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It had hardly been love at first sight

Kate Macaulay had covered Dominic Smith-Farrellar avith
cement--and he was furious. At the time, Kate haddea she'd be
living in his home only three months later.

Now, his very presence seemed to torment her. Kirardear
Dominic," she told him, "I don't reckon you're theand blood like the
rest of us. As far as | can see, you're nothingalzgrdboard cutout.”

But Dominic was the one cardboard cut-out Kate adskhe could
make come to life!



PROLOGUE
'‘How does the defendant plead? Guilty or not gilty

A bright shaft of sunlight, streaming in througle thigh windows of
the London courtroom, shone down upon the tallrégaf a girl

standing in the dock. Brushing a slim, nervous htanaugh her cloud
of tawny-gold hair, she hesitated for a moment.

'Have | really got to choose one or the other?' she asked, ga:
anxiously up at the elderly stipendiary magistsgated on his raisec
dais. 'How about, "Yes, I'm sort of guilty—but itag/all a dreadful
mistake"?'

‘That won't do, I'm afraid,' he told her kindly bunly.

'‘But I've promised to tell the truth, the wholetklrand nothing but the
truth. So why can't | just explain what happened?'

The magistrate sighed, adjusting his glasses aeéed down at the
documents in front of him. 'l believe you are atwisto this country,
Miss Macaulay?'

‘Yes, sir. I'm over here from Canada—just staying & while in
England, before going on a tour of Europe.'

'‘And | understand that you are intending to repregeurself in this
court?'

‘Sure—why not? I've heard all about British justiaed | guess you'll
see that | have a fair trial. You will—won't yosPe added, giving the
elderly man a warm pleading smile.

'Oh, yes...er...indeed...'" he muttered, clearirg) throat nervously.
'‘However, Miss Macaulay, before we can start heatie evidence,
you must tell the court whether you wish to pleadtg or not guilty.'



'‘Well, | really can't decide what to do. It's all difficult, you see. On
the one hand...'

The girl paused, a deep flush spreading acrosshieexks as a tall man,
dressed in a dark formal suit, strode purposefally the courtroom.
Carrying a briefcase in one hand, the cords otldbeg) slung over his
shoulder, he gave a slight nod to the magistraterédowering
himself down on one of the front benches.

'I'm sorry to be late, Alan," he muttered to thenradting beside him.
'How's it going?'

It isn't!" his solicitor grinned. 'The lady islstrying to make up her
mind whether or not she's guilty.'

'Of course she's guilty!" Dominic Smith-Farrell @ in a low, angry
voice as he turned his stormy eyes on the gihéndock. 'l caught her
red- handed, didn't I?'

‘Well, I must admit | wouldn't mind getting my "rddhnds" on that
particular girl," his old friend murmured, gazingMiss Macaulay's
generously curved figure with frank appreciation.

'‘Humph!" Dominic grunted dismissively. He had nebeen attracted
to the very tall, Junoesque type of woman—and gessliknows, that
girl must be at least six feet tall in her stocladgfeet. With her
flowing mane of sun-streaked, amber-coloured haisled back from
her wide brow, over large blue eyes which bore Emost feline
expression, she bore, he had thought, on their éin€ounter, an
uncanny resemblance to a fierce tigress. Howetwegs now a tigress
with sheathed claws, he noted, his gaze narrowsngeasaw the girl
give the magistrate another warm, friendly smile.

His solicitor shrugged. 'In any case, guilty or,nbtooks as if Miss
Macaulay is managing to wind old Parkinson arouedlittle finger.'



‘Senile old fool! He should have retired from thenbh years ago,'
Dominic muttered grimly, casting a scathing glaopeat the elderly
magistrate before turning his dark head to lookiadothe courtroom.
'‘Am | going to be required to give evidence?"'

'l don't think so. However, from the way this c&sgoing, | wouldn't
like to bet on it.'

‘That's all | need—especially as I've only got lesadfhour before I'm
due in the High Court." Dominic's foot tapped inatly, his lips
tightening into a hard line as he stared at thegidl 'As far as I'm
concerned, she deserves to be hanged, drawn aridredd he added

grimly.

"... Let me see if | can help you, Miss Macaul#y' magistrate was
saying, clearly bending over backwards to assesigin in the dock.
'Did you go to Wilton Street on the day in question

'Yes, sir, | did.'

‘And while there, did you see a red sports cargrhideside the road, &
few yards away from a large vehicle carrying freement?"

'Yes, sir. That's what gave me the idea, you sEe®'girl brushed
nervous, trembling fingers through her long haiwas so furiously
cross and angry with the rotten, two-timing ratr--Eum... I...mean...

er... the man I'd been involved with..." she amdngeickly as the
magistrate frowned down at her. 'lt wasn't justftted that he'd proved
to be so unfaithful which upset me so much,' sh@a@xed. 'I'd also
just found out that he'd stolen some of my money.'

'If you could just keep to the point, Miss Macaulay’

‘Well, I knew my boyfriend had an apartment in WhltStreet, and that
he drove around in an open red sports car,' themgittered, clearly



embarrassed at having to relate in open court tbey of her
disastrous romance. 'l guess | was a fool— a camp®t, right?' she
continued with flushed cheeks. '‘Because | justmafijuassumed the
car belonged to him. I'd only been in it one or ttvmes—and |
honestly don't know one make of English automdibde another. As
far as | could see, the car in Wilton Street was flae same old wreck
that my boyfriend had been driving around towne §hve a helpless
shrug.

'‘What does she mean—alu wreck That car was my pride and joy!
Dominic hissed, staring malevolently at the girthe dock.

"... And so when | saw that cement truck—well, eggi | must have
had some sort of brainstorm." The girl shook headhm distress.

'‘Because when | looked in the cab and saw thatrtlier had gone off,

leaving the key in the ignition, it didn't take fnee seconds to back up
the truck, pull a lever—and tip a whole load of esinto the open

sports car.'

The magistrate frowned as a ripple of laughter asmound the

courtroom. 'But, as | understand it, Miss Macauldng vehicle in

guestion wasiot owned by...er...the person against whom you h
such a strong grudge. That, in fact, it belongedat@womplete

stranger—the distinguished lawyer, Mr Dominic Satrrell, QC.'

'Yes.. .that's what's so awful, you see. | did miédeemost dreadful
mistake. And | truly anverysorry that | picked the wrong car." The
girl cast a nervous sideways glance at Dominid'§igare sitting on a

bench across the courtroom.

'‘What absolute rubbish! She wasn't at all sorrghinic whispered

savagely, grinding his teeth at the recollectiornth@d strange girl's
wild, hysterical laughter as his beloved car hadplpeared beneath a
avalanche of cement.



'l know that what I did was very wrong. But maybklr Smith-Farrell
hadn't been so furious, spending so much time stnggblue murder,
before dragging me off to the police station. Tl girl gave a heavy
sigh. 'Well, maybe the quick- drying cement woultiave had time to
harden. Unfortunately, by the time someone did calorg to dig out
the car, I'm afraid it was far too late.’

'It certainly was!" Dominic agreed grimly under bigath.

The magistrate cleared his throat. 'Since it agpediss Macaulay,
that you're prepared to admit...'

'‘Oh, sure,' the qirl interrupted, vigorously nodgiher head. 'I'm
perfectly willing to admit that | committed—what dgou call
it?—"malicious damage"? And, although it's takerea days to
arrange the transfer of money from Canada, I've mad the
insurance company for the loss of the car. Howelelp want to
assure the court that it was all a dreadful mistakaet | had no
intention of destroying Mr Smith-Farrell's car; andgvell, | guess I'd
like to tell him again just how very sorry | anhesadded, wincing as
she cast another quick, nervous glance at thestany expression on
Dominic's face.

The magistrate peered down over his glasses ablduk-gowned
clerk of the court. "The sum involved does not appe be excessively
large. Do we have any further information on thestter?"

'Yes, sir.' The clerk stood up. 'l understand thatnsurance company
has been paid in full.'

'Well, in that case...'

‘All right, Alan, that's it—I'm off!" Dominic mutted angrily, not
waiting to hear any more as he rose quickly tofées. ‘Not only has
this morning been a complete waste of time, butal'so quite certain



that horrendous girl—who's succeeded in making owk Isuch a
fool—is going to get off scot free. As far as I'oncernedthe law is
an as$ he added bitterly, his anger fuelled by the-taett his solicitor
had obviously found the proceedings as amusindh@gdst of the
court.

Quickly rising and hurrying after his client as $teode purposefully
from the courtroom, the solicitor grinned up at¢li$ friend, who had
recently been described as 'a high flier... onthefmost successful
lawyers in the country'.

‘You haven't done too badly,' he pointed out. &8sk your insurance
company has been paid, and there's nothing toystopuying another
"old wreck". Incidentally, | thought Miss Macaulaylescription of

your antique roadster was absolutely spot on!

'‘Humph!'Dominic snorted grimly as he turned to leave thatoom.
'‘Let me tell you, Alan, that my only consolation this whole
miserable affair is to know that the awful Miss Matay will soon be
leaving Britain—hopefully nevegverto return!



CHAPTER ONE

JusT as she was beginning to wonder whether she siawie turned
left instead of right at the last road junction,ti&areathed a sigh of
relief as she saw the signpost: 'Thornton Magna-H&sm

Her aunt Laura had been extraordinarily vague &sér-minded on
the telephone last week, when Kate had rung to imonher
long-standing invitation. But maybe her aunt waas'tlim as she had
sounded? Her directions on how to find Thorntoofiyr-set deep in
the Norfolk Fenland, and surrounded by a networkcafifusing,
narrow country roads—were proving to be surprigiragicurate.

Kate knew she ought to have been to visit her Bhgielatives long
before now. And of course, she would have done $i-hadn't been
for her disastrous encounter with Dominic Smith¢rélh ... and his
car.

It wasn't just that reallgreadfulmistake, which had led to her pourin
cement all over his vehicle, or the humiliating enpnce of being

arrested and appearing in court, which had causFdsbd much

anxiety. It was when she had first heard the suenahthe red sports
car's owner that Kate had realised she might asim la very deeply
embarrassing situation.

She didn't know very much about her English re&stj\other than the
fact that her father's only and very much youngsetes Laura
Macaulay, had married a Colonel Hector Smith-Fharrel

What had made her feel so sick at the time of thatccase—and
which had been constantly in her mind throughout sudsequent
three-month tour of Europe—had been the questigasbthow many
Smith-Farrells there were in England. It didn'ik&rher as a very
common surname. But the British were known for pesgg the most
outlandish names—and for all she knew there coalthbusands of



people called Cholmondeley, @ Montmorency—or, indee
Smith-Farrell.

Not for the first time, Kate had found herself wigh she had paid
more attention to her father's stories and anesdé&specially those
about the family he'd left behind in England, sacgngears ago. All
she had been able to recall was that the colorebkan a widower,
with a young son, when he had married her auntd,aund that they'd
had one—or was it two?—children before the coldrsal died some
time ago, a year or two before her own father'sidea

However, after that traumatic encounter with Domi8mith-Farrell,
and her realisation that he might possibly turntoute some sort of
relative by marriage, she had put off contactirg fdmily until after
her tour of Europe. It was only the faithful promimade to her father
on his deathbed which had at last forced her targguch with her
relatives on her return to London. And on doingsse had found all
her worst fears instantly confirmed.

'How lovely to hear from you... dear little Kathezl' her aunt Laura
had breathed huskily down the phone, her voicediagras if she was
suffering from a bad case of asthma. 'You were émly years old
when we last met... suchsaveetlittle thing! | was so upset to heal
about your father's death.. .poor Tom, he was awhag black sheep
of the family, you know.’

'Yes, well—it's been three years since Dad died, lan afraid I've
grown considerably larger since you last saw mateKad said with a
smile, before mentioning her proposed visit. Shdadteee no point in
a long, involved telephone conversation about etiee present height
and size, or the chequered career of her fatherelt@aming wastrel,
Thomas Macaulay.

'You must come and see us...stay as long as ya/[ hier aunt
continued in a breathless whisper. 'How lucky #iethe family are at



home... | know the children will be so pleasedde gou. Your visit...
just the thing to cheer them upe’'sbeing so difficult, you see...'

Kate had frowned, feeling confused and bewildergdti® older
woman's extraordinary, Alice- in-Wonderland typecohversation.
How many children did Aunt Laura have? Why did thegd cheering
up? And whoever was the mysterious 'he', who waaraptly being
'so difficult'? Surely Aunt Laura's husband, UnElector, had been
dead for some time?

'I'm sorry,' Kate cut ruthlessly across her aumtsathless mumbling.
'I'm afraid | don't quite understand the problemfdct,' she added

with a slight apologetic laugh, 'l don't even knbew many cousins
I've got.’

'Oh dear, I'm so sorry.. .it's been such a longe timsn't it? Your
cousins... Martin and Alice...such lovely childrdaut maybe just a
little too high-spirited? Such a clever idea... re-enactirggohcal
events... but Helen doesn't approve and so Donsriound to agree
with her, isn't he?'

'‘Dominic?'Kate gasped, closing her eyes with horror for aneat as
she realised her usual good luck had just desbeed

'Oh, yes... it's so easy to forget that you damivk any of us, isn't it?
Dear Dominic—my stepson, you know... so very clevsuch a great
success at the Bar. But so... very... er... diffiattimes, if you know
what | mean...’

| most certainly do! Kate thought grimly, rememiberiher first
encounter with the dreadful man.

As her aunt continued her odd, disjointed convamsaKate tried to
pull herself together. Unfortunately, her mind sedrto be a complete



blank as she frantically tried to think of a reailyod, valid excuse for
not visiting Thornton Priory.

"... What a pity Dominic is going to be away foe thext few weeks... a
case in Hong Kong, | believe. How sad that you wioa'able to meet
him.'

On hearing the good news, Kate had immediately exhggith

overwhelming relief. 'Oh, dearamsorry,' she had said insincerely,
wide grin spreading over her face as she took dowen aunt's
instructions on how to reach Thornton Priory.

And now, as she turned off the main road and patsedigh the
ornate cast-iron gates set in a high brick wall ckhmarked the
boundary to the estate, Kate was still thankinglineky stars that she
had managed to avoid any further confrontation witbminic
Smith-Farrell.

Not that she was really too worried about facing @lwful man, she
assured herself quickly. It was just... well, theses no doubt that it
had been aery acrimonious encounter. And while she could cleal
understand Dominic's wrath and anger at the tasatrdction of his

car, she was certain there was no need for hinave been quite so
unnecessarily cruel and scathing—not to say dowhrigde!—about

Kate's attempt to punish her unfaithful boyfriend.

After the sale of her family house and farm in @iota-a measure her
trustees had decided was necessary, in order tie $etr father's
debts—Kate hadn't really known what she wantedbtavith her life.
Because of her father's long terminal iliness, lsh& worked on the
family farm ever since leaving school. Having tokeall the major
decisions to do with crops and livestock had bedard if at times
rewarding life. Unfortunately, the net result wasttshe had now
reached the age of twenty-four, only to find herdebroughly ill-
equipped to earn her living in any profession ottlemn farming.



However, she did have a very small private incoanisjng from the
money which was left after all her father's delatd heen paid, and sc
"sfi*'d decided to go on a tour of Europe befortein@ng to Canada
and settling down to train for some sort of career.

Kate's first port of call had been on her old sdifiwend Jayne Bailey,
with whom she had always kept in touch. Jayne, hdmbleft Canada
for Britain some years ago, was now working for allsknown
publishing company in London. They'd both had aofdun together
but, unfortunately, it was a party given by Jayae ter old friend
which had brought that smoothie, Charles Yorke Kdate's life.

What a rat-fink the man had turned out to be! Bvew, three months
after the event, Kate found it difficult to undenstt how she could
have been so blind. She'd had lots of casual s in
Canada—although she hadn't taken any of them eeigusly, mostly
because she was so busy working on her fatherts taut how on
earth could she have allowed herself to becomeesomarised by the
rotten man? And in such a short space of time too?

Kate found herself almost writhing with embarrasstras she looked
back on her inane, foolish behaviour. Being wined dined, and
treated as though she was made of fragile porcdiathcertainly gone
to her stupid head. But never again! she promigsesktf grimly, only

too thankful that Jayne's words of caution hadllyriaroken through

the thick mist of adoration with which she had relgal Charles.

'l hardly know the guy,’ Jayne had pointed out taedly. '‘But I've
heard rumours that he's heavily involved with ayvesh French girl,
and spends a lot of time flying back and forth &ri® Which may
account for the fact that he's never available etkends. And if he
can afford the cost of the flights, how come yoat& always seem to
pick up the tab whenever you go out with the guy?'



Once she had been persuaded to take a good, béardtlboth Charles
and her relationship with him, Kate had quickly bedo realise just
what a fool she'd been. And when, on that fatefay, dshe had
confronted him with Jayne's suspicions, Charlesha&den bothered
to deny them.

'I'm looking for a rich wife, darling, and I'm afdayou simply won't
do," he had informed her with one of his charmingles. When she
had demanded the return of the money which shetéragorarily
loaned to him for some business deal, he had m&eghed in her
face. '"You've got nothing in writing, darling, hayeu? So I'm afraid
you're going to have to whistle for it!"

The humiliation had been too much to bear. She ‘haualst been

two-timed by the rat—he'd stolen her money as walidl so, almost
out of her mind with rage, fury and a deep senggief/ance, Kate had
slammed the door of his apartment behind her, befming down the
stairs and out into the street. As she had stoodhensidewalk,

seething with anger, her eye had been caught bgigin of a large

yellow cement truck parked further down the stradew yards away
from Charles's battered red sports car.

Of course, her actions during the next five minutaed been totally
stupid and thoroughly illegal. But at the time @ichseemed as thougt
she was completely in the grip and power of sonig@w¢e. It wasn't
until Kate found herself shaking with wild, hystai laughter as she
watched the sportswear disappearing from sight diare torrent of
dense grey cement that she had heard someone ingjlawth rage as
he ran down the street towards her.

'‘What's going on? What have you done to my car?'

Kate turned, frowning in bewilderment as she staagdhe tall
Englishman.



At first she wondered if she was hallucinating, daese the stranger
appeared to be wearing the most extraordinaryaodish clothes.
Apart from the thick mass of white lace rufflesha throat and cuffs,
he was dressed entirely in black. And 'dressednhesdeto be the
appropriate word! Her eyes widened in amazemeshagazed at the
figure-hugging tail-coat and knee-breeches, theckblatockings

covering the man's long, slim legs, and the olditased black

patent-leather shoes, decorated with large siluekles.

She closed her eyes for a moment, trying to pubdietogether. But
when she took another hard look at the man, Katedshe hadn't
been mistaken. Yes, he reallsaswearing eighteenth-century clothes
Goodness knows, she'd expected to come acrossstmange sights
on her tour of Europe, but nothiggiiteas extraordinary as this.

Kate was jerked out of her bemused state as slaergesharply aware
not only of the tall, strangely dressed man's oweiming rage and
fury, but of the fact that a considerable crowgebple seemed to be
gathering about them.

'l demand to know what's going on!" the man in klédtundered
angrily.

‘You ain't the only one, mate!" a short, burly naaded, pushing his
way through the crowd of spectators to survey taphof thick wet
cement. 'l want to know who's been playing arourith wy lorry!
Someone's going to have to pay for this, you kndw, added
belligerently.

'‘Pay for this? | should damn well think they atbe man in black
retorted furiously. 'I'll have you know that my darburied beneath
that heap of cement!



'‘Hang on a minute, mate," the truck-driver integdcquickly. 'l left
my vehicle up the road," he gestured towards aensusounded by
scaffolding. 'There's no way I'm responsible fas thess.'

‘Well, if youdidn't do it, who in the helllid?'the tall man demanded
with cold fury.

Slowly, with one accord, the two men turned to lcatkthe qirl
standing beside them.

Kate gulped, a deep crimson flush spreading overcheeks as she
slowly began to realise the full, disastrous extdriter brainstorm.

The burly truck-driver took a threatening step fard: 'Have you been
messing around with my lorry?' he demanded trudiylemefore
turning to the tall stranger. 'She looks downrighilty to me, mate!'

‘Yes, she does, doesn't she?' the man in blacledgnea rasping,
angry voice. His icy-cold, startlingly clear blueyes flicked
contemptuously over the girl's pale face and trerglfigure.

'For heaven's sake! This is nothing to do with Yysiue hissed in a low
voice. 'So please just go away, and let me dedl thi truck-driver.
OK?'

'‘What... ?'

'Yes, I'm afraid | did move your truck," she tolek tshort, burly man,
trying to ignore the strangled sounds of rage cgnirom the tall,
weirdly dressed man standing behind her. 'l reathyvery sorry for
what I've done,' she added penitently. 'And | vaflcourse, be happy
to pay for that load of cement—and for any otheomvenience | may
have caused you.'

‘Yer—well, it ain't that simple, miss,' the truakdver told her.



'‘No, it certainly isn't!" the tall man in black agd savagely. 'What
about my car?'

‘Your car...? Don't be ridiculous!" snapped Katxyéntly wishing

herself a million miles away from the street irsthirange, alien city of
London. Her visit to Britain had clearly been doahieom the start,
and in the whole of her life she couldn't ever rether feeling quite so
miserable or lonely.

'l tell you itis my car!' the man in black was practically dancmwith
rage.

'Oh, for crying out loud...!I" Kate groaned, feeloeggtain she was going
to burst into angry, frustrated tears at any minitas is definitely my
boyfriend's car... well, my ex-boyfriend's carpegs | should say,"' she
added quickly as she became aware that the altarcahs attracting
an ever-increasing number of passers-by, all bistgning to the
truck-driver as he gave them a blow- by-blow act¢airthe incident.

Angry and confused as she was, Kate realised Heatvas going to
have to sort this matter out as quickly as possitay don't you go
away, and stop interfering,’ she hissed at thed&alk stranger. This
business has absolutely nothing to do with you!'

The strange man ground his teeth angrily togetfieu stupid girl!" he

growled, taking a menacing step towards her. 'kgémy car here
just over one hour ago. It clearly isn't anywhdse @ this street,' he
gestured up and down the road. 'So it must be abyieven to

someone of limited mentality such as yourself, tha now buried

beneath that mound of cement.'

Kate gave an angry snort of disbelief, refusingltow herself to be
intimidated by this crazy man. He was obviouslyotalt weirdo. In
fact, dressed in such sinister-looking clothes, it his black hair



liberally streaked with silver, she thought he bm@e than a passing
resemblance to Count Dracula.

'l tell you itis my vehicle,' he roared, visibly trembling with eagAnd
what's more, | can prove it!" he added, turninthecrowd of people
surrounding them. 'If someone would just clear ath@ycement from
the back of the car, they should be able to readicence plate,’ he
explained, before quickly reciting a string of ée and numbers.

A few minutes later the truck-driver waved his gregment-covered
hands in the air. 'It looks like you're right, matéis does seem to be
your car. So what are we all going to do now?' Blgtigred at the heag
of grey concrete. 'l reckon this is a job for -gadice to sort out, don't
you?'

'You're quite right,' the man in black agreed, heag inside his tail
coat for his wallet and extracting a card. 'I'lhtact the local police
station, and m the meantime here's my name anéssidvaybe you'd
tell your employers to get in touch with me regagdcompensation
for the loss of the cement.’

The truck-driver took the card and gave a nod oéfsetion. 'Right,
mate. But what are you going to do about the git¥’hodded towards
Kate.

‘There's no need for you to worry abbet,'the man in black told him
with grim satisfaction, taking hold of Kate's arma fierce grip. 'By
the time I've finished with this young lady, shg&ng to wish she'd
never been bom!

Kate, who had been standing dazed and bewildere¢tdeadreadful
truth slowly began to dawn on her, suddenly fouaélf being swept
off her feet, stumbling after the man in black a&sfbrced his way
through the crowd, towing her ruthlessly behind.him



'‘Let me go!Help! Police.../' she cried, unable to combat the mar
superior strength as he dragged her up the steptheorugh the open
door of a large house.

‘Don't worry! The very first thing I'm going to deto call the police,'
the strange man hissed through gritted teeth. rfeuliier wriggling,
protesting figure down a wide hall, he forcibly ldgr into a
book-lined room, before ordering her to sit downawide leather
couch.

'It's all right, Mrs Lewis," he told the grey-harezoman hovering in
the doorway with a shocked expression on her fdost close the
front door, please, and tell Horace | want to see As soon as
possible," he added, waiting until the woman h#dfe room, before
slowly turning to face Kate.

'Right, | want you to tell mexactlywhat is going on," he drawled witr
cold menace.

'‘Who's that woman...?' Kate muttered, still feelittged as she stare
up at the man regarding her with such fierce daslik

He gave an exasperated sigh. 'Mrs Lewis is my ha@eger—Dbut |
hardly think the domestic arrangements in my h@rseany business
of yours. Now," he added, brushing an angry harauth his hair, 'l
want your name, your address, and a brief explamaif why you
poured cement all over my car.’

Kate gazed up into his icy-cold blue eyes, feetinge sick as she at
last realised that she was in desperate troubleat\&buld she say?
What on earth had possessed her to even thinkmd dach a dreadful
thing? Even if ithad been Charles Yorke's car under that heap
cement, it still didn't excuse her actions. What lshd done wasn't just
wrong and stupid, it was also beginning to lookf ake was guilty of

some sort of serious crime.



'‘Well?' the man in black rasped curtly, impatiendgumming his
fingers on a nearby table as he waited for heyrepl

'‘Well, the thing is..."' Kate took a deep breatthdught... | thought that
sports car belonged to my.. .my ex-boyfriend, yee. $Ve'd just had a
big, final row, and..." Her voice trailed away dsesrealised the
impossibility of explaining to this man the wholegsience of events
since she'd arrived in Britain.

'Oh, that's just great!' he grated savagely asazedyfixedly down at
the girl, whose cheeks were now blushing a fiedy 8o I'm just the
innocent victim of a lovers' tiff, am 1?"

Kate gave a nervous gulp. 'He wasn't exactly mgipbut yes... um...
yes, | do seem to have made a really bad mistakke. mumbled,
raising trembling hands to cover her face, and eledply trying to
come to terms with the disaster in which she namébherself.

‘You stupid girl!" he exclaimed bitterly. 'Did iemer occur to you to
check up on who actually owned the car before yourgd cement
into it?"

Kate shook her head. 'No," she whispered miseratdgperately
wishing she could sink through the floor. 'l guessel;, | guess | must
have had some sort of brainstorm. But what | dol't understand...'
she added, slowly beginning to pull herself togethes why should a
guy like you— dressed in that weirdo costume—beingi around in
an old heap of a car? I'd have thought a coactharsks, or maybe a
Rolls-Royce, would be more your mark.'

The tall man gave an angry bark of laughter. 'Asappens | do, in
fact, own a Rolls-Royce. However, that "old heap oar", as you call
it, was the very first vehicle I'd ever owned—plastéd when | was a
young law student at Cambridge—and | was extretiogig of it. Not



that | can expect any woman, let alone a maniab scyourself,
understand what that car meant to me," he toldjiery.

'OK, OK, | get the picture,' she muttered, starmgerably down at the
Persian carpet and wishing she'd had the sens=mher mouth shut.

'However," the man continued in a tight, hard vpisghile it's

obviously no business of yours, you may as wellvkrbat I'm a
barrister— specialising in international commerdialv. And the
reason I'm wearing what might seem to be somewhbaga clothes is
that | was appointed a Queen's Counsel at Eastan hour's time I'm
due to appear at the House of Lords to meet, arotmgy important
people, the Lord Chancellor of England. Now thagiminot seem
very important to you," he added scornfully, 'esfcsince you're
obviously an American citizen, but...’

'Oh, no, I'm not!" Kate sat up straight on the ¢outm a Canadian,’
she declared proudly.

'‘What's the difference?' He waved an irritable hastle strode up anc
down the room.

‘There's a whole world of difference! We're twoyvdifferent nations,’
she protested.

The man in black gave a shrug of his broad shosildén simply not
interested in your nationality," he drawled coldigpving over the
thick carpet towards a desk at the far end ofdle. 'I'm just going to
telephone the police. So kindly stay right where ywe—and don't
you dare move an inch!" he warned her grimly.

Kate, who had had no intention of trying to escapared across the
room at him with loathing. She'd never had the ontshe to meet
such a thoroughly nasty, supercilious, male chastvpig. And if he



thought she was impressed by all that 'Lord Chémtdlusiness, he
was very much mistaken!

Yes, of course it was totally wrong of her to hauenped that load of
cement on his car. But there was no need for hibe&o horrid, was
there? Especially since it was now crystal cledotd of them that she
had simply made a very unfortunate mistake. Amehi one for which
Kate was quite prepared to make full restitutiome 8idn't have a lot
of money at her disposal, but replacing that hdagdmetal wasn't
going to be too expensive, surely? So it lookethaagh her biggest
problem at the moment was the involvement of thkcpan the
matter. Could she be sent to gaol for destroyirgrttan's car?

However, leaving aside that immediate problem, wélat really

couldn't stand was the man himself. Kate's normaflym, generous
lips tightened as she gazed at the tall figurbefar end of the room.
She couldn't hear what he was saying on the phone-ske could

guarantee that the guy was going to try to makewash trouble for her
as he possibly could. As far as she could seeidm dppear to have
even one drop of warm blood in those icy-cold veahkis.

Maybe, if she wasn't so darned angry with him, Katght have been
prepared to admit that the man in black was a \atyactive,
good-looking sort of guy. Moreover, it wasn't oftbat she was lucky
enough to meet someone as tall, if not taller tharself—standing
five feet eleven and a half inches in one's stagahfeet certainly
wasn't all it was cracked up to be!

However, such thoughts were clearly a waste of @sdar as this
particular man was concerned. It was difficult toegs his correct
age—possibly in his late thirties?—because he lglgassessed the
type of dark hair which could turn prematurely vehdt an early age.
The effect of the silvery-black, thick crop of haimushed back from
his forehead like a lion's mane, and his deeplpeadrskin stretched
over high cheekbones beneath those startlingly,digat blue eyes,



was distinctly sinister. In fact, the man in blagés obviously avery
nasty bit of work. And the sooner she managed toggeof this house,
the better.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a loud knock andbor, and she
watched as a man in a brown chauffeur's uniforraredtthe room.

'I'm sorry to interrupt you, Mr Smith-Farrell, bitls time we were
setting off for the House of Lords.’

With his back to her, the man in black failed tdic® Kate's startled
jump, or the fact that she was now sitting boltigipt; and staring at
him with horrified eyes.

Oh, no! On top of everything else—this was juwst much!Surely he
couldn't possibly be...? Maybe she hadn't hearddmse correctly?

‘Just a moment, Horace,' the man told the chaufésuhe strode
quickly back to the desk and picked up the telephmmce more. This
time, unfortunately, Kate had no difficulty at @&l hearing exactly
what he was saying.

'‘Ah, Mr Armstrong...? Yes, it's Dominic Smith- Falirhere. I'm afraid
there's been an accident to my,£ar.. .yes, it |tikksa total write-off,
I'm afraid. In fact, it was a deliberate actionrat out by a third party.
And, while | rather think it comes under the hegdof malicious
damage, I'm not sure of the exact position as $amg insurance
policy is concerned.’

Oh, lord! Kate could feel the blood draining frorarHace. She had
been intending to visit her widowed aunt Laura ifew days' time,
before beginning her tour of Europe. Well, thatnplas now
definitely off! How could life be so unfair? Whatraally dreadful
accident of fate, that she might possibly be mgatime of her cousins,



right now—and in suctawful circumstances! Oh, help— what ol
earth was she going to do?

"... Thank you, Mr Armstrong. I'll be in touch.' Bxnic Smith-Farrell

put down the receiver and turned to face her. 'We#l good news is
that | appear to be fully covered for what my e agent confirms
is a case of malicious damage,' he drawled, gikierga cold sardonic
smile. 'However, the bad news—certainly as far yami are

concerned—is that, irrespective of any police actaken against you,
my insurance company will be suing you for the dalét of a new car.'

‘That's no problem,' she assured him hurriedhedlly amverysorry
to have caused so much damage—and I'll be happgytovhatever it
costs for your automobile to be replaced.’

'Oh, really...?" He raised a dark eyebrow, pau®ng moment before
naming a sum which made Kate gasp with horror.

‘You've got to be kidding!

'‘Oh, no, I'm not,’ he assured her, with what sheudght of as
unnecessary relish. 'Do you have that amount ofemdmere in
England?’

'Not all of it, no. But | guess | could get in tduwith my trustees in
Canada, and...'

The hateful man gave a bark of caustic laughten, 1, I'm not
falling for that old trick! Frankly, | don't believyou've got two
pennies to rub together,' he said, viewing her cergplattered clothes
with contempt, before turning to the chauffeur, wied remained
standing silently by the door.



‘All right, Horace. | can't wait here all day fdwetpolice to turn up, so |
suggest that you bring the Rolls around to thetfdmor. It now seems
that we'll be going to the House of Lords via theal police station.'

Despite riding through the streets of London in wuxulious,
chauffeur-driven Rolls-Royce, Kate was certain ghegt'd never felt so
sick and frightened in all her born days.

'Please, won't you change your mind? Doreally have to get the
police involved in this business?' she pleaded nilgdo the man

sitting beside her in the back of the vehicle.nbw what | did was

very wrong—but surely eveypumust have had a romance that didr
work out?'

‘My past life is none of your concern,' he snappedly, his cheeks
flushing beneath his tan as he quickly leaned fai@press a button,
raising a glass partition which prevented his cfeauffrom hearing

any more of their conversation.

'‘But haven't you ever done something stupid, areh thitterly
regretted it? Er... when you were very much youngércourse, |
mean,' she added quickly as she saw his blue &grswith anger. "
'I'm not exactly in my dotage!" he told her bityerln fact, | can tell
you that I'm engaged to be married to a very bedutlever and
delightful girl. And neither she nor | would evardm of becoming
involved in such a disgraceful escapade—or of causilarge amount
of damage to another person's property,’ he addedishing tones as
the Rolls came to a halt outside the police station

'l reckon you're just about the pits!" Kate dedatérowing Dominic
Smith-Farrell a glance of venomous dislike as mepgd her arm and
led her inside the building.

'‘Well, Miss... er... Macaulay—if that really your name?—I can't say
it's been a pleasure meeting you, because it neotsticly hasn't,’ he



drawled silkily, ignoring her harsh words. 'Howevehave a very
strong feeling that we will be meeting again— imtd

'I'm very sorry | damaged your car,' Kate retordéegrily. 'But now
I've had the misfortune to meet you, | can only g&t I'm simply
amazed that nobody's done it to you before now!

'Oh, really?' he grated, an angry muscle beatirgsictlenched jaw.

‘And how youever managed to find someone willing to marry yo
completely beats me,' she added nastily, as agoodio prepared to
take down her statement. 'Quite frankly, I'd ratbeeishacked up with
Bluebeard or Ivan the Terrible any day!

'‘And you'd certainly deserve them both!" he retbktéth a grim bark
of laughter, before turning on his heel and stgdoack out into the
street.

Oh, yes, Kate thought as she now drove slowly ddle long,
winding avenue of ancient oak trees, towards thgehdacobean
mansion whose large, mullioned bow windows shimgheasd
sparkled in the afternoon sun, there was no doldt Dominic
Smith-Farrell was ghoroughlydetestable man.

In fact, the only crumb of comfort in the whole legsant affair was
the knowledge that he must have been absoluteigusiwhen that
nice, kindly old magistrate had dismissed the eggenst her.

Kate couldn't help grinning at the thought of Dortimrage and fury,
before reminding herself that she'd had to paya gh price for her
foolish action in damaging his car. Finding the eywro pay his
insurance company hadn't been easy. The loss dfhad meant
curtailing her tour of Europe, and she was defipitming to have to
get some sort of job here in England, to enabledieuy a plane ticket
home to Canada.



However, at least her trip to Norfolk this weekesimbuld be free of
any trouble. She hated to think what would havepkapd if she'd
turned up here, at Thornton Priory, to find Domisgreading doom
and gloom at her first meeting with the other meralmé# his family.

Thank goodness the horrid man was many thousandges away, in

Hong Kong!



CHAPTER TWO

As sHE neared the end of the great avenue of oak tress, iitought

her vehicle to a halt. Her gaze moved past thestalde bridge over a
fast-running stream and on to where Thornton Pileyyyn a secluded
hollow, surrounded by wide green lawns.

Looking at the immensely impressive, huge stondding, Kate
shook her head with astonishment. It was colos$alN could anyone
possibly afford to live in a place like this? As s she knew, Aunt
Laura and her husband had not been at all welAwoifl yet the cost of
keeping the fabric of this building in good repamust be
astronomical. As for the heating bills...!

Her thoughts were interrupted by the steady powndinhoofbeats,
and she turned to see a horse and rider approaotimgd her.

'l say --' the rider called out, 'l hope you wanihd my saying so, but
I'm afraid you're trespassing on private property.'

Kate looked up at the boy on the horse, who was sloewing far
more interest in her vehicle than in the fact thhé might be a
trespasser.

'Yes, | know this is private property. However, Msiith-Farrell has
invited me to stay for a few days,' Kate explaiasdshe removed het
black helmet, allowing the long mass of tawny-coémuhair to flow
down over her black leather jacket.

'Oh, well, that's all right, then.' The boy turn@d head to gaze with
frank longing at her large motorcycle. 'That loakgerrific machine!
Does it go very fast?'



‘Um.. .yes, it does!" She smiled up at the boy, ayyeeared to be abou
seventeen or eighteen years of age. 'But | reckought to introduce
ourselves, because | guess you must be one of upn=0

He frowned, patting his horse's neck as the anmmled restlessly
beneath him. 'l don't think..." He paused for a motnooking down at
her doubtfully. ‘My mother did say something abddear little
Katherine" coming to stay with us. But that desmoipdoesn't seem to
fit you, somehow,' he added with youthful candguimning down at
the tall, well-built girl sitting so casually asta the enormous
motorcycle.

'‘No, I'm afraid it doesn't!" she laughed. 'But thatxactly who |
am—although | prefer to be known as Kate. And ya@i.a?'

'‘My name's Martin,' the boy replied, gazing witbhreasing longing at
the sleek lines of her large machine. 'l say, aagtel with you down to
the house?'

‘Sure you can,' she said. 'But what about yourdrs

Martin gave a whoop of delight. 'That's no probldme, said, quickly

leaping to the ground and.dragging the horse avex hearby tree,
where he tied its bridle to one of the lower brash've wanted a fast
motorbike for simply ages, but old Dom has alwafssed to buy me
one.'

It sounded as if 'old Dom' was capable of being assdisagreeable
here in Norfolk as he had been in London, Kate gihdgrimly. Once
again she thanked her lucky stars that the dreatalwas far away in
Hong Kong.

'‘Here, you'd better put this on,' she said, twgstaround to hand
Martin her helmet as she tried to remember thelfasat-up which
her aunt had rattled off at the end of her phorle Aa far as Kate



could recall, apart from the hateful Dominic— whasvobviously
very much older than his half- brother and sisterartivt was almost
eighteen and he had a younger sister, Alice, whatrbe about
sixteen. However, she would soon be able to semthll out, she
decided, and in the meantime she was clearly goitngwve her work
cut out convincing Martin that motorcycles were quiially

dangerous machines.

‘Do | really have to wear this?' he asked, pullrfgce as she jammec
the heavy helmet down on his head.

'Yes, you do,' she replied firmly. 'lt's mad notwear one—besides
being thoroughly illegal not to do so—and I'm no¢pared to risk

having anything happen to you while you're on mycimae. So quit

arguing, huh?'

'OK, let's roll, baby!" he retorted with a widergas he mimicked her
Canadian accent.

Kate laughed. 'lIf you wanna ride, you'd betterdoutip your lip, kid!"
she growled in her best imitation of A1 Caponepbeturning back to
switch on the ignition.

Their arrival at Thornton Priory caused quite a owtion. The sound
of the powerful thousand c.c. engine as the mactoaeed into the
courtyard, together with Martin's wild yells of @git, seemed to bring
people running from all directions.

Kate felt initially stunned and confused amid dé thubbub—the
noise level further increased by wild barking, frarhat appeared to
be a large pack of dogs. However, as the deaferlargour slowly
began to subside, she gradually began to sorhewdarious members
of the family.



She already knew Martin, of course, although steraidea of who
the elderly man in a black coat and striped trausaight be.
However, the middle-aged lady standing in the ogpeoarway, with
wispy faded blonde hair escaping from an untidytkmo top of her
head, could only be Aunt Laura.

'Hello, I'm Alice. I'm just crazy about all thatdok leather gear you're
wearing. Can | try it on later?'

Kate turned to see a young girl standing besideYeegods, Alice was
really something else! she thought, her eyes widenirtgeasight of
the girl's long black lace dress covered in a hedvinged black
shawl, the large black felt hat, whose acid grestriah feathers
exactly matched the colour painted on her longdingils, and the
extraordinary bizarre make-up on the girl's faepeating the same
frightful combination of black and green.

'l feel like a change of style. I'm rather tiredbaing a Gothic,' Alice
explained. 'So | thought I'd move into the Heavytaliescene. That
black leather outfit of yours would be perfect.’

‘Yes, well, | guess it would at that,’ Kate mutterenomentarily
disconcerted by the girl's weird appearance.

"You will let me borrow your clothes, won't you?ide said urgently.
Kate gave a helpless shrug. 'Yes, sure, of course.’

'‘Really, Alice, do stop being such a nuisance!" thded blonde
woman called out as Kate dismounted from the machind made her
way across the gravel towards her aunt, standimgdib the huge,
ornately carved stone porch.

'‘My dear little Katherine!" Laura Smith-Farrell lateed. The older
woman was obviously still clutching feebly at thastfvanishing



picture of the small niece she remembered. Ralséndace to gaze up
at the girl towering above her, she whispered tteasly, 'How lovely
to see you. So happy...so like your dear fatheor.gom!

Emerging from her aunt's embrace, and about toviolier inside the
house, Kate turned back to survey the milling saertee courtyard.
She still hadn't been introduced to the elderly nham other than that
extraordinary young girl, Alice—and it was impodsito tell what she
looked like beneath all that awful make-up!—the rbens of her new
family seemed to bear a very close resemblancedcaaother. Like
their mother, both her cousins had light fair h&o how come
Dominic was so dark? Her thoughts were interrupeartin asked
if he could put her motorbike away in the garage.

'Sure you can. Or take it for a run, if you wantsbe called out to him.

Martin gave a shout of glee and quickly jumpedidstthe machine,
with Alice clambering up on the pillion seat behihdn. As he
switched on the powerful engine, she could nowtlsaethe 'pack’ of
dogs—who were once again barking their heads offrgrsed three
black Labradors and what looked like an elderlghinvolfhound.

‘Do come inside, Katherine,' her aunt murmuredditen the way
through the porch and into the hall of ThorntoroBri'I'm sure you'd
like a cup of tea... just the thing after a longrjeey. But | don't think
you've met Osborne, have you?' she added, turaitigetelderly man
who had followed them into the hall.

'I'm pleased to meet you, Mr Osborne," Kate smiealdering just
how he fitted into the family as she shook the #ydman's hand.

‘Just Osborne, if you don't mind,' he replied fymAnd if | may say
S0, it's very pleasant to meet you again, Miss &atle. | remember
your father very well. A most charming gentlemae,'added gravely,



before telling her aunt Laura that he would be isgrtea in the
drawing-room.,

‘That would be very nice, Osborne,' the older woragreed as she
took her niece's arm and led her across the gadlat-bne of the most
beautiful rooms Kate had ever seen.

'‘Goodness, you've even got a minstrels' gallery® sxclaimed,

stopping to gaze up at the barrel- vault ceilingheng two storeys
high above her head, whose wooden beams bore gareinTudor

roses picked out in gold leaf. The walls of themgavhich had to be at
least fifty feet long, were covered in dark oak gdng, the same oak
forming a handsome, carved surround to the mamm
fireplace—which seemed big enough to burn everatfgest logs.

'Yes, itis lovely. Luckily, this side of the housasn't damaged wher
the house caught fire," Aunt Laura said as sheexpardoor in the far
end of the hall.

'‘How awful! Did you lose many possessions?' Kateedsas they
entered a large sitting-room, whose curved, muditbbow windows
she had seen when first approaching the Priory.

'Oh, no, dear. It all happened long ago, beforaried dear Hector.
Poor Dominic's mother... such a very beautiful Sgangirl.
Unfortunately, she was overcome by the smoke ama$u So terribly
young to die, don't you think?' The older womarneuheavily as she
sank down into ah open chair.

Kate looked at her with startled eyes. 'l didndowr—I mean, | didn't
realise...'

'Yes,' her aunt sighed again. 'Such a tragic &s3,so very, very sad
for poor Dominic. Ah, here's Osborne with a nice af tea,' she
added as the elderly man came into the room cayyimeavy tray.



'I've put another kettle on to boil, because yoy meed some more
hot water, madam,' he told her aunt, setting oategl of cucumber
sandwiches and a large fruit cake.

'‘Dear Osborne, | don't knowhatwe'd do without him," Aunt Laura
sighed as he left the room. 'He's getting a big lonthe tooth now, of
course, and having a butler is such an anachranisinis day and age,
isn't it?' she continued as shecut a slice of eakkehanded it to Kate.
'However, since he's a much better cook than | sime,'added with a
breathless laugh, 'lI've absolutely refused to ahawto retire.’

‘Well, if he made this fruit cake, | must say | alogely agree with
you," Kate said enthusiastically as she greediljpdte herself to
another slice. 'I'm afraid | don't have any menwoé my first visit
here, when | was just a young kid. Has Osborne ketmyou for a
long time?'

'Oh, goodness, yes. He was here at the Priory befgre | married
dear Hector,' the older woman told her as she dickea large silver
teapot. 'That's why I'm so pleased he's agreedn® avith me and the
children when we move into the Dower House.'

Kate frowned in puzzlement. '‘But surely—I| mean, yand your
children livehere,don't you? Why would you want to leave this lovel
house? Of course, | know it's huge—and obvioudbrafic problem
to heat in the winter—but it's your home, isn't it?

Aunt Laura, who had been speaking perfectly noyrafice entering
the room, suddenly reverted to her breathless, Iggntonversation,
which left Kate feeling almost as breathless antfuged as her aunt.

Y 'Oh, yes, Katherine, very happy here...but in ¢reumstances...
Dominic's marriage, you see? Quite the usual tmngngland... the
family leaving to make way for the new wife. Andlele...lovely girl,



of course...so suitable...quite perfect. But thddobn are at an
awkward age...difficult situation, you see... ?'

Unfortunately, Kate didn't see. However, when hentabecame
suddenly very agitated, begging her niece not o aaything to
Dominic about the rest of the family's plans, Katas happy to
reassure the older woman that she wouldn't dreasayhg a word.
'‘My lips are sealed,' Kate assured her aunt solemnl

‘Thank you, dear. I... | wouldn't like you to thinkDominic and 1I...
alwaysveryfond of one another. But it's not the right tijuest now.
He was so terribly cross with Martin, for havingtimasty argument
and being so rude to Helen. Although | really cae& any harm in the
Living History people coming here, can you?'

Kate gave a sympathetic murmur of agreement, witledering what
on earth her aunt was talking about. The 'Livingtétiy people'? Who
were they supposed to be?

It obviously wasn't possible for her to tell henathat she was only
staying here at the Priory because Dominic wasaabrand, since she
didn't feel she could cope with much more of thigaihted type of
conversation, Kate quickly decided to change thugesi.

'If you don't mind, Aunt Laura, | would prefer ntd be called
Katherine. | did try to warn you on the phone tha grown more
than somewhat since we last met,' she said witletulrlaugh. 'Quite
honestly, | think my father was quite right whenslagl that plain Kate
suited me much better. And let's face it..." siengd '...I'm afraid that
in my case, big is not exactly beautiful!

Her niece was quite right, the elderly woman thdugBeautiful'
wasn't the right word for thisvery tall girl, witther long
tawny-coloured hair and wide, sparkling blue ey@sged by thick
black lashes. However, even she could see thatibee possessed &



warm, magnetic personality—a charismatic attractighich far
outstripped mere beauty. There was no doubt tl@ating once met
Kate, you would never be able to forget her.

‘Well, of course, dear, I'll be happy to call yoatg; if that's what you
want. And we must have a long talk about your tar father...' Her
aunt paused, turning her head and wincing at thedsof an angry
bellow, which was swiftly followed by the noise dfard, firm
footsteps approaching across the stone floor ohétie

A moment later the door of the large sitting-rooasvwhrown open.

'l want to know what's going on, Laura!' a man dedesl as he strode
into the room. 'lI've just seen Martin, with Alicgtisg up behind him,
and looking more like a witch than ever, careeangund the park on
a gigantic motorbike. | thought I'd already madabisolutely clear that
| don't approve of such dangerous vehicles?'

‘Yes, dear, of course you have,' the older womaaeagsoothingly.
'‘But I'm sUre they've only gone for a short ridekate's machine.’

'‘Whose machine?' He frowned, before turning to lcdies first
glimpse of the girl sitting in a large armchairoté lord! What on
earth aregsoudoing here?’

Completely paralysed with shock, Kate was unablesag or do
anything other than stare up at the tall man wathrhind in a complete
whirl. Dominic Smith-Farrell? Here in Norfolk? Bsirely... surely he
was supposed to be in Hong Kong?

‘Dominic dear, that's hardly the way to greet yoew cousin!" Aunt
Laura gave a nervous laugh, bestowing an apologetile on the girl
who was looking quite stunned by her stepson'spal@muitry into the
room. 'Dear Cousin Kate has come to stay with ua few days... isn't
that nice?' she continued, picking up the silvapte. 'So why don't



you make her feel welcome... get to know each athehile | ask
Osborne to make a fresh pot of tea?'

In any other circumstances, Kate might have foureddight of the

appalled, horrified expression on Dominic's fackexely funny. As

it was, however, her sense of humour seemed to banletely

deserted her. Her mind numb with shock from hiallptunexpected
appearance, she remained sitting dazed and frazeerichair as her
aunt left the room.

The long silence following the older woman's dey@twas almost
deafening. At last, after closing his eyes for amaant and taking a
deep breath, Dominic succeeded in pulling himsgléther.

‘What in the hell are you doing here? Is this ssoreof ghastly joke?'
he demanded angrily. "You're certainly no cousimofe!'

'‘No.. .er.. .you're quite right,' Kate croaked, anging to find her voice
at last.

'‘Well, in that case --'

'No, you don't understand,' she muttered, stilhzyto come to terms
with the full horror of the situation. ‘'I'm ngur cousin, but | am
theirs...'

She waved her hand feebly in the air. 'l—I meanrtidaand Alice,
your half-brother and -sister.’

'l simply don't believe it!" he grated, his icy-bleyes sweeping ovel
her long, slim legs clothed in black leather tross¢opped by a
matching leather jacket. 'l refuse to believe thay of us could
possibly be related to a girl dressed like...likens sort of Hell's
Angel!" he exploded angrily.



'‘Well, that's just too bad!" she retorted, scowlipgat the loathsome
man. 'Because your stepmothe&r my aunt, and losing your
temper—not to mention being so rude—isn't goinglter the fact.'

He glared down at her, a muscle beating frantigalhyis clenched jaw
as he fought to control his fury. And then, swegiolently under his

breath, he strode across the room to stand witlhds& to her as he
stared silently out of the window for some moments.

‘All right, Miss Macaulay,' he growled in a low, naing voice as he
turned around to face her once more. 'Let's begamashall we? And
to start with—I want to know what you're doing hére

But Kate, who had used the break in Dominic's moggition to pull
herself together, lifted her chin defiantly towardisn. 'That's the
guestion | was going to astou!' she told him bitterly. 'l thought you
were supposed to be in Hong Kong?'

‘The case has been delayed," he said, pushingtatenl hand through
his dark hair. 'But that has nothing to do with...'

'Oh, yes, it has!" she snapped. 'I'd never havesowithin a million
miles of this place if I'd known you were goingte here!

'‘Well, the solution is perfectly obvious." He gaaeharsh bark of
laughter. 'Why don't you just hop on to that maetohyours—I take it
that huge motorcycle realljoesbelong to you?—and buzz off?’

Kate glared mutinously up at him. 'Why should I?nAlLaura has
invited me to be her guest for the weekend, and --'

'‘Good lord! Are you trying to tell me you realgre some sort of
cousin?'

‘Yes, of course | am!" she retorted curtly. 'Y apsnother—who also
happens to be my aunt Laura—is my father's onlesi©Or was, |



suppose | should say, since Dad died some threes gga,' she added
as he stared down at her with a blank expressidnsoface.

‘Then you must be...oh no!" he groaned. 'lt neceuwed to me that
my stepmother's niece, "dear little Katherine Madagl could
possibly be the same great hulk of a girl, the M#scaulay who
poured cement all over my car!'

'‘Who are you calling a great hulk?' Kate demandeiduisly.

‘Yes, well, I—I'm sorry. | shouldn't have said thae muttered, a dark
flush rising over his handsome, tanned featurdsiolv I'm tall," Kate
fumed. 'But there's no need to --'

'I've already apologised,' he snapped. 'In fadt,nfakes you feel any
better, I'm prepared to admit that you are obvipusty attractive --'

'‘Gee whizz, thanks a bunch!'

"... And, at your trial, you certainly managed t@aon the magistrate
half out of his wits. Even my own solicitor had tedl to tell me—me,
the injured party!—that he wouldn't mind getting Inands on you,’
Dominic added sourly.

Kate looked at him with open-mouthed astonishmentaf moment,
then burst out laughing. 'Wow! If that's your idda compliment, I'll
pass!’

'Oh, hell, | didn't mean --'

'I'm reallyverysurprised at you, Dominic," she told him stertiying
to keep her face straight, and hiding the glee feltteat having
wrong-footed the horrid man. 'l thought you werpmased to be such
a smooth, sophisticated London lawyer?’



'Yes, and so | am—imormal circumstances,' he retorted throug
clenched teeth. 'But having to deal with you, yoghtful girl, is
enough to try the patience of a saint!'

She gave him a tight, malicious smile. 'Oh, deaV& mind, maybe
I'll grow on you, in time?"

He responded to her words with a grim laugh, befmdurned and
began pacing restlessly up and down the roomalises| can't throw
you out of this house immediately. However...'

'Hey, come on! Let's relax, huh?' Kate interjeaactkly. 'lt's pretty

stupid for the two of us to be standing here trgdimsults with one
another. OK, I'll admit that you had every righb®absolutely furious
at what | did to your car. But that was well ovieree months ago. |
settled in full with the insurance company, right? why all the grief
now?' she asked.

'l don't expect you to understand—but you succe@dedaking me
the laughing stock of my profession,' he told higteldy. 'I'm still
trying to live down that headline in the Lond&vening Standard:
"Lawyer in Revenge Drama",' he added gloomily.

'Oh, dear..." muttered Kate, trying hard to keepfaee straight. It
didn't look as if Dominic had much of a sense ainbur—certainly

none as far as that unfortunate court case wasooed. 'Look, if it

will help matters, I'm quite prepared to explairesthing to your

family,' she offered. 'And I'll stress the factith&ehaved very badly
towards you. So...'

'‘No!" he retorted quickly. "There's no need... er...ebm there's no
point in digging up the unfortunate affair agasithere?’



Kate stared up at his tall, rigid figure. What wgasng on? Why, after
all Dominic's rage and fury, didn't he want hemtake a grovelling
apology, and tell everyone it was all her fault?dds... ?

‘You... you haven't told your family about what peped to your car,
have you?' she said slowly. And then she realisatishe had hit the
nail sharply on the head, as once again she watchadk flush rising

up over his handsome features.

'‘No, you awful girl, I haven't!" he hissed throutilanched teeth. ‘It was
bad enough having to put up with my colleagueg'gibnd laughter:
"Hello, Dominic—seen any large cement trucks l&&lire mimicked
acidly. 'l certainly didn't need my stepmother gryoung brother and
sister joining in the general hilarity and mirth.’

'‘But what about the girl you're going to marry? éyishe must know
all about it?'

'Helen was away on business at the time—in Ameriea retorted
curtly.

'Ho! | see it all now. It's a case of injured maléde. Your macho
image, right?'

'Nonsense!

'‘Oh, yeah?' She gave him a wide, cynical smilehaseased herself
comfortably back in her chair. 'Well, you can relax

'‘Ah, | see you've decided to be sensible. Whenyateplanning to
leave?' he asked hopefully, his lips tighteninglas slowly shook her
head.

'‘No, I'm not going. Why should 1?'



Dominic gave a snort of grim laughter. 'l can thimka few good
reasons. How about, If you don't leave tomorrow, djoing to be
making your lifeextremelyuncomfortable?"

'‘Oh, no, you won't," she told him confidently. '‘Base what we've got
going here is a stand-off situation.'

'I've no idea what you're talking about.’

She gave a dramatic sigh. 'l thought you were ssggbdo be so
clever?'

‘Kate! | warn you, don't try my patience too far," hevgiexd.

'Hey, cool it, man! There's no need to get excitesde murmured
soothingly. 'It's all very simplé.will promise not to tell anyone abou
the dastardly deed which | performed on your camnd An return,
you'regoing to welcome your stepmother's niece into lmgse with
open arms.'

He glared angrily at her. "That's nothing morepssithan blackmail!'

‘No—really?' Kate airily brushed an invisible sp@etkiust off the arm
of her black leather jacket. 'Well, of course yeuhe legal eagle
around here. But it sounds like a fair bargain &a'm

'l bet it does,' he grated.

‘Well, do we have a deal?' she murmured as therdhbka sound of
dogs barking, and the approaching click of highlhea the stone
floor of the hall.

Dominic glared at her with acute dislike. 'It loasthough you've got
me over a barrel just at the moment. But don't ntakemistake of
thinking I'm going to let you get away with thiee added in a savage
undertone as her aunt entered the room.



'Here | am at last,’ she informed them, puttingfteehly made pot of
tea and an extra cup down on the tray. 'l didndmte be so long, but
the fishmonger suddenly arrived, and...’

'I'm sorry, Laura, but I'm afraid | can't stop ocup of tea," Dominic
said, glancing down at his watch. 'I've got to mieten off the
London train.’

'Of course, dear, I'd forgotten she was comingdg with us for the
weekend. Her father, the general, told me that alitthose builders in
his house Helen would be far more comfortable Hevéll be so.. .er..
.nice for Kate to meet your fiancee,' his stepmodideled as he walkec
towards the door, before she turned to her nidécdo ‘'hope dear
Dominic has been making you feel welcome?"

'Oh, goodness me, yesdear Dominic has been absolutely
peachy-dreamy!" Kate cooed, giving his suddenly, stgid figure a
wide beaming smile, which she hoped he would fimdfqundly
irritating. 'In fact, he's just begged me to stayehat the Priory for as
long as I like. Right, Dominic?'

For one awful moment Kate thought he was goingxidagle with
suppressed fury. However, with what was clearlyagsive effort, he
managed to bring himself under control.

'‘Kate is quite right,’ he told his stepmother tlgiougritted teeth.
‘Unfortunately, your dear niece tells me she cdg oranage to stay
with us for the weekend. Right, Kate?'

Oh-oh! He'd really thrown the gauntlet down now, hade® iKate
stiffened her backbone and took a deep breath.

'Yes, | was thinking of leaving on Monday. But Daomgihas made me
feel sowelcome that I've decided to change my mind. Adlerwhat



could be nicer than to spend a few weeks in thaitifeh English
countryside?'

And let's see how you get yourself outlohtone, buster! she though
silently as she gave him a wide, artless smile.

Unfortunately, it seemed that the hateful man was slippery as an
eel.

'How remiss of me—I should have realised you waudht to see as
much of the English countryside as possible,” h&l ther,
accompanying his words with a glance of pure poi&sm, first thing
on Monday morning, I'll arrange for you to go orloag-distance
coach tour of the British Isles."

There's no need for you to bother..." Kate muttepadkly, realising
that it looked as if once again she had been ouemared by
Dominic Smith-Farrell.

‘Nonsense! | can assure you it will give me nothig the deepest
pleasure to pay for your ticket,’ he drawled smiypthiving her a
bland and quite maddening smile before turning&wé the room, and
closing the door very quietly behind him.



CHAPTER THREE

KATE stared out of the open casement window, her wide byes
barely registering the sheep grazing in the parkhe late afternoon
sun sparkling on the far distant fields of ripenaagn.

This visit to Norfolk, to meet up with her longskdfamily, was turning
out to be a real can of worms! So OK, it was rottieck to find
Dominic here at Thornton Priory, and not safelyamiaway in Hong
Kong. But why hadn't she possessed the basic $eriekzphone her
aunt this morning, just to check that the coast wlaar? And that
wasn't the only mistake she'd made, was it?

What a prize fool you are, she told herself, sighireavily as she
turned around to survey the large room. With itsssna&e oak

four-poster bed with heavily embroidered silk digpand the large
faded tapestries hanging on the walls, it wastjustsort of bedroom
for which she would normally have given her eydfide sleep in. But
in her present circumstances...? Kate sighed ag#iat on earth had
possessed her to challenge Dominic— practicallgihgr him to let

her stay on here, at the Priory?

Even if she didn't like the idea of anyone beindedo push her
around—and she most certainly didn't'—that realiswo excuse for
her having so quickly picked up the gauntlet throgdown by the

horrid man. Her friend Jayne had warned her abeutgbfar too

impulsive. '"You're a super, kind, warm-hearted ¢fidte—but why do
you always have to dash in where angels fear &ml#'e

Jayne had been quite right, of course. After &l tvas Dominic's
house, and since she'd obviously caused him thenmmaxamount of
embarrassment when she had damaged his car Kdtin't@ntirely

blame him for wanting to get rid of hegut de suiteAnd that was a
real pity, because this old house looked reallgifeting, and her new
cousins appeared to be an interesting bunch ofacteas. She'd



definitely taken a shine to Martin, although shesmiat all sure about
his sister Alice. As far as she could see, thahgayirl was really very

weird—definitely freaky-deaky! And her aunt Laureemed to be
acting in a strange manner as well. Not only diel ¢hder woman

appear to be extraordinarily nervous and twitchy,Her conversation
was more like double-Dutch than English.

Kate had heard all about English eccentricity. Hosveshe was quite
sure that some reason, or some problem, must hadbdooth Aunt
Laura's and Alice's odd behaviour. So it was agieaime that Dominic
seemed intent on kicking her out of the Priory@ssas possible. And
there wasn't much she could do about that, Katé lielself as she
glanced down at her watch, realising that she wawgo have to get
a move on if she was intending to have a bath dahge before
dinner.

In normal circumstances, maybe she and Dominic rhghre been
able to be friends. Unfortunately, not only had shadvertently
destroyed his car—why did men seem to have thisgtlabout their
automobiles?—»but he obviously couldn't stand hers@nally, either.
And that was just fine, Kate thought with a disnmvissshrug of her
shoulders as she walked through into the smalkrbath. Because she
had never, in all her born days, met anyanete so rude and
aggressive as Dominic Smith-Farrell. And how he&'erenanaged to
persuade someone to marry him was completely beywnd His
flancee must be an absolute saint to put up wehian's diabolical
personality!

After towelling herself dry, Kate left the adjacesthall bathroom,
with its old-fashioned tub and antiquated plumbMglking back into
the bedroom, she frowned at the dress hanging @woulside of the
wardrobe. She had always believed in travellindgptligand on her
recent tour around Europe, on the back of the skband motorcycle
which she had bought in Germany, Kate hadn't hachroboice in the
matter. So, when packing the bare essentials fat wie'd assumed



would be a quiet weekend in the Norfolk countrysitiehad never
occurred to her that she might be expected to dmssinner. It
wouldn't be a problem, tomorrow, to zip into tharest town and buy
something more suitable. But, here and iio>y.slad had to wear was
that skimpy dress which she had thrown into hee casthe last
minute.

Standing in front of the mirror some time later t&aould only shrug
with resignation. There was no doubt that the blsiky garment,
primarily designed to be worn on a beach over hkmib was

thoroughly unsuitable for an English dining-room.

And, from the way the low-cut, sleeveless amedyshort dress clung
to her generous curves, it was only going to umekerDominic's

description of her as a 'great hulk’, she thougimty. What a swine
the man was!

Attempting to pull up the front of her dress, hapto cover the deep
cleft between her breasts, while at the same tiymeg to tug the short
skirt down towards her knees, Kate gave up theuwelesjruggle as she
heard a knock on the door.

'Hi there,' she smiled at Alice as the girl popped head around the
door.

'My mother asked me to come up and see how yoettimg on," Alice

said, coming into the room. 'l hope she told yoowalthe plumbing in
your bathroom? Did she explain that hot water @ognes out of the
cold tap?'

Kate laughed. 'No, unfortunately she didn't. Bstquite OK, because
it only took me a few minutes to work it out.’

Trying not to stare too obviously at the young,dfihte was relieved
to see that Alice had removed most of her frightfake-up. She was



still wearing those ghastly clothes, of course. dogr, now that she
could clearly see the girl's face and her longg gald hair tied up in a
neat ponytail, she thought that Alice was defigitebking a whole lot
better. In fact, Kate told herself, if the kid wdunly give herself a
chance, she might turn out to be a real beauty.

'It isn't the plumbing in this house which is proyito be a problem,’
Kate told her gloomily. 'It's what I'm going to weanight which is
giving me such a headache.’

'‘What on earth are you worried about? | think yookl sensational!'
Alice told her, enviously eyeing her new Canadianosin's mane of
sun- streaked, amber-coloured hair, and the slilirideess which

clung to the older girl's magnificent body. 'l deslvl were as tall as
you,' she sighed, gazing at the extraordinarilyg|stim tanned legs,
which seemed to start from somewhere beneath Ksiteldders.

‘Dominic said | was a great hulk of a girl,’ Katatiered. 'And | guess
he was right, at that,' she added, grimacing atdifein the mirror. A
second later, her cheeks flushed as she guiltiglied that she wasn't
supposed to have met Alice's half- brother befae drrival at the
Priory this afternoon. Even Dominic—just about thdest man she'd
ever known—was unlikely to be quite so impolite &wds someone he
apparently hadn't met before.

However, Alice didn't appear to have noticed amghout of the
ordinary about her brother's remark—which must\szlymes about
his abrasive personalityl—as she wandered aimlegsiyt the room.

'I must admit that I'm a bit fed up with old Domtee moment,' the
younger girl confided. 'But he's normally very kiad helpful—even
when Martin arid | are quite obviously driving hump the wall. So |
expect he was only teasing you.'



Kate stared at her in astonishment. Dominic— kind kelpful... ?

Not as far as she was concerned, he wasn't! Hex siaght to know
what she was talking about. But since every tim&eKead seen the
awful man he'd been breathing rage and fury, sheusty wondered

if they were talking about the same person.

She looked up to see that the other girl waswstihdering around the
large bedroom, aimlessly picking up various itemglothing and
holding them up against herself, before puttingrtli®wn again with
a heavy sigh. Kate was no psychologist, but evencshild see that
Alice appeared to be deeply troubled about somgthin

'l don't want to step out of line..." Kate apolagis'However, if you
don't mind my saying so, you don't seem to be éxhdmming over
with the joys of spring. Is there anything | cantddnelp?’

'‘No, not really." The girl gave a heavy, dramatghs'Well, the fact

Is..." She hesitated for a moment. 'l expect everyelse is bound to
tell you, so | might as well put you in the picturgself. The fact is,

I've just been expelled from my school.'

'‘Expelled? Whatever for?' Kate looked at her inpgae. 'Did you do
something really diabolical?’

'‘No—I only wish, now, that | had," the younger gald her gloomily.
'‘As soon as I'd finished my GCSE exams, | was cbdicdut and told
not to go back.'

'I'm all ears,' Kate grinned. 'What on earth did go?"

'l was sacked for wearing what the headmistredsdcdbutrageous
clothes and make-up"," Alice muttered glumly. 'Hethe some
grown-ups are reallpathetic,aren't they?"



Kate couldn't help feeling that the girl's headnaiss had a point, but it
would clearly be undiplomatic to say so.

‘Yeah—well, life can be tough at times,’ she muedur
sympathetically. 'On the other hand, your clothed make-up are
possibly just a little.. .er.. .bizarre for a yougygl. Of course,' she
added quickly, 'l could be absolutely wrong. Maybearing outfits

which would be perfect for a movie productionloflas a Teenage
Vampireis the latest fashion for kids, here in Englarfd...

Alice responded to her words with a surprising ¢giaf laughter. ‘No,

it certainly isn't! And that's the whole point, ysee? Unfortunately...'
she gave another heavy sigh '...it doesn't loaokrag plan is going to

work.'

‘Your plan...?'

'Oh, it's nothing very important,' Alice muttereshd Kate, who could
well remember the pain and tribulation of beingtesen, quickly
decided not to probe any further.

'OK, so why don't you tell me who's going to be dstairs for dinner
tonight?' she asked, picking up a brush and drgggithrough her
long, tawny hair.

‘Well, Ma, Dominic, Martin and myself, of coursdlice told her.
‘Then there's Helen— Dominic has just picked herfigm the
station— and her father, General Palmer, who lingse next village,
and...'

'Hey, hold it there!" Kate interjected quickly. " Helen? Is she the
girl that's engaged to your brother Dominic?’

'Yes.'



She waited for a moment, but when Alice didn't etabe on the
subject, Kate asked impatiently, 'Well, what's Hdlke?'

Alice stared at her with a blank expression for anmant, then
shrugged. 'Helen? Well, she's very clever, of aauaad holds down a
terrifically important job in a bank in the City.h&s also very
beautiful and is always smiling; she never seenlsge her temper
or...

'Wow!" Kate exclaimed. 'Helen sounds an absolutagem. | guess
Dominic is really lucky to have found her, right?'

The younger girl hesitated for a moment, saved fr@aving to reply
by the deep, distant sound of a gong.

'‘Oops, it sounds as if everyone has arrived,' Adiadaimed. 'And stop
worrying—you look great!' she added, as she notiCa@ tugging at
the short, tight skirt of her black dress. 'In facshe gave her new
Canadian cousin a mischievous grin as they leftdaben and hurried
down the wide oak staircase '... | bet Dominic agng to think you
look absolutely terrific!'

Walking swiftly across the great hall, Kate didréive the heart to tell
Alice that she was quite wrong about Dominic'slyikeaction. And,
as they entered the large sitting-room, whereékeaf the family and
their guests were gathered, a quick glance at Domitall figure
instantly confirmed Kate's worst suspicions.

So OK, maybe Dominic didn'exactly faint with horror, but he
nevertheless stood gazing at her with a stunnecesgion, as if he'd
been hit by a very large sandbag. Closing his &yea moment, he
took another dazed look at the display of so mucKate's golden,
tanned flesh, before turning away and pouring hifveevery stiff
drink. So who cares about him? Kate told hersefiaddy, her



confidence immediately restored as an elderlyjrajsished-looking
gentleman walked over to greet her.

‘My dear girl, you're definitely a sight for songes,' he said, giving her
a broad smile and introducing himself as Generkh&a 'l knew your
father, you know. It was many years ago, of coubsg,you're the
spitting image of old Tom Macaulay. He was a dskily handsome
chap—women fell for him like ninepins!" the man add gazing
appreciatively at the tall girl in front of him.ma | shouldn't be at all
surprised if you don't have the same effect on gauen nowadays.'

Kate laughed and shook her head. 'No, I'm not Bkalmy father. But
thanks for the compliment.'

'‘Now see here, my boy," the general called outdmibic as he put an
arm about Kate's waist, leading her across the towrards the drinks
tray. 'How about some champagne for this perfesglgndid-looking
girl?'

'‘Oh, no—please. | really don't drink very much aklg Kate
protested as Dominic turned a distinctly chilly @yéner direction.

'‘Nonsense! It's just the thing for you," the elgerhan told her,
reaching across and lifting a large open bottlenfeosilver ice bucket.
‘And | wouldn't mind having some myself either,'drenned, handing
the bottle to Dominic.

‘There's really no need..." Kate protested.

'Rubbish—the boy can well afford it. And he has®nice to me,
because I'm his godfather." The general winked ateK'Right,
Dominic?'

‘Absolutely right, sir," Dominic laughed, pouringetsparkling liquid
into two tall, flute-shaped glasses and handingtoriee general.



He was just holding out the other glass towardsKahen it was
deftly seized by long, slim fingers and placed fymown on the tray
as a cool voice said, 'Really, Daddy! You mustatdder the poor girl.
Especially since alcoholism is so much on the aseenowadays.'

Kate, who hadn't known whether to be more surpribgdthe
unexpected sight of Dominic's relaxed laughter grthe swift
disappearance of her champagne glass, turned ¢otfeec woman
standing beside her.

'‘We haven't met,' the elegant, dark-haired girlegder a calm,
composed smile, which didn't somehow seem to Hectefl in her
dark eyes. 'However, we will undoubtedly get towremach other very
well, because I'm engaged to your step- cousin Darhi

Kate didn't have the opportunity to reply as theegal took her arm
and steered her away to meet the other guest, adhdéen invited to
join the family for dinner.

‘You'll have plenty of opportunity to natter to nchaughter later,
especially since she's staying here with Dominictfe weekend.
We've got the builders into our house—the place dseadful mess,’
he explained, introducing her to a stocky, thickfsan dressed in a
hairy tweed suit.

George Wakeham apparently worked for a well- kndwn of land
agents. 'Good at his job, but a bit of a dull frchap,' the general
whispered in her ear as George limply shook herdhataring
goggle-eyed at the tall girl's display of so mughrted flesh.

The general had been quite right—the land agentapd to be as
dull as ditch water, Kate thought, sighing inwardlew minutes later
as Osborne announced that dinner was ready, antbshé herself

placed next to the man she was rapidly coming ittktbf as 'boring

George'.



While Martin, seated on her left, was busily oceabin pouring the

wine, she sipped the deliriously creamy, cold watss soup, and
glanced through her eyelashes down the long otéd & Dominic's

flancee.

So this was the woman of whom he had spoken sdyhwgten, over
three months ago, he had dragged Kate off to theepstation in his
chauffeur-driven Rolls-Royce. Well, she had to adimat Alice was
right. Helen Palmer certainly was stunningly bdalti

Aged about twenty-nine or thirty, the woman was nvep a
shimmering, deep red silk dress, which set offédgrtion her pale
alabaster skin and sleek black hair, drawn intbignon at the back of
her head. Her dark red lipstick exactly matcheddress, and with a
single strand of pearls about her neck and matcpeayl earrings,
Helen's smooth elegance made Kate suddenly feglgearche and
unsophisticated.

'It's great to have you here, Kate,' Martin's vaiaeinto her thoughts
as he sat down beside her. '"How* long are you gtuirige able to stay
with us?'

'Er... I don't know exactly. But not very long, lafraid," she told him,

recalling Dominic's dire threats earlier in theeafibon. In fact, it

would probably be a miracle if she managed to strckind here at the
Priory for the rest of the weekend.

'Oh, that's a pity," Martin said with a frown. ddhbeen hoping you'd be
able to stay with us until after the Living Histdogttle.'

'Sure, I'd love to—if | knew what it was!" Kate ghed. "Your mother
mentioned something about it, but | hadn't a clhatvehe was talking
about.'



'‘Well, there are quite a few societies and asdoasitof people
interested in history, who organise mock Civil Vidattles outside big
houses—and some stately homes—during the summsociksions
like the Sealed Knot and the English Civil War &bgi for instance,'
he explained. 'Their members take it all very sesiyp, and make a
terrific effort to wear the correct clothes and aunof the period.
Hordes of people turn up to watch the battle, andtrof the money
collected goes to charity.'

Kate smiled. 'lt sounds fun.'

‘Yes, well, itwould have been fun, if Helen hadn't put a spoke in t
wheel," he grumbled, scowling down the table at iDacis fiancee.

'I'm sorry, but | don't quite understand... ?'

Martin shrugged. 'An old school friend told me ttre Living History
Company—who are usually booked up years ahead—tsichad a
sudden cancellation. So | immediately thought, wbiyput a battle on
here at the Priory? This house has a strong as®ocaith King
Charles the First, and the large lawns and fieltont of the house
would be a perfect stage for the mock battle. Dgm’it agree?'

‘Sure, why not?' Kate grinned at him. 'It soundseat idea!

‘Exactly! And when | rang up Dominic in London, baid he didn't
mind—providing there was no damage to the housgaaden. And
then Helen got involved.' Martin sighed heavilyheSkept going on
and on about the mess, and the noise. So, novh#&sigoing to be
away in Hong Kong, Dom has decided that Helengistyiafter all.'

‘That sounds a real shame,’ Kate agreed. 'Has dtie lloeen
cancelled?’



‘Just about,' he told her gloomily. 'Dominic's imdang to phone the
Living History people on Monday, and tell them todf another
venue.'

‘Maybe he'll change his mind?’

Martin shook his head. 'There's not much chandbatf I'm afraid.

Unfortunately, | lost my temper with Helen, anddtbler a few home
truths.' He glanced sheepishly at Kate. 'Actually,didn't just quarrel
about the mock battle. She will keep on naggingatmeut going to
university, when she knows all | want to do is tayshere and help
Dom to farm the estate.'

‘There's nothing wrong in wanting to do that," Kassured the boy,
who was plainly very depressed about the wholeraffgrew up on a
farm, and I'd be there still if my father hadnft uch a load of debts
when he died.'

'It's all I've ever wanted to do," Martin said erdiastically, then gave a
helpless shrug. '‘Anyway, it was stupid of me toehavow with Helen.

It didn't achieve anything, and after she'd conma@diabout it to my

brother, he was furiously angry with me as well.. SMartin added

with a sigh, 'as far as the Civil War battle is cemed, it looks as if
I've made a real mess of things, doesn't it?'

'I'm sorry,' said Kate, gazing down the table aieHgwatching as the
sleek, sophisticated woman smiled charmingly up iBlominic's
eyes.

Kate knew she didn't have a lot of experience ies¢h matters.
However, she couldn't help thinking that if Martinvho obviously

didn't like his brother's flancee—was pinning hapés on a broken
engagement, he was likely to be disappointed. & plain to see from
the slanting glances, the intimate and possessiwehtof her fingers



on Dominic's arm, that Helen was declaring quieadi/: this man
belongs to me.

And good luck to her! Kate thought grimly as Donaibient his dark,
arrogant head towards his fiancee. As far as she awacerned,
getting married to that cold fish Dominic Smith-fedr would
definitely be a fate worse than death!

Looking back on the meal later , Kate decided thatas possibly
unfortunate that 'boring George' Wakeham, who'ah Isgting silently
beside her, should have at this point decidedttodance a new topic
of conversation.

'l say, Dominic,' he called out as Osborne begawirse the guests
with some delicious lamb cutlets, 'how are the plan that Civil War
battle coming along? Should be a jolly good showat\lo you think,
General?'

General Palmer, who clearly hadn't gained high rankhe Army
without keeping his wits about him, cast a quickngle down the table
at his daughter and her fiance before murmuringeitainly sounds
interesting.’

‘Unfortunately, there are one or two problems.oninic began,
before Helen gave a high, tinkling laugh.

‘There certainly are!" she exclaimed, with a dédicahrug of her
shoulders. 'Really, Daddy, the whole idea is singigurd. Dominic is
going to be abroad, and | can't possibly take I¢ao@ my job in the

bank—not for something as silly as a mock battksiBes, poor Laura
simply couldn't cope with all the necessary orgatins.'

'I'm sure | could manage,’ Kate's aunt protestedthtessly. 'Martin
and Alice...so helpful...such an interesting idelder voice died away
as Helen gave a determined shake of her head.



'‘No, it would be far too exhausting." She gave dlder woman a
sweet, sympathetic smile. 'As | pointed out to Daumiwe couldn't
allow you to take on such a burden.’

‘Well, I think that's a load of rubbish!" Martintoeted. 'Putting on a
mock Civil War battle would make a super day out &olot of
people...'

'‘But what about the damage they'd do to the lawslZn interjected
swiftly. 'And all the mess they'd leave behind tRent*Nobody in this
family is going to mind a bit of hard work clearing after the battle,'
Martin told her, a challenging note in his voicehaslooked defiantly
around the table.

DK, Martin, | think we've got the message,' Doimitold him drily.
'However, Helen has made some very valid pointd,.an

‘Yes, weall know what Helen thinks!" Martin ground out savagel

'Hey, hold it just a minute!" Kate exclaimed as Daigis dark brows
drew sharply together in an angry frown.

Goodness knows, she didn't want another row withmiDi,
especially during her first meal here at the Pribyt she couldn't help
feeling that her sympathies were heavily loadetherside of her aunt
and cousins.

'l may be wrong,' she continued as the table figlhs 'but it doesn't
sound as if any of you guys have ever taken pdhase kind of mock
battles before. And if you haven't, | can tell ybat it's a whole lot of
fun.’

‘Do you have the same sort of thing in Canada@efdsked excitedly.

'‘Well, I'm not entirely sure. But my friend Jayredd went to stay one
summer with an old school friend who'd moved aveaive down in



Galveston, in Texas. Her parents were heavily ifite Lone Star,
outdoor drama production, and we sort of got ingdlwith it too. It
was really great!" Kate enthused, beaming happdyrad the table.

Helen gave another of her chilly, tinkling laughgiich Kate was
beginning to find extremely irritating. 'l think yomust be a little
confused. We aren't talking about playing Cowbayd kdians, you
know?'

'‘Neither am |,' Kate retorted crisply, refusinglie intimidated by

Dominic's snotty English fiancee. "The productioasvbased on the
founding of the Texas Republic. There was a casowar eighty

people—and lots of horses, cannon and gunfire;

they erected a huge house designed to be buim ground, and there
were some really fantastic battle scenes. You'@ laed it,' she told
Martin with a smile.

'l wish I'd been there,' he said enviously.

‘And we had people impersonating the Alamo heroes, [@awogkett

and Jim Bowie—together with Sam Houston and theibéexgeneral,
Santa Ana. | can tell you it was a real gas! Anttesil was lucky
enough to be allowed to help out behind the scdmeskon | had one
of the greatest times of my life!’

'It sounds marvellous,’ the general agreed.

‘Yes, well,' Helen drawled silkily, 'I'm sure tlsadll very interesting.
Of course, we can't expegtou to understand our customs an
traditions, here in England, but | don't think tthdiat goes on in North
America is likely to be oinyinterest to people over here,' she add
scornfully.



Taken aback for a moment, Kate could feel a tideriofison flooding
across her face at Helen's heavily condescendimdg sone of voice.
She was just trying to pull herself together wheonihic came
unexpectedly to her rescue.

‘There's very little difference between life in Baogd and America
nowadays,' he told his fiancee blandly. 'Or betwéenerica and
Canada, for 'that matter. Even if—as Kate pointatdto me, some
three months ago—they are "two very different natig he added,
turning his head to grin down the table at the Qaragirl.

She gazed back at him in astonishment. What oh &éad prompted
Dominic to come so unexpectedly to her support? Waeanders
would never cease! However, it looked as if he'ttebevatch out,
because although everyone else around the tablaese&o have
missed his reference to their previous meetingandon, his fiancee
certainly hadn't! Kate flinched as she saw thaeHe&las now staring
at her with a fixed, angry gleam in her dark eyes.

Deciding that it might be a good idea to try andika low profile for a
while, Kate allowed herself to be monopolised byfge Wakeham
for the rest of the meal. And afterwards, when e®fand liqueurs
were served in the drawing-room, she adroitly madag avoid both
Dominic and his fiancee by prompting General Paltoeell her all

about his career in the Army.

However, after the guests had left and her youngsios had gone
upstairs to bed, Kate found herself once agaiherfiting line.

She was just saying goodnight to Aunt Laura, andgcatulating
herself on getting through the evening unscatheiderwDominic
announced that he wished to have a few brief waitls her in his
study.



Kate's heart sank. She had no idea what Dominictaslato talk
about—nbut it wasn't likely to be a quiet social wersation, was it?
The thought of having yet another argument with hias distinctly
unnerving.-

‘Er... well, | am rather tired...' she mutteredasily.

'Of course she is," Helen said firmly. 'Really, lohgy;, you must be
sensible. It's very late. Surely you can talk tat @irl tomorrow?' she
added, coming over to put a possessive hand offainee’'s arm.

Kate gritted her teeth with annoyance at beingredeto as 'that girl'.
Helen might be going to marry Dominic, but thatrdidyive her the
right to push other people around, did it?

'l won't keep Kate very long," Dominic told hisrfzee. And although
his voice was even, containing no impatience oeafirthere was
something about the sheer force emanating frorsthiigigure which
seemed to disturb Helen's cool poise.

'l can't see why...' she flustered. 'l really dokh.'

'l think it's been a long day, Helen. I'm sure thike Kate, you're
feeling tired,' he drawled smoothly.

'‘No, of course I'm not!" she snapped.

'‘Nevertheless, | intend to have a few private wowigh my
stepmother's niece,’ he replied blandly. 'So | esaggou go to
bed—and I'll look forward to seeing you in the mogy hmm?'

After a swift glance at the tight, increasingly rgriexpression on
Helen's face, Kate decided to fade from the sceneuackly as
possible. The very last thing she needed was tfanself involved in
a quarrel between these two arrogant, high-poweesaple. And,



quite apart from anything else, she couldn't hedindp sorry for
anyone about to get into a knock-out, drag-outtfigith Dominic.

However, any feelings of sympathy or female soligtavere abruptly
shattered as Helen gave a shrill, scornful laugh.

'l don't expect to be ordered upstairs to my roka & child!" she
exclaimed angrily. 'And while I've nothing partiadly against
Kate—although she does seem to be displaying & qisgusting
amount of flesh—I'm quite sure she has better thtnglo than --'

'Oh, no, | haven't!" Kate declared, deciding siwad quite enough of
Helen for one evening. Giving Dominic a dazzlingilsgrwhich she

hoped the other girl would mistake for one fulldgfvastating sexual
promise, she added huskily, 'In fact, | just cav@it to have some...
er... private words with mgtearcousin Dominic!'



CHAPTER FOUR

‘THAT was a quite disgraceful performance!" Dominic todat grimly
as he closed the study door behind them.

Kate didn't pretend to misunderstand him. "Yesaltraid you're right,’
she agreed with a rueful sigh.

Sinking down into an armchair, she gazed aboustindy, which was
decorated in sombre masculine colours of dark medl @own. It
seemed a room particularly suited to its owner,tsbaght, watching
apprehensively as Dominic took his place behind eavi,

red-leather-topped mahogany desk.

She was already deeply regretting her momentary imaalse to
cause the maximum amount of annoyance to Helerortdmiately, it
looked as if she'd succeeded only too welll Rememfgeiow the
other girl had practically trembled with rage, befgulling herself
together and icily promising Dominic that they wabdiave 'a long,
serious talk in the morning', Kate didn't doubt that hedhan
uncomfortable time ahead of him.

Although, now she came to think about it, her ommediate future in
this house didn't look too rosy either. As far e sould see, Helen
definitely wasn't the sort of person who was liki\either forgive or
forget. Dominic himself had already made it pelieclear that he
wanted his new stepcousin to leave the house.dvothmat his fiancee
was likely to be breathing hell fire and brimst@sewell... ? Perhaps it
was time she called it a day at Thornton Priory, aadkt off for
pastures new?

Preoccupied with mentally packing her bags, andd&ang if maybe
a visit to Scotland might not be a good idea, Keds interrupted by
the sound of Dominic clearing his throat.



'l expect you've realised why | wanted to have adwaith you," he
said.

'‘No, I'm afraid | haven't the faintest idea.' Sheugged her shoulders.
‘Although, if I've upset Helen, | suppose | oughsay I'm sorry.'

'You don't sound at all sorry,' he told her sterhiig lips tightening
with annoyance as she gazed back at him in stuldierrce.

Well, what did he expect—sackcloth and ashes? Hsked herself
sourly. It must be as clear as daylight that sttkkelen hadn't taken
to one another—so why should she try and preteidraise?
Especially when the other girl had been so damm&adlting! In fact, if
anyone ought to be given an apology, it was prgbablself. And
there was no point in Dominic glaring at her witlege icy-cold eyes
of his. If he thought she was going to sit here khebstening to a
lecture, then he'd got another think coming!

‘Well...?'

'I've said I'm sorry—and | don't see what moren da,' she muttered.
‘After all, | didn't ask to get dragged into a @ate fight between you
and your girlfriend, did I? And | can't see anys@aa for her to make
those catty remarks about either my nationalityngr clothing,' she
added in an aggrieved voice.

Dominic sighed and leaned back in his chair, hisé¢al face further
darkened by the shadows thrown from the low reatangp on his
desk.

'Yes. Possibly Helen could have... er... chosen werds more
carefully," he conceded.



‘You're so right!" Kate snapped. And then, to lmenplete surprise, she
found herself asking, 'Are yayuite certain that Helen is the right girl
for you?"'

Even as she heard herself saying the words, Katsed she should
have kept her mouth shut. She ought to know thatiBie was not the
sort of guy to put up with any criticism of eithe@mself or his fiancee.

She was quite correct—he wasn't.
'‘May | suggest that you mind your own business?etarted curtly.

'‘Ouch!" she muttered, wincing as he glared at her actusslésk. 'l
guess | was out of line there, right?'

'Right!" he echoed grimly. 'Quite frankly, I've certo the conclusion
that you are without doubt the most persistentiyoging girl | have
evercome across. Not content with damaging my car canding me
the maximum amount of embarrassment in London,tlgen turn up
here, in Norfolk, marching into this house withauatinvitation...'

' wasinvited!'

... And within only a few hours, you're champiagnimy brother's mad
scheme; causing friction at the dinner table; agkextremely
impertinent questions; and generally creating mayhe

‘Me...? Creating mayhem?' She blinked at him inorashment.

'Oh, yes—"mayhem" is definitely the word that comntes mind
whenever | think about you, Kate!" he told her fiynmising to his feet
and glaring down at her for a moment, before walkiwer to a walnut
veneered cabinet set in the far corner of the room.

'Of course, | can think of some other words whiabuld do just as
well,' he continued, with a harsh bark of sarddaighter. 'Words



such as "chaos", "commotion"”, "havoc" and "troulded a few that
immediately come to mind. And, with further time thought, | can
probably come up with considerably more!" he addagzening the
cabinet to reveal shelves of glasses and some loegstal decanters.

‘All right, there's no need to be so nasty. | det message,’ Kate
muttered glumly, before taking a deep breath. 'l .dalo realise that |
was speaking out of turn just now.'

‘That's putting it mildly," he drawled coldly.

Kate scowled across the room at the loathsome 'naas only trying
to say I'm sorry. | guess it isn't any businessiofe who you're going
to marry.'

‘You're quite right, itisn't.’

'Oh, for heaven's sake! Why don't you just keetgigr a moment
and let me get this apology out of the way?' shmumgnd out with
exasperation.

Dominic gave a snort of harsh laughter as he reththestopper from
one of the crystal decanters. 'I'll say this foruydlate, you're
absolutely priceless!

The hard note of sarcasm in his voice made herléscise. But she
was amazed—and considerably annoyed—to see hisldshsu
shaking with amusement. Dominic might be ablertd 8ome humour
in the situation, but she certainly didn't. In fastie was fed up with
always arguing with this man, and she had to adhat he was

absolutely right: why should she cavbohe married? It didn't matter
to her one way or another—right?

Kate frowned over at his tall, lithe figure as hesed the doors of the
cabinet and moved slowly back towards the largeagahy desk.



So OK, he certainly wasn't the 'Hunk of the Momth'far as she was
concerned. But, with his black hair liberally skted with silver, and
those startling blue eyes, she couldn't deny thamibDic was
extremely handsome. In fact, seeing him clothethénelegant black
dinner-suit, which seemed designed to emphasiderbad shoulders
and the sleek lines of his male body, she was is@gbto find herself
thinking that he looked very attractive—if not davght sexy!

To her utter dismay, Kate suddenly felt her mouthdgy, her hands
becoming hot and clammy. What on earth was shegdainnking
about Dominic like" this... ? Oh, lord, she musid&ng her marbles!

‘There really doesn't seem to be much point in tayiisg here any
longer...' she muttered nervously as she begdasddrom her seat.

'‘Nonsense. Sit down, Kate,' he said firmly, hisegaarrowing as he
looked down at the girl's flushed cheeks. 'Thabsolutely no point
in our quarrelling with one another,' he added¢ipig a glass on the
table in front of her. 'Besides, it's getting lated | still haven't
managed to discuss the business of this Civil Ve#idowith you.'

‘The battle?' She gave him a puzzled frown asahlelsack down into
her chair. 'You didn't say anything about wantiodalk to me about
that.'

‘You haven't given me a chance to do so," he rezddihtly. 'So why
dont you stop arguing with me, drink up your whiskgdaallow me to
explain the problem?’

'l don't want your rotten drink,' she grumbled,dvefcatching his eye
and giving him a slight, shamefaced grin. 'OK, y@gjuite right,' she
admitted. 'l guess it's pointless for us to keemoarrelling, and I'll

freely admit that | shouldn't have got involved other people's
business.’



Dominic gave a dry rumble of sardonic laughter.,'Mou shouldn't.
Although alas, | feel quite sure you always wille added, before
taking a brief sip from his own glass. 'Frankly t&d'm amazed that
someone hasn't murdered you long before now!

'Ha, ha,' she ground out bitterly. 'l thought yaidsyou didn't want
any more arguments?'

Dominic sighed, pushing a hand roughly throughthisk dark hair.
‘You're quite right—I don't. And why you and | slidbe constantly at
one another's throats, | have no idea. Maybe wétawagtry to turn
back the clock? To forget what's happened in tisg pad get to know
one another properly, hmm?'

‘That seems a bit of a tall order. Although | suigg8m game if you
are.' She gave him a cautious smile. 'But | thoyghtwanted to talk
about the Civil War battle?'

‘Yes, I'll come to that in a moment,' he said, iegrcomfortably back
in his chair. '"However, if we're going to becomeparly acquainted, |
think you ought to tell me something about youe lih Canada.
Incidentally, | was very sorry to hear about yoathkr's death,' he
added quietly. 'Laura tells me he was a charming.'ma

'Yes, Dad could always charm the birds from thedyeKate smiled
ruefully. 'In fact, | guess he was just about tfestcharming, amusing
man you could ever hope to meet. Unfortunateyhe hesitated for a
moment, before explaining how her father had spavdt of his life
chasing one get- rich-quick scheme after anotheneMof his projects
had ever really worked, and so it was fortunatéehkahad been unable
to sell the farm.

'‘My mother died when | was only three years old] amce the land
had originally belonged to her family she leftatrhe in some sort of
complicated trust,' she told him. 'However, whenl Beed and | found



out just how much money he owed everyone...' Ste gaother shrug
of her shoulders. 'Well, the only way to raise thatt of sum was to
sell the farm.’

'l too lost my mother when | was young. So | kntwattlife can't have

been very easy for you,' Dominic said with a wasympathetic smile.

'l was, of course, very lucky to have Laura as tepmother—even if

| didn't always appreciate her at the time. Batritt the same as bein
cared for by one's own flesh and blood, is it?'

Kate was amazed to find Dominic so kind and undeding.
‘Unfortunately, Dad never married again. | oftereduigo wish he
would," she added wistfully. 'It would be fun toskasome brothers anc
sisters—Ilike Martin and Alice.’

He laughed. 'lt's not so much fun when you havaldg the part of a
heavy older brother, I'm afraid. However, | think've getting off the
point. You still haven't told me about your farm.’

Under Dominic's skilful questioning, she found edfrgelling him all
about her life to date. How, having only workedtba land, she felt
extremely ill-equipped to earn a living in any atlaay; and about her
subsequent decision to travel around Europe, bektténg down to
train for some profession.

'Hey, 1 bet you're a whizz in court,’ she said sadld frowning
bemusedly at him across the desk. 'l honestly ¢oo'tv how you've
done it,' she added darkly, 'but you seem to haterty whole life
story from me—in five seconds flat!'

Dominic leaned back in his chair, his lips twitapiwith amusement.
'I'm not sure about being "a whizz"—but cross-exation of people
is, after all, part of my job," he reminded herrally. 'However, we
don't seem to have touched on the subject of yexent romance, do
we?'



'l don't know what you're talking about,' she mugite bitterly aware
of the deep tide of colour rising up over her clsedfer brief, mad
infatuation with Charles was a deeply embarrassiogtful episode
which, even after three months, she could hardly bethink about.

'‘But | understood that the destruction of my caswalely due to a
lovers' tiff? Are you still involved with your..r.e.boyfriend?'

'‘Why don‘tyoumind your own business?' she snapped.

‘Touche Kate!" he laughed ruefully, holding up his hamasmock
surrender. 'However, 1 am glad you've been abkohkee the small
problem which has been troubling me over the gasetmonths,’ he
continued. 'l couldn't understand how a young with no visible
means of support could manage to pay my insuramegany for the
loss of my car.' He gave her a brief, sympathetites '1 now see that
it must have come from the proceeds of your far®a. $an sorry if it
left you in any financial difficulty," he added Wwitoncern.

‘Well, I'm not exactly on the poverty line,' Katesared him, surprised
and unexpectedly touched by the note of warmthkamdhess in his
voice. 'However, since | did set myself a strictdipet for this
European trip, it looks as if I'm going to havdital a job, to pay for
my plane fare back to Canada.'

‘Ah, that's one of the items | wanted to talk to yabxnit.'

‘Yes, | thought it might be,’' she remarked drilythis the point where
you offer me that ticket for a coach trip around British Isles?’

A faint flush covered his cheeks. 'No, of coursé'in@ snapped.
'‘But | thought you said...'

'You know very well—you wretched girl'—that you dmdrately
goaded me into making that threat this afternd@orhinic ground out



with exasperation. 'In fact, | was just about tk ysu to stay on here,
at the Priory, for at least the next three weeks.'

Kate gazed at him in open-mouthed astonishmerd fooment. 'Oh,
boy, you've changed your tune, haven't you? | thoygu couldn't
stand me at any price?'

'‘No, that's not true,' he told her firmly. 'I'll @g that | was extremely
annoyed about my car...'

'‘Annoyed?'She gave a hoot of laughter. ‘Who are you kiddivig@
went completely bananas!'

Dominic sighed. 'You may be right,' he concededwkEler, despite
the fact that you've burst into my life like a wimg dervish, I'm quite
prepared to admit that | find you a very interegtmd... er... attractive

girl.’

Kate's cheeks flushed, and she was astoundedddérself feeling
ridiculously pleased for a few moments, beforeipglherself sharply
together. She'd better watch out—because this nmas clearly as
artful as a cage full of monkeys.

"You really want me to stay on here at the Pricsh@'asked, and wher
he nodded she added bluntly, 'So what's the catch?'

'‘Catch?' He raised a dark, quizzical eyebrow.

'‘Come off it, Dominic!" she retorted, her suspicga@onfirmed as she
caught the glint of laughter in his blue eyes.

He laughed, and shook his head in mock sorrow. 'smito find such
cynicism—and in one so young!'

‘Yeah—yeah,' she snorted with derision. '‘Come pifl,tke beans!'



'‘Well..." he hesitated for a moment, 'as you haadinner tonight, we
do have some problems over this Civil War battlealise that Martin
Is desperately keen to have the show put on here, while he may
regard me as an ogre at times, I'm very fond ofbitne and 1 don't
want to have to disappoint him. However, Helen dogge a valid
point. Laura's a dear woman, but even | have toitathmat she's
hopelessly impractical. Both Martin and Alice aoe tyoung to cope
with everything, and Osborne is clearly too old, ®idhout someone
to co-ordinate all the arrangements, it simplytiarpractical idea.'

‘But surely you..."

Dominic shook his head. 'No, that's the whole peintan't guarantee
to be here. I'm due to act in a law case in Honggd{che explained.
‘Although the trial has been delayed, | could gethane call to say it's
on again any day now. And, unless there's somapoeedrsee all the
arrangements, the whole battle affair could turhtolbe a complete
shambles.’

Kate nodded slowly. 'l suppose you're right," speeed reluctantly.
‘Although it does seem a crying shame not to be tbput the battle
on here.'

'l agree. Which is why I'm asking you to stay oneheith us for a few
more weeks.'

'You mean... You mean you wameto... um...

‘Yes,' he nodded. 'From what you told us all ahdifyou seem to have
had some experience behind the scenes with these saock battles.
So do you think you would be able to co-ordinaté the
arrangements? To act as a general dogsbody, arldagekings don't
get out of hand?'



'‘Well... yes, | suppose | could,' she murmured wisitight frown. '‘But
| don't see how | can help you out. | really dod&wvget a job, and...

'I'm proposing that you should help me with theagements, and in
return I'll pay for your flight back to Canada. Wida you think about
my suggestion?'

'‘What do | think...?' Kate gazed at him blanklydanoment. 'l think...'
her voice rose indignantly '...in fact, I'm dammesuhat what you're
suggesting is some kind of blackmail!'

Dominic grinned. 'Oh, no, my dear Kate. As you alirpointed out
to me earlier this afternoon, I'm the expert "legagle" around here,’
he drawled mockingly. 'l can assure you that mypsal is merely a
sensible arrangement between the two of us.'

Kate glared at him with deep resentment for a mameuat she
couldn't see any way out of the impasse—not if Maxvas to have the
Civil War battle he'd set his heart on. And theeswalso the business
of her flight ticket back to Canada.

'OK, it seems that you've got me over a barred'sshhed helplessly. 'l
guess I'll be staying on here to help out withah@ngements for the
show.'

'l hoped you would," Dominic murmured blandly, kiges gleaming
with sardonic amusement.

‘However, I'd better give you fair warning thatdvien't had a lot of
experience,' she told him firmly. 'There's no wagh pretend to be an
expert on these sort of shows. So | hope you hageh'the wrong

idea?’

He shook his dark head. 'The chances are thatdinggo be here.
And even if I'm not, we'll probably have coveredstof the ground



work before | have to go to Hong Kong,' he assinexg before raising
his glass. 'l think we should drink a toast to duture.. .er..
.co-operation, don't you?'

Determined not to rise to the horrid man's bait-was clearly just
trying to rub salt in her wounds— Kate took a cawsi sip from her
glass. 'Mmm, this isn't at all bad. What is it?'

'It's a very fine, pure malt whisky from a smallgHiand distillery in
the north of Scotland. So kindly treat it with resfy and don't toss it
down...'

'‘Agh...!"Kate choked, clutching her throat and going pucene face,
tears streaming down her cheeks.

'l saiddon'ttoss it down your throat like Coca- Cola!' Domigiound
out with exasperation, going quickly to her aicshe jumped up from
her chair, staggering about the room and gaspinigréath.

'‘W-wow! That s-stuff really... really p-packs a paeh!" she wheezed
and stuttered, before Dominic caught hold of heick]y slapping, her
on the back.

'What an idiot you are!" he told her sternly, takout his handkerchief
to wipe the tears from her eyes.

Kate could only nod in agreement, leaning weaklgiag} his broad
shoulder for a moment, until the fall-out from ga@mic bomb in her
stomach had begun to subside.

'l guess it wasn't too...too c-clever. But thehrig, | don't normally
drink much alcohol. Which is probably just as walhe added with a
nervous laugh. '‘Because it's left me feeling..l,vaebit as though I've
suddenly lost my balance.’



Dominic muttered something under his breath. Shaght it sounded
like, "You're not the only one.' But he seemedgmly steady on his
feet, she thought as she vowed to herself thatveludd never touch
that sort of firewater ever again. There was ndotlabout it: the Scots
must .have stomachs lined with asbestos!

'‘How are you feeling now?' he enquired. It wasatiély constrained,
tense note in his voice which caused her to rasdnéad and gaze ur
into his blue eyes.

It must be the whisky whizzing through her bodyt thhas making her
feel so peculiar, she thought distractedly as leartrsuddenly began
thumping fiercely like a heavy sledgehammer outaftrol. And it
was just as well that she didn't normally drinlosgy liquor, because
that wasn't the only weird effect it appeared tdhbeing. The room
seemed to be shrinking about them—a dark mist isgidbout their
two still figures as her eyes remained firmly lodKey the intense,
searching, almost hypnotic gaze with which he seetmée invading
her very soul.

The silence lengthened, the tension mounting, sebgrsecond, until
Kate could feel it almost pounding against her Iskul

How long they stood staring silently at one anqgtbbe had no idea.
The strange spell was only broken by the harshfledusound of

Dominic swearing violently under his breath, befshe found herself
being quickly picked up and then dumped unceremustyadown on a

nearby couch.

'‘Hey, what do you think you're doing?' she demansiedggling to sit
up among the soft cushions.

'‘Keeping myself well out of the way of temptatidme' told her grimly.



‘Temptation?She gazed at him with bewilderment. "What on eamth
you talking about?'

‘Kindly pull your dress down,' he continued, igmgyiher question.
‘And while I'm on the subject, | hope that tomorroight you'll find
some garment more suitable to wear than that apdtoga dress,’ he
added in a stern, hard voice.

'OK, | know it's not brilliant,' she retorted arlgri'But it's all | had to
wear. | didn't know you were going to give a hdibyty dinner party,
did I? But if it makes you feel any better, I'mantling to buy myself
something else to wear tomorrow. Satisfied?'

He gave a harsh snort of mirthless laughter. ‘Nagooirse I'm not
satisfied, but at least we'll be able t,0 ask Gedidpkeham to the
house again. He's obviously not used to meetingriuale women.
The poor chap was thoroughly embarrassed.

'‘How dare you?Kate gasped, sitting bolt upright on the coucindA
wouldn't feel too sorry for your friend George Whken if | were you,'
she added bitterly. 'He wasn't embarrassed—heustbg¢ing damned
lecherous. Which, as far as I'm concerned, is only degree worse
than being a prudish old maid like yourself!'

'Oh, really?' Dominic drawled in a silky, menacioge.

‘Yes, really! Kate glared up at him, suddenly swept by an alm
overwhelming, irresistible urge to hurt this supleyas man, to
puncture his extraordinary self-possession. Howedl&e stand there,
looking down his superior nose at her, as if sheevé®me strange,
weird creature from another planet?

'‘Not only are you thoroughly nasty—and incidentadlgn 'tthink I've
forgotten how you callously dumped me in that Lamgolice station,
because | certainly haven't! But as far as | can geu're also the



perfect partner for that awful girl Helen. She tgbu 1 looked
"disgusting"” too, didn't she?' Kate raged. 'So égguyou two really
deserve each other! And, while I'm on the subijéct..

‘Kindly keep your voice down!" he grated as hetibgianger and fury
reverberated around the room.

'‘No, why should 1?' she yelled loudly. 'lt's abdme someone told
you a few home truths. You toffee-nosed, arrogargn-rait's

abundantly clear that you've got nothing but icldowater in your
veins,' she added with a high-pitched maliciougtauFrankly,dear

Dominic, | don't reckon you're made of flesh anaoblol like the rest of
us. As far as | can see, you're nothing but aardboard cut-out!

As her father had frequently pointed out in thetp#site had an
unfortunate tendency to ignore the safe, sensétle ip life; often apt
to forget that discretion is generally the bettart @f valour. And, as
she later acknowledged privately to herself, lodweg temper with
Dominic had proved to be a very grave mistake!

One minute she was sitting bolt upright on the bougving him a
piece of her mind, and then, a second later, sinedfbber arm grabbed
as Dominic jerked her off the couch... and intodnss.

‘A cardboard cut-out, am 1?' he roared savagelyahins tightening
around her like bands of steel.

'‘Leave me alone, you dreadful man!" she screeckaddenly

frightened by the cold fury in his stormy blue eyeand

realising—when it was too late—that this was oneetivhen she had
definitely Gone Too Far.

'‘Not made of flesh and blood...?" he hissed megéacithrough
clenched teeth.



'OK, | was wrong. I'm sorry. You're terrific... a onderful
personality... really fantastic!' she gabbled hedply. 'No—Ro!"

Kate's gasp was stifled by the swift descent oflaik head, his mouth
closing over hers and ruthlessly crushing her lipsa heartless,
punishing kiss. Trying to wriggle out of his arms,even to move her
head away, proved fruitless, and she became besathleneath the
force of his lips and her own exertion as she beafists against his
broad shoulders, in a completely vain attempt taps.

And then... well, she was so preoccupied with pgttup a strong
resistance that it was some moments before sheaddhat his arms
had loosened slightly, and that he wasn't kissergduite so fiercely.
In fact, the mouth possessing hers was now movftlysand
sensuously over her lips, evoking a trembling raspavhich she was
finding almost impossible to resist. So impossibteeed, that when
he slowly lifted his head, gazing down at her wattstrained, taut
expression on his face, she could only stare blibaick at him in
dazed confusion.

'How...er... how quite extraordinary!" he murmureéaking a deep
breath and closing his eyes for a moment. 'l wordest as an
experiment, of course—would you... er... mindkidsed you again?'

‘You want to kiss me-again.. ? Kate gasped incredulously, as h
arms crept up to wind themselves tightly aboutrigsk. 'Of course
you can't! I've never heard anything quite so—sbculous!" she

protested weakly, unconsciously pressing herselesl to his firm

body, a deep knot of tremulous desire flaring Irieoas he lowered his
head once more, his mouth moving softly and tasitagly over the

outline of her trembling lips.

'‘Quite... quite ridiculous!" he breathed huskily lasr lips parted
involuntarily under the delicate pressure, allowinign to slowly and
erotically savour the soft moistness within.



It was as if a stream of fire was scorching throbgh veins beneath
his deepening kiss, her body becoming soft anddiyigl as he

moulded it tightly to his own. She was aware otiray but the wild

passion which held her in thrall; trembling at #retic excitement at
Dominic's own obvious arousal, the sensual toudiioshand moving
slowly down her back as he unzipped her dressngdygidown over

her shoulders.

‘My God, what's happening to us... ?' he whispbtedily, trailing his

lips down the curve of her neck towards the wanmngboning fullness
of her firm breasts—when the silence of the roons waddenly
shattered.

‘Stand still and don't move—we've got you coveradbice called out
as, with a loud crash, the study door was throwfewtly open.



CHAPTERFIVE

AFTER a disturbed night, tossing and turning in a stdtperpetual
motion, Kate woke up the next morning feeling sisggand heavily
depressed. Putting out a hand to her bedside &ti#eyas horrified to
note the time on her small travelling clock.

Half past ten! Howcouldshe have overslept like that? And bang go
the idea of escaping from Thornton Priory at thst fight of dawn,
she thought wearily. There was no way that shedcoolv hope to
creep silently out of the house. At this time of,dand with so many
people around, she was bound to be spotted.

Lying back on the pillows, Kate stared up at theddher four-poster
bed, unable to prevent the memories of last nifjasso from stealing
insidiously into her mind. A brilliant tide of calo swept across her
pale cheeks as she recollected, with hideous gldhniat final scene in
the study. It had been running through her brdinight, jerkily frame
by frame, like one of those old silent movies.

She knew she would never forget the sight of Auatira, timidly
brandishing a steel poker; nor the dressing-gowigenle of Martin,
holding what looked remarkably like an ancient blerbuss in one
hand, with his other arm thrown protectively arouide.

Kate's first startled yelp of shock and dismay badn abruptly cut
short as Dominic, quickly moving to shield her frahe intruders'
gaze, had swiftly zipped up her dress before tgriiack to face his
family.

'‘We thought we heard burglars!
'l wasn't feeling at all brave, but Martin said...’

'‘Such a noise... loud voices... so frightened!'



'For goodness' sake, will you all pleasg®ut up!'Dominic bellowed
angrily over the noisy babble as Martin, Alice atvdnt Laura all
spoke loudly at once.

‘Are you sure there isn't a burglar in here?' Alie®ice broke into the
sudden silence. 'Martin said there was a terribis@® and...'

'I've never heard such nonsense!" Dominic retartemtushing tones,
before turning his icy-cold eyes on Martin. 'Andatjhmay | ask, do
you think you're doing with that antique monstrg3itt certainly
hasn't been fired for the past two hundred yearki&lly put it back
over the fireplace in the hall where it belongs.'

Martin gave his older half-brother a sheepish gisrhe lowered the
ancient weapon.

'l know | must look a bit daft, but Ma had alreagipbbed the poker,
and it was all I could find in a hurry. There'smeed for you to laugh,’
he added belligerently as Dominic gave a contenmystusnort of

derision. 'l mean, a lot of burglars carry weaptrese days, don't
they?'

'‘But—but there doesn't seem to have been a burdlar? Laura
pointed out breathlessly. 'l don't... | simply damderstand what's
been going on in here,' she added plaintively.

Kate, who was sheltering behind Dominic's tall feguand frantically
endeavouring to do something about her dishevepearance,
quickly realised that it was a complete waste moti Her aunt might
be a little confused, but after one quick glanceeroldominic's

shoulder at the faces of her two young cousinsag only too clear
that they must have a pretty good idea of whatlesh 'going on' in
the study!



Now, as she looked back on the disastrous epis@ie,could see that
it was at this point that she had, unfortunatebmpletely lost her
head.

Instead of being sensible and trying to bluff hemywout of the
situation, she had abandoned any attempt at posapbistication by
making a cowardly, chicken-hearted dash acrossabie. Intent on
fleeing upstairs to her bedroom, she was foilethatlast moment in
her bid to escape—by the sudden appearance of Helen

Standing framed in the doorway, looking cool andaegably soignee
in a black lace neglige, Helen raised a scornfebeyw as she gazec
at Kate's bedraggled appearance.

‘Well, really!" she drawled. 'Whéiaveyou been doing with yourself?
And why are you still down here, causing all thisnemotion? Surely
you should have been upstairs and in bed long a@?added, her
voice sharpening as she gazed past the distraughadian girl
towards the other figures standing motionless énstiudy.

The whole situation was proving far too much fotd<to cope with.
‘You're right, it is late. I'm just... er... jusbigg upstairs,' she gabblec
ner-

vously, trying to inch her way past Helen's rigglfe.
'l don't understand...'

‘Neither do I—so why don't you askimV Kate cried wildly,
spinelessly throwing Dominic to the wolves as shegbd her way
past his fiancee and out into the hall.

As she bolted up the staircase to take refugerilé@room, her final
impression of the scene downstairs had been Heleldsclear voice



demanding that Dominic give her anmediateexplanation of what
had been going on in the study.

So what on earth was she going to do now? Kateddsieself, giving
a heavy sigh as she pushed a distraught hand thirargousled hair.
Unfortunately, there didn't seem to be much shédcdo—other than
to apologise to both her aunt and cousins, befeaging Thornton
Priory as quickly as possible.

Her visit had clearly been doomed from the starfatt, when she had
arrived and discovered that Dominic was not in HEongg, she ought
to have jumped on to her motorcycle and high-tatistraight back to
London. That was what any sensible person woulé kdane. Right?

But not Kate Macaulay. Oh, ngpouweren't going to let yourself be
pushed around. And just look where it's got youtekiald herself in

disgust. Nor was there much consolation to be faarttie fact that

Dominic himself was also likely to be in hot watlliot when it meant

losing the only family she had in the world—justshg was getting to
know them. | hope Helen gives him a reallgally hard time, Kate

thought viciously. Because if anyone richly desdregerything he'd

got coming to him, it was Dominic Smith-Farrell. Atha swine the

man was!

Just look at the way he'd lost his temper, anceguiler into his arms,
and then... Oh ndlo—she was definitelyotgoing to think about the
extraordinary, mind-boggling sensations producethytouch of his
lips on hers.

Kate turned over, burying her flaming face in thiops as she tried
to close her mind and body to the embarrassingmesha
recollections of how she had moaned with pleasuominic's arms.
What on earth had come over her? she asked henselfably.



It wasn't just the disgraceful fact that she hathetwow become
involved with a man who was engaged to another wor@G@odness
knows, that was bad enough. But Kate totally faitednderstand her
own behaviour. She had had plenty of boyfriendstha past.
However, none of them— not even Charles—had corywlagre near
to provoking the confusion and turmoil she was ifgglat this
moment; the wild mixture of excitement and depm@ssraging
through her veins, or the deep throbbing acheampttiof her stomach.

However, it was no good lying here hacking overdisastrous events
of last night, Kate told herself glumly. She hadalbtely no idea of
what she was going to do, but shmusttry and come up with a
constructive plan of action. And that was goingéquire a cup of
strong coffee. Despite all the excellent advice adays from the
health food lobby, she simply couldn't begin to diion in the
mornings without a hefty dose of caffeine. Unfosdtety that would
mean going downstairs into either the kitchen erdiming-room—not
a very good idea in her present circumstances.

As she bit her lip with indecision, the problem waken out of her
hands by a knock on her door, quickly followed bg appearance of
Aunt Laura carrying a tray.

'I'm sorry to be so late, dear. But the whole hosise sixes and seven:
this morning,' the older woman said, walking over pglace the
breakfast tray down on a small stool at the enth@bed.

‘A pot of coffee—how wonderful!' Kate groaned hdppibefore
suddenly recalling the scene in the study last tnigfou really
shouldn't have bothered. I... er... I'm ashamesiaiol seem to have
overslept,' she added, her cheeks burning with gadsment.

‘There's no need to worry about that, dear, eslheameveryone else
seems to have got up late this morning. And | ceatltyou how



pleased we all were to hear the good news!' Her gave her a warm
smile.

‘The good news?' Kate echoed faintly.

'‘Dominic's told us how you've agreed to help hinthwall the
organisation for the mock battle," Aunt Laura bedimappily down at
her niece. 'I'm so grateful, dear. As you can imagiMartin is
absolutely thrilled to bits!"

‘Yes, well... um... I'll be happy to do anythingan.'

'‘And of course, once Dominic had explained evenghive all quite
understood why there was so much noise in the dastyight.’

Kate blinked nervously. 'You do... ?'

'It was reallyverynaughty of Dominic to have given you such a lart
glass of neat whisky—especially if you aren't usedrinking strong
alcohol. If you drank it all down in one gulp, itt®e wonder you were
shouting for help!

As Kate gazed speechless up at her aunt, the winl@an gave her a
warm, sympathetic smile. 'l can promise you, disat, both Helen and
| wereverycross with him for being so thoughtless. | do hgpe're
feeling better this morning?"

'Yes...er...I'm fine," Kate muttered, finding herice at last as Aunt
Laura, with another murmured warning about the de@f strong
liquor, left the room.

With a deep groan, Kate threw herself back dowiodhe pillows. It
was all so darned unfair! She, who had spent sy/ihaars agonising
about last night's fracas in the study, was nowmddabelled as an
innocent drunkard, while that truly awful man Domi®smith-Farrell
had merely received a telling- off from his stephewtand fiancee.



Whoever had said there was no justice in the wadd absolutely
right!

Half an hour later, after ignoring the food on hmay while she

fortified herself with two steaming cups of hot fes, Kate still hadn't
decided what to do. She didn't want to disappoiattM, of course,

but it wasn't too late for her to cut and run backondon, where she
was sure to be able to earn the money for herttiodme. So, if she
wasgoing to stay on here at the Priory, it all seentedinge on the
relationship between Dominic and his fiancee.

There was no point in pretending that she and thgligh girl had
taken to one another, because they clearly hatmtever, her arrival
here at the Priory hadn't started off on exactéyright foot, and the
last thing Kate wanted was to cause any more teoubl

Of course, it wasiji't the end of the world if a meuhile engaged to one
girl, had been discovered with his arms about arothnd although

she was furious with Dominic, she had to admit tieltl been pretty
smart. While not exactly telling a lie—although chdédeen darned
economical with the truthl—he'd obviously kept head, and

managed to talk his way out of a very tight corner.

But the question still remained: did Helen realgliéve that Kate's
dishevelled appearance had been caused by the @nnér—and the
result of being slapped so vigorously on the badk®did she have a
good idea of what her fiancee had been doing wighahms around
Kate?

And | wouldn't mind knowing what he thought he vaasng either!
Kate thought grimly, pacing up and down the bedrobiot that she
had any intention of asking him, of course. TheyJast thing she
wanted was any further close involvement with tivefuh man.
Goodness knows how it had happened—she didn'tl&esDominic,



for heaven's sake—but she couldn't deny that henesseto be
affecting her in a most peculiar manner.

'‘Pull yourself together!" she muttered angrily &rdelf, disgusted to
note the way her hands were trembling as she pamether cup of
coffee. 'lIf you're going to break out in a hot filsvery time you think
about the man, it looks like you're in serious bieli In fact, the

sooner you shake the dust of Thornton Priory offryffeet, the better!

‘Do you always talk out loud to yourself?'

'‘Agh..!" Kate screeched, almost jumping out of her skith shock as
a voice spoke from behind her. 'Oh, goodness,r'dickar you come
in, Alice,' she gasped, grabbing some tissuesrgimytto mop up the
coffee which she had spilled all over herself dredarpet.

'‘Oops—I'm sorry if | startled you,' said Alice, kiicg up the cup from
the floor.

‘You sure did. How about knocking on the door riewe, huh?' Kate
told her grumpily, dabbing at a coffee stain onthér silk wrap.

Goodness knows what Alice thought she looked likee long,
shapeless black dress didn't do a thing for tHeBgsides which, the
sight of her young face painted green on one sidered on another
was enough to turn anyone's stomach! Why didn'trhether, or
Dominic, do something about these ghastly outfitg®ice was her
sister, she'd have locked her in her bedroom afuded to let her
out—not until the girl had changed her clothes, serdibbed her face
clean, Kate thought.

Alice ran into the bathroom, returning with a dawash-cloth. 'Here,'
she said, handing it to. Kate. '‘My mother says eodder's the only
thing to get rid of coffee stains.'



‘Thanks, kid—maybe you aren't all bad!"'Kate tokt,hgiving her a
wry smile. She had recovered from the shock of édicsudden
appearance, and it really wasn't fair to take eutdwn fraught mental
state on the girl.

'l really just came in to say a big "thank you's Iteally terrific news
that you're going to stay and help us with the IGar battle," Alice
said enthusiastically, sitting down on the bed halping herself to
some toast and marmalade.

It looked as if Alice had also swallowed her brothstory, Kate told

herself, knowing she ought to be relieved thatehesisn't going to be
any fuss or scandal about the episode in the sastiyjight. However,

she couldn't help feeling extremely irritated andensed at the way
Dominic seemed to be getting away with murder.

‘Well, I would like to help in putting on the sholat...'

‘Martin's over the moon about it all, of courselicA continued

blithely. 'In fact, he suggested that it might bgoed idea for me to
give you a tour of the house, and tell you all dkmur family history.

Just to put you in the picture, if you see whaielam?'

Kate's heart sank. Thanks to that awful man Domitirow looked as
though she was well and truly stuck. How could giossibly
disappoint her cousins, who were obviously so excidbout the
forthcoming show?

'Yes... er... that was nice of Martin,’ she agneedkly.

'‘Not really," Alice mumbled with her mouth full. cdually, | think he
was simply trying to get me out of the dining-roddid Dom always
gets cross when he sees me dressed like this—'

'I'm not surprised!



"... And, since he came down to breakfast in dyddihy mood, it
seemed quite a good idea to make myself scarce!'

'Hmm...yes, | can see it might,' Kate murmured, imga mental note
to keep well out of Dominic's way, for as long asgible. 'Although,
if he gets annoyed whenever he sees you in thosd alethes and
make-up,' she continued, 'l can't say I'm too ssegr | hope you'll
forgive me for saying so, but quite frankly, kidguylook absolutely
revolting!

'‘But that's the whole idea, you see?'

'‘No, | can't say | do,' Kate shrugged: 'I'm notgesiing that you have
to wear a frilly dress—but what's wrong with a cigmir of jeans?'

Alice laughed. 'Nothing at all. But | had this supéan. You know
how Helen always looks as if she's just steppedobud fashion
magazine?'

'l know what you mean,' Kate agreed with feeling.

'‘Well, | thought that if she always saw me weaniaglly disgusting
clothes and make-up, she might go off the whole ide marrying
Dominic. What do you think? Quite honestly," therl gadded
desperately, 'I'd danythingto save my brother from thatwful
woman!'

'Oh, Alice...!"" Kate sighed, going over to the @rd putting an arm
around her thin shoulders. 'It really isn't goiagviork, you know. And
if your brother is in love with Helen, you realjhauldn't try and
interfere with their relationship,’ she added goftl

‘Yes, | know," Alice sniffed. 'But she's going toake him so
unhappy --Oh, goodness—speak of the devil!'" shpeghsuddenly,



quickly leaping to her feet and dashing across rtemnm into the
adjacent bathroom.

For a few seconds, Kate gazed in open-mouthediaktoant at the
now firmly closed bathroom door. And then she teard the sound of
firm, steady footsteps approaching down the halatdls her
bedroom; a noise which Alice's young ears had piake far sooner
than her own.

'‘May | come in?' asked Helen, barely botheringrtodk as she coolly
opened the door and entered the room.

Yes, 'cool' was the word for Helen, all right, Kakeught glumly,
gazing at the other girl as she marched confideatthpss the carpet
towards her.

Carrying a silver-mounted whip, and clearly abaugé riding, Helen
was immaculately dressed in slim cream-coloure@ipods and long,
gleaming black boots, beneath a cream silk bloneese high round
collar was pinned at the neck with a gold and diaendrooch.
Unfortunately, while the English girl looked like raillion dollars,
Kate was only too well aware of her own bedragglepearance in the
thin dressing-gown, her long mane of hair stiligial and uncombed.

'Hi, Helen—what can | do for you?' she asked apgmsively, quickly
turning away to pick up her brush and draggingnbagh her hair.

'‘Not a great deal, | imagine,' the other girl dealvtoldly, wrinkling
her nose as she gazed around the room. 'Do yowshva in such
chaos?' she asked, not bothering to disguise bem and contempt at
the half-unpacked suitcase, the untidy piles athothm and make-up.

'l only arrived here at the Priory yesterday afvexm' Kate muttered,
determined not to get into an argument with thesotjrl. 'l haven't
really had much time to sort everything out.’



'l wouldn't be in too much of a hurry to unpackl, ¥ere you,' Helen
told her flatly. 'In fact, I've come in here todiout just when you're
planning to go.'

'‘Go...?" Kate echoed, seemingly preoccupied witlsting her hair.
'‘Go where, exactly?'

'l really couldn't care less!" the other girl snegp'Just as long as yot
leave this house as soon as possible.’

Oh-oh! It looked as if Helen was about to lose her temp@te
thought nervously. Glancing sideways through hetashes, she saw
that the other girl was now tapping the whip anygajainst her long,
shiny black boots.

'l don't think | can leave just yet,' she saigte'promised Dominic that
I'd stay and help him with the mock battle.'

‘The idea of such a show is complete nonsenseppsuaiaHelen.
'‘Crowds of people, all treating this place likeamtball stadium. |
shudder to think of the mess which will be left imeh' Helen's voice
rose angrily. 'The house and grounds will be cotepleuined!

Kate shrugged. "You may be right. But, since mytaamd cousins
have decided to go ahead with the battle, thersrdioeeem to be
much point in bellyaching about it, does there?"

‘You really don't care, do you?' the other girl dewted furiously. "You
turn up here, from the wilds of Canada, and proyrptigin making as
much trouble as possible!"

'‘Now, just a minute!" Kate snapped. 'You know ddrneell that
whether this battle goes ahead or not has absplubéhing to do with
me."'



'Of course it has. The whole idea would have diedtaral death, if
you hadn't gone on and on at dinner last nightngars all rigid about
that stupid show in Texas,' Helen said bitterlyndAow | hear that
you've craftily wormed your way into running theogh..'

'‘Oh, come on!" Kate protested, surprised to find tther girl so
concerned about the mock battle. 'Dominic has askedo assist
him...'

'Yes, so I've heard!'

"... And in return he's giving me my plane farekocCanada. It's just
a business arrangement- right?'

Helen gave a high-pitched, shrill peal of laughtéh, is that what you
call it? Maybe you can tell me exactly what "bussiewas going on
last night?’

'l... er... I don't know what you mean,' Kate mgtk painfully aware
of her cheeks flushing beneath the other girl'syagtare.

'Don't act the innocent with me!' Helen snarledvant to know what
you were doing with my fiance in the study lastiig

Kate took a deep breath. 'l was doing absolutebping,’ she lied
firmly, wondering why she was bothering to try asal’e Dominic's
skin, as she stared the other girl straight inetyee

'l don't believe you!

'‘Well, I can't help that." Kate tried to give a obalant shrug. 'lIt's no
secret that Dominic and | don't much like each othefact, I'm still
cross with him for giving me that drink and lettimge almost choke to
death. He was merely hitting me on the back whemnyawne burst into
the room," she added, with as much conviction ascenld manage.



‘You're lying!" Helen snapped.

'Oh, for heaven's sake, why don't you cool it?elatorted. 'l couldn't
care less about Dominic. After all, he's engagegbtg isn't he? And
since you're both obviously such cold-blooded figkally can't think
of two people more suited to each other! Now,'adhded, putting her
hairbrush down on the dressing-table, 'if you drtd, I'd like to get
dressed.’

For one awful moment, watching as the other dirigers tightened
on the whip, Kate wondered if Helen was going todmepted to use it.
However, after a fierce internal struggle, she edron her heel and
stalked away across the room.

‘You haven't managed to fool me, Miss Macaulayg sharled,
opening the door. 'If you think I'm going to allgu to steal both this
houseand my fiance from me, then you're very much mistaken!

Sagging with relief as Helen slammed the door lpuz#hind her,
Kate took a deep breath before going over to kreotkhe bathroom
door.

"You can come out now, Alice,’ she called, feelisghough she were
in the middle of a French farce, with bedroom dompgning and
closing every five seconds. 'How much of that chd year?'

Alice shrugged. 'Not a lot, unfortunately,’ she fessed, to Kate's
relief. 'These old walls are so thick that it'sqgbically impossible to
hear what's going on on the other side. Was Héfelén in a frightful

temper?’

‘Mmm, yes, she was,' said Kate, surprised to ferdé¢lf shaking from
nervous tension.



'Well, | expect that's because old Dom and Helehahhuge row just
before breakfast. That's one of the reasons wéft tHe dining-room
as soon as possible. Honestly," Alice confided aitimappy grin, 'the
atmosphere between them was so thick, you coulctipatly cut it
with a knife!"

Kate frowned, becoming gquiltily aware that she dugbt to be
encouraging Alice to gossip about her brotheriscke, or to call her
names.

'‘Oh, come on, kid. Even if you don't like the womslne is Dominic's
choice,' she pointed out quietly.

'‘But that's the problem—none of us can understamg | mean, he's
got lots of money, and is very good-looking, i@’

'Er.. .yes, | suppose so,' Kate muttered lamely.

‘Well, he is terribly old, of course," Alice conesl '‘But some of my
school friends think he's quite attractive. Evem&aStevens, who's
crazy about boys, told me she thinks he's dead,'sineygirl added
with a slightly embarrassed grin. ‘So you see,ethmust bdots of
women who'd like to marry him. Martin and | haveebédoping and
praying that Dom will ditch Horrid Helen and choosemeone
else—but she clings to him like a leech.'

'‘Now, Alice, you really mustn't...'

'‘But you don't understand just how important ifas Dominic to be
happy,' the girl said earnestly. 'It's all becaofskis first fiancee, you
see.’

Kate frowned in puzzlement. 'Dominic's first fiaece?'

'l was too young to know much about it, and Domimeeer mentions
the subject, of course,' Alice confided. '‘But mythas told me that she



was a really super girl. Well, she went off to visier father
somewhere in Africa—and got bitten by the wrond sbmosquito. It
seems that she didn't take any anti-malaria pitid, unfortunately she
died soon after getting back to this country.'

‘That's terrible!" exclaimed Kate, surprised todfinerself suddenly
feeling desperately sorry for Dominic. 'Your bratimeust have been
awfully unhappy.'

Alice nodded. 'My mother says he was absolutelyad&ated—and it's
taken him years to get over it. And that's why Wevant him to be
happy, and marry the right person, now.'

Kate held her tightly for a moment, then said sigWlknow you mean
well, sweetie. But | think you really must leavauydrother to sort out
his own affairs. Helen wouldn't be your or my cleidut she is
Dominic's, isn't she? I'm sure that if he felt syesn't right for him,
he'd break it off like a shot. So,"' she added bglgj giving the girl
some tissues, 'why don't you dry your eyes? Angbif don't mind
waiting for a few minutes while | have a quick slemvand get dressed
| guess I'll take you up on that offer to show meuad the house.'

After wrestling fairly successfully with the ancteplumbing, Kate
emerged from the bathroom some minutes later bdsjing her long,
wet hair.

'Hey, Alice, | thought | might go shopping aftendhn,' she muttered
from beneath the large, bulky towel draped overhead. 'Do you
know of any good local dress shops?'

She was shocked and startled to find her wordstepesy a deep,
sardonic laugh. 'l don't think Alice is going to bmich help—not
unless you want to look like Lady Macbeth!'



Kate gasped, throwing back the towel to discovet thlice had
apparently—once again—disappeared into thin aie Tdom was
now quite empty, apart from Dominic's tall figumahing casually
against one of the bedposts.

'For heaven's sake, this place is getting like G@entral Station!" she
grumbled, throwing the towel on to a nearby chaid aervously
tightening the sash of her dressing-gown. 'Whatanth ae youdoing
here?'

He raised a dark eyebrow. 'How strange,' he draededtically. 'l was
under the impression that this was my house.'

She flinched at the heavy note of sarcasm in hisevoBut it'smy
bedroom while I'm staying in this house,' she tetbbreathlessly, her
cheeks flushing with embarrassment as she sawldas blue eyes
flicking dismissively over her damp, dishevelleguie.

It really wasn't her day, Kate told herself gloomihe'd already had
to put up with Helen, looking cool and immaculate she'd stared
contemptuously down her long nose—as if Kate wasetbing nasty

that the cat had dragged into the house. And now Wwas Dominic,

looking equally smart and elegant in a short-sldéalack shirt tucked
into a pair of close-fitting beige jodhpurs, hisidplegs encased in
shiny black leather riding boots.

It simply wasn't fair—not when she herself was logksuch a mess!
Kate thought miserably, trying to ignore a most fasmg sick

fluttering feeling in the pit of her stomach. Areklatedly realising
that she was stark naked beneath her thin silk gskequickly pulled
the edges of the garment tighter about her.

'l did knock on the door." Dominic shrugged his datashoulders.
'‘However, since you were in the bathroom, you alsiyp didn't hear
me.'



'OK, OK,"' she muttered, putting up a trembling hembrush the long
wet tendrils of hair from her face. 'So what do yeant?'

'l merely want to have a word with you.'

‘As far as I'm concerned, we had plenty of words faght. And if
that's your idea of conversation, I'm in no huroy repeat the
experience!' Kate told him bitterly.

Dominic stared across at her for a long momengredfiving a heavy
sigh and walking over to gaze out of the windowafls precisely why
| wanted to see you. I've told my family that wéhat is, I... er... was
entirely to blame,' he said with his back to hentmuing to stare out
of the window. 'l shouldn't have given you suchrargy drink, and...'

‘Yeah, yeah.' Kate waved an impatient hand. 'llveady heard that
story. And incidentally, thanks a bunch for telliegeryone | was
staggering around blind drunk!" she added grimly.

'I'm sorry about that, Kate,' he murmured, turrbagk to face her.

'l bet!" she ground out, her anger fuelled by tlag We was staring at
the thin silk garment clinging so tightly to thdlfgenerous curves of
her damp body. 'How you expected them to beliewa tbad of
baloney beats me!

'l can assure you that my explanation was accdptedl the family,’
he said stiffly.

'Oh, yeah?' She gave a snort of harsh laughtell, '"Weagree that you
seem to have got away with it as far as Aunt Lamd Alice are
concerned,' she admitted grudgingly. '‘But I'm afygu're out of luck
with dear Helen. I've already had a visit from MF&sgidaire this
morning, and | can tell you that she doesn't beliewe word of your
rotten story!'



‘Kindly leave Helen out of this discussion,' hetgdaa muscle beating
in his clenched jaw.

'l only wish | could!

There was a long pause as they glared at one andtieesilence
eventually broken as Dominic gave a heavy sighghbubrushing a
hand through his thick black hair.

'l dp, realise that you've been placed in a very awkvgaightion,
Kate,' he said in a quiet voice. 'I'll try and dbaw| can to... er... sort
matters out with my fiancee.'

'‘Andjthe best of luck!" she snapped, before givengeavy sigh and
shrugging her shoulders. Quite honestly, it hadaaly been quite an
exhausting morning, and she was heartily sick amdl tof always
qguarrelling with Dominic. 'Don't panic— you canag/' she told him
drily. 'When Helen came in here this morning, |soged your story.
I'm not saying that the words didn't stick in myatt, because they
did'—but | figured you were in quite enough troulgthout my
adding any more wood to the fire. Right?’

'Quite right," he agreed with a grin, ruefully simakhis dark head as he
began moving slowly across the carpet towards her.

'‘Don't start celebrating too soon," Kate warned, bémsion sharpening
her voice as she backed nervously away from hisragdrg figure.
'Helen clearly doesn't believe either of us... aaither would I, if I'd
darned nearly caught my boyfriend in a hot clinchihwanother
woman! And while I'm on the subject—what on earith you think
you were doing, forcing yourself on me like that?'

'Oh, | was forcing myself on you, was |I?' Dominaised a dark,
quizzical eyebrow. 'And what aboybur conduct last night, Miss



Macaulay?' he drawled sardonically. 'l don't reealy strong protest
on your part—rather the reverse, in fact!'

It was a low blow beneath the belt, and they baikwk it. Kate's
cheeks flushed a deep crimson as she scowledhumat

‘You really are the pits!" she ground out, heldiesging to cudgel her
brains for a rational, sensible reason for heraexttinary behaviour
last night. Unfortunately, the close proximity o$ hall figure seemed
to be affecting her ability to think clearly.

'l was just... well, | was just taken by surpriget's all,' she muttered
lamely, her embarrassment and chagrin increasingDasinic
responded to her words with a low, cynical laugh.

‘Taken by surprise...?' he mocked cruelly, beftepmng forward and
pulling her unresisting body into his arms. 'To gt you tookmeby
surprise last night is the understatement of ther!yde murmured,
before lowering his dark head towards her.

‘No...please... |..." Kate wasn't able to say angtmore, her words cut
short as his mouth possessed her trembling ligsatms tightening
like bands of steel, moulding her firmly to the dhdength of his

muscular body.

Almost faint with dizziness, Kate felt her hearglethumping in a
crazy, uneven rhythm beneath the devastating effebts kiss, the
compelling, sensual arousal of his lips and torgogoking an ardent
and passionate response, over which she appeahadeano control
as she moaned helplessly in his arms.

Dominic's lips seemed to linger reluctantly as thefy her mouth,
trailing down to the wildly beating pulse at thesbaof her throat.
Slowly raising his head, he gazed down at her antenigmatic gleam
In his clear blue eyes.



As she surfaced slowly from a deep mist of dedfi&te's eyelids

fluttered rapidly while she stared blindly up athiher limbs shaking
and trembling as if in the grip of a raging fev®moment later, a deep
crimson flush swept over her cheeks as she reajissdhow her

treacherous body had once again betrayed her.

‘Well, now, | don't think thatery interesting kiss comes under th
heading of undue force, do you?' Dominic murmuhesl]ips curving
into a sardonic grin as he released her and t@&pabackwards.

‘You...you horrible man—you're engaged to be mdrriéou've no
right to go around kissing strange girls!" Katepgak in a strangled
voice as she tried to pull her scattered wits toget

His shoulders shook with amusement. "You may hauard there,' he
agreed. 'Because you are definitely the strangdskwg ever come
across!' he added in a soft murmur, lowering hedite gently brush
his mouth across her trembling lips, before turnamghis heel and
striding over to the door.

'l hate you, Dominic Smith-Farrell!" Kate yelledmast dancing with
rage as he swiftly left the room.r#éally hate and despise you!'

But, if he heard her words, he gave no sign. Ohé/ dound of his
cynical, ironic laughter echoed down the corridehind him.



CHAPTER SIX

AFTER Dominic had left the room, it took Kate quite adptime to
simmer down. However, it was clearly going to bgl@iously hot,
sunny day. So, unless she was going to stay sullkiingere in her
bedroom, she might as well try and make an eflorpull herself
together.

Climbing into a clean pair of jeans, she was judiing a thin blue and
white striped T-shirt over her head when Alice Kretand came into
the room.

'I've never known anyone who can vanish into timthee way you do,'
Kate grinned at the girl.

'‘When you were having your shower, Dom came in taidl me to
make myself scarce," Alice explained. 'So | thought

'He just wanted to... er... talk about the arrang®ms for the mock
battle,’ Kate lied quickly. She didn't like notlired the truth, but there
was no way she could explain the complicated sdoabetween
herself and Dominic—and certainly not to his yowigjer. 'So if you
don't mind waiting for a minute, while | brush mgih' she added, 'l
guess I'll take you up on that offer to show meauatbthe house.’

'‘Who's that guy?' Kate asked some time later, agst Alice strolled
slowly down the long picture gallery, running thbale length of the
house on the upper floor.

'‘Don't you know?' Alice turned to look at her wishocked,
incredulous eyes. 'That's King Charles the Fifstoorse!

'‘Oh, yes—of course,' Kate echoed quickly. But thenger girl clearly
wasn't fooled.



‘You'd better mug up on your English history— esglecnow that

you're going to help arrange our Civil War batthdite warned her,
'King Charles the First is an important part of tamily tradition. In

fact, his visit here for a few nights, before hersndered to the
Scottish army, is just about Thornton Priory's arigim to fame.’

'OK, I've got it now,' Kate clicked her fingers.ehvas the guy who
was beheaded by the Roundheads, right? Does hss gtk up and
down this gallery, with his head tucked beneathanis?'

Alice gave a heavy sigh. 'Yes, the King did loseliead. But he was
executed in London, so he's not likely to haunbase in Norfolk, is
he?'

'‘No, | guess not," Kate muttered, disappointed thatfamily didn't
have a tame ghost. 'The King really stayed here?'hu

'Oh, yes. And we've got his nightcap—although seeHats of other
houses, I'm afraid. Wherever he stayed, the Kimgmseto have left
half his clothes behind him," Alice explained, &naf grievance in her
voice. 'But we've also got his prayer book, a péihis gloves, and
over here..."' She caught hold of Kate's hand, aaglged her over to a
glass case. 'Here, we've got a letter from the Kingwhich he
promises to pay for the horses and food which ok &vay with him.
Not that he ever did, of course,’ she added wshrag.

Kate gazed at the yellowing piece of parchmeningryo make sense
of the thin black spidery writing. No wonder Aliagas so proud of the
family's relics! Even she, a complete strangeh&house, felt a thrill
of excitement at the sight of that three-hundred-iity-year-old
piece of living history.

'‘What was King Charles doing here?' she askedggmiar to sit down
on a padded seat set in the curve of a mullionedaow.



'‘Well, it was towards the end of the Civil War— tKeng and the
Cavaliers, versus Oliver Cromwell, Parliament amel Roundheads,’
Alice began as she came to sit down beside Katar 'Bld King
Charles and his armies had just about lost evdtielia/ then, and he
was stuck in Oxford, with Cromwell and the Parliantaey forces
closing in on him.'

‘That sounds a bit tricky.’

'Yes, it was,' Alice agreed, explaining how the dimad eventually
decided to escape from Oxford and join the Sco#rsily—who were
opposed to Cromwell, mainly because of religiol
differences—intending to play one army off agathstother. Heavily
disguised, the King and two companions made thely \&cross
England to the seaport” of King's Lynn, hopingdket a boat up the
east coast to Scotland. Unfortunately, by the tthney arrived in
Norfolk, the Scottish army had marched down thro&gigland and
were camped at Newark. ‘Which lies diagonally asthe Wash from
where we are now,' Alice added. 'Got it so far?'

'Yes, | guess so. King's Lynn is only a few milesag from here, isn't
it?' Kate said, recalling the road map she hadetiir her journey to
Thornton Priory.

‘That's right," Alice nodded, going on to relatevitbe King had stayed
in the house for some days, before eventually degithat he had no
alternative but to surrender to the Scots. The lfahmd given him
horses, food and a change of clothing, before dneelied across the
Fens towards Cambridgeshire and on to Newark—ahdsteventual
imprisonment and death.

‘The family—we were only Farrells then, of coursest-oto quite a
lot of trouble for helping the King," Alice explad. 'But luckily Sir
William Farrell had escaped abroad earlier in tlae,\&nd his children
were too young to be put in prison.’



'Hey, that's really interesting," Kate exclaimédhad no idea that this
house was so famous.’

'‘Well, it's not really alkhat famous,' Alice admitted regretfully. 'King
Charles did stay in an awful lot of houses, althoughink he must

have though Lady Farrell was quite pretty—don't 3/ashe asked,
getting up and going over to point up at a largerpid on the wall.

'Yes, she is lovely,' Kate agreed, staring up@ptbrtrait of a beautiful
woman wearing a low-cut, deep blue satin gown, whaosdice was
covered with thick flounces of heavy lace. Larganslucent pearls
were wound through her fair hair, and Kate coultalp feeling that
she'd seen the picture of the woman before, sontewhe

'It's a super dress, isn't it?' Alice was sayingai® continued to gaze
at the portrait with puzzled eyes. 'l wish | hadress like that.'

'It would certainly look better on you than thetsof thing you're
wearing at the moment,' Kate agreed, feeling tmatwas the perfect
opportunity to try and do something positive abting young girl's
bizarre clothing. 'l don't feel that black and gJaejreen are exactly
your colours, somehow," she added carefully.

Alice shrugged. 'No, | know they aren't. And in tfat She was
interrupted as Kate gave a sudden yelp.

'‘How stupid of me!" she cried, clicking her fingevgh annoyance. 'l
knewl'd seen her somewhere. It's you, of course!'

'‘What... ?' Alice looked at her in alarm. 'Are yfeeling all right?'

‘As right as rain,' Kate laughed, taking hold & tirl's shoulders and
turning her around to stand facing the portraibviltake a real good
look," she commanded. 'Of course, this woman o eltler than you,



but I'm darn sure that in a few years' time yogbmg to turn out to be
her spitting image.'

'‘Really?’

'‘Really and truly!" Kate promised her with a beagnsmile. 'So |
reckon it's about time you stopped being a catarpih these awful
dresses, and began getting ready to be transfonmeda beautiful
butterfly.'

Alice was clearly thrilled at the idea of becomamglovely as the lady
in the portrait, and more than willing to listensmme sound advice.

'Look, I think it's time you stopped worrying abaiher members of
your family, and concentrated on yourself. It'syang shame for a girl
of your age to be going around looking like an lnéd)!' Kate told her
bluntly.

'‘Maybe you're right, but...'

'l need to buy some more clothes myself, so whyta@amboth go in to
the nearest town and have a shopping spree? I'momag to try and
twist your arm, of course,” Kate added quickly. t'‘Bureckon a
brand-new pair of jeans might prove pretty useftal?'

'Levi 501s?" Alice asked hopefully.

'‘Sure—why not?' Kate shrugged, turning away to kidenile as she
realised that kids were the same the world over.

‘They're awfully expensive. Are you sure you caforaf it?' Alice
asked anxiously.

'l reckon I'm good for a pair—and a T-shirt or tas well," Kate
assured her solemnly. 'However, there is just atehe¢ I'm afraid. The
fact is that while | like you a lot, kid, there's way I'm taking you



shopping in either those awful clothes you're weg+-or that hideous
make-up!'

Alice laughed. 'That's no problem! I'll just dadhand get changed,’
she added, before running off down the gallery aqpdckly
disappearing from view.

It really was her idea of heaven. With the windaflog through her
hair, no sound other than the noise of poundingfsh@md the
powerful, muscular strength of the horse beneatrabeshe galloped
across the park, Kate found herself laughing oud laiith sheer joy
and exhilaration.

Although the weekend here in Norfolk had startedobadly, things
definitely seemed to be looking up, she thougheflyrturning her
head to smile at the rider behind her, before gabyliringing her
horse to a halt.

‘That was reallgreat!' she called out breathlessly as Dominic rode
to join her.

He laughed. 'You may drive me up the wall muchheftime, but I'll
say this for you, Kate—you certainly know how tdeaia horse!'

‘Well, | ought to," she retorted. 'Dad always daigs practically born
in the saddle. And we'll have less of the insufitgou don't mind,' she
added with a grin. 'I'm in far too good a mood b yp with any more
arguments.'

‘Ah, yes, we mustn't forget our pact, must we?'

‘Absolutely not,' she agreed, reining in her hasde leant down to
open a five-barred gate set in the park wall, lefeading the way
down a small country lane.



It really was a stroke of luck that had brought Dmmto the stables
after all the family had attended church this mogni Kate had
admired the ancient building with its brass plagaes the old
monuments bearing carved stone effigies of formembers of the
Farrell family. She had also been impressed bywdne that Dominic
had read the lesson from the Old Testament.

'I'd have been terrified of mispronouncing soméhoke difficult old
Hebrew names,' she told him with a grin, when ldesdovered her
admiring the horses in the stable.

‘You're quite right. When | was younger, | usedécertain | was
going to make a complete fool of myself," he'd todd with a smile,
before glancing down at her slim jeans topped thyrasilk blouse. 'l
see you've changed out of the dress you were vweéomchurch.
Would you like to come for a short ride with me?"

'I'd love to,' she had agreed enthusiasticallyn tivas immediately
assailed by second thoughts on the subject. 'Bytibgiou promise
not to quarrel with me,' she added cautiously.

Dominic had laughed. 'l was just about to makestime point. So |
suggest that we make a pact: no arguments!’

'You're on!" Kate had agreed, before saddling emtiimal chosen for
her by Dominic, and a few minutes later they wetang slowly out of
the stable yard.

Who could have guessed, after their disastrous uemnep in her
bedroom yesterday morning, that Dominic would naavdeting in
such a companionable, friendly way towards her?daie absence
of Helen, who had apparently gone to spend the mgrwith her
father, had something to do with it. Or possiblg sudden magical
transformation in Alice's appearance had led to Ib@mg in such an
amiable mood?



After Alice had readily agreed to accompany Kateaoshopping
spree, they had been offered a lift by Aunt Lawbho had already
arranged to take Martin that afternoon into theyhleouring town of
King's Lynn.

As she now followed Dominic through the five- barrgate, Kate
grinned to herself as she recalled how Alice hadfally ‘gone ape'
in one of King's Lynn's department stores. Leapmngitedly from
counter to counter as she grabbed a handful ofjeares and T-shirts,
the girl had dashed into the changing-rooms, emgrgpme time later
with an ecstatic smile on her face—and looking mgietely different
person!

'Hey, that's terrific!" Kate had exclaimed, gazingamazement at the
fresh-scrubbed, neat and tidy, stunning-looking) ggainding in front
of her.

‘Are you sure it's all right for me to have thesatlees?' Alice had
asked anxiously. 'I'm sure they must be costingaytmt of money... ?'

'l can tell you, kid, it's definitely worth evergpny,' Kate assured he
fervently. 'Come on, let's go and give your motard Martin the
shock of their lives!'

‘Are we going anywhere in particular?' she askedh&srode, now,
down the lane beside Dominic.

‘Yes, | have to call on one of my farm tenants.sHainking of

installing a new pig unit, and he wants to talkie about it. However,
you may be more interested in Mr Lacey's main oattap— when he
isn't farming, of course. He breeds and shows clangun-dogs.'



''d love to see them,' Kate agreed. 'l used telaavold sheepdog. Ber
was such a great fellow, and it nearly broke mytheahave to get rid
of him when | sold the farm. But there was no waguld keep him in
a town or city—not after he'd had the run of thenketead. | found
him a good home, of course,’ she added, smilingilynigp at
Dominic. 'But I still miss him very much.’

‘What a surprising girl you are, Kate,' he saidetjyi 'You appear to
be so strong and confident on the surface, butspesxt you're
remarkably uncertain and vulnerable underneath.’

'‘Pure marshmallow,' she agreed with a wry grint '®en | don't
reckon you're quite as hard and tough as you makesher.'

'Oh, yes, | am!" He gave a harsh bark of sardoamgltter.

‘Unfortunately, in my profession, | see so manyuesgand crooked
businessmen that it's sometimes hard to remembéntt everyone
has criminal tendencies.'

'Like when you first met me, you mean?'

He laughed again. ‘Now, Kate, don't spoil a pedazty by reminding
me of an episode | would much rather forget!

'l guess that goes for me too,' she agreed, loo&mgnd her with
interest as they turned off the lane and rode tdsvarwhite-painted
farmhouse, surrounded on three sides by a large fydir of farm
implements.

While Dominic conferred with the farmer, Robert bgc Kate was
shown over the kennels by the farmer's wife. Mredyawas a small,
plump woman who was clearly devoted to their dogs.

'‘Don't get me wrong,' Kate said as Mrs Lacey placsthall puppy in
her arms. 'But these animals...’



‘They're black Labradors, dearie.’

‘Yes, well...this puppy's mother, for instance nsg¢o be a bit on the
small side for a gun-dog, if you know what | mean?’

Mrs Lacey chuckled. 'Ah, but that's because theytmm the

Sandringham strain. The Queen breeds black Lalsackr
Sandringham, here in Norfolk—and she's producedyradield Trial

champion too. They're on the small side, | agres,they're great
gun-dogs and hardly have to be trained, becauseitiséinctively

seem to know it all,' she enthused, before nodttim@rds the puppy
Kate was holding. 'Mr Smith-Farrell has bought titde fellow, and

we reckon he's got a right good 'un!'

‘Ah, | see my wife has been showing you aroundkienels,” Mr
Lacey said with a broad smile, as he and Dominilkecaacross the
farmyard towards them.

'It's about time you collected your puppy,' Mrs &ad¢old Dominic.

'l know.' He grinned at her. 'But unfortunatelyel'got a case coming
up in Hong Kong. So you'll have to hang on to hamd bit, I'm afraid.’

'l can look after the puppy for you while you're eaw Kate said
impulsively. 'Do let's take him with us,' she urged

'‘No, he's still very young. | think it's best theg leave him here for a
few more weeks.'

'‘Oh, Dominic...please!
'‘No, Kate—absolutely not!'

As they rode slowly homewards, Dominic looked atteKavith
exasperation. 'l don't know what's come over me-udtrbe losing my
mind.' He shook his head ruefully. 'Is the puppyight?’



'‘Sure—he seems to be fine,' Kate smiled down asthal creature,
tucked into the folds of her sweater, which she wearing tied about
her waist. 'He really is a cute little dog. Anddnd think you're losing
your mind. You're just proving that you can begutar guy, after all.'
She laughed as he pulled a face. 'Besides, | @igtlize is going to be
crazy about him!'

'If | know my sister, that dog will undoubtedly treoroughly spoiled,’
Dominic agreed with a laugh. 'And, speaking of &liel gather it's
you whom | have to thank for persuading her to st@aring those
utterly vile clothes. How on earth did you do it?'

Kate shrugged. 'Well, it wasn't too hard. Not ohddigured out why
she was wearing them in the first place.'

'Why was she so determined to go around looking like thieldBpf
Dracula?'

‘Ah... well..." Kate hesitated for a moment .'l'at at all sure you'll like
the answer to that question.’

'‘Nevertheless, | want to hear it,' he said firmly.

'OK—but don't say you haven't been warned,' she hoh bluntly,
before relating the pathetic attempt by his youstgsto put Helen off
the idea of marrying him. 'It's really a very stitd story,' Kate added.
‘And, before you start getting cross with me, | essure you | have
pointed out to Alice—very firmly indeed—that shaltg must not try,
ever again, to interfere in your love-life.'

Dominic's expression had grown hard and flinty ehik listened to
Kate's explanation. Now he made no effort to brédak silence
between them, continuing to ride quietly beside, lokrarly buried
deep in his own thoughts. And there was no wayrglkeaded to break
the silence, Kate thought nervously. She'd beey cateful not to be



too rude about Horrid Helen. However, even if he wasotted with
love for his fiancee, Dominic could hardly fail $ee that his family
felt very differently about the girl he was plangito marry.Not a
happy scene!

'l can't...er...pretend to be pleased about whatvggust told me,' he
said flatly, breaking the silence at last. 'HoweVauppose | ought to
be grateful that Alice felt she could turn to ydlthough 1 fail to
understand why she didn't tell me herself how shtieabout... er... the
situation,' he added with a distinct note of anmagsin his voice.

'‘Oh, come on!" Kate felt stung into rushing to &l& defence. 'The
kid's only sixteen, for heaven's sake. She wasdtuthink that you'd
never listen to her. Quite frankly, | don't thinkwywould have, either.’

‘When | want your opinion I'll ask for it!" he imimed her coldly.

'Oh, great! | just knew I'd get it in the neck, oway or another.
Bearers of bad tidings always do, don't they?'rshtered gloomily.
'‘Well, it's not my fault that your family can't sthHorrid Helen, is it?'

'‘Don't call her that!" he grated.

'Why not—everyone else does,' Kate said defiafflye fact is, you
don't appear to have any idea of how your brothdrsaster feel about
things. And poor Aunt Laura seems to be in a bd efate as well.'

'‘What nonsense!" Dominic retorted, his hands tightgon the reins,
causing his horse to check and nearly stumble erh#rd ground.
‘You must be out of your mind!'

She gave a shrill laugh. 'If anyone's nuts aroware ht certainly isn't
me, buddy!



'Let's get one thing straight, Kate," he snarletieaguickly collected
his horse. 'l don't mind what else you call me,lluiterly refuse to be
referred to as buddy. Do | make myself clear?'

'OK—OK, stay cool, man,' she muttered quickly.

He shuddered. 'That's not much better, but | dsuppose I'd better
press my luck!

Kate risked a slanting, sideways glance at himugincher eyelashes,
and was surprised to see his mouth twitching witim gpumour.

‘You're quite correct,' he said at last. 'l do séehmve been taking my
annoyance out on you, and | apologise for doindHsovever, | really
think you must explain your veiled references test and strain in
my family.'

'‘No way! You'll only be mad as a hornet with me."

Dominic turned his dark head to give her a wry smAll | can say is

that I'll try to "stay cool".

Kate thought hard for a moment. Despite what hestigaid, she knew
he wouldn't like hearing the unvarnished truth. ldeer, maybe it
would be worth it, if only for the family's sakeelther she nor they
might ever get a chance like this again.

'‘Well..." she took a deep breath, 'l really dogitea with Alice. She
seems to think you're the cleverest thing on tvgs,l@nd she's alsc
convinced that you know all about everything thaeg on at the
Priory. But, as far as I'm concerned, | reckon igas blind as a bat!

‘What on earth are you talking about?’

'I'm talking about Matrtin, for instance," she reglicoolly. 'I've only
just met my cousin, but even | know that the botetdhe idea of



going to university. All he's ever wanted to ddaaecome a farmer
and help you here on the estate.' She shruggedeVWw, it looks as if
that's just too bad, because you seem to have yosadenind up about
what's best for him. Right?

‘And as for Alice..." she continued quickly, 'ifeshad been able to
confide in you—as she ought to have been able teyaim'd have
known that all those crazy clothes and weird magkaevare purely a
result of her unhappiness at your engagement tertel

'‘Anything more?' he queried acidly as they rodekbato the stable
yard of the Priory. 'Any other little item about rfgmily, on which
you have strong views?'

‘No, I... er... | think that's about it,’ she mut feeling she had saic
more than enough for one day.

'l can't think where you get your quite extraordynaeas from," he
said angrily, before vaulting down from his lardeestnut horse and
coming over to carefully take the puppy from hendsa

'0OK,,, fine—forget | said anything,' Kate shrugggetting down from
her horse and leading it across the cobbled stonedf the stables.

‘You've hardly been in the house for a day, anggetalready seem to
regard yourself as an expert on the family. Yogven got the brass
nerve to try and give me a lecture about my ownhenoand sister,' he
muttered bitterly.

'Oh, dear, here we go,' she said with a heavy, aliarsigh. 'l just
knew it was too good to last!

'‘What are you talking about?' He frowned, puttimg puppy down in a
box of straw and following her as she led her hargeits stall.



'l thought we had a pact? No arguments, remembed?ifA've said
anything about my cousins which you don't like,nty@u ought to
remember that you insisted on hearing what | hazhyo

‘An opportunity which you seized with both hands# pointed out
grimly.

‘Yes, I'm afraid you're quite right!" Removing larse's bridle, Kate
turned and gave him a bright smile, which she hdpedvould find
extremely irritating.

Dominic closed his eyes for a moment, taking a deeath before
grinding out through clenched teeth, '‘Believe matekthere are times
when | could—quite cheerfully—wring your neck!

'Yes, | know."' She grinned. 'But I'm determinedryoand keep to our
pact. For one thing, I'm thrilled about the puppnd for another...

er... um...' She hesitated, forgetting what sheldesh going to say as
he began moving purposefully towards her.

'‘Cut it out, Dominic!" she muttered uneasily, bagkaway until she
bumped up against the horse, who was by now catlntunching
his hay. 'And it's no good you standing there gyio look dark and
dangerous, because I.. .well, | reckon you're ngtbut a big softy at
heart.'

‘A big softy...? What a revolting description!" Hgimaced with
disgust.

'Oh yes, you are. | reckon you're a pushover aasfénat little puppy is
concerned. And I'm sure it won't be more than gpkoaf days before
you'rethe one who's taking it walkies!

Dominic stared down at her intently for a momeBtt'only a few
minutes ago you were accusing me of being cruel la@edless



towards my brother and sister,' he said, his vhgavy with cynical
amusement. 'You really can't have it both wayseKat

'Oh, yes, | can!" she retorted quickly, well awtrat she was being
childish, but completely unable to think of a fagphisticated answer.
Quite amazingly, her mind appeared to have becomass of dense
cotton wool, and there must surely be somethingngrwith her
lungs? Because she seemed to be having greautliffio breathing

properly.

Unable to prevent a wild surge of colour floodingepher cheeks as
Dominic leaned closer, she looked past him tow#ndsdoor of the
stable, trying to focus on something—anything!—thetuld allow
her to evade the disturbing glint in his gleamihggekeyes.

'‘Go away!' she muttered helplessly as he movea@ ¢tober trembling
body, trying to inch away pas! the heavy, compactyof the horse.
But he merely gave a low, husky laugh that semeshifizzing up and
down her backbone.

'‘No, | don't think so,' he murmured silkily. 'l hat like the idea of
being "dark and dangerous"!" He gave another deegky chuckle. 'Is
that really how you see me, Kate?'

'‘No, of course not,’ she gasped, trembling as shetlfe heat and
power of his body against her own. 'l was just...qust joking,' she
added desperately, trying to stop her shakingflegs buckling at the
knees.

'‘Hmm... that's a pity," he whispered softly, aneréhseemed nothing
she could do as he slowly lowered his dark heaaitdsvher. Through
her thin silk shirt she could feel his heart poumgdn unison with her
own hectic pulse beats; the warmth of his breatinst) her cheek
sendingfrissonsof excitement zigzagging through her body.



Everything appeared to be happening in slow mottamas as though
time had no meaning; hours in which to tell hetg8H, goodness, he's
going to kiss me again!... Long minutes when shddcbave easily
escaped from beneath the tall figure pinning rgtly to the warm,
heavy body of the horse. But it seemed that theas mothing she
could do other than to stare mesmerised up athe how so close to
her own that she was aware of his thickly fringitk eyelashes, and
the faint flush beneath his smoothly tanned skin.

And then their mindless state was abruptly shattbyethe sound of a
strident, imperious voice calling out in the distan

'‘Dominic? Where are you?"'

He groaned, swearing softly under his breath agunekly released
her trembling figure. Momentarily paralysed, Kab®ek a second or
two before she managed to pull her scattered ogfsther.

'‘Horrid Helen strikes again!" she muttered shaldlgsperately trying
to control her ragged breathing and the heavy pognaf her heart.

'l've told you to stop calling her by that stupahme!' he rasped.

With one part of her dazed mind, Kate knew thawvhe merely giving
vent to his frustrated emotions. But she had enqaghlems of her
own to cope with—and it was about time Dominic isad he couldn't
keep playing both ends against the middle.

'‘Well, don't just stand there,' she said bittéHysounds as though your
dear fiancee is on the prowl. So why don't you gead little boy and
run along to see what she wants?’

He swore violently under his breath. 'l wish to Gddnever set eyes
on you!" he hissed savagely, his face pale anthettan the dim light
of the stable block.



'‘Don't worry, buddy,"' Kate snarled back. 'The feeling is entirel
mutual!'

And, quickly turning away to hide the foolish, wetars filling her
eyes, she took to her heels and ran blindly adtessld stable yard,
towards the back door of the Priory.



CHAPTER SEVEN

MucH later that night as she sat by her bedroom windate gave a
heavy sigh. Gazing down at the rose garden andsldathed in an
eerie silvery light from the full moon, she coutdmélp thinking that
this place would bsoidyllic, if it weren't for the complications of he
relationship with Dominic.

Unlike Helen, who seemed to value the Priory mafahthe status it
would give her as Dominic's wife, Kate was comimglove the
fascinating old building for its own sake; for ttieless atmosphere
of its mellow bricks, and the deep sense of peadestability in an
otherwise fast and ever- changing world. In faleg souldn't think of
anything nicer than living in a house which wasbwiously steeped
in history.

Moreover, she was really enjoying the companionsififier new
cousins, and Aunt Laura had also proved to be \eng and
welcoming. But... and it was a large 'but'... isgting as the house an
her new family might be, everything seemed to paio
insignificance beside the magnitude of her prepesttlem. Because,
if she didn't watch out-there appeared to be a very real danger th
she might be falling in love with Dominic Smith-Fedit

How could it be happening to her? The extraordinanyotional
turmoil which seemed to have her in thrall simplgnd make any
kind of sense.

Goodness knows, she'd tried telling herself it waly a case of sex
rearing its ugly head—or that she was simply logkior a new
romance, on the rebound from that smoothie, Chaideke. But none
of those sensible arguments seemed to make alitiod difference,
she thought miserably. What on earth had she ewee tb deserve
such an ill-fated and clearly doom-ridden respdogte horrid man?



Of course, it was no good trying to pretend it adsone-sided—a
figment of her overheated imagination. Becausealdta/e to be blind,
deaf and dumb not to know that Dominic was equatiisacted to her.
So maybe he was asking himself the same quest©msid he too be
as confused and upset as she was? Or were merouseping with

these sort of violent emotions? Not for the finstd, Kate wished
she'd had more experience of the opposite sex.

Quite apart from anything else, she still failecséz why he had evetr
got engaged to Helen in the first place. Eveneaftimglish girl was the
daughter of his godfather, and therefore a veriablé choice for a
wife, the whole relationship really didn't make rhusense. Dominic
had obviously been shattered to discover why Atiaé been weariqg
all those terrible clothes. But even if he'd bemoldd at first, surely he
ought to have seen through Helen by now?

Oh, yeah? Isn't it about time you stopped kiddiagrgelf? Kate gave
a mirthless, grim laugh, remembering how from hendew she'd
seen Dominic kissing Helen before helping her msocar to catch the
train back to London.

It didn't really matter how obnoxious Helen miglet Bnyman would

almost certainly fall like a ton of bricks for suem outstandingly
beautiful, sophisticated woman. And you're hardhatvHelen would
regard as serious competition, she told hersalfirgf unhappily at her
reflection in the mirror.

However, she really must make a determined effottiry and pull

herself together. Of course, it was probably theleluncertainty and
confusion of her relationship with Dominic which suaaking her feel
so depressed. And maybe it was a mistake, after theastrous
quarrel in the stable, to have spent so much tiiiadrup here in her
bedroom? As a result, she'd spent too many longaisohours with

nothing to do but think about her problems—a situnahot helped by



avoiding the need to join the rest of the familydainer, with the
excuse that she had a bad headache.

Which wasn't too far from the truth, she acknowksdigrimly. As far
as she was concerned, Dominic was becoming one laegdache.
Whatwasit about the damn man? Why should her legs tuijelly,
and her heart begin to thump and pound like a sleglgpmer, every
time they were anywhere near each other? Wasliy teae love? Or
was it some sort of mad infatuation, which wouldidéy burn itself
out in time?

It was a question to which she still hadn't founc&iaswer. And, as she
struggled to come to terms with her errant emotiefadling in love
with Dominic would definitely be a fate worse thdeath!—she
became aware of a distant sound, like the crysshall child.

Frowning in puzzlement—surely it couldn't possibky Alice, whose
bedroom was in a far wing of the enormous house?te-Isbbwly
realised that the faint noise was coming from thiehlken, which lay
directly beneath her room. A few minutes later,diiny herself
completely unable to ignore the muffled, heartragdsound, she
slipped on a thin wrap and opened her bedroom dbiptoeing
silently down the large staircase and on throughntiassive space of
the dark and empty hall, she went into the kitchen.

'‘Oh, you poor darling!" she exclaimed, crossingdimaly lit room to
pick up the small puppy, who was moaning piteotrsisn a cardboard
box beside the large stove. 'Are you crying forrymother...?" she
murmured softly as the small creature shiveredendrms. ‘Never
mind, sweetie, you can come upstairs to bed with me

‘Now that's an invitation I'd be happy to accejtie deep voice
issuing from the dark shadows across the room nh@dgump in
fright. 'Unfortunately the puppy must stay in theeken, I'm afraid.’



'‘For crying out loud!" Kate gasped. 'What are yoing down here at
this time of night?' she demanded breathlesslyrinog nervously at
the tall figure of Dominic as he closed the kitclaeor behind him.

'‘My dear Kate, I'm sorry to have to remind you g is my house,
and | can't help feeling | have a perfect rightctome and go as |
please,' he drawled blandly, walking forward tocplé&wo glasses and
a bottle of whisky on the kitchen table.

'Yes, of course you have. I...er...you just gaveanshock, that's all,’
she muttered, awkwardly trying to pull the edgesi@f gown closer
together, without disturbing the small dog in hens

Dominic's mouth twitched in silent humour as hewed Kate's
attempt to preserve her modesty— a clear wastmefih view of that
remarkably short, sketchy garment she was weaneg leer thin silk
nightgown. However, possibly this was not the momesay so, or to
mention his appreciation of her magnificent figure.

'I'm sorry if | gave you a fright,' he said. 'Bbettruth is, | couldn't get
to sleep. | was just in my study, having a glasstwotky and trying to
find something to read, when | heard the puppyngyi

'Yes... well, | couldn't get to sleep either," signitted, trying not to
stare at his tall figure clothed in a short towgjlrobe. She hadn't seel
him face to face since that desperately upsetteges in the stables.
But she couldn't just pretend it hadn't happenedldcshe?

'l...er...I reckon | probably owe you an...er..apology," she began,
glancing nervously down at her bare feet. 'l guekdn't really mean
half the nasty things | said this afternoon, ahd...

'If anyone should apologise, it's undoubtedly nhe,'said firmly.
'‘However, | think we should both try and wipe thieole scene from
our minds, hmm?'



'‘Well...!

'Oh, for goodness' sake, Kate, why don't you stapdsng there like a
stag at bay, and come and sit down?' he snapped.

She hesitated for a moment, clutching the puppgstliigo her chest.
'Er... I don't know. It's kind of late, and...’

'Since we've both been disturbed by the noiseaifghppy, we might
as well relax and have a drink,' he told her wigmale. 'Or would you
like some hot cocoa?'

"Yuk—no, thank you!" she grimaced. 'This "greatkhof a girl"
definitely doesn't need all those extra calories!'

Dominic groaned. 'You're never going to let me @&rthat stupid
remark of mine, are you?'

‘You're so right,' she agreed, finding herself uaab suppress a grin
as she gazed down at the rueful expression onamddome face. 'l
reckon it's going to be years and years beforeyde off the hook.’

‘Years..." He lifted a dark, sardonic eyebrow. dnder if that's a
promise or a threat?' And when she continued te sigently back at
him, feeling foolish and tongue-tied, he leanedkbac his chair,
regarding her with a lazy smile. 'Tell me, Katestjhow long do you
see our future...er...relationship lasting?"

It will be a miracle if it lasts beyond the nexvd seconds,' she
muttered grimly, bitterly aware of the high tide adlour spreading
over her cheeks. 'Here, you can look after himafdmit, while | find
something to eat,' she added, quickly placing thallspuppy in his
lap.

'Hey! Wait a minute...'



‘Too bad—I'm starving!" she called out over herudther as she
hurried across the room towards a long range dbcauls.

Well, yes, it was true that she was hungry. In,faciv she came to
think about it, it was all this man's fault thateshad missed the
evening meal. But her hunger was only an excusevgerative
need to put some space between them.

What on earth had caused her to make such a stgigless remark
just now? Of course there was no possibility obitafe relationship

with Dominic. Quite apart from the fact that he veagiaged to another
woman, the very idea was laughable. Or it wouldflehe didn't seem

to have temporarily lost her sense of humour.

There really was no justice in this world, she tblkrself grimly,
bending down to examine the contents of the icebnd, desperately
trying to ignore her flushed cheeks, and the nesvexcitement
flickering through her body. There ought tousrystrict laws against
allowing tall, handsome men to walk around latenaght. And
especially those wearing only a short, dark blweetbng robe over
long, slim brown legs!

'‘What have you got there?' he queried as, unabfeutat off any
longer, she returned reluctantly to the table.

'What... ?' Kate sat down, gazing with confusiothatplate in front of

her. She must be losing her mind, because sheldsadigely no idea

what she'd put between those pieces of bread dtet Idbhrugging her
shoulders, she bit into the sandwich. 'It seenigetpeanut butter and
jelly," she mumbled.

‘Now it's my turn to say "yuk"!" he grinned, powgisome whisky into
a glass and pushing it across the table towards'Aed I'm sure it
contains far more calories than a mug of cocoa.’



'Who cares? It's a great combination. You oughitytat some time,'
she retorted, lifting her glass and tipping a hdftge of alcohol down
her throat.

'Hey, go easy with that!" Dominic cautioned. 'Wethb@&now you
haven't much of a head for hard liquor.'

Kate gave a defiant laugh, throwing him a provaeaglance through
her eyelashes as she deliberately raised the @lds lips again. 'l
may not have a head for it,’” she conceded. 'Howerece you're
bound to want to quarrel with me again, | guessgiaimg to need all
the anaesthetic | can get hold of. Right?'

There was a long silence as Dominic stared dowmeagmall puppy in
his arms, stroking it gently.

'l have no wish to quarrel with you. Quite the mseg in fact,' he said
quietly, raising his dark head to gaze intentlhatgirl sitting opposite
him.

Kate flushed at the searching, intense gleam ieyes, and her hear
began racing out of control. She tore her gaze awagdenly

breathless and profoundly thankful that he coulde® her knees
knocking together beneath the table. She knew # @angerous to
remain down here in the kitchen. But, like a naygtttiid who had

been told not to touch the matches, she couldeins® resist the
temptation to play with fire.

'‘No...well, I don't want to fight with you eitheshe admitted huskily.

He gave her a warm smile. 'So, despite the unfateubeginning to
our relationship, there's no reason why we carcoine... er... good
friends, is there?'

'‘Well...!



'‘Oh, come on, Kate! If I'm prepared to forgive lies of a beloved car,
and featuring as a star turn in the headlineslafredon newspaper, |
don't see why you can't meet me halfway!"

Kate laughed. Sitting here in the warm, dimly litcken, she was
vibrantly aware of Dominic's gleaming blue eyes drawry, amused
smile on his hard mouth. It might well be the efffet the whisky
zinging through her veins, but, quite unexpectesghg suddenly felt
extraordinarily cheerful and happy.

'l don't know about that,' she mocked, pushingraltthrough her long
tawny hair. 'Don't you think that becoming frienaigght be taking
things just a littleoo far?’

'Surely it depends on how far you want to go?' tasvted silkily.

Kate swallowed nervously as she registered the gmeexy note in
his voice. She'd better watch out. This conversaieemed to be
getting rapidly out of hand!

Taking a deep breath, she said firmly, 'OK, lawy®mn. If we're going
to be friends, maybe you'd better start by telhmg something about
yourself. How you and your family come to be livimghis lovely old
house, for instance? | enjoyed riding over pathefestate today, anc
I've had a sketchy history lesson from Alice, lnatts about all.’

'It's not a particularly exciting story. But if yoe really interested... ?'
‘Yes, of course | am. So shoot!'

Resting her chin on her hand, Kate listened aslked; interested at
first, and then gradually becoming enthralled a8lleel in the gaps of
the brief information she had gathered from Aliod @dunt Laura.

As the tale unfolded, it appeared that his fatdrpse family had
owned the Priory for hundreds of years, had maraidxkautiful and



very wealthy Spanish girl. An only child, she hadtlboth her parents
in a car accident soon after she was born, ledwengvith no relatives
other than an aged great-aunt who lived in London.

'l hardly remember my mother," Dominic said sadlyst sometimes,
when | catch the scent of the perfume she alwagd teswear, then |
can recall some brief scenes from my childhood. déath in the fire
here at the Priory was a terrible blow to my fatlaed one from which
| don't think he ever recovered. Although Lauragaiaty made him as
happy as he could ever hope to be,’” Dominic addethg on to
explain that his inheritance from his mother didreeat times to be a
heavy burden.

'l certainly don't need such a large house in Lonthtowever, before
he died, my father made me promise not to sellpttoperty, or to
dismiss Mr and Mrs Lewis, who had always workedrfgr mother's
family. So that's one white elephant which hasdoeraintained—and
this house is another," he added with a wry grin.

Kate certainly hadn't appreciated the problems lres in the

maintenance of a minor stately home. 'If it ishé& toof which needs
mending, then you can be very sure there'll berdrysomewhere,’
Dominic told her ruefully. 'While the estate justoait pays for itself,
this house is a constant drain on my resourcesciWias why, as he
further explained, he had to work so hard in Londarning as much
money as he could in his profession as a barrister.

Kate gave him a puzzled frown. 'l realise thatlégal system in this
country is somewhat different from that in Canadid the States. But |
don't understand your connection with Hong Kong?'

‘There's an important commercial trial coming ugréh' He grimaced
slightly. 'l really didn't want the job, so | ingtited my clerk to ask for
a fee of a million pounds.'



'Wow!' Kate whistled.

Dominic shrugged his broad shoulders. 'l thought thould be the
end of the matter, but unfortunately, the wholearess seems to have
boomeranged back on me. The clients apparently wgnservices,
and have agreed to pay the money. I'm not complgymif course, but
there are times when I think the world is goingzgrahe added with a
sigh.

'‘Well, | guess you must be good at your job— atid face it, that sort
of money has to be pretty useful. Especially ifyas say, this house
seems to swallow up all you earn,' Kate added.itRldges sound as if
you've got yourself on a bit of a treadmill, doegf'

He stared down at the pale golden liquid in hisglaYes, you're
right," he agreed slowly. 'It may be immodest tp sa& but | am good
at my job and | have, | hope, a fairly long carabead of me.
However, my present high-powered and at times ifralifestyle
doesn't leave me with much time to deal with eittmatters on the
estate, or what seem to be increasing family proble

As Dominic gave a heavy sigh, thrusting a hand Inbuthrough his
dark hair, Kate was shaken to the core by confiiselihgs of love,
warmth and sympathy. It was an emotional respoheedgin't quite
know how to handle, especially when applied to a stee had always
thought of as being so hard, tough and arrogantekliéy did seem to
have had a lot of responsibilities placed on higuders; burdens
which he had been forced to bear from a very eayé I'm lucky, she
told herself. I've only got myself to worry aboulhonestly don't know
how I'd have coped with running this house andettate, as well as
having to look after a young half-brother and sister a stepmother
who's as scatty as Aunt Laura...



Buried in thought as she strove to readjust somaeeofviews of the
man sitting across the table, it was a few momeeitsre Kate realised
he was still discussing his family problems.

".. .Thanks to you, Alice seems to be turning bixté& an ordinary
teenager—I| wasn't sure just how long | could stHrabe terrible,
vampire-type clothes!" Dominic gave her a warm emiAnd I've
taken note of the points you made earlier todayabtartin wanting
to be a farmer. I'll admit that I'd still like hito go to university, but
maybe he'll accept a compromise and agree to gm tagricultural
college.’

‘That sounds a good idea,” she murmured, stillingeklightly
bemused. She hadn't thought about it before, botugt be tough
having to be the titular head of the family. Auratuta was a dear, of
course, but she clearly wasn't up to providing mungip and
support—not even as far as her own children were@amed. Nor
could her aunt be relied upon to take firm, positiecisions about the
running of the house and the estate.

In fact, it was becoming obvious that what Domiraally needed was
to have someone up here in Norfolk running the show getting
things organised. Especially when he was so heawitylved with his
legal commitments, both in London and abroad. Whiqgblained why
he'd grabbed her help with the mock battle. And thastbe the
reason why...? Yes, of course! It had to be thevansshe told herself,
as the pieces of the jigsaw which she had foungugaling now fell
neatly into place.

'l couldn't work it out before, butow| can see why you decided fc
marry Helen,' she exclaimed impulsively. 'She niaste seemed the
perfect choice if you wanted to get this place mgron well-oiled
wheels, right? And of course, | don't suppose yad ény idea, when
you first got engaged, just how awful and what i rathe neck she
really is! In fact, I... er..Oh, dear..."



Kate's voice trailed away, her cheeks reddeninglas glimpsed
Dominic's taut, strained expression; the dark browveasvn together
over his cold blue eyes in an angry frown.

'‘Whoops! I'm really sorry—I shouldn't have saidtth&now I'm way
out of line," she muttered quickly, nervously segziher glass and
tipping the remaining liquid down her throat.

'Yes, you are. Pouring you that whisky was clearlyad mistake,' he
drawled in an icy, crushing tone of voice as herosm the table. 'l
can't see any point in prolonging this conversatoam you?'

'l havenothad too much to drink!" Kate bristled, bitterlyae that she
alone was responsible for destroying the warmthamdpanionship
which had existed so briefly between them. Why amhecouldn't she
learn to keep her stupid mouth shut?

'It's not my fault you're so super-sensitive abgur rotten fiancee,'
she grumbled. 'And what are you going to do abmaipuppy?'

‘Nothing,' he snapped. 'It will be perfectly ajitt down here in the
kitchen. Just be thankful that I'm not puttingutside in the cold, dark
kennels with the other gun-dogs.’

'How can you be so heartless?' she cried, jumpnget feet and
rushing over to snatch the sleepy puppy from hissar

Dominic sighed and shook his head. 'For heavek& &0 stop being
such an idiot!

'I'm an idiot all right! Just when | was beginnitaythink you were a
nice guy after all, | find out that you're the soirperson who's cruel to
dumb animals,' she exclaimed bitterly.

‘May the Lord give me patience!' he groaned. 'Nisteh to me, Kate.
If you put the little chap down in the box by thewe, he'll go off fast



to sleep. It may seem cruel,’ he added, moving rdsvAer as she
clasped the puppy to her bosom, 'but | can assuratyeally is the
kindest way in the long run.’

Maybe it was the whisky, still flowing strongly ttugh her veins?
Perhaps it was the close proximity of his talhditboody, or maybe she
was just tired? Whatever the reason, as Domingedahis hands to
take hold of the puppy, she somehow found hersaf/sg helplessly

towards him.

‘Kate..." he breathed unsteadily as his arms clabedt her.

'Hey, be careful!’ she gasped breathlessly. 'Y ®giueezing the puppy
to death!'

‘To hell with the damn puppy!" he growled, stannggntly down into
her blue eyes. 'It'goul'm interested in—as you well know!"

His arms tightened convulsively about her. 'Kabe!'groaned as he
buried his head in the fragrant cloud of her wadmny hair. And then
his lips moved slowly down over her brow, acrosstheshed cheek
before his mouth took possession of hers. His ki&s a revelation.
The mouth moving over her soft, trembling lips veadelight in its

sensitivity and warmth. Never could she have beliethat such a
hard, stern man could be so gentle and tender,ai¢come by an
avalanche of emotions she hadn't even known existesl couldn't

prevent herself from moving her body innocently a®hsuously
against him.

Dominic's tall frame shook in response to her erotovements, his
kiss deepening as he parted her lips and plundieessbftness within.

It was as if she was drowning... Kate thought bezdlys Drowning in
ecstasy! And it wasn't until she became aware efstbund of soft,



squeaky protests that she remembered the littlecdsged so tightly
in her arms.

'‘No...! Please... the puppy...!I' she gasped, tgdrer lips away from
his, as he slowly released the pressure of his.g&®@stly taking the
small creature from her, Dominic walked over to pudown in the
cardboard box beside the stove.

Fearful that her trembling legs were going to quka beneath her,
Kate grabbed hold of the back of a nearby chamgeig to it for dear
life as he straightened up and turned to face her.

There was a long, long silence as they both stredch other, broken
at last as he cleared his throat and huskily inéatrher, 'This really
won't do, Kate. | think it's about time that we...'

'l know... | know..." she muttered through nervgusdtattering teeth.
'I'm sorry. | don't know what came over me, I...'

'‘Precisely the same thing which came over me, gingg' he pointed

out with a wry, sardonic twist to his lips as hdked slowly towards

her. 'However, there seems to be little eitherso€an do about it,' he
murmured, drawing her gently back into his armsecsgain.

'‘But... but you're still engaged to Helen, arewt.y.?' she queried
breathlessly, desperately trying to cling on to sasort of sanity,
despite the fact that her body was still on fignirhis lovemaking.

Dominic sighed as he lowered his dark head towaets 'Yes, |
suppose technically | am, but../,

'I—I'm sorry, but it's just no g-good,' she stameagrwrenching her
shaking body from his arms. 'l know it must soumeltfy dumb and
stupid to you. But... but the truth is, Dominicati'm just a boring,
old-fashioned type of girl...'



I'm well aware of that.'

".. .And unless and until you're definitatpt engaged to Helen, I... |
want you to stay well away from me!" she cried fidbr, before
spinning on her heel and running from the kitcheif ¢ghe devil were
at her heels.

'‘Come on, Kate, wake up! That's the third time heael to ask you to
pass the marmalade.’

'‘What... ? Oh, I'm sorry, Martin. | guess | wad gsydreaming,' Kate
murmured, handing him the small glass bowl. 'Anwsiérom...er...
Dominic?' she asked carelessly, eyeing the stackost on the
dining-room table in front of him.

'‘No, | don't think there's anything here from Hdfmng,' said Martin,
quickly sorting through the pile and tossing lettelown the table
towards Alice and Aunt Laura. 'The last set ofrmstions he sent me
were all concerned with estate matters. Sincebdees away, old Dom
has always seemed quite confident about our akalisfage the battle.
So, if you're worrying about how the show is gotoggo today, |
should relax.’

| only wish | could, Kate thought, staring gloomadgwn at her plate of
fried egg and bacon. It was well over three weaksesDominic had
left the Priory in such a hurry—early on the Mondayprning,
following their last fraught encounter in the kigchthe night before.
She hadn't even had a chance to say goodbye, apitedburying
herself in all the arrangements for the Civil Waittle, due to take
place early this afternoon, there seemed to bgamgc, aching hole in
her heart.



All those romantic English poets seemed to havet gobng, she told
herself glumly. Because, while she obviously waan'texpert, she
was rapidly coming to the conclusion that fallimylove was sheer,
unadulterated hell. She had absolutely no idea @miDic's true
feelings. And, since she'd made it very plain #fe wasn't preparec
to get involved with him while he was still engagedHelen, maybe
he wouldn't want to have anything more to do with ényway?

Even thinking about whether Dominic really caredtier seemed to
be a pure waste of time, she thought helplessky v&ts almost certain
that Helen would never willingly let him go, and @mic was
undoubtedly the upright, honourable sort of man whght well feel
that, once having made a promise, he'd have tourono

Feeling almost seasick as the arguments swayedamactorth in her
brain, Kate was jolted out of her dismal reveriealdgud exclamation
from Jayne Bailey, sitting down the other end @&f thble.

'Hey, Kate, you've managed to getrific coverage in this morning's
East Anglia Daily NewsYhat interview you and Martin did for the
local TV station seems to have really paid of§ iy guess that you'll
have a record crowd of people here this afternoon.’

‘Well, if we do, it will all be thanks to you," Katpointed put with a
smile. 'In fact, what we'd have done without youe ho idea.’

'Hear, hear!" echoed Martin, beaming at Kate'snétjiewho had
responded to their urgent SOS a few days ago, adgioved to be
such a tower of strength. 'As a publicity direcyan)'ve been brilliant.'

'‘Well, since handling the PR and publicity for nmyrfis what | do for
a living, | can't say it's been too hard a taskvtok for you guys,’
Jayne said modestly. 'However, we've got heaps tamt | think we
ought to check out those costumes, Kate, don't'you?



‘You're right,’ Kate agreed, getting up from thebléa and
accompanying Jayne upstairs. All the arrangememntthé battle had
been going so splendidly that it had been a coradle shock to
receive a telephone call, four days ago, from tinang History
Society's manager. It appeared that at a mockebattich had taken
place the previous weekend in Yorkshire both thdidgmaentary and
Royalist generals had suffered accidents; one brgdiis leg, and the
other being knocked out by a stray blow from a waoogdike.

‘They're both recovering well, but | can't seeaitbf them being fit
enough in time for your battle,’ the manager hdd ber. "There's no
need to panic, since the various regiments havedia officers and
will be able to co-ordinate the show between thelmwever, you'll
need to find two people to take their place. Ansh.yes, they'll need
to wear the right costumes, and be mounted on bacge of course.’

It was that phone call which had prompted Katedbig touch with
her old friend Jayne. And the girls had soon detitat Martin and
Osborne would fit the bill perfectly. Jayne had esglt to hire the
costumes in London—from the shop where Kate hashdir ordered
seventeenth-century dresses for herself, Aunt LanthAlice—and
bring them up with her to Norfolk.

Unfortunately, when she had told him about the mexngements,
Martin had looked at her with horror. "You wanéeto get dressed up
in satin and velvet? No way! I've already arrantgedct as a gunner,
helping to fire the cannons,' he'd added quicldyaining deaf to all
her pleas for him to solve what was clearly a mpjoblem.

Osborne had also proved to be a man of strawstimy, Miss Kate,
but there are some things a butler really cannetbected to do—and
wearing fancy dress is one of them,' he had saityfi

'‘But what am | going to do?' she'd moaned to Jawien her
Canadian friend had arrived at the Priory.



'‘Well, you were practically born on a horse—so wiby't you take on
the Cavalier role?' Jayne suggested. 'You're asagaMartin, and |
reckon the costume I've brought for him will fityperfectly.'

'‘Gee, thanks, pal!" Kate had ground out bitteBwt 'what about the
other role? Who can we find to take Osborne's fface

'‘What about George Wakeham?' Alice had suggestéd avigrin.
'Why not get him to play the part of the Parlianaent
general—"Roundhead" is a perfect description foorge!' she had
laughed. 'Besides, we all know how smitten he igday charms!'

'Oh, very funny!" Kate had groaned, fed up to thekiteeth with the
jokes and teasing she'd had to put up with frontbasins. Goodness
knows, she'd given no encouragement to the landtagtom she'd
met at the dinner party on the night of her arrivédwever, '‘Boring
George' had apparently decided that he was madlipva with
her—and had been haunting the Priory for the pasetweeks.

Unfortunately, no one had come up with a bettegsestion, and she'd
been forced to ask him to take on the role.

'I'm not too keen on horses—and | don't think tlileyy me, ha, ha!' he
had laughed nervously, before adding with a |&ait, you know I'll do
anythingfor you, Kate!

'‘Cool it, George,' she'd told him firmly. 'l justam you to sit in the
saddle—and please try not to fall off.'

However, having seen him gingerly walking a horseiad the stable
yard, she had severe reservations about his atalpay the part.

And, later in the day, with only an hour to go befthe show was due
to start, she was still worrying about the problem.



'‘What are we going to do if Geordeesfall off his horse?' she askec
Jayne, who was helping her to get dressed.

'‘What can you do? He'll just have to climb backagain, won't he?'
her friend replied callously.

'l can hear the drums!" Martin yelled with exciterhas he burst into
the bedroom, running across to hang out of the epedow. 'Yes, |
can just make out their flags, far away acrosgHr&!

'OK, we're almost ready," muttered Kate, tugginghen long, soft
leather boots.

'‘People are still pouring into the park—it looksfage're going to get
a crowd of around at least five thousand peoplé¢ sBuar everything
seems to be going very well,' he assured them éeffashing out of the
room.

‘You look marvellous! Just like that painting of i@gborough'sThe
Blue Boy Jayne enthused, gazing at Kate's tall, magmifitgure as
she strode across the room towards a large m8eming Kate clothed
in a tight-fitting sapphire-blue doublet with dedgce cuffs over
matching knee- breeches, trimmed in lace and béwkie and silver,
Jayne was quite convinced that her friend was gtorige the star of
the show.

Kate grimaced at herself in the looking-glass. 'Hot mad about
myself in drag,’ she murmured doubtfully, adjusting high collar of
fine white lawn and heavy lace which flowed downewvher
shoulders.

'‘Don't forget your hat." Jayne picked up the sagphblue,
wide-brimmed felt hat trimmed with long, sweepindpit@ ostrich
feathers.



'‘Have | reallygotto wear this? | wish | was wearing a gorgeousy Se
dress like you," Kate grumbled, enviously eyeing tither girl's
low-cut deep emerald satin gown.

'‘Relax!" Jayne grinned. 'l know you might feel fidald, dressed up in
a man's clothes. But there isn't really any alt&raais there?'

'‘No," Kate sighed. 'Well, | suppose we'd bettelagd”see if George
wants some help getting into his costume,' she chddeAlice burst
into the room. 'Quite frankly, Jayne, | jkstowhe's going to be a total
disaster!'

'‘Don't worry about George,' Alice panted urgenitlye've got areal
disaster on our hands. Helen has just turned wgs S8bwnstairs in the
hall right now—screaming with rage and threatentagstop the
show!



CHAPTEREIGHT

'WHAT on earth is Helen doing here... ?' gasped Kasgjngt in
consternation at Alice who, like the rest of thmilgt, was dressed in
seventeenth- century costume.

'I'm not entirely sure. She was creating such a, @vd making so
much noise, that it was all rather confusing.'" Tywinger girl
shrugged. 'As far as | could tell, Helen was alisbjufurious about
the TV and Press coverage. Apparently her fatheg @er up in
London last night, and told her all about it. lese the general
thought she'd be pleased—instead of which, shelsyeong bananas!

'Is that the girl who's going to marry your brothieasked Jayne.

'Er.. .yes,' Kate interjected quickly. She'd toét bld friend about the
disastrous state of her relationship with Domibiat, she was anxious
that Alice shouldn't suspect anything.

'‘Why should Dominic's fiancee be so upset about thock battle?'
Jayne queried with a puzzled frown.

'‘Because she didn't want it to be held here ifitbeplace,’ Alice told
her. 'Helen has a thing about this house—she peadlgtivants it to be
kept in mothballs, if you ask me! And she was fusavhen Dom
asked Kate to see to the arrangements.'

‘Well, it's too late for her to do anything abautow," Kate told them,
rapidly recovering her equilibrium. 'As far as ldmncerned, she can
yell as loudly as she likes, because no one wilable to hear her.
Especially once the cannons start firing!" she dduiéh a grin.

'I'm not sure you're right," Alice told her witwarried frown. 'When |
left the hall, Helen was claiming that she'd takaha legal injunction



which would stop the battle taking place, and dedimamthat Mother

must take what she called "appropriate action".

'Oh, lord, this is beginning to sound as if we"o¢ g serious problem.’
Kate grimaced. 'What did your mother say?'

'You know Mother!" Alice gave a nervous giggle. éSlvas so
frightened by all the noise Helen was making tha¢ gust went
completely to pieces. Even | couldn't understandtwshe was saying.'

The three of them were still trying to think whatdo when Martin
came back into the room.

'‘Great news!" he called out happily. 'I've just laachll from Dominic.
He got back from Hong Kong this morning, and phoineoh the Rolls
to say that if Mr Lewis puts his foot down on treealerator he ought
to be with us in about twenty minutes.'

However, his face fell, and he quickly became vesrried and
concerned when they told him about Helen's suddewahat the
Priory.

'I'd say that just about puts the lid on the wisitew,' he told them
grimly. ‘After all, Dominic's a lawyer, isn't hehd if Helen reallyhas
got a legal piece of paper saying the battle cgndhead, then | don't
see how he can ignore it.’

'‘We've put a lot of hard work and effort into gedtithis battle staged,
and I'm not going to give up that easily," Katedsstubbornly. 'It's

beginning to sound as if we must somehow try amg dtelen

showing Dominic that paper, right?’

'‘Oh, that reminds me—I nearly forgot to give yousthote from
Gorgeous George,' Alice told Kate, pulling a foldadce of paper
from the pocket of her long gold satin dress.



Kate sighed with exasperation. 'Why should Geoednding me a
letter? Especially when the stupid man ought tdobsy down the
corridor changing into his costume.’

'Oh, no, he's not," Alice was saying as Kate opé&nedote. 'The last |
saw of him, he still had his ordinary clothes omg avas creeping off
down the back staircase.’

'‘George Wakeham is the least of our worries atribment..." Martin
was saying, amazed to see his cousin, after qusddpning the letter,
run swiftly out of the room and down the corridor.

'l might have known it-the skunk!'Kate's voice was heavy with
disgust as she looked around the room. There weasatge wicker
basket, empty now of the period costumes hired feorahop in
London. And there, still laid out on the bed, wtre clothes designed
to be worn by the Parliamentary general.

'‘What's going on?' Martin asked in bewildermenbh@snd the others
joined her in the bedroom.

‘George has cut and run—the lily-livered rat!"" Kaended him the
letter. 'He says he's thought it over, and he doks he can take part
in the show. What a fink, huh?'

'He wasn't very keen on dressing up,' Alice poirdaat 'Especially
when he discovered that you'd originally ordered thothes for
Osborne, who's so much taller than he is.’

Jayne slumped down into a nearby chair. 'Well dolkguess that's it. |
don't see how you can beat a legal injunctol replace a missing
general, all in the space of half an hour!'

'Oh, yes, we can!" Kate declared forcefully. 'lI'ot giving up now.
What about the thousands of people out there, whpaid their



entrance money and are expecting an afternoonstamnmiment? If
there isn't a show, | can guarantee we'll havetaon our hands!

‘But what are we going to do?"

As Alice's wail echoed around the room, Kate triedcudgel her

brains. Leaving aside the unexpected arrival of Darw-and it was

difficult to control her rising feelings of excitemt at seeing him
again—there was still the matter of how to deahwitlen, and to find
a replacement for that rat- fink George Wakehand #en, gazing at
the black velvet costume laid out on the bed, sldeeanly realised that
there might be a solution to their problems after a

'‘Panic not, kids!" She gave a nervous gurgle ajhéar. 'l think I've
found the answer, but it's going to need a hec& ot of luck, and
some very careful planning.' She took a deep br&at, now here's
what | want you all to do...'

Twenty minutes later, having seen the chauffeuxedrRolls-Royce

drawing up outside the Priory, Kate made her waypssthe now
deserted hall and entered Dominic's study. Theitalle staring out

of the window didn't hear her approach, and it wag when she gave
a nervous cough that he spun around to face her.

'I'm glad I'm back in time for the battle, althouglmenever | see
anyone, they seem to abruptly vanish again,’ hd, das gaze
narrowing at the sight of Kate's tall figure in heapphire blue,
slim-fitting costume. 'Even Martin only dashed &ré for a moment,
to say hello, and | haven't set eyes on him since.'

Kate nearly sagged with relief. Well done, MartAnd, since there
was no sign of Horrid Helen, it looked as if Jayamel Alice had also
successfully completed their mission. However, shustn't get too
confident—so much depended on the man standingomt bf her.

Staring at Dominic's tall, broad-shouldered bodgthed in a casual



hacking jacket over an open-necked, cream-colosted and tan
trousers, she had to take a deep breath as sheefdieart turn over.
For a moment, her resolution failed her. How calié ever hope to
outwit this handsome man, with whom she was so nyutive?

'Er.. .we do seem to have a bit of a problem, fraid, and you're the
only one who can sort it out,’ she began nervouBlyt | think we'd

better go upstairs. It's far too noisy to explanergthing down here,'
she added, raising her voice as the pipes and dofit® marching
army began to sound loudly outside the window.

He looked at her with a puzzled frown for a mom#éren shrugged his
shoulders. "You're probably right—we can't talkhnatll that racket
going on. However, I'm feeling a bit jet-lagged, ksdope your

problem is a fairly simple one.’

'‘Oh yes, it is,' she assured him earnestly.

‘Hmm... well, before we get to this problem of yguvould you mind
telling me why you're wearing a man's costume?' iDamenquired,
taking a firm grip of Kate's arm as they mountezldtaircase. 'Not that
I'm complaining, of course,’ he added with a sai@gnin. "You're
definitely a sight for my jet-lagged eyes. Althouglto feel you'd look
far more attractive without that ridiculous hat.’

'It's not ridiculous,’ she protested as he reacived, sweeping the hat
from her head and allowing her long tawny hairumbble down over
her shoulders.

‘That's better,' he murmured.

Kate wasn't at all sure that it was. So far, evengt had seemed to be
going according to plan. Almost too well, she thatigglancing
cautiously up through her lashes at the man bdsedeonly to be



thrown into a mass of nervous apprehension by lgengin his clear
blue eyes.

With dismay, she noted that Dominic didn't loolathjet-lagged. How
on earth was she going to get through the nextrfiveutes, when all
she longed to do was to throw herself into his &had, with the
certain knowledge that his keen, incisive brain \daquickly cut her
to ribbons if she didn't watch out, she could fleel heart sinking
down into her soft leather boots.

'‘Well, here we are,' she said brightly, assumincheerfulness she
certainly didn't feel, as she halted and openeaioa. d

'‘What are we doing here?' Dominic frowned as haagd about the
room, empty save for a large wicker basket, a faairs and what
looked like a suit of clothes laid out on the bed.

... er... | thought.,. maybe we ought not to bena together in my
bedroom,' she explained, casting her eyes dowrhat ghe hoped he
would assume was female modesty.

'Oh, really? Are you seriously suggesting thatrtitee sight of your
virginal bed is guaranteed to provoke my rampast?luHe raised a
dark, sardonic eyebrow. 'If so, Kate, | must teduyyou're quite
wrong. I've got all the incentive | need standiigit here in front of
me!'

Kate's cheeks flushed as she quickly decided o th®subject, and to
press on with the urgent matter at hand.

'Er.. .how did your trial go?' she asked.
'‘My what?'

‘The law case... in Hong Kong. Did you win it?'



'Oh, yes—yes, | did." He gave an impatient shakehisf head.
'‘However, that has nothing to do with this.’

‘You must be tired after your long flight. So whyndt you sit down?'
she said, pointing to a comfortable armchair onftireside of the
room.

As he shrugged, turning his back on her for a mdrtenvalk over
towards the chair, she quickly shut the door, ngrihe key silently in
the lock.

Dominic gave a heavy sigh. 'All right, Kate," hedssternly, easing
himself back in the cushions. '"What's all this aBou

‘Sure. Well, the thing is..." she began, proceetbrtgll him what had
been happening during the three weeks he'd beew, awato the
arrival, yesterday, of the Living History Societyembers, who were
to enact the battle between the Royalist and Paglary armies.

‘Now you don't have to worry, because everythingnder control,’
she assured him. 'Both Martin and Osborne have baeifically
efficient, and my friend Jayne has done wonders twe publicity.
The members of the Society are camping in the beklde the stables,
and there's been absolutely no damage to eithehdhise or the
surrounding buildings. OK?"

'It sounds as though everything has been going ssigothly in my

absence. However, | completely fail to see why npowearing that
male costume. | did see Alice, just now. It wasndtkdly, a very brief

encounter,' Dominic added wryly, surprised to rnbeesudden guilty
look on Kate's face. 'Strange as it may seem, ¢trused to my sister
taking one horrified look at me before shriekingthwterror and

quickly disappearing from sight!'



Kate shrugged, trying to look as if she too wastifigd by Alice's
nervous reaction to her brother's presence. 'Thsoreall the family
are dressed in costume—other than Osborne, whee@fto wear
fancy dress—is that they're all playing the paftheir ancestors,' she
explained, quickly changing the subject. 'Aunt laaig Lady Farrell,
who was alone here with her children and the haaldetiuring the
Civil War, while Jayne and Alice are acting the tpanf her two
daughters.

‘There isn't actually anything for them to do,' &abntinued quickly.
'‘Other than stand around outside the house looleaprative, of
course. But the Society's manager said it woultlafdend colour to
the production.'

'‘Oh yes, I'm sure it will,’ Dominic agreed drilyeHbrushed a tired
hand through his hair. 'Now, I'm still waiting teedr about your
problem.’

Kate hesitated for a moment, and then, taking p desath, she begar
to explain why she was dressed as the Royalistrgenand her
problem with George Wakeham's disappearance.

'‘We haven't got much time before |, and the pepdaying the part of
the Parliamentary general, have to be on publlaysin front of the
crowd," she told him.

'To do—what?' he echoed.

‘Well, apparently we have to meet up and preterfthtee something
called a parley. That's when | refuse to surrerlderhouse to your
army; and you have to say, "Bad luck, buddy, besdliat's going to

mean a knock-out, drag-out fight".

‘A battle for possession of the Priory, in fact?'



She nodded. 'That's it.'

‘Alright. | get the idea—and | can even apprecyater problem.' He
paused, regarding her intently for a moment. 'Hexevspend a lot of
my time in court, listening to witnesses givingdamce,' he continued
smoothly. 'And | don't particularly care for theymhis general of the
Parliamentary army—obviously an evil fellow!'— hasddenly
become identified with myself. The use of the wyolu" was, | hope,
a mere slip of the tongue?' he drawled.

'You're so sharp you'll cut yourself one of theagsdt Kate said with a
sigh of bitter exasperation. 'All right,Was hoping to lead up to it
gradually. But the fact is, you're going to havedake over the part
from George Wakeham.'

Dominic gave a snort of harsh laughter. 'Oh, mo not!

'‘Well, I'm afraid youare,' she retorted. 'I've locked this door an
hidden the key about my person. So—if you don't ig&d those

clothes over there on the bed, there's going tondeshow, no

battle—and a full-scale riot, with about five thand people running
amok and demanding their money back!

'I'm damned if I'm going to let you blackmail mikdithis!" he stormed,
quickly rising to his feet and striding across tbem towards her.

'Hey, calm down!" she muttered nervously as hepgdpher shoulders
and gave her an angry shake. 'You'd be perfedtarpart. | know
you're a brilliant rider, and you look really greast a horse.'

'Flattery will get you nowhere! It won't take mediseconds to get
hold of that key you've got hidden about "your pals Dominic
ground out through clenched teeth.



"'l sue you for assault if you do!" gasped Katesperately trying to
wriggle away from the fingers biting into her stdésh. Vim/ I'll have

thousands of witnesses to back me up,’ she adslisting free at last,
and running over to the open window.

'‘Why don't you come and take a good look at thélpra?' she called
out over her shoulder.

Swearing violently under his breath, Dominic joirfest.

Leaning out over the stone windowsill, he gazed m@n the huge
crowd below, who were clearly enjoying a day outhe sunshine.
Eating their picnic lunches or buying hamburgers, dogs and ice
creams from the various stalls dotted about the,ptorey were
gradually making their way towards the wide, grassyund from
which they would watch the spectacle; a ripple x¢itement and
noise stirring their ranks as the Roundhead arnrginea into view.

'l can't believe this is happening to me!" he ldssavagely.

'‘Ah, come on, Dominic. It's no big deal,’ Kate jpled, turning her
head to face the hard, stormy eyes only inches &wayher own.

‘That's what you think!'

'If you'd just take a look at it, you'd see thag¢ ttostume for the
Roundhead general is as dark and plain as camBact, you won't
look very different from how you were dressed teeyfirst time we

met, will you? | mean, if you can put on all thageird clothes for the
Lord Chancellor of England* you can do it for ydiamily, right?

Besides,' she grinned suddenly, 'l think you laeMlyterrific in black

velvet!'

Dominic gave a bark of angry laughter. 'Why, ofth# girls in the
world, did | have to fall in love with the mostitating, obstinate,



aggravating and provoking female I've ever had rthsfortune to
meet?' he grated, pulling her roughly into his arms

‘Dominic! Do you really mean you... ? Oh, lord, we're rugnout of
time,' she gasped as the noise outside grew eweteilo'All those
people out there...'

‘They can wait!" he growled thickly, staring dovirhar soft, trembling
lips for a moment, before his silvery-black headheadown slowly
towards her.

It felt as though it was years since she had beéhih his arms, but
from the very first moment his mouth took possessidhers, all sense
of time and motion was wiped clear from her ming. ghe leaned
weakly against his strong body, her hands movedtaglasp
themselves around his neck, her fingers buryinmdadves in his hair
as her mouth opened beneath his, responding passlipto his kiss.

A storm of desire flooded through her mind and bdlylivious to the
noise and commotion out in the park, she was awageof his strong
hands holding her firmly against him; the deep thidhis heart
beating in unison with her own, and the arousedefarf his body
clearly evident in their deep, intimate embrace.

When he finally released her, Kate could only gagkplessly up at
him as he slowly raised his hand, gently tracing tlutline of her
mouth with a finger that shook with tension.

Dominic sighed heavily. 'I know I'm going to regtieis, but | can't see
that I've any choice in the matter. So yes, ldiyhe part of this damn
general,’ he said huskily. 'Now, for goodness' sgdeout of here
before | change my mind!

Standing breathless outside the door, Kate leapeafainst the wall,
still shattered by the storm of passion Dominic aexlised in her, and



trying to convince herself that she'd heard hinmextty. He hadeally
said he loved her... hadn't he? But what abouti?etghe certainly
seemed to think she was still engaged to Dominic.

The questions ran hither and thither like miceen lbrain, remaining
unanswered as he opened the door and strode ouhetorridor.

'Hey, you look great!" she exclaimed, gazing atthls handsome
figure dressed in a black velvet costume, trimmed scarlet ribbons
amidst the snowy-white silk and lace falling frons hhroat and
sleeves. In fact, she thought, her legs feelingegueak for a moment,
in that outfit he didn't just look great—he looksshsational!

'I'm crazy about your hat,’' she added, grinningtupe wide-brimmed
black hat, decorated with a silver buckle and Imagrlet ostrich
feathers, which he was wearing at a rakish angle®head.

'‘Watch it, Kate! I'm only going through with thismsense in order to
escape a lynching from that crowd out there. Beauld very easily
change my mind—so don't push your luck!" he warrest
grimly/pausing for a moment to adjust the wide, sivoearing sash
worn across his body from shoulder to hip.

'For heaven's sake be careful with that sword.'dgalzed anxiously at
the heavy steel weapon. 'l tried lugging one oké¢éharound, but |
decided to stick to a small ornamental dagger aakste

‘Very sensible. Have you got the horses ready@enh@nded, pulling
on lace-trimmed, soft leather gauntlets over higylslim fingers.

‘Yes, they're in the courtyard,' she muttered, eyatly up her own hat
and gloves, and having a struggle to keep up withas he ran down
the stairs.



There, as she had promised, a groom was holdimghibieses in front
of the massed ranks of the Royalist army, whichreagining hidden
from the crowd until the Roundheads had arrivedih&y both sprang
into their saddles, Dominic only had a moment twush'l'll see you in
front of the house,' giving her a brief wave of Wisip, before riding
off to join the Parliamentary army.

The beat of the drums increased, becoming louduiegieht as the two
armies manoeuvred into position.

'‘Where's Kate?' demanded Jayne, almost jumpinghdpdawn with
excitement on the stone steps leading down to itie lawn in front of
the house.

'‘Don't worry, she'll be here in a minute," Alicadtder, still feeling
overwhelmed with relief at having escaped Dominn’'ath. Only for
the time being, of course, she reminded herseffingaacross to the
massed ranks of the Roundhead forces, where hérebreeemed to
be in deep conversation with a stocky man wearmdgary clothes.

'What's George Wakeham doing over there?' Aunt d_aasked,
raising her hand to shield her eyes from the glétbe afternoon sun.
'l thought you said he'd disappeared?’

‘Umm... | thought he had,' Alice said faintly, waitty open-mouthed
with astonishment as her brother raised his whi@ ithreatening
gesture. A moment later they, and the huge crowstlnto gales of
laughter as George took to his heels, closely Wi by Dominic on
horseback as he began chasing the plump, tubbreffgam the arena.

It was an unequal match. George, zigzagging wadlpss the lawn as
he strove to evade the black horse at his heelde ritee mistake of
looking fearfully back over his shoulder once tdéto.



'Oh, help, I think I've got a stitch!" gasped Alicenvulsed with mirth
as she watched George being helped from the aaéieahaving run
full tilt into a massive cannon at the side of ldaen. 'Serve him right
for leaving us in the lurch!

‘Yes, it does,' Jayne nodded, wiping the tears fr@meyes. 'But |
wonder why your brother was looking so angry.li# began as the
loudspeaker crackled into life.

'‘And now, ladies and gentlemen, you can see thidt fides in this
battle have mustered their troops, regiment by megt,’ the
commentator's voice boomed out over the tannoyads, Kollowed by
some of her cavalry officers, rode slowly out itlie arena. 'The guns
are now in position, and the Roundhead generadlisg forward to
parley with the Royalist defender of Thornton Ryior

'l don't really know what I'm supposed to say ta.y&ate grinned as
Dominic rode up, the smile drying on her lips as sbted the grim,
tense expression on his face.

'‘Don't worry—I've got plenty to say tmu!"
She frowned. 'What on earth do you mean?'

'l mean I've heard all about the little romance'yeureen conducting
while | was away,' he grated angrily.

‘Are you kidding? What romance?'

'‘Did you think | wouldn't find out about the appailg hot, passionate
affair you've been having with the local land agebtominic gave a
harsh laugh.

'‘Who... ?' She looked at him in astonishment. 'don't mean George
Wakeham... ? Oh, come on! You can't seriously ellevould...'



'‘Why not? Especially since, according to Georgeskifit's been a
remarkably torrid relationship.’

'You must be nuts!' Kate shouted angrily. 'l woltlénen give that rat
the time of day! And if you're prepared to listenhis nonsense, you
must be just about as stupid as he is!'

'‘Look here,’ a Roundhead soldier, mounted behindnibic,
interjected quickly. 'If you two don't mind, weldd to get on with the
show!'

'Who's supposed to win this stupid battle?' Domoheenanded, his
face taut with anger.

'We are, of course!' snapped Kate. "You and yaulare going to be
driven from the field. With your tails well and tyubetween your
legs! she added spitefully.

'Oh, really? Well, we're just going to have to dpanhat cosy little
arrangement,' he snarled.

She gave a shrill, high-pitched laugh. 'Oh, yealed-gnd who else? |
mean, just look at that army you've got—it's pathéthey couldn't
fight their way out of a paper bag.’

‘Even if you paid me, | wouldn't have that bunchpahsies on my
side.' Dominic gestured towards the brightly drddkeyalist cavalry
mounted behind Kate. 'First whiff of gunshot, ahdytll be running
home to Mummy!'

"Ere, just a minute! Who are you calling a pansyfarge cavalryman
demanded belligerently.

'Hey, calm down—take it easy," a technician layting loudspeaker
cables interrupted quickly. 'It's only a mock bgtifou know.'



'‘Mock battle or no mock battle, | refuse to be badlty this... this male
impersonator!' stormed Dominic, his temper by nampletely out of
control.

‘You pompous male chauvinist pig!" Kate yelled creag forward in
the saddle to slap him across the face with hereglo

'‘Ah, yes. The two generals do seem to have dedidefight for
possession of the Priory.' The commentator gawenauns laugh. 'We
don't, of course, know who is going to win the leattadies and
gentlemen—and at this stage, | wouldn't like todndz guess on the
outcome!'

"You'll be sorry you did that," Dominic hissed aat& stared back at
him, suddenly sobering up and realising that slda'hfust slapped the
man she loved—but she'd also done it in front otifands of people.

Feeling quite sick at the sight of Dominic's chegialid beneath the
tan, his eyes glinting with fury and venom, shecilyi wheeled her
horse around To face her troops.

'OK, you guys, let's get this show on the road'teltd them defiantly.
'l don't know about you, but | intend to smashlitieg daylights out
of these Roundheads!

'‘Anyone who calls me a pansy, is going to livedgret it!' the huge
cavalryman agreed, as they galloped back to josir imain force.
‘And if you've got a battle plan that's half as@as the way you ride,
girl, | reckon we're in with a chance!

Unfortunately, Kate soon realised that warfareha 1640s wasn't
quite as easy as it might seem. Quite apart from itliricate
movements of the men and their cumbersome weajpwesything
appeared to be happening so slowly. It seemedki® &m age to
manoeuvre the musketeers into formation, and an leveger time for



the men to load and prime their guns, between galtly of blank
shot.

‘We'll be here till Christmas!" she moaned, bek®erding off a small
cavalry force to capture some soldiers which Domihad left
unprotected.

As the afternoon wore on, the smoke from the laagenon filled the
arena, making it very difficult to see what wasmgpon. Wearing thick
satin and velvet was proving to be a trial benéahot sun; and alas.
it was gradually becoming clear to her that Domim@s no
slouch—especially when it came to drawing up his dattle plan.

'Hey, that's cheating!' she shouted, spurring besehout of danger as
she only just evaded capture by a group of his pretending to be
first-aid orderlies.

How could Dominic be doing this to her? Kissing passionately one
moment, and then accusing her of goodness knowsnaingense the
next. Surely he didn'treally believe that she'd been playins
around—and with Boring George, of all people!

And what about him and Helen? | hope Martin hastigat awful girl
locked up in a nice dark cellar, Kate thought wisly, remembering
the plan she and her cousins had made earliexfteimoon. Of course
it had been vitally important to keep Helen outwéryone's way for
as long as possible. But, if Dominic wanted to stagaged to his
rotten fiancee, that was certainly all right by!H&ut he was going to
have to learn that he couldn't go around making, padsionate love
to other girls. What a double-crossing rat the mvas! Oh, boy, she'd
teach him a lesson he wouldn't forget in a hurry!

'l reckon we're in trouble,’ a captain panted hkesgtr as the
Roundhead pikemen continued to advance slowly tsvdrem.



'I'm notgiving up! she retorted. 'How do you know wheesth sort of
battles are won, anyway?'

'‘Oh, you've got to capture their standard—that fiegr there,' he
explained, pointing towards a yellow and black garttrfluttering in
the slight breeze.

'Right—I've had it! I'm going to get this battlerss out once and for
all,' she declared, digging her heel's into heséand galloping full
tilt towards the far end of the arena. Not slackgrher pace, she spe
past the small groups of soldiers engaged in ha#dknd fighting;
past the knots of pikemen, with their weapons pagnoutward like
the spines of a porcupine, and jumping over a syegebelching forth
white smoke.

'‘Go for it, Kate!" Martin called out, hice covered with grime as he
rammed another blank charge into the gun.

But she didn't hear him. Nor did she hear the lmfizacreasing noise,
as the watching crowd became aware—well beforeRibendhead
army— of her aim to seize victory from the ashedefkat.

With her total concentration focused on the distieng, she was
oblivious to both the shouts and screams of theeaad, and the
commentator's hoarse excitement.

'‘Can it be done? Will the Royalist general capthee Parliamentary
flag? It's going to be touch and go, folks! Oh-olewn the

Roundheads have realised the danger. Their gasgalloping to the
rescue. But will he be in time?'

Riding straight towards the small knot of soldi@rsund the flag, who
quickly scattered in the face of her determinedrghaKate leaned
sideways and seized hold of the wooden pole. Skcsigck into the



ground, it refused to budge for a moment, and skeenearly unhorsed
before it suddenly came away.

It was a sweet moment of victory, which Kate saeduio the full as
she waved the flag above her head. However, shdealydrealised
that she might have been celebrating too soon. lBecaounding
swiftly across the grass towards her was the uaka$ie black figure
of Dominic.

Since he was blocking the route back to her own, dcte quickly
spun her horse round. She could see that her balyoe of escape was
to make for a group of trees on the far side of ldven, beside a
paddock normally used for the horses. If she cgatthere before
being captured, she might be able to weave heranayng the trees,
halting Dominic's progress, and giving herself thgportunity to
double back and rejoin her army.

Her arms aching as she tried to balance the unyvitddjpole, she

urged her horse onward, her ears filled with therag@ching thud of
hoofbeats, echoing the thunderous pounding of her loeart. And

then she suddenly felt her reins being seized.odrse later she was
brought to a halt with such force that she lost $terups and was
swiftly catapulted out of the saddle.

Completely dazed and winded, she could only stpratuhe sky, her
eyes blinded by the shimmering rays of the laterafion sun.
Gasping for breath, it was some moments beforeesdlesed that she
wasn't lying on the hard ground. By some mirad¢leeemed that she
had landed on a small stack of hay, just over #med inside the
paddock. And the reason why she couldn't moveilméslwas not that
she had injured herself, but because a heavy,ifarfidure was lying
on top of her.



'‘Hey, what do you think you're doing?' she croakedrsely. And
when there was no reply or movement, she sudderlarbe
frightened.

'‘Oh, Dominic!" she cried, frantically trying totliier hands to his face.
'‘Oh, I'll never forgive myself if anything's hapgehto you," she
moaned helplessly. 'l really didn't mean any osththings | said—not
onel'

'I'm glad to hear it,” he muttered, slowly raisimg head and gazing
down at her with wry amusement.

'l take it all back,' she said crossly. 'lt wasyohkcause | thought
something had happened to you—that you might haea burt...'

'l am hurt. | seem to have banged my head on samggthe told her,
wincing as he raised a hand to investigate a gralzis temple. 'It must
have been that damn standard. When | wrencheday &om you, it

got stuck in the ground, and | found myself beiotepraulted down
here.’

‘Hmm, you look all right to me,' she retorted curirhis two-faced rat
needn't think he was going to get round her agaioway! 'We've got
to get back to the battle. So will you kindly rereoyourself, and let
me sit up,' she added waspishly.

'‘No, | don't think so. I'm extremely comfortable avh | am. Quite
frankly, Kate, | really couldn't care less whicldesiwins that battle.
You and | have some talking to do," Dominic sarhfy. 'And this

seems to be as good a place as any, don't yowthink

'‘We have nothing to talk about,' she retortednggyn vain to wriggle
out from beneath him, as he pressed his lips hiyrtgrher own.



It was always the same wonderful magic, she thodgedly, her
body trembling with desire as she responded tkikss It didn't matter
how much they fought, or what insults they flungaé another. Ever
since she had first met him, it had seemed thaine had to touch
her, and she had melted helplessly in his arms.

Raising his head, he gently brushed the wild tésadfi hair from her
brow, gazing down at her intently in silence fomament, as if to
implant her face in his memory for all time.

‘You are totally incorrigible, and virtually unstaegble when you've
set your mind to something,' he told her. 'Thaokg, my family life

appears to be in a complete shambles, and | alem ¢ have
discarded a fiancee somewhere along the line.'

'‘Does that mean you aren't engaged to Helen anghehe asked
cautiously.

‘You're quite correct—I'm not,' he agreed drilyphoned her the
morning | left for Hong Kong and told her it was @if between us.’

'‘But in that case, why did she come here today aitgal injunction
to try and stop the show?"

''ve absolutely no idea." He frowned and shrugdesl broad
shoulders.

Dominic may have given up Helen, but it soundd ake hasn't given
himup, Kate told herself, gazing up at him impassias she strove to
control the faint, trembling glimmer of hope flickeg through her
veins.

‘And are youpleased that I'm no longer engaged to Helen?skeda
quietly.



'‘Me... ?' Her blue eyes widened in mock astonistiniéfinat on earth
has your broken engagement got to do with me?'

'‘Everything—as you well know!" he grated, a musdtleating
frantically in his jaw.

'Oh, really... ?' she murmured.

For one awful moment she thought she might have ¢lom far—that
he was going to explode with rage and fury. Anchtlgth a strangled
sound, pitched somewhere between a laugh and a,dreduried his
face in her hair.

‘All right, you beautiful, impossible girt." tiefled his head to give her
a wry smile. 'l very much fear you'll drive me matlleast once a
day—and twice on Sundays! But | find that | caeabthe thought of
living without you, my darling Kate,' he said hugkiYou've entered

my bloodstream like a virus, and it seems the@lgtown cure. So—I

can see no answer to the problem. I'm afraid y@oreg to have to

marry me.'

'Is that the best you can do for a proposal?' six@lgled, trying not to
grin. 'Whatever happened to the silver-tongued &®ly

'He's too much in love to think straight—let alooempose any
flowery speeches,' he told her bluntly.

'Mmm, that's a lot better,’ Kate breathed, her kbdkishing as she
gave him a wide, beaming smile. 'You're beginnimgsaound quite
romantic!'

'l can promise to leave you in no doubt of my dempantic feelings,
my dearest one, just as soon as we're on our haeym the South
of France—I'm hoping to get married to you nextugdy, by the
way. However,' he added urgently, 'since | can deat sounds like



an army of soldiers coming our way, I'd be gratéfybu'd put me out
of my misery as soon as possible.’

'Well, | kind of like the idea of the South of Fzm On the other
hand...'

'Kate...!"

'‘Oh, Dominic, what an idiot you are!" She smiledderly up at him.
'I'm not at all impossible—I'm just madly in lovetiwyou, that's all.
And no girl could be expected to leatirely sane in that condition,
right? So of course | can't wait to marry you, ahd.

But whatever else she might have said was lost gmbe a low husky
laugh, before claiming her lips in a passionatessal kiss of deep
possession and total commitment.



EPILOGUE
'‘AND how does the prisoner plead—aquilty or not guilty?'

'Oh, guilty, of course!" Kate smiled radiantly ugd the face of the
lean, hard figure pinning her to the soft mattréSsie hundred per
cent guilty of loving you with all my heart,’ shdded tenderly.

'In that case, your sentence is imprisonment with for life, I'm
afraid.'

‘That sounds just perfect!
Dominic laughed. 'How about some more champagne?"'

'‘Mmm, yes, please. I'm crazy about that vintagegKivhat a way to
go!

'You're not going anywhere—certainly not for thetneeek, anyway,’
he told her firmly, rising from the bed and walkiragross the
bedroom.

'l guess | can hack it,’ Kate laughed, leaning lkeg&inst the pillows
and gazing lovingly over at her new husband. Hawg lbad they been
here in Nice, at the Negresco hotel? Four or fiags@ It sure was
difficult to keep track of time—especially in thisumptuously

decorated suite, with its amazing collection of Atbuveau and
antique furniture. In fact, other than a brief ttqpthe private beach
opposite the hotel, and a few evening walks throtigh flowered

terraces, they had hardly left their suite of roenos their bed!

Kate gave a happy sigh of deep contentment. Helbdmas was a
wonderful, accomplished lover. And apart from onasib
disagreement between them— he maintaining thabdktée had been
a draw, while she knew thater side had won, fair and square!—sh
was blissfully happy in her role as Dominic's wife.



Despite the rushed arrangements, it had been & laweglding in the
old village church near the Priory, with Alice anthyne as
bridesmaids and Martin acting as Dominic's best.nfdre special
licence had proved to be no problem—and a quicksdsyopping in
London with Jayne and Aunt Laura had taken caralldfier bridal
wear.

In fact, everything in the week following that cyaZivil War battle

had conspired to make her wedding day a memoraide A new

school had been found for Alice—with a headmistred® had

merely been amused when told of the girl's pasideay towards
weird clothes. And even Martin, who had been gldprfacing the

prospect of going to university, had been ovemntiben when his older
brother had relented, allowing him to go to an agtural college
instead.

Delighted by her aunt and cousins' wholeheartedoajpp of her
marriage to Dominic, Kate had been worried to le¢hat Aunt Laura
really was intending to leave the Priory.

'It's sweet of you to want me to stay here with,ybar aunt had said,
her speech and conversation far more normal nowthigathreat of
Helen had been removed. 'But to tell you the trdéar, | must confess
I've never been all that keen on this large ho(dfecourse, it was
different when Hector was alive,' she had added wiwistful smile.
'‘But now the children are growing up, I'm reallpkmng forward to
having my own small house—and to planning a newleyat

‘Do you really think she means it?' Kate had agkehinic anxiously.
'l can't bear the thought of upsetting your familgrd surely this
house is big enough for us all to live in?"

However, he had confirmed that her aunt reallywlaht the Dower
House. 'You and | have already agreed that trasilisvartin's home,
even if he is going to be away most of the yearo#iege. Alice will



continue to spend her school holidays with us,afrse, and as for
upsetting my family, you have absolutely no neewtory. They all
love you, my darling one, almost as much as | do!

Reassured on that important point, it wasn't untd days before the
wedding that Kate realised she had no one to ekeottb the church.
Wondering how she was going to solve the probldm, lsad been
surprised when General Palmer had called at tleyPespecially to
see her.

'Thought I'd come and wish you long life and happs)' he had said
gruffly, giving her a peck on the cheek. 'Now, miy,your father was

an old friend of mine. And since he's not hereive gou away at your
wedding, | wondered whether you'd accept my ses?ce

'‘What a terrific idea!" she had exclaimed, befaalising that there
was a major fly in the ointment. 'It's a bit awkdal mean... Helen
might not..."

‘My daughter's gone off on a long holiday—with GgoiVakeham.'
The General had shaken his head in disgust. 'G&mit the fellow

myself. But it looks as if they'll make a matchitoflust in case you're
worried, | told Dominic when he got engaged to Hdleat she wasn't
the one for him. Just shows how right | was, ddaetti' The elderly

man had laughed good-naturedly.

'‘Well, in that case I'd be proud and happy to haneescort me to the
church,' Kate had told him, smiling now as she malmered how kind
and considerate the general had been.

‘Do you think Helen really will marry that stupidam George
Wakeham?' she asked Dominic as he returned toetiecérrying a
bottle of champagne.



Dominic shrugged as he poured her a glass. 'Whw&nd’erhaps |
should have been more angry with Martin for lockiitelen in the dog
kennels during the battle. But when George cantgetarescue, and
took her back home with him, | realised that thg bhad done me a
great favour after all.’

'‘She was as mad as a hornet!" Kate giggled, knoshegought to be
ashamed of being mainly responsible for Helen'teary kidnap.

'Yes, it was very unkind,' he commented. '‘Both §od Martin have a
lot to answer for.'

‘Well, what about you? Aunt Laura told me how ydwased poor
George right across the lawn in front of the croWdat seems pretty
unkind, if you isk me.’

'‘Believe me, he deserved it!"

‘Well, | was thrilled to hear about you brandishiigwhip in my
defence,' she sighed happily. 'It all sounds iealilfy romantic.’

'You are quite incorrigible,” Dominic said sternthe effect of his
words marred by the wide grin which matched her .oWowever,
George is quite wealthy, and since he's clearlgidtenough to let
Helen run his life for him, | expect they'll botlk kery happy.'

‘All the same, Helen really is very beautiful,’ Egpersisted, still
feeling a stab of jealousy at the thought of hist palationship with the
horrid woman.

'‘Now, my dearest one, | don't want to hear any naiveut my

ex-fiancee,' he said firmly, removing her glassobefclasping her
tightly in his arms. 'l've noticed that you've begmy careful not to
raise the question,' he added. 'However, | carytellthat the answer
Is: no—I never went to bed with Helen.'



‘You're kidding!" Kate looked up at him in amazeméBhe was so
good-looking, I... well, I naturally assumed...'

'I'm telling you the truth," he vowed. 'And if yogI'going to ask why
not, | can only say that you were quite right.d det engaged to her
for all the wrong reasons—mostly to look after mgnte and
family—and it undoubtedly served me right to disegwvhen it was
far too late to withdraw from the engagement, thditn't find her at
all physically attractive.'

'‘Well, that's all right, then.' Kate sighed happlbBaning back against
the pillows and beaming up at him. 'l know it st matter, but it
did. | mean, 1 don't mind about all your other womé

'‘Just a minute! What other women?'

'Hey, don't try and tell me you haven't had a whbleach of
girlfriends, buddy, because | know better! Noboaysgto be such a
whizz at love-making—and yduaveto be the tops!—without a whole
lot of practice.’

Dominic shook with laughter. ‘My darling Kate, thatdefinitely the
finest compliment anyone has ever paid me.' He letvdis head to
give her a warm, tender kiss. 'Yes, of courseliag some girlfriends
in the past. But that's where they are— in the past long, long
forgotten,’ he added, an unmistakable note of dsegerity in his
voice.

'l bet they were all as slim as reeds,' she mutignemacing down at
her own generous curves.

'‘Have you heard me complaining about your wondeody?' he
demanded sternly.



'‘No, well... | can't say | have..." She grinne@atkng their passionate
lovemaking of just an hour ago.

‘Surely you know that I'm crazy about very tallgnvith voluptuous
figures?'

'Oh, yes?' she laughed. 'l bet you didn't think titiaen we first met!'

Dominic shook his head solemnly. ‘My dearest otig,difficult to
appreciate the manifold charms of a girl—howeveautéul she
might be—when she has just poured cement all owar precious
car!’

‘That was really awful of me, wasn't it?'

'I'm not going to argue with that statement,’ heaead wryly.
'‘However, on your first evening at the Priory, wheu walked into
the sitting-room wearing what | can only describdtae sexiest dress
I'd ever seen...' He paused and took a sip offfampagne. 'l can tell
you, Kate, that it was like being struck by a themblt. | was quite
suddenly and totally in love!'

'‘Well, you disguised it pretty well—because you evgimply horrid to
me!’

'‘Ah, yes, | wasn't too kind,"' he admitted with d shake of his head.
'‘But in my defence, | must tell you that when Ikdmack, it seems as
though | was walking barefoot through a field abdken glass! There |
was, engaged to be married to another girl—which already

discovered to be a great mistake—and | had absploteidea how

you felt about me.'

'I didn't realise it at first,' she admitted. '‘Buéckon | must have fallen
for you like a ton of bricks, practically straighway.'



'‘Well, you certainly managed to fool me!" Dominodck her gloomily.
‘All I knew was that you'd burst into my well-oreerlife with all the
explosive force of unstable gelignite. You'd totalvrecked my
beloved car, disrupted all my future plans, anceapgd to be actively
encouraging rebellion among my family.’

'‘Oh, come on! | wasnthatbad, surely?'

'Oh yes, you were!' He gave a short bark of laugktailing tenderly
down at her with a consuming desire in his bluesetteeir coldness
banished for ever. 'How | love you, you maddengaygeous girl,' he
told her huskily. 'Even if we're married for ovétyf years, | know [I'll
never be able to guess what's going to hit me fmaeyminute to the
next. And, strange as it may seem, | can't think b&ppier fate!'

'You're just a glutton for punishment,' she teabed pulse starting to
race as his fingers began sensually caressingftesksn.

'‘Oh, no, my dearest love,’ Dominic breathed thickiys touch
becoming more pressing, more intimate. 'I'm a yecky man—and
I've got the good sense to know it!"



