked fmay anything." His cool voice
emphasised the inadvisedly chosen word. 'Merelyesume your
duties as my wife. We are still married, Felicity.'

‘That doesn't mean to say | like the situation! ke moved in a
mockery of a smile as the waiter appeared to rertiwie plates.

Offered the dessert menu, Leon declined with ahsligxpressive
movement of his dark head. 'My wife isn't hungrfy kfraid. But
we'll both have coffee.’

His reference to her as his wife brought agonisdour to her face. It
brought reality too close to home. And, ignoring descomfort, he
took up her comment. 'If you wanted to change thetson, you
could have gone for a divorce long ago. Why digatt?'

'‘Because putting it in motion would have necesgagininded me of
you,' she bit out, 'and that | didn't want!'Her danvere remarkably
steady as she poured from the plated silver pottc just appeared.
She had given him the answer she had always gmeseli whenever
her mind had been unguarded enough to allow thsughther
marriage to enter her head.

‘And why didn'tyou divorceme?'She was attacking now. 'lt was ¢
farce of a marriage, and you know it. And what'seno the point,’



she stirred her coffee vigorously, even thoughusdesl neither sugar
nor cream, 'why force me to resume that farce”ideif us wants it.'

'So you do agree to come back to me?' He shifightisi in his seat,
leaning forward across the table and searchingtbay features with
eyes that didn't miss a trick.

‘You've got me over a barrel.' Fliss hunched owneilsler, her face set
and furious, and he grinned suddenly, wolfishlykimg her shake.

'‘Hardly the most flattering of responses, but ndtena He turned,
beckoning for the bill. 'l have to be on the rogdskx in the morning,
so I'll run you home now.' He scrawled his bold;igiee signature on
the slip of paper, recapped his pen and slid @ art inner pocket.
‘Just one more thing..A cynical smile deepenedgtto®ves at the
sides of his mouth, but the steely eyes were ¢étii walked out on
me after-eight weeks of marriage, no reason givem—valid
reason—and now you're about to walk back intornar@ed, | needed
to use pressure, but did you decide to resume wdaly duties for
Gerald's sake, or fof "Auld Lang Syne"?'

‘You've got to be joking!" Sudden rage overwhelred. Having
forced her to agree to return to him, he was acting
character—offloading her, packing her off home witheven the
most facile attempt to explain the reasons behiadlésire to have
her live as his wife again. Not even a spuriousaefpr the past, or
the hope that second time around might be bettat.® was calmly
suggesting that she might have agreed to his ultimdoecause she
was secretly yearning to take up where they'dd#ftDid he think
she was mad—an unhinged masochist?

‘Then it has to be for Gerald's sake. | was quoget He was on his
feet now, waiting for her, jingling his car keys patiently. He
couldn't wait to be rid of her, and he still hadXplained his reasons
for using her this time round—for that was whatwes doing.



'You and Gerald Harlie are very close; you havenddeeyears. You
even had breakfast with him this morning. You nheste found my
presence at dinner last night most inhibiting. Eaigig enough after
a month's absence to send you over there as sgon‘'dfumbled out
of bed?'

"You put your spies on me!' she fizzed, hating hatjng the feeling
that hired eyes were on her continually—at his beh&ou're
disgusting!

They were outside now, their feet crunching on dhevel as they
walked towards where his car was parked at theofeae hotel. And
she heard his low laughter in the moon-silveredkmkss and
shuddered, hurrying on; then the heel of one ofthgh, strappy
sandals twisted beneath her, throwing her off lzaan

Briefly, she swayed towards him and he caught $ieadying her
against the length of his superb, hard body fqulatered fragment
of time. Shatteringly, a sheet of molten sensdtmded her swaying
body at the contact with his, and shock weakeneddys. But her
Instinct to yield to the support of his strengthswaamly momentary,
quickly ousted by common sense.

She pulled herself shakily out of the circle of &iims, her senses still
stinging in the most humiliating way as she caugétland words.

‘What's disgusting about wanting to know what onslfe is
doing—and with whom she is doing it?'

Unlocking the car door, he held it open for hed ahe would have
given much to be able to flounce away, cut himtrght of her life as
she had done before. But there was no way she clmutdat—not
unless she was willing to see five hundred peoptevin out of
work—and she was too caught up with her owa feshbotency to



do more than stare at him blankly when he addetiatvilid Netta
think about your relationship with her husband?’

Sapphire eyes shot him a glinting upwards glancestss slid

reluctantly into her seat. Ruthless confidence stasnped on his
features; it was part of his nature, born in hiro|stered by his
snobbish family, and nothing was going to changew. The first
time,jsbe'd seen that look had been when he'd dsketd marry him,
but then she'd been knocked sideways, renderedgeseid witless
by the thought that the charming Leon Draker, tlaling of

ambitious society mamas and the focus of the starn&sies of their
nubile daughters, should actually be so arrogaddiermined to
marry a timid nobody like herself. The knowledged hbeen

frightening and heady. And she had been so in \eNle him, too

besotted to question his motives.

But Fliss knew better now, she knew exactly whyad chosen her.
At twenty-two she was nobody's fool, and if he veanto read
something into her relationship with Gerald, thetnhlim!

Savagely, she slammed the car door shut and wéiteuhg, while
he walked round and slid in beside her.

'‘Cat got your tongue? Or don't you like to thinkyotuir relationship
with your boss as being common knowledge?' Thehhare of his
profile was un- giving, and in the muted light frohe dashboard she
saw a muscle jerk at the side of his mouth. In ater man she
would have put his obvious anger down to jealobsy,the idea of
Leon Draker being jealous of her relationship witbrald was too
absurd even to think about.

Her soft, full lips set in an uncompromising likée could think what
he liked. Everyone who mattered knew that she a@hl@—not to
mention Netta when she had been alive—had enjogéaka, almost
parent and child relationship. Leon Draker had iated mind.



'I'm surprised you didn't move in with him," hedsaastily, as if stung
beyond endurance by her sulky silence.

She replied tartly, 'lIt was suggested, don't thimkasn't!" And not for
anything would she give him the satisfaction of wimg that it had
been Netta, dear Netta, who had suggested it deuess because
she had worried about the girl who had taken theceplof the
daughter she had never had. And, flicking him awalys glance, she
saw his mouth tighten, giving his profile a lookfefocity that made
her shudder, despite the small triumph of neediing

They had reached her street, and he drew up ouisrddoor, keeping
the engine gently ticking over. So he wasn't gainfprce his way in
tonight, she thought, grateful for small mercies.

"'l be back on Saturday,' he told her, his firigesrdrumming silently
against the steering-wheel. 'That gives you foysda pack, and
hand in your notice.'

The words were absorbed with difficulty by her sted brain, and
then she howled, 'I'm not leaving Harlie's!" Therdgwere dragged
out on a walil of disbelief. 'You can't make me gagemy job—it's
archaic!' she added, with a great deal more condiel¢han she felt.

'‘No? If you don't resign, I'll fire you.' His faeeas unreadable as he
twisted round, lounging back in the angle of therdend window, his
eyes enigmatic in the austerity of his shadowee.falche lawyers
will have finished picking their way through thedi print by next
week. The deal can go through as soon as I'm igdtigbu've kept
your side of the bargain.'

'l can't just walk out on Gerald." She stared ahdadn the dark,
empty street, trying to sound as though she welenga statement
of fact. But she was on shaky ground, and she kihés soon as the



merger went through he would have effective contrelcould hire
and fire at will.

Her blood ran cold. The only thing that had madeduoeeptance of
his hateful ultimatum remotely tolerable had bdenthought of her
job at Harlie's and her tranquil flat. Leon Drakesuldn't show his
face in Marton Clee more than absolutely necesddeywasn't a
small-town man. Thus, she had blithely reasonedir ttesumed
marriage need only be a weekend thing. And nowdeetaking even
that consolation from her.

*What could | tell Gerald?' she persisted, regjstire impulse to tie
her fingers into knots. 'l can't walk out like that

'You managed it four years ago,' he commented wemably. 'The
job's no problem. I'll be bringing new people indesamanager,
finance controller, and so on. Tim Ormond will heé.dHe's merely a
passenger, too. As far as | can make out, Harlie ¢yam a job as a
favour to his father—as he gave you your job forofas of an
entirely different kind."'

This was too much, too galling for words! Every lesn her body
tightened until she felt she was about to explodiger years of
single-minded hard work he was stripping her ¢
everything—independence, self-respect, self-confideeverything!
His opinion that Gerald had promoted her to saleasager because
of her ability in bed made her feel terminally ill!

She was tempted to tell him that, far from resunthmgr marriage,
she wanted a divorce—as soon as possible—and sh&might in

her seat, the angry words almost scalding her ®nghben she
swallowed them with an anguished groan and subskdsily

against the leather upholstery.



He hadn't been making idle threats when he'd samduld call the
merger off unless she did precisely as he wantedl despite her
earlier, rather desperate optimism, she now knetvHlarlie's needed
this merger if they were to survive.

'Harlie's, as it is, doesn't stand a chance.' Lesmowingly echoed
her despairing thoughts. 'Gerald's no go-getter st lately he's lost
control. As for the rest of the board, they'rel stiloted in the
nineteenth century. If you want a job, try beingraper wife on for
size. There's no way I'm leaving you here to bén wiigar-daddy.
You'll go where | can keep an eye on you, and e&é&rald—ijust tell
him the truth. Tell him we've decided on a recaaton.’

‘Damn you!" Her hatred of him made her body tensgje the blood
slam through her veins, and her movements werg glshe got out
of the car. He had an answer to everything, bwiagn't going to be
easy to tell Gerald the truth—and not for the readceon imagined!

Gradually, over the months of their getting to kneach other, she
had confided in Gerald and Netta. They had heaténe outlines of
her loveless, lonely childhood, and they had urideds the basic
insecurity that had come out of those early yearsd they tiad

helped her to understand that the fault had non legs, that her
parents hadn't been indifferent to her becausevalainlovable.

Bu|, although she had confided in them, she hadrmasen able to
bring herself to tell them about her marriage. 8hd always felt
ashamed of that younger, gullible self. Telling &&mow, after all
this time, would hurt him, make him believe she Inager trusted
him and Netta enough to tell them the whole truth.

'‘Be ready to leave on Saturday.' Leon had wounchdbe window,
and his voice came clearly on the still night &hss froze, her
shoulders rigid, her key held tightly between hmwgérs as he
followed that remark with, 'And don't think you camalk out on me



again as soon as the merger's gone through.d'yse in hell before
you do that to me again.'



CHAPTER FOUR

'l DON'T believe this!" Gerald's heavy jawline sagged. 'Yiaue been
married to Leon Draker for four years?'

Fliss nodded, tension tying her in knots. It hadrba hell of a week.
Gerald had been summoned to the Draker buildirtgencapital on
Tuesday, ostensibly to liaise with the lawyers. Bligs knew Leon
had been behind it, had snapped his fingers andketiithe older
man out of her orbit. And so she had had no oppdytuo get

together with her supposed lover. Hell, what adhif€liss set her
teeth, her eyes ominously dark—Leon was a skueeén think that
she and Gerald were lovers!

He had returned this morning, Friday, and his farstds to Fliss had
been, "You should have seen that building—Dbig palace—and the
penthouse suite- fantastic! It made my four-staeHook like a doss-
house!'

And Fliss had had to cut into his enthusiasm, délisfrthat the details
for the proposed merger had been mapped out toyawes
satisfaction.

He had taken the news of her resignation hardaéfnes of her status
as Leon's wife even harder. He felt, as she hadkri® must, hurt,
not trusted.

‘You didn't say a word—not even when he came toatithat night,’
he accused, his eyebrows lowering. And Fliss sneabtithe

olive-green fabric of her skirt over her knees amdched her fingers
shake.

'It was over, had been for years. It was a terighleck, meeting him
again like that. | didn't think it would have hetb#& scream, or
swoon!'



'‘No," he commented drily. "You simply snapped leadoff.’

Fliss grimaced. If she had been able to bring fetsdell him the
truth on the following morning, he wouldn't be fegl so hurt now.
And they might have worked something out togethehe'd told him
of Leon's degrading ultimatum.

Unconsciously, she shook her head, repudiatingidleat her glossy
dark hair glinting in the sunlight that slid in dugh the office
windows. She could never have put that burden omal®s

shoulders—asked him to choose between her persapplness and
the future of his company.

Tears stung her eyes; there would have been noetdmp. Gerald
would have done what he had to do—persuaded hethianerger
had to ga ahead at all costs—and then spent thefreis life feeling
like a louse. She could never have done that to him

Seeing the glitter of uncharacteristic tears, Gerahifted

uncomfortably in his chair. 'I'm sorry | barkedjsBl It came as a
shock. | just want you to know that | hope it wodkd for you both

this time round.’

‘And I'm sorry | had to spring it on you, that lleaving you in the
lurch-like this." Fliss lifted troubled eyes to hifvut he brushed her
apology aside.

'‘Don't worry about a thing, but --' he shook hiadhehis eyes pained
'—I don't think I'll ever get used to it. Leon Deakyour husband!' He
ran his fingers through his thick, greying hairoiHdid you meet

him? You must have married when you were barelyobsthool.’

‘Almost,’ she agreed wearily. She could tell hintleg way they'd
met, of their brief, mind-spinning courtship. Baitthe reason for the
breakup—never that.



'‘My father and his family had recently left for Arrea. 1 was just
eighteen, and almost finishing my first year atexgpé, rooming with
another girl. Maire was a fledgling model, had gofaimily
connections, but felt stifled by them. She was ddllife, brimming
with self-confidence—we made strange flatmatest' tHeuth tilted
wryly as she remembered the timid, over-seriousptemally
insecure girl she had been. '‘Anyway, Maire hadnartation—she
called it a Royal Command—to attend a cousin's gag@nt party at
some glitzy London hotel, and she asked me to gogafor moral
support. She hadn't wanted to take her current mezwlf because he
was rabid left wing, and would have turned up eng and trainers
and made rude comments about all the inevitablelgemnd
diamonds and dowagers. So | went, and that's wimee¢ Leon. And

| felt like, and was, such a mouse in those daysceuldn't believe it
when he drove me home and asked for a date. It alaguite
unbelievable.’

JShe twisted her fingers together, feeling a depeo$piration break
out on her forehead. The memories were strong, eeenMemories
of what it had felt like to be so ardently and dggrursued by a man
such as Leon Draker: wealthy, sophisticated, sonddiy sure of
himself.

She had fallen in love so easily, so completelyd, stve had closed her
ears to the cool voice of reason that had warnedhag Leon was
way out of her league, that the prince didn't méiney goose-girl—
except in fairy-tales. And so she had acceptedptoposal, afraid
almost to breathe in case the spell was brokesla@avould wake up
and find herself lonely, unwanted and unloved, yagt the memory
of a romantic, glittering dream to sustain her.

‘Yes, unbelievable,' Gerald said heavily. 'Not lseshe wanted you,
| don't mean that. You're an extremely beautifuling woman, and
Netta and | often wondered why you never showediatgrest in

men.' He spread his square hands in a gesturdpéssness. '‘But |



find it hard to believe you never confided in Net&ne loved you,
Fliss—as if you were her own. She would have beerbty hurt if
she'd discovered you didn't trust her enough tdhvéglsomething like
that.'

It was all there—in his eyes, in the weary slumjhisfshoulders. He
felt betrayed. And Fliss, her generous heart hgruith contrition,
with the need to reassure because she knew exdtlybetrayal felt
like, got quickly to her feet, her vivid blue eyeampassionate.

‘Gerald --' She was on his side of the desk, ond loa his dejected
shoulder. 'lI've always trusted you and Netta mbam tanyone else
I've ever known. | have good reason to. You botedabout me,
helped me to know myself in a way | might possibBver have

worked out for myself. How could | not have trustemi—both of

you!'

His hand came up to cover hers and she met his sgs@she depth of
paternal affection there, and smiled shakily.'lldotitalk about my
marriage, not even to myself. I'd shut it and Leight out of my

head. Believe me?'

'Of course.' His fingers tightened over hers. 'Akaiow everything
will work out for you this time. Your husband's gt guy, one of the
best.'

‘Thank you.' Her eyes were glazed with tears. @eraally cared
about her, and she couldn't tell him that herwfth Leon, this time
round, would be as disastrous as it had been belirefly, she
dropped a light kiss on his cheek, and a voice filoendoorway slid
in between them, like a cobra.

'l've come to collect my wife, Harlie. | take ietlsorrowful farewells
are over and she's free to go?'



'‘Ah, Draker." If Gerald noticed the grim look ofyton the hard man's
face, he certainly didn't let it trouble him. Hesped himself to his
feet, and after a brief, intense look in Flisstedtion, faced Leon, his
smile urbane. 'Fliss has just been telling me yloat and she have
been married for years.'

'Yes, | guessed that much.' Leon's smoky eyestheldlder man's,
and the look of compassion in the steady gaze iserpfliss, who
would have sworn her husband incapable of feelmgsach thing
for anyone. 'lt must have come as a shock.'

The truth in that statement made Gerald's moutitdig though not
for the reason Leon obviously had in mind as heqaa proprietorial
arm around Fliss's shoulders, hard determinatiplaceng the formal
veiling of pity.

'‘Ready to go, darling?'

She could only shrug at that; there was nothindpgogained by
drawing attention to the way she really felt. ltvlbupset Gerald too
much if he guessed the truth.

'‘Almost. | have one or two things to collect from office. So I'll say
au revoir,Gerald.' Her eyes were soft as she held out arsimal and
felt her boss's fingers tighten affectionately olkier own. '‘Keep in
touch.’

"'l do that—you just try to stop me! And, Flidse happy.'

She had to get out of the room quickly, before Bepression
betrayed her. Apart from Netta, Gerald was the brestd she had
ever had, and Leon was forcing them apart, tedrangway from the
job she had worked so hard to deserve, and no waidvehe ever be
happy with the man who had once taken her lovingrthand

trampled it beneath his feet!



Brushing past Leon with barely a glance at his\stolosed features,
she almost ran to her office, where she eihptieddbsk-drawers of
the accumulation of personal bits and pieces, timgisthem
haphazardly into a plastic carrier she'd broughtte purpose. He
had followed her, she noted with irritation, andsvi@aning against
the door-frame, grim-faced and silent. To stop &érsorrying over
the implications of what she was doing, she snagiyed told me to
be ready to leave on Saturday. Today, if you retafriday!

'So it is." He didn't move, he was totally stilicept for his eyes, and
they followed her every movement. 'l decided talieyou today.

Let's put it down to an understandable eagernesdome our

married life.' He smiled suddenly, the lines oheitside of his mouth
deepening sardonically, and she stuffed an unoppaekl of tights

into the carrier and flashed him a look of intedsdike. He was no
more eager than she to re-embark on the farcesofriarriage—he
had no hair-shirt inclinations, as far as she knew.

But for some devious reason of his own he neededfeat the
moment, even if only a paper one, and, having Iohecled her into
accepting the position, he was, quite charactealdyi, ordering her
around with no regard for her own needs or wishes.

‘We'll leave as soon as we've picked up your gdwer,'stated,
underlining her rebellious thoughts, and she tueretdim, her hands
on her generous hips, her eyes glittering.

‘And if I'm not ready to leave?' Her breath was icmgmnquickly,

making her full breasts rise and fall rapidly, paghagainst the thin
fabric of her blouse and commanding the attentibhi® knowing

eyes. His slow, assessing look made her pulses—iaosas as
though he were fondling her physically, and sheogetsed her
body's shaming reaction, felt her breasts harddrpaak.



Disgust with herself for allowing him to affect héat way refuelled
her anger, and she bit out, 'Just because | wesddo agree to your
hateful ultimatum, it doesn't mean I'm willing te lreated like a
mindless idiot!'

'Felicity --' A long sigh escaped him as he levdrsdong body away
from the door-frame. 'Quit fighting me, can't ydutake it you are
packed?' And, without waiting for a reply to thdtere's no paint at
all in our hanging around here. We may as well nedkeks.'

He was right, damn him! She was finished in Mar@ae—no job
and, as from tomorrow morning, no home. There wts point in
dragging the agony of departure out for longer theed be. But she
wasn't about to admit that to him, and she gathdiexdthings
together and walked out of her office for the kaste, tight-lipped,
without a backward glance.

The short journey to her flat was accomplishedaurt silence. Apart
from packing the clothes she had intended to waaotrow, there
was little to do. She had already sold her old Mina youngster on
the shop floor, and now she just had to lock thar ék@hind her and
hand the key to Miss Pargeter, who had promisést to the removal
men who would be arriving on Monday to take thespeal odds and
ends she'd put into packing cases into store.

Leon had already taken her two large suitcases dowime car, and
Fliss was packing the unused foodstuffs from tbheestupboards and
fridge into a carton. She would give them to Misal®ng with the

key, and she was concentrating on that, not ginergelf time to look

around, because if she took a long look at theddweme she was
being forced to abandon she would burst into messidish tears.

'‘Almost finished?' Leon had walked into the roond avas looking
out of the single, tiny window which afforded awief the dustbins



in the yard and the single lilac bush which valimioomed each
spring, its spicy perfume filling the small area.

She looked at him and she hated him. He was drgdgin mentally
kicking and screaming, away from the life she hadlenfor herself,
and there was nothing she could do about it. Skienlezer felt so
impotent. 'Where are we going?' She had a righhtov. 'And don't
say "Feathergay" because | refuse to set footentidt house ever
again.' She had spent the unhappiest eight wediex dife there. She
would always associate it with heartbreak and hatroh, with the
death of her marriage. It seemed so strange th&ively a place
could be so hateful.

He turned his head and looked at her coldly. 'Ngasking you to;
it would be the last thing Annabel could stomach.'

Fliss digested this in silence. His Statement caseo shock to her.
Annabel Draker had always hated her; she madenaotiter for this
man.

She made a small, throwaway gesture with one phetiyl. 'Where
are we going, then?'

‘To the penthouse for the time being.' He tookuthepened bottle of
milk she was holding and added it to the conteftiseocarton. 'Later,
of course, you will have to visit Feathergay. Afal, you will be
mistress there one day.'

And wouldn't Annabel loathe the idea of that! dh@uight with bitter
humour. Her mother-in-law loved that house as thoitgwere a
living thing, and her devotion had infected heryosbn. There had
been Drakers at Feathergay since the Restoratioen w had .been
built, and Annabel had made it crystal-clear tia didn't think Fliss
fit to cross the threshold.



She pushed the carton of groceries at him, andacksit brief look
around the room, then ground out, through constgcthroat
muscles, 'l have no interest in Feathergay now, dowt intend
taking any in the future. If it burned to the grdum the night, |
wouldn't blink an eyelash.’

He might have forced her to return to him, but lasmit going to have
things all his own way. He would soon discover justv much she
had changed.

'If you want a mistress for your family home,' sibvised coldly,

'your best course would be to divorce me and msorngeone who
would be willing to sacrifice her identity to anpeccable pedigree
and a pile of stones and mortar.'

The light went out of his eyes. "There will be neodce, you can be
sure of that.' The bones of his face hardened ileteat skin, and he
turned away quickly. 'Shall we go?' he said, arghé hadn't known
better she would have said he looked like a man wao just
received a devastating blow. But that was nonsdresmuse he must
know how much she disliked Feathergay and its umar
associations.

Tired of the seemingly interminable journey, of bhéwsilence, of her
own bleak thoughts, Fliss asked, a barb in hereydizoes Annabel
know we're getting back together? | don't suppbsésExactly over
the moon about it.' Then she watched from the carhber eye and
saw the unexpected twitch of a muscle at the sidesomouth. But
his voice was dead-pan, not telling her whetheqgthik of his mouth
denoted ire or amusement.

'She knows.'



'‘And she's out right now, killing the fatted calfliss hazarded
sardonically. 'She always hated me.’

'‘Not always,' he contradicted evenly. 'Not unt# thay you walked
out on me and left her to break the news that yeteveick of the
sight of me, that | was on no account to try tachegou. That you
were going back to a former boyfriend—someone oiryawn age.'

So Annabel had told him that, had she? Fliss cbaleve it. True,
she had spoken to her mother-in-law on that dreéaldfy, asked her
to convey a message to Leon. But not that message.

As far as Fliss had known, Leon had still beenad lvith Edwina,

oblivious to the rest of the world— certainly teetfact that his wife

had walked into that room and into a nightmare. Isdgseen Leon's
dark head on the pillow, heard him murmur something after that

her shocked eyes had been riveted on Edwina...riadwrning lazily

from Leon, rising up against the pillows, her nakedy as mocking
as her glinting green eyes and her curving moutle. I&ad laughed,
low in her throat, a triumphant ripple of soundtthad made Fliss's
heart freeze, and she had known that everythingriadand Annabel

had ever said was absolutely, undeniably true.

Hardly able to think straight at the time, Flissllgathered a few of
her possessions together, stuffing them haphazartilya grip, and
had been already half-way down Feathergay's impeeskiveway

on her way to the village bus-stop when she'd raetiiother-in-law
on her way back from walking the dogs.

Fliss could still see the contemptuous look indlter woman's eyes
as she'd queried, 'In a hurry, are we?'. She cetildfeel the
sharpness of the autumnal afternoon air, smetkthginess of rotting
leaves, of bonfire smoke and misty air.



‘Yes. Would you give Leon a message for me? Tall Ihn leaving.
Our marriage is over.' She had meant to write as s she'd found
somewhere to hide herself—even then she hadn'tedamim to
worry over her whereabouts—as if he would! But Apglawould
doubtless be happy to save her that chore. 'Telirat to bother to
try to find me, and tell him --' her precarious tohhad teetered then
'—tell him he can divorce me and marry Edwina.vittsat they both
want.'

But that had been a long time ago, and the pairbkad translated to
anger, an anger so intense that it made her wathtreav back her
head and howl for the innocent, trusting, feebtd e had been four
years ago. Instead, she pushed bitter memories ind@kiimbo,
where they belonged, and fixed her dry, burningsega the
monotonous motorway ahead.

‘And you believed her, of course.'

'‘Why shouldn't I? She would hardly make somethikeg that up.' He
sounded very cool, very laid- back, as if it hat redppened to
someone on another planet. He didn't know thas Rle&l seen him in
bed with Edwina—unless that aristocratic littleatad deemed it
politic to tell him—and the news of his unwantedels departure
would have given him nothing but relief. 'After ek of wedded
bliss," his mouth curved acidly, 'l knew our maggahad been a
mistake. Every time | looked at you, you flinch&ery time you
looked at me you resembled a kicked spaniel. Andfoasour
lovemaking—that was nonexistent. You were nothing & doll.
Empty. When | tried to make love to you, you frokemade sense
that you'd gone, gone to someone else. Someonggauhwas the
truth, after all, wasn't it? Annabel doesn't lie vghy shouldn't | have
believed her?’

'No reason,' Fliss countered bitterly. Annabel baen careful to
mask her intense disapproval of theyoung and usddeit



daughter-in-law her son had presented her with. I&te kept her
insults, her cruelly denigrating remarks, for stiofes as Leon was
absent. And he would have preferred to believeahes because
they left him free to be with the woman he reallgpnted. His

conscience, if he had one, would have rested nasiye

She stared moodily out of the window, not botherimgcontradict
him, to tell him exactly why Annabel should havedlifour years ago.
Because it really didn't matter. Nothing would altee fact that he
had married her for revenge, that he had immedgia¢giretted it and
had been glad to be rid of her. Nothing would alier fact that his
love for Edwina had been strong enough to shaitenharriage vows.

And during the short time with him at Feathergahis wife, she had
been humiliated enough to last her a lifetime. §has not going to
court further humiliation by letting him know, nothat she had left
him because her heart had been breaking up. Bittdretter for her
pride's sake, for him to believe his mother's lies.

‘Well, at least you did as | asked and didn't oyfihd me," she
reflected drily, picking out the only part of theessage Annabel had
relayed truthfully.

He moved his eyes from the road for just long ehaagflick her a

frigid glance. 'l had you traced immediately, aravédn kept tabs on
you ever since. | have always known where you irengg, where

you were working. If you'd hoped I'd come after ybegging, just to
give you an ego-trip, you didn't know me very welidon't beg,

Felicity. Remember that.’

He reached forward and slipped a tape into the,dmwik above the
strangely haunting music of Enya he told her slow$hortly after
you left, my father died. After that | had my haridl with Annabel,

with the business. Father had been ill for some tibut none of us
had suspected a thing. To put it politely, his iedfavere in a mess. |



spent years, literally, chasing myself all over therld, until |
sometimes thought I'd meet myself coming back. Angu think
that's a crazy statement, that's what that penaay life was like.
Crazy. | worked myself to a standstill, pulling tbesiness back
together again, making it stronger, invulnerableettainly didn't
have time to chase after a wife who'd admittedcsihdn't stand the
sight of me.'

'I'm sorry," Fliss said quietly. She meant for teath of his father.
Nigel Draker had been an unknown quantity to heeylhad met on
one occasion only, at her wedding, and he had sk&rike her, to
genuinely welcome her to the family. Recently e from an
extended European business trip, he had taken bffosh
immediately after the reception to finalise somegae or other in
Hong Kong. He had still been away when she had_kdn.

'‘Don't be," he advised heavily. 'The past is dotlke. \@ur future's the
only thing that should concern you now." And wittatt ominous
remark he lapsed into silence, leaving Fliss tam@rover far from
relaxing thoughts.

A private lift from the car park beneath the Drakawilding
transported them to the penthouse suite. Flisbeaiely wasted
time as she stepped from the discreet metal bax tim lounge,
giving the spacious room her closest inspectior. {8l shaky now,
suddenly confused, definitely not up to being alaiité Leon, on his
home ground.

The-room was luxurious, though basically functioradcorated in
shades of grey which ranged from the pearly wHitb® carpets and
walls, through soft dove shades for curtains andblgbery, to the
deep charcoal of the leather couches. And it wast-guvery quiet.



Down below, the city streets throbbed and growlad, the traffic
noises didn't impinge at this rarefied height.

‘Nice." She thought some comment was due, if oolpreak the
electric silence, and she made it drily and wasarded by a glinting
little smile.

'I'm glad you approve, since this will be our mhamse for the time
being. | wouldn't want you to feel uncomfortable.’

As if he cared a rap for her comfort, she thougidlg. She was here
for a purpose, and sooner or later she would descawat it was.

‘Are we alone?' All at once the thought horrifiext,lrand he nodded.

'Yes, | gave Spike the evening off. Does it botlieu?' At her
deliberately blank stare, which she hoped woule tin fact that, for
some reason, she was bothered a great deal, he, dddewill have
left us a cold supper—unless you would prefer taes’

She shrugged, showing a lack of interest. She woale preferred
not to eat at all—at least, not with him—but didsdy so. The
atmosphere was suddenly, frighteningly electrid #me tingle of
fear which had prickled over her skin as soon astshd stepped
inside his home was growing more intense by the eminBut she
would die before giving him an inkling of that wewsdss. If she
displayed any weakness whatsoever, he would sei#euse it to his
own advantage.

'Who's Spike, when he's at home,' she asked, takirggto make her
guestion casual.

‘Alfred Manley Spiker, to give him his full namex{pugilist. He's
been looking after me for three years.'



'l see.' Fliss made a show of studying one of ¢versl water-colours
that hung on the walls, although she took nothmgxcept a vague
blur of colour. She had no idea why she should snlydeel so tense,
so afraid. She could almost see herself shaking. male
housekeeper—how interesting. Or is he more of gdpoard? Have
you made enough enemies to feel you need one?'

Her bravado must have worked, hiding her fear, b&eais only
reaction to her gibe was a slight sideways smilkeapicked up her
suitcases.

'l show you to your bedroom, as Spike's not abuo do the
honours. And I'd better warn you, he's very diguifiand will expect
you to be the same. He rules the apartment abboltite has rules
and very little patience.'

A dignified ex-boxer? Fliss might have found thatusing if her
heart hadn't been pounding fit to choke her asdlmeved him into a
wide, lushly carpeted inner hallway.

He had paused at one of the many doors, pushiogeib with -a
shrug of one wide shoulder, and she found enougiposure from
somewhere to toss a languid question, which wallyreat a
guestion at all.

'l hope your minder has given me a room of my owiiave no
intention of sleeping with you.'There was a silenssry brief, but
very taut, filled with things unsaid, with the temrs that had been
mounting since she had entered the penthouse, hentiroke it, a
tauntingly wicked glimmer in his eyes.

*Who said | wanted you to?' He pushed the doornyvatel revealed a
perfectly appointed yet impersonal room, gesturiagiards the
narrow single bed. 'l have other uses for you,diglil wonder if



they'll be as abhorrent to you as the idea of sgary bed has always
been.'



CHAPTER FIVE

FOR fully three minutes she stood in the centre of dieep-piled
fern-green carpet, staring at the cocooning sadseti walls. Her
emotions were in a state of upheaval, the sorecdriigement she had
successfully schooled out of her life—until hisen@ergence On the
scene.

Upon entering the penthouse she had felt afraglhadn't known the
reason for it until relief at the sight of the dmdped had made that
reason clear. She had been terrified that he wiaalst she share his
bed as well as his roof and his name. The merghr'tiaeen finalised
yet, and that would have been one more stick td hea into
submission.

So why the insidious clenching pain, deep insid@ Néhy the agony
in her breast where once her heart had been? iitt diabhke the
remotest sense. He had stated unequivocally thhathéno desire to
take her to his bed, and that was definitely thg sl wanted it. So
why the pain?

Disgusted with herself, she wiped the clammy patrihber hands

down the sides of her skirt, making a srmaflueof distaste. And as
for that enigmatic rider concerning the unspecif®ter uses' he had
for her—well, she would just have to find out whiadse uses were
and block them.

She was in a situation not of her choosing, buthdteto make the
best of it and show him she was not a puppet tadr@pulated to suit
his whims. And, for a start, if this was to be rmwym, then there must
be changes.

She cast a dispassionate eye over her surroundisiggple,
luxurious—a carpet that swallowed the feet, ampi#é-in wardrobe
and drawer space—but soulless. Something would tealve done...



'‘Would you like a cup of tea?' The innocuous remadkning from
the doorway, shattered her carefully guarded coomggsand she
flinched visibly, her eyes growing enormous in trssickets.

'‘No. No, thanks.' Her lips felt thick, almost unrageable, and she
clamped them together, feeling the tremor of waeslf against her
teeth. He had shed his suit jacket, and his wawaIshirt was open at
the neck, his tie carelessly askew. He looked eslaand dangerous,
his mouth softening in a smile that took her brematlay because it
transported her back four years. That old devastatharm was

there, the charm that had left her defenceleskabl@ slave.

But the casual lift of one strongly defined eyebrtald a more
up-to-date story. It told of the mocking, arrogamtl that he so
successfully cloaked with that silken, deadly charm

'‘Not settled in yet, darling?' Lazy grey eyes fédkto the unpacked
cases. 'Not to worry, we'll eat at seven. Spike lefisus amply

provisioned. You don't want, to go out, do you?'w#es talking as if
she had choices, but he was making all the desiseomd she could
have hit him for that alone. Instead, she turnatie¢ovindow, pulling

aside the fern-green curtains, looking out blindigeing nothing,
willing him to go.

'‘Not feeling talkative?' There was a hint of lawgghtidden beneath
the velvety tones, and her stomach muscles clendiedhands
bunching into tight little fists at her sides. Hasvtormenting her,
damn him! He had the upper hand, and he knewdtrewelled in it.
He was loathsome!

‘Tired, darling?' His voice crossed the room likeagsiess, and she
shuddered, her back rigidly turned on him. 'Why'dgou have a
shower, relax? Sleep for a while on your narrothelibed? You'll be
guite safe.' The soft voice hardened. 'l won't o there until you
beg me to.'



And that would never be! Fliss vowed, hearing thiekcof the

door-latch as he left the room. Fighting back chgkiidiotic tears,
she turned from the window. The trouble was, tiea@ been a time
when she had been desperate for his lovemaking. dEsperate,
perhaps. She had loved him and longed for him, lrapatient for

the passionate kisses—the caresses he had takéar smd no
further—to be extended, to deepen and widen, t@orapass them
both until they were fulfilled in the final act ¢dve, an act which
would bond them for all time.

But her basic insecurity, born in childhood andnfaiced by
Annabel's hostile reception, had made her feel komeunworthy,
unfit for the love of her older, sophisticated harsth. She had been sc
afraid she would fail him on their wedding night—+liear so great
that she had ended up doing just that. Fear afrtalad created it.

/ She hadn't been able to explain it to him, anty @artially to
herself, but he had held her trembling body irginms that night, had
wiped her tears away with a gentle hand beforeirigraway from
her, saying that everything would be all right, epivtime. But it
hadn't been all right. It had grown worse. Flissisall amount of
self-confidence had been dissipated utterlyby hen dailure, by
Annabel's private and cold disparagement. How cauldauche,
eighteen-year-old virgin who, up until then, hadereinspired love
in another human being, hope to satisfy the wurba
twenty-nine-year-old worldly-wise man who was haslband?

The type of woman who would hold his interest, sfgthis mental
and physical needs for longer than it took to nlake to her, would
be someone perfectly presented, witty and sparkling

So why had he married her? the younger Fliss hadisgd. She was
barely out of school, with no visible accomplishitserplump, shy,
badly dressed—she was, as Annabel had impliedtypmetich a
disaster. And so she had worried, heartbroken ahdmaed because



Leon had taken another bedroom after only one wéekarried life,
appalled because he was more often away from hbwe mot,
leaving her to try to cope with his mother's saagitomments.

And then his second cousin, the cynical, beauEfivina, had told
her exactly why Leon Draker, heir to a huge busrespire and one
of the finest small manor houses in the countrg, imarried the first
unsuitable but willing female he had laid his egas

But her information had come too late, becauséhbytime Edwina's
ice-green eyes had swept over her in narrowed cwitas she had
coolly imparted those reasons, it had been mucHhati®o She had
been married to Leon for exactly five weeks.

He had married her for the harshest of reasongnge, Even as
Edwina had spoken, everything clicked into plabe, unbelievable
becoming shamingly credible. How often, during the&hirlwind
courtship, had she asked herself, ‘Why me?', unablenderstand
why a man such as Leon Draker should have falléovia with her,
wanted her for his wife. She had no elevated baxkygt, none of the
gualities to attract and hold a man who was wealslophisticated,
able to have his pick of the many available womérhis own
class—beautiful, slender, sparkling women—womeea kkiwina.

'I'm sorry for you," Edwina had said, her glittgrieyes holding
something very remote from pity. 'You're the onelslgoing to be
hurt by all this—not Leon, not me. He's a ruthlessne, but you
weren't to know that, were you? Look, can | get wodrink? You
look as if you need one.'

'‘No.' Shock had made her curt. The too rapid beaeo heart had
been suffocating her. She had known that what sisealvout to hear
was going to be unbearable, the realisation ofwmnst fears, the
fears that had plagued her since she had comeigobdéautiful,
ancient house as Leon's unsuitable bride.



'‘Leon and | have always known we'd marry eventudllye skirts of
Edwina's elegant dress had whispered as she'd mauweds the
guiet, panelled study to the drinks cupboard. Stteldeen very self-
assured, her slender body and impeccable groomakguanFliss feel
like a bundle of old washing. 'We've known eacheottorever, of
course, though up until about ten years ago weaiding but fight.'

Edwina had been standing in the mullioned ston@l@wnembrasure
then, a fluted glass in her hands.

'l was sixteen when it happened. When we stoppadrisg and
became lovers. Nothing could be done about it thatyrally." The
tinkling laugh had knifed Fliss's heart. She wartteget up and leave
the room, but she was incapable of movement. Seahataring at
the floor, wretched and miserable, dreading what teacome.

'‘Leon was twenty, still at university, and | hadtmore years at my
boarding school and another two at a Swiss finglschool to get
through. But we managed to meet quite often—old, lare were

wild for each other! It was like a fever. It st#l. Oh, we've had our
fights—it's inevitable when two people love as wa #Ve each

played around, but nothing serious. Neither of wer @vent too far

with those others— we used to compare notes!'

She had laughed huskily, and Fliss had felt heekfidurn with
embarrassment and turned her head to hide heafaéswina had
told her, 'Then came the big one. Row, | mean.ldvbup over
something trivial—our families had decided we weyamarry last
December, and Leon had agreed—without consultingfirse |
wanted a June wedding and | told him | wasn't gammgpe pushed
around. After all,' she had paced gracefully oher Persian carpet,
sinking down in a leather club chair, 'we both knegvwere already
bound inextricably together—so a few more monthsiogle life
wouldn't hurt each other. And | had a winter skimgjiday with an
Austrian baron and his party tied up. | didn't wniiss that, which



| would have done had we kowtowed to the parentsmarried in
December. Anyway,' she had shrugged elegantlyn'laeal | had a
furious fight. He accused me of making a play fbe tbaron,
so—naturally—I did just that. And the whole thingnt further than
I'd intended. Much, much further. And Leon found.'ou

She had drained her glass and set it down on d sideltable, and
Fliss had flinched at the manufactured concerménsiow, cultured
drawl.

'‘Predictably, he decided to pay me back. He toldhmevould. He
was out of his mind with fury—and jealousy. And dref anyone
knew what the idiot was up to, he went out and redrthe first
gullible little fool he could find.'

'l don't believe you,' Fliss had said thickly. Binehad believed the
other woman, believed every killing word. It had deahorrible,
logical sense.

That Leon possessed an anger so deep, a passiatesse, was
something she had learned to recognise during theesticfive weeks.
A deep and brooding passion lay behind his outwaodnity; it was

something she had sensed on their wedding nightadtfrightened
her, because she hadn't known how to respond #nd. he, not

loving her, had not had the patience to gentletbdareak through the
barriers presented by a shy, insecure virgin ditegn.

‘Then you ought to believe me," Edwina had advisaldly. 'The
truth's often painful, but if you come to terms lwit, it becomes
bearable. Can you honestly say Leon's making yduriaesly
happy?' She lit a cigarette, blowing a thin plurhemoke into the air,
her smile feline and frightening. 'And before yashr in to answer
that with a loyal little lie, Annabel tells me thag¢'s away more often
than not, and that he's moved back into the bedimuased as a boy.
That doesn't sound like the action of a doting dgidom." She



ground the half-finished cigarette out with a puagiol movement of
jewelled fingers. 'I'm sorry, but nothing can ki love Leon and |
have for each other. Nothing!" Edwina had risemdfiy her green
eyes filled with scorn. 'We'll be lovers until ledws you out; | think
you ought to know that. Right now, he still thifks's punishing me,
and 1 dare say | owe him that much. But sooneater he'll get rid of
you, and, after the inevitable divorce, he'll mamg. He won't be
able to help himself.’

But Leon hadn't divorced her, and he hadn't marddina, Fliss
thought broodingly. So something must have happemack that
horrible interview four years ago. But Edwina haeb correct in one
of her forecasts: Leon had forgiven her, soonabhaloly, than even
Edwina had expected. Because three weeks latey Ikdid walked
Into his room and found them in bed together.

She sighed drearily. There was no mileage in rakiwgr the past.
She knew why Leon had married her, but she dish@twkwhy he had
gone to the trouble to keep tabs on her, to seaysesition from
which he could blackmail her into agreeing to resuihe marriage. It
was something she was going to have to find owt.[&ld a right to
know.

Leadenly, she began to unpack her clothes. The wetywas
distasteful—it underlined the permanency of heritps here, a
position she hadn't sought and certainly didn'ttwan

Bat it need only last as long as it took to seentleeger finalised, she
reminded herself forcefully. No power on earth vibkéep her here
once Harlie's was safe. In four years she had dthogit of all
recognition. She had come a long way in a relatigélort space of
time; she was polished, honed, hardened. Leon wtuidd it so
easy to intimidate her, push her around. It wasetbimg he would
find himself learning once her obligation to Geraid the Harlie
workforce, had been fulfilled.



Her wide, soft mouth was set in a line of grim deteation as she
closed a drawer on a pile of filmy undies, and saeied the now
empty cases to a space in the huge built-in waedrdbrning from
stowing them, her eyes were drawn to a set of boakss set in the
space between the wardrobe and the bedroom door.

Idly, she ran her eyes over the titles. Romandes)dtest offering
from the pen of Ellis Peters, the complete work3awfe Austen, and a
beautifully bound copy of Byron's poems. All weread new,
unread. Had he remembered her taste in readinggmaatt! picked
this selection out for her pleasure?

Hardly. She stripped off her suit, her underwead shrugged into a
robe, taking the pins from her hair and shakinghead slowly from

side to side so that its tumbled mass rioted artvéndhoulders. That
the books had been provided specifically for hes imano doubt. But
Leon had probably asked Spike to buy them. 'Gebzenl or so

books,' he would have said. 'My wife enjoys readiigvas, after all,

just conceivable that he had remembered that mochtder.

Dismissing the subject from her mind, she entelesl én-suite
bathroom. Very sumptuous, she noted, refusing toripeessed by
the obvious expense that had gone into the fumgsbf the entire
penthouse suite. She had been tongue-tied, spescihel shaken
with awe when she had first encountered the disapelence of
Feathergay. She was not so easily impressed now.

Terracotta tiles carried over the colour schemethef adjoining
bedroom, and contrasted with pearly grey porcdigmments, thick

fern-green towels and bronze taps and towel-rafls.long

smoked-glass shelf held lavish crystal jars of and body
lotions, talcs and soaps, perfumes and toilet watéil in the

perfume that had always been her favourite.



She had treated herself to a small bottle of Jayamfidence booster
before she had gone to that fateful party with klaknd after Leon
had driven her home that night he had kissed hexy, gently, but
with a thoroughness that had shaken her, and hg&ld'slove your
perfume—you must always wear it. It might have beerated for
you.'

Her head spinning with a queer mixture of frightdastinging
happiness, hardly able to believe that this am#&grigarismatic man
had insisted on driving her home—had even demanoleste her
again—she had told him the name of the perfumehlvabbecause
she hadn't known how to talk to him, how to copéhwie feelings
that, even then, were being born inside her. Anchae merely
smiled, a slow, haunting smile that had remainechén heart,
warming her whenever she thought about it.

And now something came to life inside her, twistamgl leaping in a
parody of those long-forgotten feelings. Quicklipesdropped her
robe on a stool and stepped beneath the showeridénethat that
unknown quantity, Alfred Manley Spiker, had puratdser precise
choice in reading matter and the Joy toiletries voms much of a
coincidence. Leon must have given specific instonst or had
actually set out to buy the things himself. Shendliknow whether to
be touched or terrified.

He had married her for the harshest of reasonsyatjdvhen they

had first met, she had believed him to be the gseftkindest man
alive. But surely he had not bought these thingdease her? It was
hardly possible that the sensitivity she had semsddm all those

years ago was still somewhere beneath the complexd of his

personality.

No. Unconsciously, Fliss shook her head in firm idewf that
possibility. Four years ago she had been seeing stieahad wanted
to see. Edwina had opened her eyes to the truthnanvay was she



going to go around wearing the blinkers of youthfhwxperience
again.

The books and toiletries had been given for a meppst as he had
insisted on the resumption of their marriage fepecific purpose. He
knew precisely what he was doing. But if he thought by seeming

to have her pleasure at heart he was softeningifyemaking her

more willing to accept the restrictions he had ethapon her, then
was he in for a surprise!

She dressed casually for dinner. No way was shimgita give him
the impression that this was in any way a spe@esion. Her hair
tightly pinned back, the amount of make-up sheusstl modest, she
stared at her reflection in the full-length mirrca, pucker of
dissatisfaction between her brows. The softly gaihefine black
cotton skirt worn with a silky white top did notigirat all to conceal
her sensually curved body. Apart from making suhe svas
well-groomed, she rarely took notice of the way kio&ked, and was
disinterested enough to be totally unaware of thg she affected
members of the opposite sex. But now, for someoreashe was
seeing herself with new eyes, completely awaresoblivn sexuality.

Frowning, she clipped an enamelled pendant on e dwid chain
around her neck, then hurriedly removed it. Thewdul pendant
drew attention to the valley between her full bteasvhich the
narrow V-neckline of the top she wore revealed.

About to rummage through her drawers for a conogalcarf, she
heard the rap of fingers on the door.

'It's on the table; come and get it!" He soundegh8Yy impatient, as if
he had expected her to join him long before now w&ad tired of
waiting. But although she strained her ears lisignfor the
comfortable sound of departing footsteps, none calaavas waiting



for her, out there in the passage, and if she tdginbut at once he
would come in and fetch her. She didn't want hirhenroom.

'l hope you're hungry." He was lounging against wadl space
opposite her door, and she felt the warm assessvhéig eyes, then
met the lingering, enigmatic look as he added aaungly, 'l know |

am.'

His fingers gripped her arm just above her elbomd &er flesh
burned with sudden awareness as he walked her #henthickly
carpeted passage. Suddenly, she was painfully mussof him as a
man, stingingly aware of the gracefully lean botbtleed in narrow
black cords, a black silk shirt opened at the nealeveal the corded
strength of his throat, the olive-toned skin of ¢hest.

Her breath clogged in her throat as she took Hersd&land, firmly
admonishing herself for allowing him to get to lberthat level. On
any level. The only way she could survive this @eiin her life was
to remain impervious to anything he said or did.

Spike and his master had gone to a great deabuble, she thought,
an ironic twist to her mouth as her eyes swept theetwo low tables
Leon had pulled up in front of one of the leathphalstered sofas.
The polished surfaces were covered with every kihdold food
imaginable, and Fliss said, 'l couldn't eat a thing

She knew she was being dog-in-the-mangerish andegéé the
smoked salmon curls, salads, thin slices of beef pheasant
regretfully.

There was a hauntingly wicked glimmer in his eyeda told her,
‘Then I'll have to make inroads for both of us. flw#l be no problem
at all, and | can't have Spike disappointed aftietha trouble he's
been to. You will have some wine, though?' One eyehvas raised
tauntingly, and she nodded, sinking down on oneddride squashy



sofa, angling her back into the corner as she \eattim walk over
to a side- table.

That indolent grace had been one of the first thisige had noticed
about him, and it still had the power to move has, anything
beautiful always did.

But his physical presence was merely a cloak, pithe real man. He
was a man of many parts, all of them differing. rEhwere so many
elusive facets to his personality: the charm hddcaurn on at will,
coaxing others to do whatever he wanted of thers; titugh
shrewdness that enabled him to control a huge &hdyi®wing
business empire; the cruelty in him that had made dapable of
marrying her in order to exact some kind of warpaeenge on the
woman he hungered for. He had inherited power aedlttv and,
from an early age, had been taught how to use it.

Reluctantly, she conceded that she had a toughdiggad of her, and
she accepted the flute of foaming, pale amberdidng handed her
and raised wary eyes.

‘Champagne?'

'l thought the occasion called for a celebratible'was beside her
now, his nearness unsettling her, and she watcimeddgily as he

helped himself to the delicious food. 'You won'acbe your mind?'
He offered her the plate and she shook her hedth@taly, hoping

her stomach wouldn't rumble and give her away. litagged. 'You

are being childish, Felicity. Why don't you stoghfiing me and make
the best of the situation, of our relationship?eAfall, you chose it,
four years ago.'

His effrontery took her breath away, and her eyesked defiance,
but she said nothing, summoning her resources.



'So shall we call a truce, try to live as civilisedults?' he questioned
when he realised she had no comment to make. Hedufacing her,
putting the plate of food back on the table, and/as sending out the
signals she remembered too well—the slow, slighithcentre smile,
the lazily lowered eyelids which turned his irigesa slumbrous,
smoky grey. Signals that had made the eighteengldaFelicity
ready to drop at his feet.

But not any more—not if she could help it. Thosétingly sensual
looks hadn't meant anything then, and they cegtalidn't now. Her
dry mouth, her hammering pulses, merely signifiegea.

Her eyes froze as she met the lazy, inviting warmthis, and her
tone was frigid as she clipped, 'Four years agah'dknow how
many beans made five.

| was gormless enough to imagine our marriage caoik. | know
better now.'

‘Do you?' His mouth tightened, the charming magdpsig to reveal
a dark intentness. 'You didn't give our marriagghance.' His face
was austere, tight- fleshed, and there was a dgrtknt at one side
of his mouth. 'Or perhaps you realised that theerradtpossessions |
could offer in no way made up for the loss of ytawer. Exciting,
was he?'

Fliss went cold, but she kept hold of herself, ngamga disinterested
shrug. But she saw from the sudden glitter of fiesgust how much
that seemingly careless gesture had annoyed hiogllErt, she told
herself stoically. Better for her self-respect, peide, for him to
believe Annabel's lies. Though how he, of all negyld imagine that
a woman, once in love with him, could willingly les him for
another man was beyond her comprehension.



'l think I'll go to bed now. I'm tired.' She rodaidlly, holding on to
her self-control with an effort, unaware of the wagr soft skirts
swayed around her long, shapely legs, the fabrigldig itself to
her hips and thighs. Just a few paces would brexgdthe door, to
blessed escape from his presence, but he was deehim one lithe
movement, his hard fingers biting into the sofsfief her arm.

'l haven't finished with you yet.'

‘You're hurting me!" Her tone was cold as her eyest his
defiantly—qglittering sapphire limned with thick alcaal
lashes—and his own eyes narrowed, his fingersgoéiren deeper.

‘The way | feel, | could do more than merely huwtiy He jerked her
closer to his lean, hard length, his eyes darkeasiger breasts were
forced into contact with the silk of his shirt.

Shamefully, Fliss felt her body's reaction to tlentact, and her
breath came rapidly, fear pattering in her pulsatdheDear heaven!
The days of wanting him had become no more thatiex lmemory,
pushed out of sight, becoming more myth than reaimost as if it
had all been something that had happened to sone& pérson, a
very long time ago. Was it possible that he only teetouch her to set
every cell in her body alight?

Without her being conscious of exactly when it hagpened, he had
released her arm, sliding his hands around her ,boassing her
close to him, so close that they seemed to dovetalil

'l could make love to you until you begged for nyerbe breathed
against the heated skin of her cheek, his lips ngpto close first one
eyelid and then the other with kisses so light tweye like the mere
feathering of butterfly wings, trailing slowly dowmver her
cheekbones to the lobe of her ear, nipping slowly softly there
before moving to the exposed length of her throat.



Her head thrown back, Fliss was aware of nothingtbe heavy
thumping of her heart, of the male scent of hira,gbft warmth of his
hair beneath the involuntary quest of her fing€hen slowly, almost
lazily, his mouth descended, his tongue feathegnugically against
the warm valley between her breasts, his inescagadids rotating
her hips closer to his until she was made awatbetxtent of his
need.

A sheet of explosive sensation at the intimate axintrained the
strength from her limbs, leaving her weak, meltmig him, and he
murmured throatily, his lips pushing aside the filtvarrier of her
blouse, making her flesh ache with wanting...

'l could make love to you like this, and this..tilyou forget Gerald,
forget the others who came before him, forget emeeybut me...'

At the mention of Gerald's name, Fliss dragged dys open,
blinking to clear the haze of desire. She rementhtEe well the way
his voice could drop huskily, as it was doing ndiwe intimacy
carried in the slow, sensuous tone almost shocKisyvoice still had
the power to make her melt, as his hands, his lhad,the power to
turn her body to molten, weak desire. She groameaguish. Would
she never learn?

Her body shaking now, she used both hands to pushalway,
catching the hot glitter of his eyes as she paritedve me alone.
Just don't touch me!

'Felicity --' his voice was thick '—don't try tomeyou want me.'

'‘No!" Panic increased, hammering through her véiwes,denial an
Instinctive travesty of the truth. She turned awagr eyes closed,
fighting for the control which was the only thingat would ensure
her safety.



'Who are you trying to fool?' He had regained bistml with an ease
that enraged her. It meant that his advances haal imere cerebral
than physical, and for some reason that hurt. dukin't do, of

course, because what had just happened was mearghag of what

had happened four years ago. She should have expéct

"You might try to fool yourself," he insisted moegly, 'but you can't
fool me. | can recognise when a woman's sexuatlysad.'

| just bet you do! she fumed inwardly, remembeiiityvina and the
languorous softness of her slender body as shativeeld in Leon's
arms, sitting up slowly, voluptuously, her eyes ethavith the
drugging aftermath of love.

Icily cold now, and very firmly in control, she ted to face him. She
wanted to rake her nails over his mocking featuBes she sacrificed
that satisfaction, and gave him a tight smile, p&ssionate mouth
parted over white, perfect teeth.

'For once in your life, Leon, you are wrong. | wethto find out if
your technique had improved over the years. It 'haSmhe lifted one
shoulder minimally, then took her forgotten champadrom the
table and drained the glass. It was as flat asedhe

She had wanted to hurt him, as he had hurt herthleutictory was
sour because, although her brain might screameati@), her body
responded to his slightest touch with cataclysnaisspn. The fact
that she had been too young, too naive to undefdtaw to cope
with the tumultuous feelings he aroused, had begpansible for her
trepidation on their wedding night. Faced with dark, devouring
ardour—an ardour she now knew belonged to somdsee-she had
wanted to cry out that she loved him more than, lite abandon
herself to him, to be everything he could want imaman.



But inexperience and insecurity had prevented ham frelaxing
enough to respond to him at all, and now, in thatliof what had
happened, she thanked heaven for that. A wantondabanent on
her part, protestations of love, would, with hirgidi have been
deeply humiliating because he had never wanteat .

She looked at him quickly, and saw the tight-lipmksgust on his
face. The simmering quality of his long silencetiggtto her, she
stated, 'You insisted on this farce of a so-catkszbnciliation; you
also agreed that the marriage should continue menanly. So |
suggest we stick to the ground rules if we're gaoge able to live
under the same roof without strangling each otlée' walked to the
door, her body swaying in unconscious enticememtgoing to bed.
And, tell me," her eyes met the dark glitter of\nith an equanimity
she was far from feeling, 'why did you go to susingths to force me
back? | have a right to know. You had been buyind aelling
Harlie's stock, and | wouldn't be surprised if yoeren't behind Tim
Ormond's uneconomic stipulations when it came tweweng the
Martin and Bride's contract. You forced Harlie'stknees, and then
you delivered your ultimatum. Why?'

She was unimportant to him, she always had beehl.aon Draker
didn't waste time on the unimportant things in.li& why did he
want the marriage resumed? There had to be a reasohthe
benefits would be stacked on his side.

'‘Don't you know why?' he asked edgily, advancirgeré was an aura
of leashed menace surrounding him; it made hert haee. But she
didn't follow the tug of her senses and hurl héfsem the room. She
was tougher, now, than that.

'l wouldn't ask if | did.'



He stood tautly in front of her, and the space betwthem crackled
with something invisible, electric. She could fd= tension of it in
her bones, in every fibre of her being, and itifiexd her.

She was tall, but he towered above her, makingfdetrsmall and
alone, and if he had reached out to touch her hiteidhat he wanted
them to try again because he hoped they could ffahgepast and
have something good, then, heaven knew, there tMasosnething
foolish enough, soft enough, left deep inside banéke her agree to
anything he said.

‘Then, I'll have to tell you.' His hands were bugatinto the pockets
of his expensively tailored cords, drawing attemtio the sleek
musculature of his thighs, and her eyes cloudedhaslling desire

kicked to life inside her. She heard him say, 'foend the married
state to be very useful. That's why | never starthdorce

proceedings—though, heaven knows, | had groundagéndOther
women can't get too possessive if they know thereigsfe in the

background. But recently I've come up against somewho is

possessive enough to be positively dangerous. $kend quite
believe in your existence. Hence the need to hawe gn show.
Satisfied?'



CHAPTER SIX

FOR a moment she didn't believe him, and she starddnatfrom
hazed eyes, shaking her head slowly to clear itl #hen the import
of his words hit her and she dragged in a breasihihg out, "You
bastard!" her face paper-white.

'‘Probably,' he conceded drily. 'But what did yopent? You ran out
on me, and | don't go a bundle on total celibatyer€ were plenty of
candidates willing to offer consolation.’

He turned away, leaving her leaning weakly agdhesdoor, and she
closed her eyes and heard the rattle of a decagéenst a glass.

'l just bet there were,' she commented rawly, gatbdrer resources.
‘But didn't the divine Edwina object?' She had kndws wouldn't live

like a monk, she had had stark evidence of thanveaie had found
his glamorous second cousin in his bed. But, itespfi that, she felt
her insides clench with impotent fury.

‘Jealous?' He lifted his glass to her in a moclsdra toast as he
straddled the arm of a sofa, his eyes wicked, tagint

'‘Go to hell!" she ground out viciously, then turied head, hiding her
expression.

'‘What about the men in your life?' he enquired@aiachlly. 'Don't try

to tell me that what's sauce for the goose isatesdor the gander. |
only know of two—the guy you left me for, and GeraBut there

must have been plenty in between. You learned seatuality

somewhere.'

There were dozens in between!' she snapped, lygrgeyes flaring.

He looked so cool, so laid-back, as if he heldtal aces. And she
wasn't going to tell him that no other man had @oene near her. Let
him sweat a little!



'‘And, as you so rightly pointed out, what's goodwgh for you is
good enough for me. So there will probably be dezeore!'

Her heart pumping erratically, she slipped outh& toom, closing
the door on the face of a man in a burning rage.tdnes of his face
were stark beneath his skin, giving him the lookaofman whose
monumental pride had been pricked, she thoughtawtimner shiver
as she caught that glimpse of his terrible anger.

But she would go on pricking his pride, she vowsdlae undressed
for bed after carefully bolting the door. She wophldy him back for
what he had done to her, and would revel in evanuta of it!

But, strangely enough, she cried herself to slaad,the only time
she'd shed tears of grief during the past foursy&éad been when
Netta had died.

She woke to sunlight streaming through the bedraamidows, and
she stirred heavily, her head hurting, her eyefyputh the tears that
had seemed unstoppable. Another day to get thraglgh thought
drearily as she showered, then bathed her facy water...

But she would manage it, she would cope. Pulling@air of jeans
and a light sweater, she swept her hair back, aaged that Leon
would have already left for his suite of officesial) she guessed,
would be situated directly beneath the penthouse.

And for once luck was with her. The apartment wigen, and a
glance at the carriage clock in the main lounge toér it was
nine-thirty.

Feeling like a child let out of school, she foursd tvay to the kitchen.
She had refused to eat last night, and was nownoage She would
make tea and heaps of buttered toast and --



She stopped in her tracks, realised her mouth hegupdd open, and
snapped it shut. Standing in the centre of then@ldgical wonder
that was the penthouse kitchen was the oddest iitdin Fliss had
ever laid eyes on. She had completely forgottenbAlired Manley

Spiker.

'‘Good morning, Mr Spiker." She extended a longgdnmned hand,
smiling. Who could not smile when confronted byrsadigure? He
resembled an elderly garden gnome, decked in deepmsning.
'I'm Fliss Draker.'

'I'm aware of who you are, madam.'

She was unprepared for the largeness of the vdiwehvissued from
the wizened little frame, or for the patent disavat.

'l answer to the name of Spike," he informed hén Wwim dignity, not
a flicker of a smile on his untidy face to answer bwn. 'When |
served breakfast at eight, as is my custom, Mr &rakpressed the
wish that you should be left to sleep.' He rollpdhe long sleeves of
his black cotton shirt, tweaked at his black waiatcand prepared to
clean the silver cutlery laid out on the newspagm®ered central
table. 'lIt would be helpful to know, madam, if ybabitually sleep
late and eschew breakfast.’

Fliss bit her lips on a giggle. She was being désed—firmly told
that if she didn't show up for breakfast, at theetiSpike had laid
down for that meal, then she must go without.

But her stomach was rumbling with empty complaamni] gone were
the days when she allowed herself to be dictated to

‘Carry on with what you're doing,' she told the &t little man
airily. 'I'm perfectly capable of making my own t@ad toast.' Which
she proceeded to do, with no help whatsoever flendisgruntled
manservant. As she searched for a teapot andtdriggure out how



the sci-fi kettle worked, she cast a fulminatingrglat Spike's erect
back. He was quite rigid with disapproval as hekedrquickly and
deftly over the silver. She wondered if he ruledhevith the rod of
iron with which he had attempted to beat her ouhefkitchen, and
decided he didn't. Leon would go his own way, anuk ibetide
anyone who tried to stop him!

She recalled the softening of humour in his voitemwhe'd told her
about Spike. He'd also said the man had been a.bbkat would
account for the squashy nose and the untidy coroom of the
ears—but it must have been half a century ago,hendust have
fought at flyweight.

Finally, and thankfully, Fliss was able to leave thgid atmosphere
of the kitchen, carrying her tray of tea and toaatgeful not to spill
anything. She could well imagine the little mantsth if she dropped
so much as a crumb!

Eating alone in the solitary and impersonal splemndd the lounge,
she felt herself to be immeasurably isolated. Letamn him, had
dragged her away from all that was dear and famitier own small
flat, her job, her friends. He had put her in pnisAnd, worse even
than that, his reasons for wanting her back wereaieus and
calculated as they had been when he had married her

Last night she had almost capitulated to her hiatafotor. One word
of gentleness from him, a word of regret, would éndhad her
mindlessly agreeing to start again, to try foretreconciliation. Her
mouth curled mirthlessly. Without her realisingltere had still been
a remnant of that younger, innocently gullible &lisuried deep
beneath the hardened shell of the woman she hiabf@sl out of the
wreck of her marriage.



But last night's revelations had tolled the deattellk for that
unwanted remnant. There was no way he could evanléing
other than her enemy. "'

Her breakfast finished, Fliss carried the tray btacthe kitchen. She
was determined to get to know Spike better. If thgre to be
incarcerated in this apartment together, then thieght as well be
friends. Having one enemy perpetually at close tgusirwas bad
enough.

He didn't look up as she entered the kitchen. Histmwas set in a
tight, hard line. Fliss didn't like the look of tha made her hoped-for
attempts at peacemaking look impossible.

However, she asked, 'Do you need any help withditnagr, Spike?
There seems to be a great deal of it." She putdest cup and plate in
the sink, and slotted the tray back where she badd it, in a space
between two of the many units.

Spike said, 'No, thank you, madam,' in a voice twild have
squashed rocks.

But it had been a long time since Fliss had allowedself to be
squashed by anyone, so she came back, brightlyrimly, 'As you
like. But I'm not used to being idle, and there tlagssomething | can
do to help around the place. Is Mr Draker comingkidar lunch, by
the way?' she added, because if the answer washgesould make
sure she was out.

'No, madam.' Spike stood up and went to the sinkash his hands,
removing her breakfast things as if they were awoittated. 'The
master rarely lunches at home,' he informed her twe gush of
water. 'And | do not require help with my dutiehidve my routine,
and the day | cannot follow it will be the day tire. And, might |

suggest, madam," he turned the tap off and redohadowel, facing



her now, his eyes black in the surrounding soft aflbrinkles, 'that
if you find idleness a burden, you expend your gigsron something
worthwhile—the happiness of your husband?"

Up until now Fliss had found his attitude amusiriigslightly
aggravating. Now it was something else. Her eyesonéng, she
asked with misleading softness, 'What exactly doyean?'

'‘Exactly what | said, madam." His eyes flicked frévars to the
gleaming silver on the table, lovingly polishedenhback again,
harder than before. 'l am devoted to your husbanttavie good
reason to be. Any, with respect, | don't want emdtby and see him
hurt again.'

A puzzled frown creased her brow. She didn't knomatwhe was
trying to say, and she didn't know whether to laagtie antagonistic
littte man or threaten to fire him! But, in spitd his attitude,
something about him impressed her; he wore histglitike a cloak,
covering his unprepossessing outward appearan¢gngniam seem
like an avenging angel.

'‘Would you mind elaborating?' she asked, hating dqberulous
squeak in her voice, and he nodded, simply, as tiriderstood her
mood and, in a way, sympathised.

'l don't mean to sound antagonistic, madam, bum Icancerned. |
Was told, by no less an authority than Mr Drakexcgher, of the way
you left him so early on in your marriage. And hbaaobserved, at
first hand, his tendency to drive himself too hasl,if nothing else
mattered; the dark moods of sadness that comeloreat times.
And | saw the change in him when he told me youeweturning.
Quite simply, madam, he was happy, a changed mameéther told
me that you broke his heart four years ago, amulnat wish to see
you break it all over again. He loves you very muoadam.’



Fliss couldn't believe she was hearing this! Hexetls burned with
heat, with outrage. Damn Annabel and her lies! Brokearted?
Twaddle! The only emotion Leon would have experezhevhen
she'd left him would have been relief.

Mistaking her crimson face for embarrassed remdsgeke said,
with a modicum of gentleness, 'But now you are bad#ter and
wiser, perhaps. Wise enough to prefer the lovegeraleman such as
your husband to any number of --' here his uglye facmsoned to
match her own as he coughed delicately and supphachumber of
other male friends.’

She couldn't trust herself to speak. Face burrshg,stalked out of
the kitchen. Had Annabel told her filthy lies toyane willing to
listen? It was intol-erable! She had a good mingdaight back, take
that pompous little man by his scrawny throat aeldhim that she
had walked out on his beloved master—that paragoallothe
gentlemanly virtues— simply and solely becauselsitediscovered
that he had married her to revenge himself on tman he really
loved. And that he had bedded that same womanuigler her nose!
And, furthermore, she was only back here, playingeang his wife,
because it suited him at the moment to use heeép kis string of
other women in their places—on their backs, no tjues asked, no
demands made! She wondered why she wasn't screaming

She paced the confines of her bedroom many times,amms
wrapped tightly around her body, before she redlskere she was
and what she was doing. And, suddenly, she slungvedping down
on to the bed.

None of this was Spike's fault. He had said he degoted to
Leon—though why, Fliss couldn't imagine! And sdhael swallowed
the lies Annabel had fed him. And why shouldn't Ae@d as for Leon
loving her—well, she would be flat on her back,daing her socks
off if she'd felt in the mood for a joke. If he himbked pleased when



he'd told Spike that the errant wife was returnthgn it would have
only been a reflection of his own relief—relief thee could flaunt
her beneath the current mistress's nose.

She dragged a hand tiredly through her hair, soadgt@ins. She had
never felt more alone, more friendless. She mighwell be dead as
immured here with a man who used her for his ovathisomely

devious ends, and another who thought she was moartrollop!

Recognising the beginnings of self-pity, she hatiexdelf to her feet
and forced herself over to the mirror, where sheabeut repairing
the damage to her neat chignon.

Leon might be the devil in human guise, and he trfiglve the upper
hand right now, but that state of affairs woulda&t longer than it
took to get the Harlie-Draker merger finalised. Ahdn her beloved
husband wouldn't see her for dust! Only, this thmend, she would
take care to cover her tracks completely. This timmand she
wouldn't be a broken-hearted idiot, running blindgaving a trail
any fool could follow. She had her wits about hewnand her
emotions weren't involved. She would plan every enskie made,
well in advance.

And she wasn't friendless. Her friends were a amaphundred miles
away, that was all. Easily con- tactable by pha¥&d the first one
she would contact would be Gerald. He cared abeytkmew more
about her than any other living soul—and he could ber details of
that merger.

But her call to Gerald's office didn't have the ¢oming effect she
had hoped for. After a few words with Amy Prentidsis

secretary—who had sounded oddly breathless andainall her
normal, chatty self—she had been passed on tod;evhab had also
sounded odd. Abstracted, Fliss thought, as if hé $@mething
pressing on his mind. After stiltedly acknowledgthgt he was well,



that the date of the merger with Draker Electromiadn't been set,
Fliss decided she knew what was wrong.

'I'm sorry, Gerald, | shouldn't be taking up youmd. | know how
busy you must be. Why don't | phone you at home ¢kening, and
we can have a good long natter?'

'l shan't be there. Sorry, Fliss.'

'‘No? Going somewhere exciting?' And that would bereor miracle,
she thought, her frown deepening. Something wasgvr&ince
Netta's death he had never gone out, apart fronggnio the office.

'‘Oh—well, | don't think it would interest you." Heounded
dismissive, and Fliss knew there had to be somgtbimhis mind.
Something bad? Something he didn't want to worry \wgh?

Reluctantly, she made her farewells, injecting eecful note with
difficulty. Replacing the handset, she stared wiftant, unseeing
eyes around the sparsely furnished room that was'testudy, and
his deep and rather beautiful voice came from tie\day.

'‘Who were you calling?'

If she'd been afraid of making waves, there weserammber of lies
she could have told: the hairdresser, an old sétiead—anyone.
But she said, 'Gerald' and watched his face tightenlines around
his mouth becoming more deeply incised, makindipsslook cruel.

'l thought I'd told you to sever all connectionerty’ he said with
chilling asperity, and she stood up from her penclhe corner of the
big leather- topped desk and gave him the benkfieomost wintry

smile.

'You may command the tide, O King, but you donthazand me!'
She eyed him with wary defiance. She would havedlito sweep out
of the room—in fact, her feet were itching to dstjthat. But to gain



the doorway she would have to pass too close tahiand daunting
person. And the last time she had at-' temptedaveep out on a
telling one-liner she had reaped the bitter conseges. So she said,
as dis- missively as she could, 'According to theeo He-
Who-Must-Be-Obeyed,' she jerked her head in thegdmirection
of the kitchen, 'you don't appear at lunchtimew®y are you here
now?' She fiddled abstractedly with the blottehadesk, pushing it
this way and that, missing the flicker of amusentbat lent silvery
lights to his deep grey eyes.

'‘Don't tell me you've run foul of Spike as welll'eHossed his
briefcase on to a leather club chair, moving, cdgsthe space
between them.

Fliss backed off, putting the width of the deskwmn them. Verbal
sparring she could take, if she had to, but shddotutake his
nearness—it unnerved her, made her heart poundedgerfeel like
jelly. 'As well?' she questioned, her tongue flickinervously at the
corner of her mouth.

‘As well as me,' he qualified. 'l warned you thatrbles the apartment
absolutely. I hope you haven't injured his pridegbyng him helpful
household hints, or by offering to do the dishes!

Fliss shrugged, pushing the blotter around somesmanything to

avoid having to look at him, because his eyes waréing now, his

mouth relaxed, almost sensual, and that was songeshie didn't care
to see. And not for anything would she tell himhet earlier brush
with Spike. His ego was big enough as it was, witheer inflating it

even further by letting him know that the ex-flygki was in his
corner, ready and willing to do battle on his bé&hal

'Spike's OK,' she answered airily. 'Apart from lgeiwo bricks short
of a load—he seems to think you're some kind dydei



A low, velvety chuckle brought her skin out in gebamps, but his
following, 'l came to take you out to lunch—we"ea minutes before
the cab arrives,' chased the weakness of awarawaysand stiffened
her backbone nicely.

‘No, thanks. Go on your own.'

Her voice came out sounding sulky, and she hadténded that.
She'd meant to sound casual, uninterested, butnsise have given
the impression of being the original dog in the genbecause he
said wearily, 'Don't be such a child, it doesnlt gau. Fetch your
coat and try to behave in a civilised fashion foc®.'

His remark implying her lack of sophistication rdmhe it—-that and
the comforting adage about the impossibility oftiggt a horse to
drink even after one had gone to the trouble afilegit to water. She
would show him, at one and the same time, just kophisticated
and difficult she could be, she vowed as she efteet lightning
transformation of her jeans- clad person.

Dressed in a discreetly expensive cream silk baitdid wonders for
the remains of her Californian tan, she sweptdnifa of Joy into the
waiting cab.

'‘Not taking the car?' she enquired, brittly sweet.

'l intend to take a drink—wine, maybe a brandy—tafie the
afternoon off." His easy reply as he settled his|eslegant length
beside her set her teeth on edge. Having to endtie would
probably amount to a two-hour lunch with him wasd lkeaough—Ilet
alone the rest of the day. But she wasn't goingttbim know how
his presence needled her; a picture of bored mdiffice was the one
she had set out to portray.



'How nice." She aimed a thin facsimile of a smilenawhere in
particular, then stiffened inside as she hearddpeak again.

'‘We need to talk, Fliss, sensibly and seriousld, lahought a relaxed
lunch might help set the tone.' He shifted sligiiiyis seat, making
her uncomfortably aware of him, of the tangy aravh#he soap he
used, of his body warmth stealing its invisible/asive fingers across
the small amount of space that separated themh&&l her heart
pick up speed, and quickly turned to stare outhef window. He
could still affect her—damn him! She knew exactlyhaw he
was—who better?—and yet he could still make heodblsing, her
heart race, her flesh tremble. She must have radksr head!

'Fliss --' His voice was deep, velvet-smooth, dmsl was the second
time he had used the diminutive she preferred. dllogie was enough
to make her questioning sapphire eyes turn to hinatdand the way
his hand captured hers, his hard-boned fingersamaihst her palm.

A million sensations, all of them electric, sangotigh her veins at
his touch, and to attempt to remove her hand, & b&@musedly
assured herself, would merely result in that gertdndclasp
tightening into talons of steel. So her hand lagspae within his, and
she stared steadily at the back of the driver'sl hsathat Leon
wouldn't see how her eyes inevitably mirrored resaction to the
sensations he was creating.

'‘We've embarked on this second journey into magr@ythe wrong
foot entirely—and | admit I'm far more to blame tbat than you. So
can we start over, talk things out rationally, tty create an
understanding—create a worthwhile relationship?’

The obvious sincerity in his voice took her breathay. It transported
her to a place where good and wonderful things &agg as surely as
night followed day—a place where the impossibleaee, just for
that moment; gloriously possible.



The eyes she turned to him were vulnerable, andbreath was
sucked in on a gasp. The way his gaze moved slamdysensuously
from her suddenly hectic cheekbones to her soéiyeal lips affected
her more than she had believed possible.

‘Shall we try, Fliss?' The tone was husky, sedubtiegsenses, the
guestion merely rhetorical because he knew he aathhihe palm of

his hand. And that took her back, too—back fourg@atime to the "

day he had proposed to her. She had believed Wwhdtad thought to
be his sincerity then, but events had all too dyiskown her how

spurious it had been. She was not about to makeame mistake
twice.

And yet—heavy raven lashes lowered to hide her,apasking her
thoughts—and yet, it might be better if they didale some kind of
understanding. It could be weeks before she coal#t wut on him

again. The merger still hadn't been finalised, simel would need to
lay her plans very carefully this time, to ensueecbuldn't track her
down again. And weeks of in-fighting didn't appeal.

She had meant to be difficult over lunch, refusiogeat a thing,
watching him eat with bored eyes, flicking the ioaal
ostentatious glance at her watch. In that way, & figured, he
would learn that he couldn't force her to do algiriging she didn't
want to and, with luck, he wouldn't repeat the tiation.

But a truce of some sort did appeal, and when e 8&ell?' the
husky voice, the slight additional pressure onflmgers reminding
her that she hadn't answered his question, shesdodd

'Yes, we'll talk things over," she said, and woedeat his acting
ability when she discerned a quiet kind of joyhe tleep grey eyes.

‘That's my girl!" The warm approval in his voicé leer in no doubt
that he thought he had her fooled, she decidecalni wincing as



he squeezed her hand until she thought her fingeyist break. Then
he released it and reached in an inner pocket.

'l notice you don't wear your wedding ring," hedshghtly—too
lightly?—as he extracted a small, flat box. 'l inmegyou threw it
away, so | bought a replacement.’

She hadn't thrown the ring away, although thatlbeseh her original
intention. But she hadn't been able to bring hétsalo it, and it lay
now, cocooned in cotton wool, at the bottom of\werkbox.

In spite of herself, she was touched as he sligldia gold band on to
her finger, drawing in her breath as it was folloviy a magnificent
oval sapphire, set in heavy gold.

'l couldn't resist it—it reminded me of your eyd®'explained with
an offhandedness that didn't ring true. 'You didndve an
engagement ring before,' he added. 'l was in tochnadi a hurry to
put the wedding ring in place.’

He sounded regretful, as well he might, Fliss tiwgaspishly. He
hadn't been able to wait to have his revenge oniriadwo produce a
wife—to make Edwina suffer as he had suffered.

However, Fliss decided as they reached their degim and Leon
ushered her between open smoked- glass doors dldnkbay trees
In tubs, that was all in the past. This time arotimags were different
because she was different, and she was perfedliggiio work with
him towards some kind of under- - standing. Sutthi@e could make
her hopefully short time with him at least toleebRnything else
would be absurdly childish.

The restaurant he'd brought her to was discregpigrsive, and the
fact that Leon used it often was obvious by the wayvas warmly
greeted and led immediately to the best tablearidhg, narrow gilt-
and white-decorated room.



Laying aside the huge leather-bound menu after mgaker choice,

she returned his smile across the white-linen-cavéable. She was
actually glad she had come, she acknowledged witheri

amazement, more than pleased that the viciousghthfig had

stopped and that she had agreed that it should.be s

'You have pretty hands,' he told her when the wadée moved away
after serving their salmon mousse. 'The shapeef&#pphire suits
perfectly.'

‘Thank you.' She felt herself colour with pleaswery conscious of
the heavy stone, of the simple gold band that elecither finger. She
would enjoy wearing the sapphire until the time edaor her to leave.
Absurdly, her thoughts were regretful, and for amaat she saw the
day of their final parting not as a welcome goalt las a

penance—and not for the sake of a valuable rirtige i

And that was a dangerous attitude of mind, she edhrimerself,
clamping her lips together and dropping her eyebeateathered a
fingertip across her flushed cheek.

They had to form a tolerable relationship. It wlas bnly sensible,
adult thing to do. And he had brought her heradotral ground, so
that they could talk things out. But there wouldnoequestion of his
talking her into accepting the restrictions he paton her life for an
indefinite period, or accepting this temporary nzaye as a real one.

And with that firmly in mind, she reminded him, adimg his eyes,
'So let's talk—that's why we came here, isn't'it?willing to try to
find a way of making our situation tolerable.’

‘Later. Let's simply relax and enjoy our meal. Theril go home and
talk. And as for now, let's see if we can't trjpcome friends. Now,
relax a little; drink your wine, Fliss.'



She lifted her glass obediently as her plate wamved and another,
bearing the chicken and crayfish she had orderad,placed before
her. His lips had said one thing, but his eyestb&tiher that simple
friendship was definitely not on his mind, and thngtde her feel very
wary—but oddly excited, too. She put her glass ddvem hand was
shaking. And beneath her breastbone her heart \a#teripg,

skidding around. She couldn't really believe thatwanted a true
reconciliation, could she? And that wasn't whatwhated, was it?

For a brief, unguarded moment she didn't know vshat did want.

And, what was more frightening, more confusing thagthing, was
the way that the past four years had become bluorgaf focus, as if
they had never really existed. It left her receptias vulnerable to
him as she had been in those heady, rapturousadides first and

only love.

She dipped her head, not wanting him to read lerghts before she
had had time to analyse them herself.

‘Darling! The high-pitched, cultured accent cubirrliss's muzzy
thoughts, and she was aware of a cloud of cloyiagume, a
presence. Lifting her head slowly, her eyes tragethe greyhound
lines of a sleek ash-blonde. She was dressed lifefmitaste, an older
woman just behind her, more than likely her mothlethought |
might run into you here—if anywhere!'

'‘Charlotte—— Leon was on his feet, his smile urbane, his ey
bored. At least, Fliss thought it was boredom, luatigleam of
something that looked suspiciously like unholy gleeher brain into
overdrive.

Of course—a fool could work this one out! As sheswdroduced to
Charlotte and her mother, Lady Flemmynge, Flissainbwas

clicking rapidly behind her social smile. She didreed to see the
sudden hazing of pain in Charlotte's green eyksaa that Leon had



brought her here, given her those rings, with dseative in mind: to
warn off a mistress who had become too demandiraginii he
already admitted that that was the only use heftwatler? So why
hadn't she been on her guard? Why had she alloeeslh Jo be
fooled by his spurious charm yet again?

Alone again, Leon said, 'Sorry about that. Letts lmam?' and Fliss
tossed her linen napkin beside her untouched nmehpashed her
chair back.

'‘Enjoy it,' she remarked with a lightness she veadrom feeling. 'l
find I've lost my appetite.' And she walked awayndion keeping her
spine rigid, making her sweat.



CHAPTER SEVEN

A caB cruised slowly round the corner into the sideeatand Fliss
stepped off the pavement, hailing it, oblivioustbé stare of the
liveried doorman who had welcomed them through eho
smoked-glass doors not half an hour earlier. Skienmavery clear
idea of where she would go, she thought as theleak towards her.
Hyde Park, perhaps, to walk this rage, this sehbetoayal out of her
system.

Her decision made, she stepped forward, only todaely jerked off
her feet as iron-hard fingers bit through the efiker sleeve.

‘The Draker building, Westminster,' he told thevdrj his voice curt,
and to Fliss, his mouth a grim line, '‘Get in.’

‘You certainly know how to foul things up,' he gted as the cab
picked up speed. Speechless with rage, Fliss jarkedhead round,
staring at the swiftly moving traffic. Without evénying, he reduced
her to a fireball of emotions, the poise and cdrttrat had been so
hard-won over the past four years reduced to bleishemory. Her

whole body was quivering," her teeth clamped togetith tension,

making her jaw ache.

He was wrong. He was the one who fouled things ugliberately,
and with a callousness that took her breath awhg. should have
learned her lesson after learning precisely whigdae married her in
the first place. But no—her mouth twitched withfsksgust— oh,
no! Twice within twenty-four hours she had comehmta whisper of
admitting to herself that she cared about the bdistawice! And,
idiot that she was, she had actually been touclyeithd gesture of
affection he had made when he had given her thoggs,rhis
seemingly sincere desire to get this second attatparriage on to a
better footing.



Breathing raggedly, she twisted the heavy sapifireer finger and
tossed it in his direction, not caring where itdad. Bought it
because it matched her eyes! Like hell! Would stenlearn? The
wedding ring followed.

From the corner of her eye she saw him pocket thgsr and
defeatedly admitted that her gesture had comeateo The rings had
served their purpose. The jewel, particularly, wasnissable and
would have effectively underscored the simplicityf tis
introductions—'Charlotte, meet my wife, Felicitghe would never
forget the pain in the blonde's eyes. Never.

Outside the Draker building, her legs threatenebluickle. Only his

grip on her arm kept her upright. She risked a labkis face as he
turned from paying the driver, and what she sawethmade her
stomach heave. He looked as if he would like tottle her!

He marched her towards the private lift, and, omt&de the

claustrophobic metal box, she began to shake agagading the
interview ahead of her which would now take thecelaf the

promised 'friendly talk'. She needed time to getélé together, to
cancel out the mind processes that had confusswgigested, for a
brief span of time, that he wasn't really her enangll—that things
could, if they both worked at it, be different.

As the lift moved upwards at what seemed to héeta snail's pace,
he took a step towards her, and she snapped, ©aol me!'

'l don't want to,' he answered grimly, his face Bkt was breathing
rapidly, as if he'd been in a fist fight, but he&dséevelly enough, 'I'm
stopping off at my office—at least there's logipnoject projections.
You can carry on up to the apartment.’'

Her chin lifted and she glared right back at himelng the quite
perverse feeling of disappointment that weightadthleart. She didn't



actually want him to stick with her, did she? Sheldn't want to take
part in yet another brutal slanging match, coule?s8he couldn't be
that crazy!

‘And if | don't want to be shut up all afternoortat—that prison? It
bores me to death!" she flashed.

‘Tough,' he commented drily. 'But as a prison istmtome with a
five-star rating.' He was standing squarely in frohthe doors, his
hands bunched into the pockets of his sleek gamysars, his broad
shoulders dismissive. And as the doors slid openvag out, no
backward look. A man in a vile temper.

Moments later, stepping out into the apartment,nhied quietening
just a little, she reflected on that anger. It wageal she could have
reached out to touch it. Yet it made no sense.

True, she must have caused a few raised eyebroers stie'd walked
out on him and her untouched meal. But he had enanough to
handle a little thing like that. He could take ia Blegant stride things
that would have made a less assured man crumplewitip
embarrassment. Besides, he had done what he hdasavould
do—used her and their marriage to warn off a pessemistress. He
should be rejoicing, not blazingly, furiously angry

She was still uptight when Spike announced from linenge
doorway that dinner was served. Turning from hdtasy station at
the wall-width window, she walked quickly throudtetroom on her
way to the dining-room next to the kitchen, almostiiding with
Leon as he emerged from his bedroom. A cursorycglaver his
black-shirt-and-trousers-clad figure was all thiermevledgement she
gave him as she stalked on ahead. And what Spekeytit about the
separate bedrooms they occupied made her moutthtmirthlessly.
It would be quite obvious that she was not takiagtask of making



her husband 'happy’ to its full conclusion, andgiessed she'd be in
for more of the cold-shoulder treatment from thatation!

Not that she cared, she told herself firmly. Sgikitle lecture this

morning would have been laughable, except for det that her
mother-in-law—having accomplished what she'd set@do—was

now telling all and sundry that the break up wasely Fliss's fault!

And, in any case, she reminded herself, she wduémere so very
much longer.

‘Thank you, Spike,' Leon commented as the litttead helped them
both to a richly aromatic game casserole. 'Thikdomonderful, as
always.'

But, wonderful or not, Leon ate little, Fliss not&he forced herself
to eat some of the food, but the atmosphere bettireenwas enough
to kill the keenest appetite.

‘You said you were bored,' Leon remarked at lagnihg back in his
chair, watching from beneath enigmatically lowelashes as Fliss
poured coffee from the pot Spike had left. "Youyaeely been here
for twenty-four hours.'

‘Twenty-four minutes would have been enough to lboeeto tears,’
Fliss came back smartly. The long afternoon haérgiver time to
recover from the aberration of softening towaras.Hie was firmly
printed on her mind as a swine of the first wateie—now and all
time. She would not make the same mistake agaimu8ed to using
my brain, keeping occupied—not being cooped up istaxile,
expensive hutch!" She put his coffee in front ehlgracelessly, and
took her own to the opposite end of the room, whsdre stared
belligerently at one of the paintings on the patkeivalls.



No matter how hard she promised herself to remaim,cto revert to
being the cool, collected young woman she had beéore he had
erupted back into her life, she was finding it astnonpossible.

'It's largely up to you to make the situation Ist&sile, Fliss.' He had
come to stand behind her, without her hearing hioven She
flinched, the coffee-cup rattling on its saucerh#s hands lightly
touched her shoulders and fell away again. 'I'nlingilto do what |

can,' he added, his voice low, husky with sometBmgdidn't want to
recognise.

She felt his breath feather the skin oft her napaking her thrpat
tighten. How could she allow herself to be affedbgchim like this?

she thought with violent self-disgust as he reaecbadd her and took
the cup and saucer from her flaccid hands, puttiegn down on a
side table and turning her to face him.

Loathing herself, she tugged away, dislodging laads from her
shoulders. Dropping, his hands brushed againsbieasts and fire
licked through her, making her close her eyes asagony.

'‘How would you like to work for me? | guarantee ywauldn't have
time to be bored.' His voice was lightly teasingd ahere were
pinpricks of silvery laughter in the deep grey o éyes. It was as if
he had recognised the sensations that had almpptext her at that
accidental, erotic touch.

'‘How do you mean?' she managed, suspiciously. Siseshaking
inside. He wasn't touching her now, but he did@ed to. His
presence alone was enough to pull her poise ittersa

'l had a word with personnel. We could find youlacp in PR—no
problem at all.'

No, no problem at all for a firm such as his to eoup with what
would probably amount to being a nothing of a jobstijto keep the



boss's wife from being bored, she thought acidlgresedged away
from him and reseated herself at the table. Sh@tdadnt to be near
him, didn't want to have to cope with the confhgtiemotions his
nearness provoked.

'‘No, thanks." Almost, she could have been gratbatlhe had second
guessed her need to be occupied, had gone toaihgldrto find a
position within his company. Almost, she could Itken for that. But
she had to be tougher with him, tougher with hér$elo have some
standards. | won't work for a rogue and a schemer.'

He had been walking back towards the table, tobhéstopped dead
in his tracks at that—very still, dark, menace wenry tautly drawn
line of his body.

'l am doing my damnedest to be patient,' he grautd'And, after
this morning's tantrum, | think | deserve a medaldven trying.' His
shapely hands clenched into fists at his sideswt@d the hell do you
mean by that snide remark?' The words were likdiglash.

Danger surrounded him like an aura. It would bey @ugh to be
terrified by the powerful, still man. But Fliss wida't let herself
be—at least