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Marriage or scandal--the choice was hers

Jonas Hunter hadn't really given Cassandra anycehdarry him
and sign over her stocks in the company--or hgxsx her family's
sins to the world. And as if one form of blackmagsn't enough,
Jonas was highly capable of using the fact thats@ada's
four-year-old daughter adored him to further insiteuhimself into
their lives.

He showed no mercy. Neither did she.

Cassandra had been his half brother's wife andésanted her from
the beginning. Now it was his time for retributiom his bed. And
though Cassandra would not go willingly, she wasnmatch for

Jonas, the skilled hunter, who had the patienceedax, lure,

trap...and possess.



CHAPTER ONE
'‘MumMmmy ..."
‘Yes, darling?'

‘Mummy, why is Uncle Jonas going to give Aunt Josag? Don't we
want her any more?'

'‘Out of the mouths of babes and innocents..." @dsadnad found her
younger sister Joy a trial to be borne for longantshe cared to think
about, but actually giving her away hadn't, she i&dah ruefully,
actually occurred to her!

But that wasn't quite, she realised as she slowmiyth®e pencil down
on the desk, abandoning the design she had be&mgan—for the
moment—what her young daughter meant now either!

Bethany had been to her grandmother's for tea, feom this
conversation Cassandra could see that the littte lggd been
indulging in one of her favourite pastimes—thatratking herself as
inconspicuous as possible while an adult convensatras taking
place, and in so doing listening in on somethirag tkally was none
of her business! It was the fault of the adultgjirestion really, for
forgetting Bethany was there, but nevertheless @asa usually
gave her young daughter—a little over four yearagd, and already
precocious beyond belief, if equally adorable! —harp rebuke for
the well-remembered, if less understood eavesdngpBut this
time, Cassandra had to admit, she was too intere@stghat Bethany
had overheard to even think of the rebuke...

They were in the sitting-room that Cassandra atsalas an office,
part of the room given over to her drawing- bo#nd,other kept as a
cosy place for Bethany to join her and watch televi or play with
her toys if she wanted to. Tonight Bethany had tievision on,
sitting cross-legged on the carpet in front ofbitit her attention



wasn't on the hectic cartoon now showing, her etbmsgting on her
knees, her chin resting in her hands as she loogest Cassandra,
golden-brown eyes grave with puzzlement, long bleaik kept tidily
in plaits for school as they reached almost dowretatiny waist, still
In this style, although Bethany had changed otieofschool uniform
when she returned from her grandmother's a litter @an hour ago.

There was no doubting the relationship between emothnd
daughter, their colouring identical, Cassandra@night-black hair
almost as long as her daughter's. But Bethanyratihtained that
childish chubbiness to her face that gave her saarchendearing
prettiness, whereas Cassandra was tall and reedatith shadowed
hollows to her cheeks and angled jaw, her beautyerhauntingly
ethereal than glowingly lovely.

She smiled down at her daughter now, although éenside had
stiffened defensively the moment Jonas's name veagiomed. 'Of
course we want her, darling,' she dismissed lighthat makes you
think that we don't?'

Bethany screwed her face up expressively as s tivi remember
exactly what she had overheard earlier this eveffBrgndma said --'
She broke off awkwardly, wincing guiltily at Cassaa for having
given herself away in this way.

'It's all right, Bethany,' she smiled indulgentiyo intrigued to issue
any form of reprimand, even though she knew Bethaag/expecting
it. 'What did Grandma say...?'

Bethany sat forward, her eyes glowing excitedlyhét unexpected
treat of actually beingvitedto relate gossip. 'While | was having te:
with Grandma today she and Aunt Joy were talkind @nandma
said..." She finally had to pause for breath. 'Shiel that dinner
tonight was the perfect time for Aunt Joy to askclgnJonas to give
her away!" Bethany looked puzzled once again.



And Cassandra's heart sank as her worst fears cgafgmed; she
realised her sister Joy was going to ask Jonask their father's
place at the Easter wedding she and her fiancé planming. She
was also filled with outrage, as her mother musivkrshe would
be— which was obviously why she hadn't been invitedinner this
evening too!—at the very idea of Jonas stepping hdr father's
shoes in any way.

'Has Grandma decided she doesn't want Aunt Joynang?' Bethany
persisted. 'Is that why Uncle Jonas is going te dner away?'

As far as Cassandra was concerned, she felt likaggthe whole
Kyle family away at this moment in time! This wabvmusly her
mother's idea, to try and bring Jonas in as a membthe family
rather than the business associate he would ollyipusfer to be.
And which Cassandra herself would prefer him tada¢ She didn't
doubt that her mother was also trying to heal tfighat had been
between the two of them almost from the moment tfmey nine
months ago after the death of Cassandra's husbardl-J@nas's
brother—Charles.

Cassandra could have told her mother to save heéngebother of
even trying, if her mother had consulted her; tiffeigtnces between
Jonas and herself were irretrievable. But she wholed exactly why
her mother was trying to manoeuvre the situatiowpuld hardly be
the done thing for the matron of honour and the giaimg the bride
away to launch into one of their verbal battlesha middle of the
wedding planned for four months' time!

'‘Why are you smiling, Mummy?' Bethany had desettedelevision
completely now, having crossed the room to standramt of

Cassandra, one star-fish-shaped hand resting oofdms mother's
denim-clad knees. ‘It isn't funny... is it?’



Cassandra was smiling, with irony, an emotion Beyhaas too
young to appreciate just yet, because if she dgimite she would
cry! Her mother had arranged this so well, Christrnaing exactly
two weeks away, the last possible time of yeaCtassandra to even
think of creating difficulties between herself atlte rest of her
family, not for her own sake but for Bethany's.akthost any other
time Cassandra wouldn't have hesitated about igniger mother to
tell her exactly what she thought of the idea efa¥ogiving Joy away
at the Easter wedding, and withdrawing as matrdroabur if he was
asked. But two weeks before Christmas, when shewvaoted
everything to go as smoothly as possible for Betlthming this, her
first Christmas since Charles had died, was natitieto create such
awkwardness with the rest of the family.

It was very unfair of her mother, and Joy, who &isew exactly how

she felt, to even be thinking of asking Jonas sutthing. Especially
now. And while Cassandra appreciated that she ntiufchke a scene
over this now she could at least try to get herhrmaoto delay asking
Jonas until after the holiday period. Although, Wng her mother,

she would realise exactly why Cassandra wantetblazlay, and go
ahead and ask him anyway!

Her only consolation—if it could be called that!—swhat she knew
Jonas would hate being asked almost as much assted it! But
he couldn't possibly hateas much!

She deliberately turned her attention back to letoved daughter
now, for whom she would do anything— even grit kegth and

suffer through Jonas's visits here, which she elggilarly, as he and
Bethany had formed a bond as strong as the rifvd®st him and
Cassandral—smiling down at her warmly. 'No, darlibgsn't funny,’'

she acknowledged ruefully, smoothing back the blfrrige that

framed the cherubic beauty of her daughter's face.



God, how Cassandra wished she had someone shetaoutd now,
someone to tell her what was the right thing tandibe tangled mess
everything had become. This last ten months ofdoem her own
with Bethany hadn't been the easiest of timesdordnd some of the
decisions she had made had turned out disastrdasly,personally
and professionally. Sometimes she just longed darepne to give
her a hug, or her arm a squeeze, as they toldngewas doing all
right—

even if she knew the latter wasn't strictly truendAthere was no
one—her mother and Joy were her only family nowd after her

mother's initial invitation for both her and Betyaim move in with

them, an invitation Cassandra had had to refuse,vamch, she

knew, her mother had taken as rejection, her ssstdrmother, apart
from the occasional invitation for Bethany to jalvem for tea after
school or an outing at the weekends, had becomapecaup in their
own lives once again, rarely seeming to give aghoto Cassandra,
Bethany's mother, widowed at only twenty-four. Rgdthat was her
own fault; maybe she could have handled her reffslaér mother's
offer in a different way, but nevertheless --

God, she was starting to sound self-pitying nove, idalised with a
defensive straightening of her spine, and that doelver do—even
if her world did seem to be crashing down aboutdss. And she
didn't doubt that at the first sign of vulneralyilin her part Jonas
would attack, as he had in the past, with all #mr-sharp ferocity of
which he was capable!

She could still recall—with complete clarity—thesti time she had
met Jonas; it had also been the first occasioradarade her aware
of just how contemptuous he was of her. There heehbmany

occasions since, but that one stood out in her rfondts sheer

cruelty!



Jonas hadn't returned to England for Charles'séliifeaving lived in
America for the last twelve years, and claimingh@return that he
hadn't been informed in time to attend the senaod,so had seen no
reason to come to England after the event. Exteptat month after
Charles's death the solicitors had called the fatoether to read
the will, and Jonas's presence had been requestetidt. It was
noticeable that he made the effort to come badkngland onthat
occasion!

Cassandra had still been numb from the shock ofl&is death and
the consequences that had followed, had barelydsare of the fact
when Charles's solicitor told her they had writtedonas asking for
him to be present. That numbness had fled withryeance when
Jonas was shown into her lounge that day, Mr Hatdmlieving this
would be the best place for the reading of the. will

She had been alone in the room, none of the resedamily having

arrived yet, standing up slowly to greet the hatitber Charles had
never had the chance to introduce her to. His appea alone had
come as something of a shock to her; she had eegéah to look

like Charles, she supposed, had even been guadnénsglf for the

meeting, and instead she had found herself loockiragharshly dark
man who bore no resemblance to Charles whatsoever.

Charles had been tall, blond-haired and blue-egleasming to both

young and old in his desire to be liked. Apart fréms equally

impressive height, Jonas was the exact opposiktesdfalf-brother:

skin tanned darkly teak, saturnine almost, his lagirblack as a
moonless night, eyes equally black, lines of cyineadness etched
beside his nose and unsmiling mouth, giving himappearance of
being older than the thirty-five Cassandra knew tarhe.

That hard black gaze had raked over her disparfgasghe took in
the black sheath of a dress she wore the starkfiéss colour giving
her pale skin a slightly sallow appearance. 'Thevgrg widow, |



presume?' he drawled tauntingly once the door lesdd behind the
housekeeper as she left after showing him in.

Cassandra gasped at the insulting tone. She didett know this
man, had no --But perhaps she had misunderstoodthisnwas an
awkward occasion, especially as the two of them heder met
before.

She met his gaze steadily, looking gaunt with laér $ecured back at
her nape, even the light make-up she had appladitbrning doing
little to add colour to the hollowness of her cleekres, I'm
Cassandra,' she confirmed huskily, holding outhaerd in greeting.
'I'm sorry we had to meet in these circumstansis,’added politely,
still waiting for him to take her hand.

'l doubt we would have met at all if it hadn't be&ese
circumstances",' he dismissed impatiently. ‘Do y@awe any idea
why I've been asked to attend this reading?' Heddat her with

narrowed eyes, still ignoring her outstretched hand

Cassandra let her arm fall back to her side, skyahkan head slightly,
looking at him frowningly. 'I'm afraid | don't," shkdismissed with a
shrug. 'l presume it's because you've been nanbeé will --'

‘Credit me with enough intelligence to know thabman,' he cut in
impatiently. 'l just wondered why the solicitordtfé necessary to
bring me all the way over from the States for taended thing, why
they couldn't have just informed me by mail!

'l believe it's usual to have everyone named imiigoresent at these
things, if possible." Cassandra was frowning wlhii éffort of trying
to deal with this man's aggression; it was the thstg she felt
capable of coping with on top of everything else!

'I'm a busy man, Cassandra,' he snapped harshly.



'I'm sure that if you had explained --'

'Oh, 1 did," he said in a tone that implied he dade much more than
that! 'But | was told it was imperative that | berd.’

For the first time since Charles had died Cassafalran emotion
other than that crippling numbness; she felt thggrbengs of unease.
‘They gave you no indication why...?'

‘None at all.' His mouth twisted disgustedly. 'Altigh | believe we
are about to find out...' he added softly as thaer @apened again to
admit the solicitor, quickly followed by Cassandri&@mily.

And find out they did! Cassandra's numbness recedetletely as
the will was read, to be replaced by shock andetiesh She couldn't
believe what Charles had done!

Her mother seemed as stunned, and had to be afhgstcally
helped from the house by Joy as the two women déftost
immediately after the reading of the will. Whiclftl€assandra, once
the solicitor had left, alone again with Jonas lunfnd she knew
even less what to say to him now than she had é&efor

Although she needn't have worried; he seemed rhare c¢apable of
talking for the pair of them!

'‘Well, that must have come as something of a shlockou,' he
drawled knowingly. 'Me too," he murmured almost Hinself,
frowning, his attention suddenly returning to Casta with
narrow-eyed assessment. 'I'm sure you must haughibgou would
automatically inherit Charles's share of Hunter &yte after his
death?'

She had thought no such thing, as it happenedh&lasl/ed Bethany
would be his sole heir, those shares put in trosther, under
Cassandra's guidance, until she was twenty-om&adtwhat she and



Charles had always discussed. Why had he chosehaioge his

mind, especially without telling her? She hadn'tnted any of

Charles's shares for herself; she already haethedr cent left to her
by her father only two months before Charles had da fact he had
been very aware of.

But for Charles to have divided his thirty-five peent of the
company shares, ten per cent put in trust for Bgthand the other
twenty-five per cent to Jonas Hunter --! She solildn't take it in!

Charles hadn't even spoken to Jonas for yearsiiaae no further
effort to contact his younger brother after theeottman had refused
their wedding invitation—well, he hadn't exactlyfused it; he had
just ignored it completely! Charles had certainliveqn her no

indication whatsoever that he intended, effectivelgking Jonas the
holder of the single most shares in Hunter and Kilen though

Cassandra had the voting right over Bethany's &rcent that still

only gave her twenty per cent to Jonas's twenty-fiv

Her father and Charles had had an equal thirtyfige cent of the
shares of the company they had formed togethetinguihe other
thirty per cent on the open market, confident tititer of them had
the majority over the market, and together they madears of any
take-over bids.

But the death of Cassandra's father last New Yedrdivided his
shares, giving Marguerite a fifteen per cent share Joy and
Cassandra ten per cent each. Charles's death hadivided those
family shares up even more, and in a way that heehliotally
unexpected, Cassandra readily admitted. Althougharl€s had to
have known what he was doing. At least, she hopdubl!

She shrugged dismissively, determined this man ldhtiusee just
how shaken she was by Charles's will. 'They werarlég's shares;
he was free to do what he wanted with them.'



'‘Because you already have what you wanted from gyrariage to
him?' Jonas said accusingly.

Her eyes widened. '|l married Charles because Hibua--'

'Oh, come on, Cassandra.' Jonas's mouth twistedfatty. '‘Charles
was twenty-five years older than you --'

‘Twenty-three," she defended, bright spots of aohawv highlighting
her cheeks. 'But that made no difference to hasit labout him --'

'I'll just bet it didn't." He shook his head distpay. 'He was Charles
Hunter, your father's business partner, could Haeenforty years
older than you—and you would still have been wglto marry him!'

‘You don't know what you're talking about!" she pgab at his
insulting tone.

'‘Don't I?' he said softly, his eyes narrowed. 'Bkhow more about
my famous sister-in-law than you perhaps realike, told her
dismissively. 'Cassandra Kyle, the designer ofesteé clothes for
the woman with plenty of money! And you owe it@llCharles,' he
scorned.

Charleshadbeen responsible for helping her open her firsttinoe
in London, she admitted that, knew that withouttef she would
probably have remained an unknown for a lot momrs/¢han she
had. And considering the way her business was tlmstate of the
economy meaning that those women with plenty ofeyomere a lot
less well off than they used to be, perhaps it iingive been better if
she hademainedunknown! But that seemed to be something Jon
Hunter didn't know! She wondered for how long...

'‘Poor Charles,' Jonas drawled. 'l could almostdesly for the poor
besotted fool he must have become! Admittedly yoteautiful
enough, but | credited my self-central brother waitbre sense than to



go for that older-man-falling-for-younger-womarcki' He shook his
head scathingly. 'Hunter became the hunted,' hedddftly, the
slow deliberation with which he delivered the wogigng than the
full insult he intended them to have.

Cassandra paled. 'Get out,’ she told him shakdgt ‘out of my
home!" She was trembling so badly that she felif ashe might
collapse. And she refused to do that in front of tateful man!

'Oh, I'm going, Cassandra,' he assured her dmiyfatt, I'm going
back to the States for a while to sort things augirdhere. But I'll be
back,' he told her softly. 'I'll be back..." It waghreat as well as a
promise!

And two months later he had been, taking over asd loé Hunter and
Kyle. And Cassandra hated seeing him there, hataeddr the way
he never lost an opportunity during the followingmths to torment
her anew with those accusations...

Bethany still looked slightly confused even onces$aadra had
explained the formality of Joy's future weddinghter, the necessity
for Joy to be 'given away' by a member of her fanfipossible, a

close friend if not; Cassandra wasn't sure whit¢agm@y Jonas came
under! And Bethany was easily distracted from thigexct altogether

once Cassandra had mentioned something dileunderstand:

bathtime!

As far as Bethany was concerned, the huge ovakzada her
parents' bathroom had been put there solely foloh@mp around in,
the bubbles created from the surging foam and teated liquid
Cassandra had been persuaded to put in soon @ $onall pointed
chin as she played games with their rainbow brigbdgn



As her young daughter played with squealing deligtdssandra
stood in the adjoining bedroom looking through tewrdrobe for
something to wear when she visited her motherabaning, because
even though she wasn't going to join them for dirrghe already
had a dinner engagement—she wasn't prepared Malgfuerite get
away with this as easily as all that, and intendalling at her
mother's house on her way out. And if Jonas shaulde while she
was talking to her mother he would no doubt lookhet with his
usual criticism—hence her frowning attention on ttbavear. If she
chose something that would flatter her slender =s& then Jonas
would treat her scornfully, and if she chose somegtldemure he
would deride the effort as being a false one. Sttertever been able
to win with Jonas. He had formed an opinion oflefiore they even
met, because she had been the wife of the broéheées$pised, and to
give him his due it had never wavered; he desphee@ds much as he
had Charles. Cassandra had formed a similar opioidnm after
their first meeting, which had also never waveredwlcould it
when he had treated her with such contempt ondbedsion, and
every one since?

Jonas's only redeeming quality, as far as she arasecned, was that
his dislike of her didn't extend as far as her ddeig he openly
adored Bethany. And Bethany reciprocated by belgelim to be the
most wonderful man in the world. Cassandra could bope that her
daughter's taste in men improved before she reaviagarity!

‘Wear the yellow dress.' Bethany grinned at hehantngly from the
bath. 'The one Daddy liked," she added softly, esslentering the
golden-brown of her eyes at this mention of hdndat

Cassandra's own hand shook slightly as she reachaditomatically
for the dull gold gown that Charles had so likedséz her in, its
clinging style to just above her knees, her shasltkft completely
bare, classically and timelessly appealing. Chahesl always
claimed it gave her eyes a golden glimmer that het¢he colour of,



the dress, and for a brief moment after Bethanydadldd out to her it
had almost seemed as if Charles himself spokerto he

‘Yes—wear the pale gold," a voice echoed mockinylyu look like
a high priestess in it!"

Cassandra spun round with a gasp. This second wasecertainly
nothing like Charles speaking to her; irresponsdbigrming Charles
had certainly never spoken to her in that dispagagiay! Nor did the
man who stood so arrogantly in the open bedroonrvemo look
anything like the husband Cassandra had lovedt& sphis reckless
disregard for what he termed 'tomorrow'. It cowlklet care of itself,
he had always claimed with that boyish grin of sy he wasn't
here to see 'tomorrow" with her; this man was!

Jonas Hunter. Charles's younger half-brother, W df than the
products of their father's two marriages. And Géadnd Jonas were
as different as night and day, as shadow and sunkgd there was
no confusion in Cassandra's mind, at least, whigh was which!



CHAPTER TWO

CAssANDRA looked warily across the room at Jonas, and kinaty t
despite his height and size, he could move withramal stealth that
was completely unnerving. Which was why she haldedrd his

approach to her bedroom just now, she realiseddeép resentment.
This man aroused many emotions in her, and althougst people

seemed in awe of him no one she knew who had mesbemed to
quite know how they felt about him—Iiking seemirup tinsipid an

emotion to use in connection with this man. Peopald either love

or loathe him, Cassandra would hazard a guessndnaw doubt

which emotion she herself felt towards him! Or @grh it was

becausemost other people were so much in awe of his anbg
power that they chose not to voice an opinion alawt they felt

about him!

‘Mrs Humphries let me in,' he drawled now beforessaadra could
voice her displeasure at this blatant intrusion lmgér home. 'She told
me Bethany was having her bath, and when she Wasl @avay to

answer the telephone | took it upon myself to capstairs.' Dark
brows were raised in silent challenge as he dagedahquestion his
arrogance.

This man 'took it upon himself' to do exactly whHa wanted
whenever he wanted, Cassandra knew—but he wasnit &b start
walking about her house, the home she had shatédGhiarles for
the five years of their marriage, as if he ownédAthich he most
certainly did not. Jonas might have inherited adbthings from
Charles when he died, but this house was not otieeat.

Her eyes flashed deeply gold. 'You --'

'‘Uncle Jonas! Uncle Jonas!" An ecstatic Bethanyechaunding out
of the bathroom to launch herself at Jonas, effelsticutting off any



angry rebuke Cassandra might have been—darmadteen—about
to administer. 'lts you.' Bethany grinned at him gleefully.

Jonas had swung the little girl up in his armstby time, uncaring of
the water and bubbles that instantly soaked int dxpensively
tailored suit, obviously having come here strafghin the office, by
the formality of his clothing. 'Hussy!" Jonas laadhhuskily as he
buried his face in the damp darkness of Betharajis h

Cassandra watched the closeness between the twloewf with

mixed emotions—amazement at the way Jonas lostaakt of that
hard cynicism and reserve when it came to Betheesgntment at
that very closeness which had seemed instantarfemusthe very

moment the two set eyes on each other, while ats#imee time
grateful that Bethany did have this male influemceer young life.

Because Bethany's other contacts in life were mambmen:

Cassandra, her aunt and grandmother, the housekeédpan

Humphries; even Bethany's form- teacher at thesgapol she had
begun attending in September was a kindly middkdagdy. But

none the less Cassandra could still only deplorel&eghter's choice
of a man to adore!

But adore Jonas she did, and Cassandra movedhatadjoining
bathroom to escape the painful sight of Bethanyanuncle's arms,
gathering up one of the thick peach-coloured tow®lgke it back
into the bedroom. 'Here." She held the towel oumeseshat
impatiently, avoiding Jonas's darkly taunting gazehe mockingly
noted the way Cassandra carefully avoided any comtéh him
while she wrapped Bethany in the sumptuous batkeitdWour suit
will be ruined," she muttered defensively—she akvegemed to be
on the defensive where this man was concernedpbad made to
feel that way from the very first time they metdalonas had never
done anything to make her less wary and angry hwththan she had
been on that occasion.



'l can always buy a new suit,’ Jonas drawled deligi ‘A cuddle
with this particular young lady-—-' he tickled Betly pointedly '
—is priceless!'

Amazing how, even when she tried to make an ettt this man,
he somehow managed to twist it round so that spheaapd the one in
the wrong again! Although if she was honest—withrskH, at
least—she hadn't really been thinking of him and damned
expensively hand-made suit at all when she gotttheel, had
actually resented his presence here, but most shalhad hated his
easy laughter with Bethany. It was wrong of hee, lshew, but when
she looked at him with Bethany she felt he hadigiat to be there at
all. But Bethany did love him so, to the point wh€rassandra feared
he was superseding Charles in her daughter's iaffiscDeliberately
So on Jonas's part...?

Jonas had always been the black sheep of Chddesly from the

little she had gathered from either Charles or fatber, Jonas's
mother having been divorced by Peter Hunter yeafsré Jonas
reached adulthood. Jonas, it appeared, had livAderica for years
without making any effort to see either Charlestloeir father.

Cassandra had realised exactly what sort of mawdsewhen he
didn't even come to their wedding, even though [Ebkahad

expressed a wish that he be his best man. Maybefhsal to be with
his own brother on his wedding day was anotheradrtbe reasons
she now felt so resentful about the part he wasggtm be asked to
play in her sister Joy's wedding...

‘Don't you think so?'

She looked up sharply, to find Jonas looking dowhea probingly;
despite her own considerable height, he was s$tlkast six inches
taller than her.



'‘Bethany's hugs are priceless,' he reminded hamhat he had said
only minutes ago, holding Bethany easily in one agve did so.

‘Absolutely," Cassandra agreed in a briskly diswgssoice, lifting
her daughter down on to the carpeted floor. 'Tingeget you into
some clothes, young lady, before you get cold,'extmbained with a
smile as Bethany looked disappointed. 'l --Ah, Jestme said with
some relief as she spied her housekeeper stamlittgeidoorway
Jonas had so recently vacated.

The older woman, in her early sixties now, Cassargirddenly
realised with a frown, looked slightly harassedshs glanced at
Jonas before speaking. 'l was just on my way ugstaitell you Mr
Hunter was here, when the telephone began to risige’ gave
Cassandra an apologetic grimace, obviously feelsgonsible for
Jonas's arrogant intrusion upstairs; if they haghladone, Cassandra
would have assured the woman who had become badfduring the
last five years that she was well aware Jean woaNé been trying to
stop the equivalent of a tank in trying to prevéonhas from doing
exactly as he pleased! Although she knew thatngilve opportunity,
Jean would have had a good try, none the less!

The two women had had severe differences when Gdisshad first
become Charles's wife. Jean had been in charge hairl€S's
household for years when he and Cassandra mannétithat time,
it seemed, Charles had given every impression ofamng a
carefree bachelor, and at already forty-two thabhaes wasn't such a
strange assumption to have made. But it had medren he had
married Cassandra, that the older woman deeplyntesethe
introduction of a twenty-year-old bride as new mass of the house.
Naturally so, of course.

Cassandra hadn't blamed the other woman for fetiaigway at all,
had tried very hard, during those first few montin®, to step on the
other woman's already bruised feelings, determithed Charles



shouldn't be made to feel he was living in the rnaddf a
battlefield—worse than that, that he might actuladlye to take sides!
That was the last thing Cassandra wanted for hatalbise she knew
that he would hate that, that he hated any sanpsét in his usually
smooth-running existence. In fact, Cassandra hasktehim that it
had Been for that very reason he had balked agaasting her at
all for months after they had realised they werdowve. He had
protested that it wasn't that at all, that he fp#rhaps the
age-difference was too much, that it would evemuakak them up.
Cassandra's answer to that had been but think af svimarvellous
time they would have had together, for however ldandasted.
Charles's love for her hadn't been strong enoughghd such an
argument, thank God, and Cassandra knew, desptestightly
reckless air of his that could make him so frustgdy irresponsible,
that they had shared five good years together.

But those first few months of being Charles's wifecause it seamed
Jean Humphries would never accept her, had bee@matec ones for
Cassandra. And then Cassandra had done somethirgath forever
changed her relationship with Jean—she had prodBestdany...
Jean doted on the little girl from the day Cassamdme home from
the hospital with her, Bethany being the closestgtithe older
woman would ever have to a grandchild of her ovor. tRe title of
Mrs was only a professional one for Jean, Cassdada, the other
woman never having been married.

During the months since Charles's death, and thielgms that had
followed, Jean had come to be so much more tharajdisend to
Cassandra too; she had been the comforting mdikdradd needed so
badly and which her own mother hadn't been abbeto

Cassandra gave Jean a wan smile now, knowing gusirhpossible
it would have been to stop Jonas from coming up.héonas decided
he would like to come up and see Bethany take &y, 'lshe accepted
dismissively. 'If you would like to warm Bethanyrslk for her, and



perhaps a pot of coffee for us...?' She looked ieingly at Jonas as
she made the last request; the last thing shelpctuanted was to
share a cosy pot of coffee with him, but she cdulelscape the fact
that Bethany would probably be so disappointeditivabuld be hell
on earth trying to get her to bed after Jonas &#t |

Her hope that Jonas might refuse the invitation dashed when he
gave a mocking inclination of his head.

‘Sorry to disappoint you," he murmured derisivelg®Jean had gone
to get the drinks and Bethany had returned to #iterbom to dry
herself and dress in her pyjamas and dressing-geady for bed, his
mouth twisting wryly. 'But | came here straightrfrahe office, and
after the day I've had | could do with the caff¢lihe added grimly,
running a hand over the tension of his brow.

Cassandra gave him a searching look. He did lockinstd, his
black-rimmed glasses, glasses he rarely wore, staled, partly
concealing those hard black eyes. 'Things not ngheimoothly at the
office?' she returned lightly, although inwardlyediad tensed once
again; what had happened to cause those extradirstgain beside
his nose and mouth tonight?

His expression sharpened with harsh derision. @orgally care?’

Her eyes flashed deeply gold at his scorn. 'Of smur--Must |
remind you that Hunter and Kyle is as much my comass it is
yours?' she challenged in a reasoning tone.

Jonas returned her gaze speculatively. 'Is it?'

‘You know it --' She abruptly broke off her shagtort as Bethany
came trotting in unconcernedly from the bathroomesded in her
nightclothes now, and stood expectantly in fron€Catsandra as she
waited for the nightly ritual of having her haiushed.



‘Uncle Jonas...' she began tentatively as Cassamalla the steady
strokes through her hair with the brush. '‘Unclea3onlo you believe
in Father Christmas?' She frowned across the radnmeas he sat in
the bedroom chair now watching them.

Cassandra stopped the brushing to look down atdneghter in some
surprise; this was the first indication she hadrdwal that Bethany
was even beginning to doubt the myth! Of courseeanchild started
school, it was difficult to stop older children indelling her the truth,
but even so they had gone through all the usualsttogether this
year—the letter to Santa with a list of what Bethamould like for
Christmas this year dutifully sent off to the NoRable, the trip to see
a Father Christmas, in a well-known shop, that 8eyhhad known
wasn't the real one, but who she believed could pasessage on to
him, just in case her letter should go astray. 8eythad helped Jean
in the kitchen while she made mince pies, one atlwvlwas to be
placed on a plate on Christmas Eve, along withteighrots—one for
each of the reindeer—and she had also checkedhdngy supply, so
that they could leave a glassful out with the mipt® to warm the
poor man on his busy round. In actual fact, eitb@ssandra or Jean
would end up drinking the latter, depending on Whid¢ them felt
more in need of it after the last-minute rush oftigg everything
arranged under the tree for the next morning whethd@y woke
them at some ungodly hour so that they could gondtaws and see
if Father Christmas had been yet!

All of which made Bethany's apparent doubt now ntben a little
puzzling...Jonas looked taken aback by the quetimriWhy do you
ask, poppet?' he avoided warily.

Bethany still looked thoughtful. ‘Well, Father Gimas only brings
you presents if you believe in him—and | wouldike lyou to get lots
and lots of presents, Uncle Jonas!" She grinnadvaendearingly, at
the same time dispelling any doubts Cassandra rhegre had about



her own belief in Father Christmas! 'Mummy alwaysesl' she
confided excitedly.

Because Charles, despite her protests, had alwams@ed her with

gifts, and not just at Christmas. Even though sdtegrotested at the
expense, assuring him she didn't need any of thgghhe had begun
showering her with jewellery, clothes, cars, anyghhe thought

would give her pleasure, to the extent where Casadmd begun to
think he got more pleasure from giving her the githan she did
receiving than...

But there would be no gifts from Charles for hermtotest at this
year. In fact, for Cassandra, the whole festivesseavas filled with
unhappiness. A year ago on New Year's Eve, drunkegllers had
crashed into her father's car and killed him indyarand within
weeks, it seemed—eight exactly, Cassandra knew—l&shaad
been dead too, from a massive heart attack thagivath them no
warning of its imminence.

No, there would be no outrageously extravagans gifider the tree
for her from Charles this year. Not that she womids them; she
would gladly have given away everything Charles éael given her
if she could have soiled out the financial messlifethad become
during the last year. But none of those things wonhve been
enough to solve that!

Jonas saw the shadows in her eyes, guessing, sh&uve only half
the reason for her unhappiness. Jonas believedaghenly married
his brother for his money anyway, so there was ointpn even
trying to explain the truth of things to him!

'l bet if you stayed here with us Christmas nighther Christmas
would leave you lots of presents too!" Bethany bous expectantly.

'‘Ouch, that hurt, Mummy!" she protested indignastty Cassandra
dug the brush into her scalp.



'Sorry, darling,’ Cassandra told her distractedty she carefully
untangled the brush from the glossy black lockghaltime fighting
back her inward panic that Bethany should have saah a thing.
She was sure Jonas had no more wish to stay hénetlvem at
Christmas than she did to have him here—she alsovKkme was
bloody-minded enough to accept the suggestiorbpsiuse he knew
how much it would upset her if he did!

‘Do you really think so, Bethany?' he thoughtfahswered the child,
but his gaze was fixed on Cassandra'’s flushed fagetingly so.

'‘Oh, yes,' Bethany nodded with certainty, her esqion so gravely
intent that it was endearingly appealing—even tes@adra, who felt
like strangling her at this moment! 'So will yountle Jonas? Stay
here, | mean. We have lots of rooms, and—and | evbké you to!
she added earnestly.

Cassandra looked at Jonas in dismay, wonderingheomas going to

withstand such an appeal; she knew she was alreayned now to

having Jonas here if that was what Bethany readlgted and Jonas
was agreeable. Even though she personally wouééedry minute

of it she would willingly do it if it would make Blkany happy --

A fact Jonas was very much aware of as he watdimecetotions
flickering across her face with knowing mockery—haligh his

expression softened, became almost gentle, as hieda@n on one
knee beside the standing Bethany, putting theiedaan the same
level, one of his arms going about her tiny wassha cradled her to
his side. "That really is very kind of you to thiok me in that way,
Bethany,' he told her gruffly. 'Of both of you,' lseuldn't resist
adding with a challenging glint in his eyes for €asdra. 'But I'm
afraid,’ he drawled with slow torture—for Cassandthat I've

already left my note out for Father Christmas, andhe will be

expecting me to be at my apartment on Christmdst.hig



'Oh, but that's easy,' Bethany told him in a pipirgpnfident voice.
You just put out another note for him telling hivhere you will be.
We did it last year when we went to Grandma's house

It was Cassandra's turn to raise black brows defisithis time, in

answer to Jonas's accusing look for her previoas'yefficiency.

Well, what had she been supposed to do in thatsnf? Children

worried, needed an explanation for such things,thatisecond note
to Father Christmas last year had seemed the oslyex when they
were invited to spend Christmas with her paremtshé light of what

had happened in the New Year, she was so grakeftihe, Charles
and Bethany had spent that last Christmas with betlparents...

'How clever of you.' Jonas's teasing attentionrnetd to Bethany.
‘And it really is a very good idea.

But actually | have to go and see your grandfaiteter on Christmas
Eve.' He shook his head disappointedly. 'He's sioWn too, you see,
and he shouldn't really be on his own at Christrelasuld he?' Jonas
reasoned gently.

And Cassandra couldn't help wondering just how ntudle Jonas
actually intended spending with his father on Gmas Eve; not very
much, if any, she was sure. The two had met resglge Jonas's
return, and she didn't think the season of Christwmauld make too
much difference to their strained relationship. Skas taking
Bethany down to see her grandfather on Boxing Dage some of
the excitement for Bethany had died down; Peter fnaksand old
now, and young company tended to tire him more #mnother.

'‘No," Bethany accepted, although she had to bliakkhbtears of
disappointment at Jonas's not being with them aftetBut | wish
you could live here with us, Uncle Jonas.'" Her doottlip still

trembling emotionally.



Cassandra almost choked! 'Bethany --'

Jonas shook his head, smiling ruefully. 'I'll sea {ater on Christmas
Day, at your grandmother's house, and you camilll about your
Christmas presents,' he cajoled brightly. 'I'venbegited for lunch.’

Yet more news for Cassandra! What on earth didrtogher think she
was doing? Jonas wasn't family, was no relatiorhéo mother
whatsoever, and his connection to Cassandra wasusrio say the
least—a half-brother-in-law who had refused to egeeme to her
wedding and had been nothing but objectionableesine had
exploded into their lives a little over nine montlago! The

unavoidable connection they all had with him thiougusiness
certainly didn't mean that any of them had to lieftirendly with him

on a social level. Christmas Day at her mothertbaut her father's
calming presence was going to be bad enough, lmavofind Jonas
was going to be there too...!

Only Bethany looked thrilled by the news, throwimgr arms about
Jonas's neck to hug him. 'All of us together fori€mas!" she

glowed, clapping her hands with excitement nowatBthe next best
thing to having you live with us. I'm going to téfirs Humphries

what a lovely Christmas we're all going to havéilé 3an out of the
room, hair flying, tendrils still slightly damp &te bottom where they
had had a wetting in the bath.

A heavy, oppressive silence followed Bethany's depa and with a
weary sigh Cassandra turned to look at Jonas -tAel wished she
hadn't! He stood in the doorway again now, leatiagk against the
doorframe, arms folded across his chest, mouthtéditauntingly,
eyes darkly mocking behind those somewhat protecfiassses—not
that this man needed protecting, from anything! ogant.
Despicable. Ruthless. The adjectives she couldtbndiescribe this
man were endless.



'l can see you're absolutely thrilled at the prospé all of us being
together on Christmas Day too!" he scorned in llaashly derisive
voice of his that so grated on her.

‘Thrilled' in no way described how she felt abquersding Christmas
Day in this man's company; she was absolutely fiedriat the
thought of spending that day of '‘peace on earthgmadiwill to all
men' with this particular man!

‘Bethany will like it,' she said dismissively—it wi¢éhe only positive
thing she could find to say about itl—as she plateel brush
carefully back on the dressing-table with the aéshe gold-trimmed
set, needlessly straightening the already neathiggadl comb and
hand-mirror. But she desperately needed sometlingctupy her
hands- she was more than a little unnerved nowrasls presence
here alone with her, in the bedroom she had shaitedCharles for
all of their marriage. 'Just as | know she apptesigour coming here
to see her, as you have tonight," Cassandra cedtidaterminedly,
unable, with this man here, to even glance at tige Hour-poster
bed—a wedding present from Charles to her—that wgamlly so
dominating in the room; this evening this man dated it!

‘But | didn't come here to see Bethany tonightya3atold her softly.
'‘Much as | enjoy her company too,' he shruggedidswely.

Cassandra gave him a sharp, frowning look. ‘Na&'ssid warrily.

‘No,' he echoed tauntingly, straightening suddeslgn the mocking
humour erased from his face now. 'As you're theerotimajor
shareholder in Hunter and Kyle, | thought you stckihow that |
have just had an internal audit done of the company

Cassandra stared at him. "You didn't mention téefere...'

'‘No,' he acknowledged grimly. 'l didn't believerithevas any need to;
| ordered it as a matter of course now that '@k charge of things



for six months. | just wanted to be ready for the ef the tax year,
although there didn't appear to be any problensayl "appear to

be" --' he met her gaze with steady intent '—bezawsv | know
differently.’

Cassandra swallowed hard, even as she felt alldlo®ir drain from
her face.



CHAPTER THREE
'‘DID you hear me, Cassandra?' Jonas rasped cokstyd --'

'l heard you!" She turned away, totally shakenhy. IShe had known
it had to come, of course, had realised it haBubwith the mess her
own company had become she hadn't had the chancewed—to
think about Hunter and Kyle. And she should havenegothe
dangerous intent in this man's eyes warned hehlyarshen she
risked another glance at him. She gripped her haghsy together
in front of her to stop their trembling. ‘It was --

‘Mummy, Uncle Jonas, don't you want your coffee®th@ny
protested as she came bounding into the room tenfrgp at them
impatiently for their delay.

'l would love some.' Jonas was the one to answeglancing at the
plain gold watch with its leather strap. 'Unforttelg, | don't have the
time now,' he refused with a disappointed grimaceeyes narrowed
as he glanced across at the still pale CassarMeaguerite has
invited me to dinner tonight too,' he told her Boft

He thought she was going to be at her mother'diforer, Cassandra
realised. Thank God she wasn't; there was no waycshld have
given even a semblance of normality tonight at ohker mother's
dinner parties, not after what this man had jusd toer. And
Cassandra knew exactly why Jonas had been invadedirtner
tonight. It wasn't just that her mother wantedgk donas to give Joy
away at the wedding— although God knew that wasaoadigh. No,
her mother was very much aware that Jonas was sad &f Hunter
and Kyle, and as such he was responsible for asfitpthe company
might make, profits she and Joy had a share in.v&hadn't put it
past her mother and Joy to have plans for JoyiscéiaColin
either—hewas Jonas's assistant, and neither Marguerite nor .
would be happy with him remaining just that, Caslsarwas sure.



The knowing look in Jonas's eyes, when she looletoumake a
reply, said he knew perfectly well of her mothed doy's ambitions
for Colin—also that he would do what he damned pigased about
that situation!

‘That's nice,' Cassandra finally replied distralgted
Jonas gave a taunting smile. 'ls it?'

She was tempted to tell him she didn't give a damether he went to
her mother's for dinner every night of the week-eag as she didn't
have to be there too! But Bethany clasped his laribdat moment,
diverting his attention to her, and also putting emd to the
conversation.

Bethany hung on to Jonas until the very last minateking it
impossible for Cassandra and Jonas to talk privatghin. Cassandra
was glad of the respite, and she knew Jonas wasthiered by the
delay, because he expected to be talking to hen datr on this
evening. Cassandra shivered, glad once againttbdiasl made other
plans.

Bethany turned away now from the door where shebead standing
forlornly waving to her uncle until the tail-lightsf his car had
completely disappearetCan't Uncle Jonas come and live with us”
She looked up at Cassandra appealingly.

Cassandra had been deep in thought, but this brdweghsharply
back into the present. This was the second timghdorer young
daughter had made such a statement, and the sslumevas firmly
told it wasn't even a possibility, the better! ‘anted to talk to you
about that, darling,' she told Bethany firmly ag slat her down in
one of the armchairs.



It was still quite early when Cassandra arrivedhat mother's
house—deliberately so on her part; she was detedshe wouldn't
run into Jonas there now.

Her motto, she was informed, was still dressingdmmner, and so
Cassandra sat down to wait for her. It was moreenaipre than ever
that Jonas not be drawn any deeper into their patdwes than he
already was; the man had the power—and the rutidsss—to

destroy all of them, if he chose to do so.

Her mother was a good hostess; she had a firertgubmightly in the
hearth to give the elegant lounge, with its paleaor and peach
decor, a welcoming warmth, the family dining talskther than the
large formal one in a separate room, laid for dintiee silver shining
brightly, the crystal wine glasses sparkling in theelight, the
delicate posy of roses in the centre of the tabtéptly matching the
peach and cream in the rest of the room.

Cassandra stood up as her mother came into the st@was much
taller than her petite mother, and their colourwigs completely
different too, her mother's auburn hair going grasly—and

expertlyl—grey now. Joy looked the most like theiother; both

women were short and slim, with beautifully eveattees, eyes a
deep blue. But her mother and Joy, her two clossatives, had
always seemed a little like an alien species ts&adra.

They lived their lives on such a superficial levgghing to the beauty
salon twice a week, lunching with friends, beingrse all the 'right’

places, knowing all the 'right' people, likewiseanag all the 'right’

clothes, both of them always immaculately dressedhfe occasion.
And both of them would recoil in horror at the mergygestion that
they should ever actually work a single day ofithees to pay for all

that luxury they took so much for granted! Cassaruad always
stood out like a duckling among such beautifulggeint swans...



She had never been able to understand how her nasttdeloy could
live such vacuous lives. But if she felt that wlypat them she knew
her mother didn't understand her way of life angtdse Her mother
had given up on Cassandra when, at the age of teevershe had
insisted on going to art college rather than theclustve
finishing-school her parents had picked out in 3&iand for their
two daughters. Even worse, when Cassandra haddééige two
years later, she had gone to work for a major Larfdshion house,
not as a model or designer herself, but as astisiaa designer.
Humble beginnings—much to her mother's obvious wdisgthere
had never been anything humble about either MaitgumrJoy Kyle!

Even the relative success she had had as a desigrss=if hadn't
exactly redeemed her in her mother's eyes: shewaiilked for a

living. But at least Cassandra's choice of husbaifigr years of
having her actions looked on with dismay, had m#ét tver mother's
approval—although even that new-found respectgliiléd taken a
knock in her mother's eyes, she knew, when Chéwdesdied so
suddenly: it simply wasn't the done thing to bec@wadow at only
twenty-four years of age!

Her mother looked as graciously lovely as usua #iening, her
auburn hair elegantly grey at the temples, herkbtetow-the-knee
dress perfect for this small family dinner-party-+halgh she looked
slightly disconcerted to see that Cassandra was disssed for
dinner, wearing the pale gold gown Bethany hadestpd.

Cassandra smiled, taking pity on her mother. 'Daoitry, I'm not
gatecrashing your dinner party; I'm going on sonmeawh

Her mother couldn't quite hide her relief. "Youwelcome to join us
if you would like to,' she said politely now thdtesknew Cassandra
had no intention of staying.

Cassandra's smile widened. 'No, thanks. I'm me&imgon later --'



'Oh, really, Cassandra." Her mother looked irrdateow. 'That
dreadful young man!'

That 'dreadful young man', her own assistant as#hen she ran in
town still, had helped get her through the ladidift months. But he
wasn't 'top-drawer' enough for her mother, comimrgmf a
working-class background; it didn't matter thatwees also kind and
caring, and that Cassandra liked him very much.

‘Never mind Simeon," she dismissed lightly. 'Hétidre reason I'm
here." She glanced across at the intimately lanheti table. 'Five
places, Mother?'

Her mother looked disconcerted again. 'Godfreyoiring us for
dinner," she dismissed.

'‘Us' was obviously Joy, Colin, and Marguerite. GedfChorley was
an old family friend who had become very helpfuhtr mother as a
partner for social evenings since the death ohhieband a year ago.
At almost sixty, Godfrey seemed a confirmed baahelad after only
a few minutes spent it his company it was easg#ovehy: Godfrey,
as fond as Cassandra was of him, was easily thebodeag man she
had ever met!

Cassandra arched black brows. 'And the fifth?"

‘Jonas," her mother supplied offhandedly. 'l dodedsorry for the
dear man; he seems to know so few people in Engéartd--'

'‘Spare me that, please, Mother,’ Cassandra auiatiently. ‘If Jonas
spends a lot of his time alone, it's because hesd®to,' she said
knowingly; Jonas, for all his coldness with her,swan extremely
attractive man, could have his pick of women taslns life.



'‘Well, anyway, he's coming to dinner this eveniag,ther mother
announced almost challengingly—a challenge Casaawds only
too happy to meet!

'‘Why?' she prompted softly.
‘I've just --'

‘Why, Mother?' she repeated firmly, easily meetimegy mother's
searching gaze.

'‘Bethany!" her mother finally realised. 'She waelearlier when we
were discussing...! Joy has a perfect right tovels&m she wants to
give her away,' she said in defence of her yourdgasghter.

‘It wasn't so long ago Joy was chasing after Jéoraguite another
reason," Cassandra reminded her drily, perfectlgrawhat when
Jonas had first returned to England her sisteread very attracted
to him indeed. But while Jonas hadn't seemed averkaving Joy
reacquaint him with London he hadn't been intecegteanything

more than that from her, Joy had told her disagpdig one day.

Cassandra had been most embarrassed by the whbidlernt) she had
been sure Jonas was secretly laughing at tharomalhdr sister's
obvious ambitions where he was concerned. Joy'sgamgent to
Colin was a relatively new thing, and Cassandrihjaped it was for
the right reasons; Colin was nowhere near as ‘fwihy exciting' as

Joy had claimed she thought Jonas was! Still MlagtJoy's problem,
not hers. Her problems were much more pressingttian

'‘And if she had succeeded it might just have bleemhswer for all of
us," her mother snapped angrily.

Cassandra looked at her mother closely. 'And jirsttwlo you mean
by that remark?'



'Isn't it obvious?' her mother said with impatidigmissal—although
she wasn't quite meeting Cassandra'’s gaze, slvedaetith a frown.
Did her mother know more than she was preparedyt0.?

‘It would have been the perfect arrangement if mddachave kept the
company in the family," her mother continued bgiskAs it is, Jonas
could eventually marry anybody, and then where walall be?' She
frowned.

Exactly where they were now, Cassandra would Haweght. Unless
her mother did know something...

‘Don't start being difficult about this, Cassandnay mother told her
shortly. "The decision has been made, and nothooigsay will make
any difference.'

'‘But do you have to ask him now?' She frowned. ¥8Hlae urgency?'

‘There is no urgency,' her mother shrugged. 'Wethasight it would
be a nice gesture, what with the time of year amahehing.'

A time of year when Jonas was much less likelyefage, Cassandra
realised ruefully, her own hands tied for very mtiod same reason.
‘Mother --'

‘Do stop calling me Mother in that disapproving wayyours,' she
was told impatiently. 'Either Mummy, or Margueriteyou prefer,
but Mother makes me sound like some matriarchalsteoh

Her mother was tense and agitated, she could sheitiedly, she
also having been widowed, the last year had beeliffecult for her
mother as it had for her, but at the same timertather had seemed
to be coping, her life continuing to run in its ay smooth way.
What had happened to change that? Unless her mditheknow
something. Colin was Jonas's assistant, so he wmad all about
the audit Jonas had ordered. Maybe that was why --



‘Mr Chorley, madam,' the butler came into the rdomnnounce after
knocking quietly.

‘Thank you, Jenkins,' she accepted vaguely. 'Showrh) will you?'
She turned to Cassandra once they were alone a@ash.drop this
for now, Cassandra,' she hissed impatiently.dhl'solutely none of
Godfrey's business.’

'l would have thought Godfrey was the more obvicsice to give
Joy away,' she began reasoningly. 'He ----'

'He's a family friend, nothing more,' her motheaygped. 'Even if he
would like to be more than thdtspeciallyas he would like to be
more than that." She was becoming agitated onde.dgassandra,
Jonas is very important to all our lives, so plepst stop being
difficult where he's concerned!' she pleaded arstyou

Cassandra was prevented from saying anything motae subject
by Godfrey's arrival, quickly followed by Joy andl® joining them.
As it could only be a matter of minutes before doaaived too she
quickly made her excuses!

But she was so preoccupied when she finally mete8mat the
restaurant that she couldn't have been much comieartym. Not
that he complained; they didnt have that sort
relationship—Simeon was more like a brother tothean anything
else, despite what the rest of the family mightkho the contrary.

Simeon had turned up at her London salon one dayg §years ago,
short and dark-haired, at twenty-six nevertheleasaging to look
perpetually boyish, with no qualifications except@nderful eye for
colour and design, a fact he had proved only tolb wieen on that
very first occasion he had told her her displaysewal wrong and
offered to do them for her! The difference he hadienin a very short
time had convinced her she should employ him. & avdecision she



had never regretted—although not even Simeon'soabvialents
could alter the fact that her business was in degmcial trouble.
She wasn't even sure she would be able to contomeenploy him
after the expense of putting out the spring cabbedt

But because Cassandra was so caught up in hethowgtits she cut
the evening short, driving herself home again, veoimd) when she
would be able to see Jonas again to finish thewersation. She
certainly hadn't been expecting him to be waitiagter when she
got home!

But she would know that dark green Jaguar anywhane, she
glanced warily over at the house as she lockedher car before
going inside. Obviously Jonas had decided they Ishfmish this
conversation tonight!

Jean looked at her with raised brows as she enteestiouse. 'Mr

Hunter is in the sitting-room," she said ruefutipviously she hadn't
had any choice about letting him wait in there@aissandra to come
home!

‘Thanks, Jean.' Cassandra squeezed her arm regbsugaving her
bag on the hall table to go through to the sittiogm, straightening
her back defensively as she entered.

Jonas stood beside the unlit fireplace, watchingwitgh narrowed
eyes as she came in and quietly closed the doandékr. 'Where
the hell have you been?' he rasped accusingly.

She gasped at his direct attack. 'l don't thinkgtany of your --'

‘You knew damn well | had assumed you would beoat ynother's
this evening,' he bit out impatiently.



She shook her head. 'l didn't say | would be,reshsoned, the two of
them facing each other like adversaries acrosswiickh of the
fireplace.

The perfectly tailored black dinner-suit and snombhite shirt Jonas
wore did little to hide the fact that these tragysitof civilisation were
merely that—a veneer of sophistication that ditelito hide the
contempt he felt for the polite conventions thatntehe had to dress
this way to go to dinner at her mother's house.

'‘No, you didn't say that,' he accepted harshiyt yBu knew I thought
it anyway.'

What he thought and what was actually fact were amtirely
different things! 'What do you want, Jonas?' sgbaexl wearily.

'l wanted to finish our earlier conversation,’ heound out
impatiently. 'But now | want to know where you wened who you
were with this evening.'

Cassandra frowned. 'l don't think that's any ofrybusiness,' she
repeated, this time actually being allowed to firtise statement!

‘Young Grey, | suppose,’ he grated, his gaze nadoan her
speculatively. 'Oh, yes, Cassandra, I've hearduh®urs of your
affair with him.' His mouth twisted contemptuously.

'‘My what?' she gasped incredulously. 'I'm not hg\an affair with
Simeon!" she protested irritably. 'He and | arerfds --'

You go out together,' Jonas accused.

'‘Well—yes," she acknowledged, colour entering hereks. 'But as
friends. Not that | can see what it has to do wah anyway --'



‘You're my brother's widow, the mother of my nieoé,course it
interests me what men you have in your life --'

'l don't have "men" in my life," Cassandra protédteatedly. 'Only
Simeon. And he --'

'"Only Simeon"," Jonas echoed tauntingly. 'What, i€assandra? Is
he no danger because his tastes don't run to women?

'‘Simeon has a normal interest in women as far &solw,' she
defended, indignant on his behalf; just because&mwas involved
in the fashion business didn't mean he was autoatiyti
homosexual.

‘As far as you know,' Jonas repeated softly, moumnthat stealthy
way of his now, suddenly standing very close ta léasn't he tried
to make love to you yet?' he challenged.

She swallowed hard, her cheeks feeling very warm. nOf course
he hasn't!" she snapped, wishing he wouldn't staraliose to her; she
was starting to feel very hot indeed, all over!

Jonas's hand came up to cup one side of her h&atedhis eyes
narrowed on her widely distressed ones. 'Why daelieve you?' he
murmured softly. 'Possibly because of the passieael here.' His
thumb-pad moved caressingly close to her wide godyes. '‘And the
promise | can feel here.' That thumb moved ovebb&om lip now.
'‘And the desire that pulses here.' His hand mowaahdo the hollows
of her throat, gently caressing still. 'l was rigitiout this dress,
Cassandra,’ he, told her softly, looking down atldioely sheathed in
the gold-coloured gown. 'You do look like a higlegtess in it.'

He was standing so dose to her now that Cassaadicfeel the heat
of his body, and the touch of that marauding haad doing strange
things to her limbs; she was having difficulty steng up! She



swayed slightly towards him, and as she did sossiethe light of
triumph in his eyes, starting to pull back as sidesd.

But it was too late; Jonas had already thrust keyafrom him,

looking at her coldly now. 'No," he rasped harshigon't believe you
at all, Cassandra.' He looked at her contemptuo¥sdy and Charles
must have made a great pair, he so self-centredy@amdo glad to
give him what he wanted as long as you got what waated in

return!’

'‘Get out,’ Cassandra choked. 'Get out of my housavas still
hers—just!

Jonas's mouth twisted. 'Quite like old times!" Hented, reminding
her of the fact that she had thrown him out th& fime he had come
here too. 'Oh, I'm going, Cassandra, don't worhad wanted to talk
to you again before | left for the States in themmzg but --'

‘You're going to America tomorrow?' Cassandra gasp
incredulously ; he had given no indication of teatlier today.

His eyes narrowed. 'ls there some problem witH?that
‘Well, no... But --'

'‘Good,' he accepted with brisk dismissal. 'We edik @again when |
get back.'

Cassandra hurried after him as he strode overetddbr. 'But --'

'Yes, Cassandra?' He turned so sharply that shesalvalked into
him. She looked up into the hard coldness of hez,fahivering
slightly at the cruelty she could see there; heakegactly what he
was doing, was well aware of how worried she wasugtihe
conversation they had had earlier. Damn him!



'‘Nothing,' she told him through gritted teethcdn wait until you get
back.'

His mouth twisted into a humourless smile. 'lIt vialve to—won't
it...?"

Cassandra stood alone in the sitting-room longr &feehad gone,
shivering in spite of the warmth of the house. Awltile she was
upset about Jonas's cruel determination not taHirheir earlier
conversation she was more disturbed by the wayhatleseemed to
respond to him, no matter how briefly...

Jonas was in New York all of the following weekdahe longer he
was away, the more agitated Cassandra became. &iperdtely
needed to know what he had found out during thatpamy audit.
And despite the need to keep her own flagging lessigoing, having
to complete her spring designs before the New Yewaaas her work
that suffered the most with the upset of waitingJonas's return. So
much so that when Bethany was invited out by handmother on
the Sunday for a visit to the zoo Cassandra telepth&imeon and
asked if he would mind coming over to the housewarking with
her there for the day.

A working Sunday lunch, the remnants of their presiiyle meal still
on the small coffee-table over by the armchairy thalf-empty wine
glasses left untouched, the fire glowing warm amdting—it all
looked extremely warm and cosy, Cassandra realisedlly as she
straightened to rub a soothing hand over her aacmapg, where she
had been bent over the sketches all afternoon.

Which was exactly the conclusion Jonas drew toe,rshlised with
extreme irritation, when he arrived a short tinterda



After waiting a week to see him, her nerves strumg to
breaking-point, when the moment did finally arrivtewas, she was
sure, after their conversation concerning Simeweek ago, in what
Jonas considered a compromising situation; theie neamistaking
the harsh criticism in that hard black gaze asked over her with
merciless judgement!

If she had known he was back, perhaps she wouldni@ invited

Simeon here today. And then perhaps she would!\Wassher home,
she could behave as she liked in the privacy adahas was the
intruder here.

When she had heard Jean answer the ring of théoelgoclosely
followed by Bethany's excited chatter, Cassandich kreown that
work was over for the day, shooting Simeon a rugfule as he came
to the same conclusion and began to gather thgshoygether that
they had spread over the floor so that they coddkuwnore easily.

The door burst open and Bethany rushed in to &sllati about the
animals she had seen, Cassandra not realising¥era minutes of
Bethany's chatter that a man had followed her #mdstin the
doorway—a man who surveyed the intimacy of the sedea had
walked in on with a calculating narrowing of hisatblack eyes! By
the time Cassandra had realised it was Jonas wHobhaught
Bethany home, and not Joy and Colin as her mothértbld her it
probably would be, Jonas had already made his ssas@$ of the
situation he had interrupted, and was looking atviiéh accusing
contempt.

To make matters worse, Simeon had seen that naeyed look too,

glancing uncomfortably at Cassandra as he trigaitigge her reaction
to the other man's obvious anger at finding theme Hegether.

Cassandra could have screamed at how guilty Sinsewoidenly

looked, at the way he was acting like a man 'cauglihe act', his
movements agitated now as he hastened to clear away



God, so much for her having told Jonas his acaussttoncerning
Simeon and herself were false ones; eskawas starting to feel
guilty, and she had nothing to feel guilty about!

She slowly released Bethany as her daughter pdosbdeath in her

narrative, standing up herself now, very awar¢henface of Jonas's
neat appearance in fitted black trousers and cohadt sweater, of
her own dishevelled appearance. Her denims andgumpre far

from new, and she had a habit, when she was war&iqmushing her

hair haphazardly back from her face; from the esgit; on Jonas's
face as he took in her appearance as she stood wadimagining

someone else's fingers completely having care$seddrk cascade
of her ebony hair!

‘Jonas,' she greeted him much more lightly thanfsh. 'l didn't
realise you were back.' The last was as much aunsation as a
statement; he must know she had been wanting takgpehim all
week!

'‘Obviously," he rasped with an acknowledging iretiion of his head,
giving Simeon a cold glare.

Cassandra sighed wearily as she saw how worriegadhieger man
was looking now. 'lt's very kind of you to have bgbt Bethany
home for me,' she added dismissively, 'althougddl leen expecting
Joy and Colin to do that.! And she was curious rovk at what
juncture during the day Jonas had joined her fasuwlhthat he had
been in a position to bring Bethany home at alld &oew what
construction Joy would put on that little fact!

Jonas shrugged unconcernedly, strolling furtheo ittie room,
completely in command of the situation—even tholigimust know
Cassandra's feelings towards him were ambivaleséydhe least. 'l
went to your mother's to see Colin about sometharmgl when |
realised Joy and Colin have an appointment tolsegitar later this



evening, obviously concerning the wedding arrangésyaet seemed
only logical | should be the one to drive Bethaoyne,' he explained.

Logical. Methodical. Calculated. Cold! All of thosadequately
described this man.

Cassandra gave an involuntary shiver, stiffening dteulders in
what she knew was a defensive way. 'Well, it wayg aece of you to
do so --'

'I've invited Uncle Jonas to stay for tea,' Bethaimped up happily,
her hand sliding conspiratorially into her unckessshe smiled up at
him adoringly.

Cassandra looked down at her daughter in dismdielpast she had
always found pleasure in the fact that her daughées so outgoing;
Bethany's friends from school seeming endlessnataat stream of
than coming to the house for tea since Bethanydtaded at the
school in September. But Jonas was hardly a saewdf of
Bethany's, and Cassandra couldn't exactly say sbeleased at this
deepening closeness between the two of them. 3ar@es was only a
distant, nominal male in her daughter's life, Cadsa could cope
with his occasional visits, but she knew he museha&turned from
the States some time over the weekend—and one @fshthings he
seemed to have done was spend time with Bethany.Gessandra
didn't like it, not one little bit.

‘Unless we're too late...?' Jonas looked pointatithe debris left on
the table from the snack lunch Cassandra and Sirhadrenjoyed
together earlier. And which, Cassandra was sunedalesed, had to
have been there some time; the bread was stadiogrt up at the
edges, for goodness' sake! He was just being blaothded again.

"'l have Jean clear that away.' She rang foraifer woman, Jean
knowing from experience that she had to just l€2aassandra when



she was working, which was why she hadn't cleavealyaearlier.
Cassandra turned to Simeon. 'Would you like to y@rfor tea too?'
Even as she made the request he met the pleadimgy iayes with
apology—and request it certainly was; she didntitt@ be left alone
here with the rapier-tongued Jonas. Not that sh&lddame Simeon
for his defection; given the choice she would hgmeed him and
fled too!

'I'm afraid | already have an appointment this @wgh Simeon

refused with obvious relief for this previously nead
engagement—although Cassandra was sure he wouddimaanted

one if he hadn't had one! '‘Mr Hunter." He noddeddgdarting to the

other man, stepping forward to give Cassandraultsmary kiss on
the cheek—and then thinking better of it as haadhbkyes narrowed
ominously, a slight flush to his boyish cheeks nas/ he gave
Cassandra a nervously apologetic smile. 'CassaBathany.' He

fled out into the hallway after the last, the ficiick of the front door

closing seconds later confirming his departure.

“Mr Hunter",' Jonas repeated with cold derisidwme'all your lovers
as polite to your relatives?'

Cassandra gasped as he once again caught herastf gith the
intimacy of his attack. But at the same time shs vay aware of the
listening Bethany—and of how her daughter loverketate what she
had overheard to other people!

'l told you, Simeon isn't my lover!" she hissedhaat pointed look in
Bethany's direction. 'And you aren't a relativenuhe,' she added
firmly.

'‘No?' Dark brows rose. 'I'm Bethany's uncle, sausitbe related to
you too.’



Half-brothers of dead husbands didn't count. Ifltb#-brother had

been anyone other than Jonas, then he might hawe dat it was

him, and there was nothing she could do to erasantagonism she
felt towards him every time they met. In fact, stes sure it was an
antagonism he deliberately nurtured. Quite whylsno idea.

With Charles dead, her left as his widow, Jona$alsbrother, they
should really have been drawn together in the gfefiaving lost
Charles so suddenly. But Jonas still seemed tooarbome past
resentment towards Charles which prevented him fieeting any
other emotion towards him—or the woman Charlesrhadied!

Oh, Jonas had returned to England to take overdhmpany, but she
really knew little about him. Peter, Charles's dndas's father, had
little to say about his younger son when Cassawngrged him with
Bethany, and she somehow didn't think the rift thatl existed
between them before Jonas left England all thoaesyego had been
healed either.

Of course Peter was getting old now, well into BEventies,
becoming frailer all the time, spending most oftimse in seclusion
at his Berkshire home, increasingly so since Charldeath. But
surely Peter's advanced years and declining hemadite added
reasons why he and Jonas should now try to sotheintdifferences?
It was --

‘Mummy, what's a lover?' Bethany's puzzled voideatifvely cut
into her thoughts.

'If you don't understand, ask,’ Cassandra had alwajd her
daughter—and now wished she hadn't! 'Why don't gski Uncle
Jonas to explain, darling?' she suggested brighdlying thankfully
spotted Jean waiting patiently in the doorway alfteving come in
answer to her ring. 'While |1 go and organise teth dean.' She shot
Jonas a smugly triumphant smile before sweepingobtite room



and closing the door firmly behind her, uncaringef actions looked
slightly childish; Jonas had brought the subject-ne could deal
with it!

Jean raised blonde brows peppered with grey. "Wiaest all that
about?'

'Don't ask!" Cassandra squeezed the other woman'shagratitude
for her timely rescue.

had a feeling you might say that.' Jean gave airgbtickle. 'Tea for
three, | gather?'

Cassandra pulled a face. 'lt appears that we hguest, yes.'

Jonas didn't exactly join them for tea; he joinedtiany. Cassandra
might just as well not have been there for allitbgce he took of her
as the toasted tea- cakes and muffins, both digppith butter, fast
disappeared, followed by huge chunks of Jean'sdake.

What Jonas had told Bethany in answer to her qureatiout 'a lover'
Cassandra didn't enquire, but Bethany seemedisdtisthatever it
had been!

But still Jonas made no effort to leave once tehleen eaten and
cleared away, offering to help bath Bethany whenttime came, an
offer it would have looked churlish to refuse. Nbat Cassandra
would have minded looking churlish where this maswoncerned,
but once again Bethany was involved, and once ugestion had
been made her daughter was all for it, especidtlyr donas had
suggested they play battle-ships among the bubblése jacuzzi.

Cassandra gave up any idea of diverting her daugfitr that!

She was starting to feel as if her life here withany was being
invaded, and not slowly either; Jonas was doing tteé way he did
everything, head-on, without a care as to whosefgehe might be



trampling on— certainly not Cassandra's! And Cadisamould be
lying, to herself as much as anyone else, if sda'dadmit she felt
slightly hurt by Bethany's easy defection to thennshe hadn't even
known until nine months ago. She even had to dbgrtdnight while
Jonas read Bethany her bedtime story, a nighthalrimother and
daughter had always shared together, even whereShaas alive.
Cassandra had always made a point, no matter heydhe was, or
where they happened to be, of putting Bethany tb herself and
reading her the bedtime story.

But not tonight. Tonight Jonas was given that hondund feeling
superfluous—as well as slightly hurt, although sbeldn't blame
Bethany, for she knew the little girl was enjoyinlgis male
attention—Cassandra left them to it.

How odd. It was such a little thing, just a bedtistery before

Bethany snuggled down in her bed for the night, yetdCassandra
felt bereft at being denied this enjoyable routioe the first time

since her daughter had been born. Utterly ridicsifmufed this way,
Cassandra knew as she sat down dejectedly on mebedv Was she
becoming selfish where Bethany was concerned, pratective,

possessive...? She hadn't thought so, and yet --

She heard Jonas leave Bethany's bedroom and gstiomsnrealised
she should go down and join him, but knowing shentaeady to do
so yet. She was still disturbed by her own reactigrthose feelings
of rejection.

It didn't help to learn, when she checked in orhBey a few minutes
later on her way downstairs, that her daughteremgalyed the change
in story-teller immensely!

‘Uncle Jonas is wonderful, isn't he, Mummy?' Betharurmured
sleepily, her eyes aglow, not really expecting mswaer-- Which was



just as well, because Cassandra couldn't think ofirgle
complimentary thing to say about the man!

And so she said nothing, just smiling gently, Bethéalling asleep
even as Cassandra sat watching her, the littl@iggblutely worn out
by her busy day.

How innocent and untroubled Bethany looked in sleefally safe

and secure in her own little world—thank God. lukcball have

turned out so differently, Cassandra knew, aftey thad lost Charles
so suddenly, and she was grateful beyond belief, tghough

Bethany missed her father, there didn't seem taryeemotional
repercussions on Bethany from his death. Excem tjnowing

affection Bethany was developing for Jonas!

It came as something of a shock to Cassandra ¢owds, when she
finally made her way down to her little sitting-rapthat Jonas had
fallen asleep in there! And he looked far from ioaot and
untroubled in the same state!

Seeming to have fallen back against the sofa, baghifted off to
sleep in spite of himself, the harshness wastkglle in the hardness
of his cheeks and jaw, dark lashes fanned down tnese piercing
black eyes behind the glasses he wore again t@day]nerability
that on any other man would have been boyishly @mug Not on
Jonas. The inward power that was this man stillrexted from him,
giving the impression that he would open his eyes g moment and
pin her to the spot with that lethal black gaze.

And at that moment he did exactly that!

Cassandra was held captive as she hesitated itothravay, like a
butterfly held on a pin, Jonas's narrowed gazedfigze her as he
slowly stretched, flexing his limbs from the unceméble position
he had been in.



Why couldn't he be like other people, she fumedanaly, and wake

up slightly disorientated by his surroundings, dedl vulnerable

because of that? What a stupid question, she biehatself even as
she thought of it; Jonas didn't have a vulnerableeshin his body!

'Sorry about that,’ he drawled without any real lagy, sitting
forward forcibly. 'Jet lag,' he shrugged. 'l oniyived back from the
States early this morning.’

And he had thundered straight back into their livE€assandra
realised with a frown. Why?

'l thought perhaps you might want to see me," Jdo&bs her
mockingly, eyes narrowed.

Yes, of course she did, but on her terms, not wéten was still
feeling slightly off-balance about her resentmeantaerning his
closeness to Bethany. She wanted to sit down asiadss partner
and discuss what was, after all, a business maibeigeal with this
now, when she still felt vulnerable in her positias Bethany's
mother, let alone this man's business equal!

'‘As it happens,' he continued softly, not seemingllebothered that
she had so far made no response to his remawkanted to see you
too.'

She eyed him warily. "You did?'

'Yes,' he confirmed huskily, his mouth twisting ideely at the
sudden tension that emanated from her. '"Why don'tpme into the
room and close the door, Cassandra?' he suggestetlygnot
having moved from his sitting position on the sa@fad yet seeming
to dominate the room with his presence anyway. Whave to say
Is private. Very private,' he repeated softly.



Like a spider setting a trap for the unsuspectipgBut she wasn't
completely unsuspecting, had been warned, she kbgw]onas
himself, over a week ago. And yet still she feltaatisadvantage
against this man, knowing he was capable of usmgleverage he
chose to achieve what he wanted.

But there was no way she could have even guessatitwias he did
want!



CHAPTER FOUR

CASSANDRA stared at him with wide, horrified eyes. 'Would—uab
you repeat that? Please...' she added as a nurfibeticaght. She
couldn't, just couldn't have heard him right thetftime!

Jonas looked mildly amused by her response. 'l $ai@nt you to
marry me,' he repeated calmly.

She had heard him right the first time! Why? was riext thought.

Jonas despised her, had made his opinion of hex than plain from

the beginning; be couldn't possibly want her a®his wife when he
had such contempt for her for marrying the brotiehad despised.
And yet that was exactly what he had said; he veaht to marry

him.

Thank God she had closed the sitting-room door stv;would have
hated an unsuspecting Jean to have been passingpdhe and
overheard Jonas's remark, or, even worse, Betlbanye downstairs
in search of that glass of water she occasionahaydd bedtime
with!

Cassandra looked frowningly across the room atsJoow, trying to
guess from his expression what he could possibthib&ing of. She
should have known better; Jonas gave nothing ofnleisghts away
that he didn't want people to know! And at this neminin time he
didn't want her to know anything other than whattdle her, his
expression enquiring as she continued to staremtcoal-black eyes
meeting her searching gaze with cool disdain. MgthAnd yet she
knew he had just said he wanted to marry her...

It was like a nightmare, but she knew, as Jonatiraged to look at
her with that steadily unnerving intent, that itsaa nightmare she
wasn't going to wake up from!



She drew in a ragged breath to her starved lurggsh&nds tightly
clenched together in front of her—the latter sd thanas shouldn't
see how badly they were trembling. Although, knayifonas, he
probably knew exactly what effect his words had badher.

'‘Why?' was all she could finally manage to say.

'‘Ah, Cassandra.' To her surprise his smile heldsplee. 'l knew |
could rely on you not to disappoint me!'

Her frown deepened; she couldn't begin to know wiiatman was
talking about! Perhaps all of this was just a keattion to jet lag on
his part, she thought hopefully. And then her hopese dashed
again as she remembered he had been perfectly Wceh he
arrived. But he had fallen asleep since then, sogps—-

'‘No false cries of, "Oh, Jonas, this is so sudddre,rasped with
obvious derision. 'Or, "Oh, Jonas, | didn't knowuycared!"' His
mouth twisted harshly.

It was sudden, but as she knew only too well tleatlidn't care... 'l
repeat, Jonas, why?' She still eyed him warilyinglan involuntary
step backwards as he stood up, colour darkeningheeks as he saw
the movement and raised mocking brows.

He was smiling again now, but it was still a sniib@at unnerved.
'‘Because, my dear Cassandra --'

'I'm not your dear anything!" she cut in heatedtyng by his obvious
derision.

‘No,' he acknowledged hardly, all humour fading n&ut you will

be my wife. You see,’ he continued firmly as sheulohave
protested once again, 'you have something | wariteBually | have
something you want.'



She doubted that immensely! And yet... He looked@ufident, so
sure of himself. She tensed warily once again,isgribere was so
much more to come.

‘The thing is, Cassandra...' he spoke almost ceatienally now, his
hands in his trouser pockets as he rocked slowbkwards and
forwards on his heels '... twenty-five per centthinter and Kyle
shares just isn't enough to run the company etelgti He looked at
her challengingly as she at first frowned, and tlgasped in
astonishment, as she realised exactly what he syasgs The only
thing he could possibly want from her to enable bonrhave more
control over Hunter and Kyle was her shares—the&srcent left to
her by her father! But if that were so, what cdudgoossibly have that
she would want from --? Oh, God, no, she inwardtyaged, as she
realised exactly what exchange he was offeringlhbad to be that!

'Yes, Cassandra.' Jonas smiled now, not unplegsaftdr all, he had
no reason to be nasty—he was the man who knewltdalhée aces
up his sleeve! 'The little matter of the audit ljust had done of the
company. And we both know what the accountants deudon't
we?' he prompted softly.

Cassandra looked at him searchingly, wonderinghogt much he
knew. Everything, from the triumphant glitter inoe night-dark
eyes.

She had been so numbed after Charles's death soaf@w her
father's, her fashion business falling more andemioto debt, until
she wasn't sure how much longer she could go @,stie hadn't
given a thought to the problem that dogged Humerkayle, and by
the time she had realised exactly what a catastrdéatd befallen
them all Jonas was in charge, and as the day$andiveeks passed,
and he made no mention of—of what had been goinghenhad
thought Charles must have been wrong about theusgress of the
problem after all. If he hadn't, Jonas would sutelye discovered it



and demanded to know exactly what had been happeniklunter
and Kyle during the year before the two partnezathis.

That's what she had thought. Until a week ago. Wlamas first
mentioned that audit to her. But this was familyd asurely Jonas
realised that any scandal that came out about dhgany would
affect them all...?

But she knew, even as she looked pleadingly ah#inghness of his
face, that Jonas knew exactly how much of compangd had been
diverted into another, private company, for thespaal use of one of
its partners. She could also see from the harddéskmpathy in his
expression that he now intended exacting his paifritesh for the
knowledge, down to the last ounce—or share!

She moistened suddenly dry lips. 'How did they foud?' Was that
really her voice, that husky quaver that seemdxbtder on tears?

'It was very cleverly done, | grant you. | can eagimire the way in
which it was achieved.' He gave an acknowledgiegriation of his
head. 'A maze within a maze. Which was why | hadealised
exactly what was going on long ago. Maybe | shdwide realised,

after all, I got my business grounding in the toegthmarket in the
world, in New York, where money is everything, ahéere are no
gentlemen,' he said grimly.

No one could ever accuse him of being that, Casaamavardly
agreed.

‘But I'm completely aware of the facts now,' hetoared harshly.
'Feel confident about coming to you and confrongyng with your

father's embezzling of company funds for his owrspeal use,' he
said disgustedly.



Cassandra stared at him, all the colour drainioghfher face once
again.

‘Yes.' Jonas's mouth twisted at her obvious reactlo isn't very
pleasant when you say it out loud, is it?' he dised hardly. 'But you
can see why | think it only fair, in the circumstas, that your father's
ten per cent of the company should return to a étunt

'I'm a Hunter,' she cut in sharply, her thoughtsngat the things he
was saying.

Jonas looked at her coldly. ‘At the moment, yed,ifyou marry me,
you'll remain so,' he rasped. 'But if you marrieinsone like that
young puppy you've been seeing, the one | foundwitiu here this
afternoon --'

'l told you,' she defended heatedly, 'my friendshifn Simeon is a

platonic one; there is no relationship.' There baein no one else in
her life of a romantic nature from the day shetsthgoing out with

Charles over five years ago. There certainly hdgedn any other
men for her since his death ten months ago.

Jonas nodded grimly. 'And I'm sure weilbrk just as well together,’
he drawled disparagingly, raising dark brows asgahe a scornful
snort at the claim. "You don't think so?' he chajkd softly,
advancing across the room towards her on thatii®at of his that
was so surprising for such a large man.

Six feet three, one hundred and eighty poundshandoved with all
the stealthy grace of a jungle cat— which was gedgiwhat he was,
if his claim about New York was true!

And she was mentally burbling—she shouldn't jusstaeding here
like a mesmerised rabbit waiting to become his Ipf@o late, she
realised when Jonas pulled her effortlessly upresgdiim, his arms



like steel bands as the movement of his head lonygawards hers
cut out all the light in the room and left her odigrkness.

His mouth claiming hers was like an electric sh@gdeming to reach
every nerve-ending in her body, his lips movinggassively against
hers now as she would have tried to pull away,fd® iwas only
claiming an ownership he already knew he had.

Cassandra's head swam at the onslaught of emdhahswamped

her, swaying unsteadily against him, until his actemped more

tightly about her, moulding the length of her badyhis; every hard

muscle and sinew imprinted against her much softeres, the heat
of his body burning her flesh even through the janghe wore. But
he controlled by mere strength alone, she inwasdigamed, unable
to break the kiss as one of his hands became dathimgthe hair at

her nape, holding her captive against him whilelipis plundered

hers again and again.

As if aware of her mute accusation, Jonas sudd#tdg his head to
look down into her flushed face, her eyes fevewsth the painful
humiliation of being subjected to his will in thasy, a nerve pulsing
wildly in the hardness of his jaw as he continodbbk at her.

Her eyes widened in panic as his head lowered tisvhers once
again, prepared for his savagery this time, butpietaly lost as his
lips didn't devour but moved gently against heosia3$ like a man
sipping from a rare wine, the length of his hanéstly cradling

either side of her face now as he sipped againagadih, slowly

slaking his thirst. And, to her everlasting sharf@assandra felt a
similar thirst within herself, a burning ache shadhthought she
would never know again...

As if he was perfectly aware of that weakness, doaised his head
at that moment, his gaze triumphant as he putitmalyfaway from
him. 'Wework very well together,' he drawled his satisfactidbnhe



fact, seeming unaffected by the passion that haddl so briefly
between them.

Or had it? Had Jonas been even briefly affectethbge languorous
kisses, or had he just been proving to her thatstukl know passion
in his arms?

Cassandra turned away with a deep sob of self-glisGhey didn't
work at all, she told herself vehemently. No one hdd her since
Charles had died, not really held her. Oh, ther been the little
consolatory pats on the back or on her hand, freople who felt
sorry for her loss, but no one had actually takemifn his or her arms
and hugged her. And she hadn't become removedtfiremeed for
human warmth and comfort as this man seemed to bese the
years; rather she had hungered for that physicahcothat had once
been such a part of her life. Only last week sltefélh that same need
for someone to hold her as she fretted about whetheot she was
doing the right things for Bethany, had--

Oh, God, shut up, Cassandra, she admonished he&wudf had
responded to Jonas—Jonas, a man she had every tedsar! Was
she so desperate for physical warmth that she kad keduced to
that?

'‘Don't knock good old-fashioned lust, Cassandoaad taunted now
as he saw that look of self-loathing on her fd€s.probably all we'll
have going for us once we're married,' he addeshhar

'l don't want to marry you,' she choked; now, mibran ever, she
didn't want that, badly needing to cry at what sbesidered was a
betrayal of herself with this man, but knowing slaeed not show any
more signs of weakness to Jonas. She had no dwubynical Jonas
would consider tears the ultimate in feminine wilend that he
would despise her even more than he already dietgarting to than.



'I'm well aware of that,' he dismissed as he mawedy, hands back
in his trouser pockets. 'l don't particularly wanwife either --'

"Then --'

'‘But | do want those shares, Cassandra,’ he cadimardly, his
expression grim now. 'l also want to be in a positio secure the
future of my niece.'

'‘Bethany...?' Cassandra frowned at him.

'Yes—Bethany," he said grimly. 'l don't think yore aapable of
offering her security any longer. Are you?'

He knew. Had somehow found out just how desperatetiebt her
business had become. How had he found out? Godathe way he
found out everything else, she mentally berateddiemhe was Jonas
Hunter, wasn't he?

‘And I'm not about to let you use your power ovettany's shares to
bail yourself—or your business- out of the messiit;' he told her

grimly.

He actually believed she would somehow try to depBethany of

the shares left to her by Charles; it was too uldigs for words! And

yet she could see from the uncompromising setwdgle mouth that
he really did believe she was capable of doing tbaher own

daughter. What a family he thought than to be—lahedr an

embezzler from his own company, she not aboveisteflom her

own child when it transpired that the husband sk fharried only
for his money- according to Jonas!—hadn't left éhebares to her
and so left her in a position to help her ailingnpany!

It would be laughabile if it didn't all have suchisas repercussions.



Jonas said, "Your father wasn't averse to steflomg his own partner
and son-in-law, let alone the other shareholdersyisy shouldn't
you --?'

‘That's enough!" Cassandra told him coldly, golelges as hard as the
metal they resembled, her hands clenched into éstker sides.
'‘Whatever you may think of me, | know | would nedersomething
like that to Bethany.' She shook her head, wiskimg could dismiss
his accusations towards her father as easily.fBi& did, what then?
It was that uncertainty that kept her silent ort gubject. But if she
remained silent this man was demanding she mamy..hi

She looked at Jonas now, fear in her heart atdghhess that was
such a fundamental part of him, knowing that tomnamm would be
like selling her soul to the devil—at his price!

How could she marry him?
How could she not?

Jonas wasn't actually giving her a choice, not @eptable one, at
least. It was a straightforward exchange as far has was
concerned—marriage to him, with her ten per cenHofter and
Kyle to be handed over to him, in return for hisrste, and providing
for Bethany's future, something that had, she laddmit, been
troubling her deeply since she had realised just kerious things
were financially. A lot of it, she knew, was dueQGbarles, and his
philosophy that tomorrow could take care of itsdlhere was no
money left to pay for anything! All she had leftgell was her shares.
And this man wanted those in return for his silecgrcerning that
diversion of company funds. But would his sileneeeimough?

She put her head back challengingly, disturbednid fie had been
watching her with those piercing black eyes as e@hti®oughts
flittered and warred in her mind. 'How is my mamyiyou going to



make any difference to those—discrepancies you'seodered in
company funds?' She frowned warily. 'l would, syrednly be
buying one man's silence,’ she added with delibensult for all the
times he had done the same thing to her.

'If the money your father—borrowed --' his mouth isted

disgustedly '—is returned to the company beforeeti of the year,
no one will be any the wiser, and the other shddehns will never
have to know what was going on.’

Cassandra's frown deepened. 'Are you saying—yold clmuthat?'

He looked at her mockingly. 'Does knowing I'm thatalthy make it
easier for you to make up your mind about marryire®' he taunted.

'‘No!" she snapped abruptly. 'l was just—surprisetl¢ admitted
resentfully, having no idea he was that wealthhignown right. It
made no difference whatsoever to whether or notsdreied him!

He shrugged dismissively. 'l can easily cover thiiserepancy.'

He didn't add any more, nothing at all about thg w@had made his
money, although it was obvious he must have comaidywealth

since going to America all those years ago; acogrdo Charles,
when Jonas had walked out on the family, he haehtalothing with

him but a suitcase and his plane ticket. Cassandsaprepared to
believe, from what she had come to know of Jorhesd,lte had made
his money through white slave-trading! Although Hred told her

himself there were no gentlemen successfully innass in New

York—so Jonas should have been very successfubtiide

She knew how much money the company was shorkinagn, with
the way things were with her own company, thatahdd nowhere
near cover the loss, otherwise she would have doloag before
now—Ilong before Jonas could fling such an insulggmgposal of
marriage at her!



'If I'm really the mercenary little bitch you seg¢mthink | am,' she
rasped, 'why on earth should it matter to me ong avahe other if
you discredit my father in the way you're propo8irfghe was trying
to call his bluff—and maybe if her voice hadn't ken emotionally
she might have stood a chance of succeeding. Ajthsbie doubted
it! She felt like a poor bird that had been pubiatcage, and the door
was slowly, oh, so slowly, closing behind her...

Jonas's mouth twisted confidently. 'A scandaltike one could rock
the company very badly.'

'S0?' Cassandra challenged with brave defianceeast krying to
beat her wings against the cage that was closirayaond her, no
matter how futile it was.

He shrugged, still smiling that confident smiletthas so unnerving.
'‘Companies have been known to crumble for lessl'v&sjust told
you, I'm wealthy enough in my own right for it rtotbother me. I'll
just pack up my bags and return to the Statesydut family, and
you, would collapse like a pack of cards,' he cotetl dismissively.

He had made his point, crystal-clear. 'And Bethanigat would
happen to her?' After all, he had made it obvioesthought she
would try to cheat her own child; what good would lbe doing
Bethany if he ruined the company and there washeritance for
her, especially when her mother's company was enptiint of
collapse too?

His mouth tightened at the gibe. 'l would take cafr@®ethany,' he
ground out savagely. 'In my own way. On my own t&tine added
hardly.

Cassandra felt a shiver of apprehension down hieespot even
wanting to contemplate what his ‘terms' would béhatVshe did



know, didn't doubt for a moment, was that Jonas miase than
capable of carrying out his threat.

She swallowed hard. "You were wrong about me, Jei@s, yes,

you were,' she insisted heavily at his derisivertsnAnd about so
many more things than | could ever hope to conwmeeof. But they

weren't what | was talking about when | said youemsrong about
me.' She straightened determinedly, feeling ashéf sad a heavy
weight on her shoulders that was slowly trying tagdher down. 'l

am going to say "this is so sudden, Jonas"," spleedi wearily,

running a not quite steady hand across her furrowed. 'l need

time to— to think about—all that you've said to today.’

‘Time to consider your options?' he scorned—knovghng couldn't
have any, or she would have used them by now!

'Yes,' Cassandra said defensively, tears cloudargvision at how
vulnerable she felt.

Damn Charles, for leaving her like this, for nobyding for his

daughter at least! Oh, God, she groaned inwardhgtwgood was
blaming Charles going to do? He was dead; she h&a®ne who
would have to take care of Bethany now. But shédroijust meekly
agree to marry Jonas, had to at least think abbat ghe would be
letting herself in for by becoming his wife.

His eyes were narrowed, his expression implacdblew much
time?"

As much time as it took, she wanted to screammat fihis was the
rest of her life they were talking about here. 8adn't expected it to
be ecstatically happy, but she had at least thaalghtvould be left in
peace to enjoy Bethany and her career. Her caegkalneady gone,
and if she married Jonas he would infiltrate et of her life with
his dominating presence, wouldn't allow her anycpeat all with his



constantly mocking remarks. But, at the same tintegt choice did
she have...?

She might know she was being inescapably drawn anioring
nightmare, but she certainly didn't have to ledp mwithout at least
trying to find other options first!

'I'm not sure,’ she dismissed awkwardly, havingtite thinking at all
at the moment. 'At least until after Christmas --'

'I'll give you until Christmas Eve to give me yamswer,' Jonas cut
in determinedly. 'l want to announce our engagemé@hristmas,
and the wedding to take place by special licencthéyNew Year --'

'S0 soon?' she gasped, eyes wide with horror. Awée was only
giving her a week to decide on the rest of her tifie weeks before
she would have to become his wife!

His mouth twisted as he easily read her motion.big society
wedding wouldn't be appropriate in the circumstarethank God!
And if | straighten out the company accounts befeede actually
married you may just decide to call off the weddimg¢ghe hope that |
won't do anything about those discrepancies tiherdgaid knowingly.

Colour flooded her cheeks at the ease with whicwaable to read
her thoughts; she had frantically been searchingsdone way she
could agree to his proposal and then delay thimggsshe could find
a way out of this mess. Although she already knesvet wasn't a
way; hadn't she been having the same desperatghitsoabout
repaying that money for almost a year now, growamgry with
Charles once the shock of his death had worn off#ght have been
all too easy to love the charmingly irresponsiblenne was, but it
wasn't helping to provide for Bethany and herse¥fnAnd she knew
she just didn't have the resources to do it heesislér.

And this man did...



The first she had learnt of the misappropriatiofuofds from Hunter
and Kyle had been when Charles told her of it $hafter her
father's death. She had been dumbfounded, totallyi@ss to know
what to do, but, with his usual optimism, Charlad been confident
that they could weather the storm—given time. Baithladn't been
given time, had been dead himself two months |&ted Cassandra
had been living in fear ever since, desperateiéthat Jonas would
discover what had been going on, while at the same knowing
someone would have to in the end. There was jastioch money
involved for it to have passed undetected for moaler...!

Maybe she should have gone to Jonas in the begimat let it get to

the stage where he could blackmail her like thie should have
appealed to him to help her find some way out efrttess before the
other shareholders had to be told. But without @sareside her, his
certainty always that things would work out, shdrtieknown what

to do. And now it was too late to do anything...

'‘Charles knew, didn't he?' Jonas suddenly raspedhllga his
narrowed gaze levelled on the paleness of her f&e.God, of
course he knew,' he said in sudden realisatiomt \Mas what killed
him, wasn't it?' he accused incredulously. 'Wasn@assandra?' he
repeated with savage intent, grasping the topgoaims now as he
attempted to shake an answer out of her. ‘Answedaran you!' He
shook her roughly.

His hands were painful on her arms, but in a waywsélcomed the
pain, the tears that flooded her eyes but remaimsthed, blinding
her now to the savage anger in his harshly etchesl f

Charles had known. Of course Charles had known;dmid he not
know? He and her father were partners. And theyrbathined so
even after the confession had been made, the twdmang come to
a decision that they would sort out over the festwlidays what
could be done to salvage the loss. In fact, thelyldesn working on it



in this very house during the evening before Catises father was
killed on his drive home. Cassandra had been nurnpdue tragedy,
but Charles had been devastated, not knowing wbexgn now to
look for a way out of the mess. Which was when & ¢onfided in
Cassandra. Like a confused little boy, he had danher to help find
a solution, looking for answers she didn't havieegit

‘Answer me!" Jonas demanded fiercely, black eydteghg as he
shook her once again.

Cassandra looked at him blankly for several secohdss,’ she
finally choked. 'Yes, it was what killed him!" sheed in anguish.

Because she had never doubted it, not for momeatisew it had to
have been the strain that had brought on ChaHeals attack at such
a young age.

Jonas's hands dropped away from her arms as ifvkey burnt, a
look of utter disgust on his face as he judged—fandd her guilty!
—once again. This man who thought he knew so much..



CHAPTER FIVE

'SMEON never stood a chance, did he?' Joy said knowing
Cassandra and Bethany having called at the hou§ihostmas Eve
to deliver their presents—and, unknowingly to Bethdo collect her
gifts too so that she had than delivered with heers by Father
Christmas in the morning. Marguerite was even nowside
supervising the gifts being stowed away in the bmfo€assandra's
car.

Unfortunately, Joy hadn't yet left for her evenimg with Colin; and

Cassandra, although she wished it were otherwa®nb doubts as
to what her sister was referring to. She gave atpdilook of warning

in Bethany's direction as her daughter occupieddiieplacing the

gifts for her aunt and grandmother under the gsaddcorated tree
that stood at one end of the elegant sitting-room.

'‘Perhaps we can discuss this some other time, @asSandra
suggested firmly.

Her sister gave a derisive smile. 'lt's a littleelan the day to be
discussinganything, | would have thought!

Cassandra gave her a sharply querying look, fongeBethany for
the moment as she saw her young daughter was hexsiyining
other gifts under the tree now, totally absorbedhat she was doing.
'‘What do you mean by that?' she softly prompted iy an
explanation for the enigmatic remark.

Joy drew deeply on the cigarette she was smokiygs earrowed
speculatively behind the lingering curls of smolkelittle bird tells

me that Jonas had been casting those lovely dak efyhis over
engagement rings," she drawled. 'And as you'renhewoman he's
been seen with recently—almost every night lastkwesasn't it...?'
She raised mocking brows. 'l can only assume tbatrgust be the



lucky lady intended to receive whichever rock heides upon from
the exclusive collection he had delivered for mspection to his
office!'

Jonas had been looking at engagement rings? She'tveasn
supposed to give him her answer until this evenwvag he so sure of
her that he had the arrogance to have already eleosag for her?
Cassandra knew he was—on both counts! And Joy Wsalely
right about the amount of time Jonas had speneérahbme this last
week—although she had no intention of asking h&tesihow she
could possibly have known that; Joy would just findmusing that
she should be so uptight about her knowing!

The truth of the matter was that a lot of the tilneas had spent with
them this last week had actually been concentiatdglethany, as he
became closer and closer emotionally to the chiddhad come to the
house straight from the office most evenings, cgusetly having
his evening meal with the two of than too. In fabg night before
last, Jean had actually asked him before he lethi®evening if she
was to expect him for a meal the next night! Naitt@assandra
blamed her housekeeper for wanting to know; it Wasasy for the
other woman to keep preparing meals that couldr datea third
person, if need be. The proof that it paid to knowadvance was
borne out by the especially sumptuous meal Jearphezhred for
them all last night!

But that didn't mean that Cassandra accepted 3oaasgance in
assuming he had some sort of right to eat with teeary evening!

Just as it was equally obvious that Jonas didv& gidamn what she
thought—he was going to do it anyway!

She hated the insidious way he was taking ovelifegknew that if
she married him she was going to deeply resendtay dominating
presence in her life. If she married him! Good Gbey both knew
she had no choice but to marry him, that her réfizssgive him his



answer until the time she had stated was only dejahe inevitable;
she felt like a fish floundering on the end of akoand Jonas was
slowly but assuredly reeling in the line. Neveréssl, she kept
fighting until the last possible moment...

And she couldn't for the life of her understand Ry could describe
Jonas as having ‘'lovely dark eyes'; they alwaysnsdecoldly
determined to her, totally lacking in warmth!

'l don't know where you got your information frodgy,' she began
with rueful dismissal. 'But --'

‘A very reliable source, believe me,' Joy cut ithva confident smile.

Cassandra did believe her, and could only assumieJinas had
actually had the rings brought to the offices ohkéw and Kyle for
him to look at, as Joy had claimed he had; he was grrogant
enough to demand such a personal service from aoljsive

jeweller's he felt inclined to use! And no doubtli@oknowing

exactly what was going on, had taken great deligielling Joy all

about it.

'If you've been worrying about how far things weetween Jonas
and me earlier in the year --' her sister sat foaweonfidingly,
obviously completely misunderstanding Cassandr@ace '—you
needn't be; we were never lovers. Worse luck,' ggimaaced with
feeling. 'l have a feeling Jonas would make a wdndg
unforgettable lover. Does he?' she pounced inttlst

Cassandra had been struck dumb by her sister'sngpsards—even

more so to learn that Joy and Jonas had never ¢ God, that must
have been a first for Joy; no wonder she had pdrsue so intensely
for those few months until it became obvious to Jmras just wasn't
interested!



And Jonas hadn't so much as touched Cassandralseeeening he
had deliberately set out to prove to her that theye more than
capable of enjoying a physical relationship togetNet that she had
wanted him to touch her, she inwardly protestea moich, again...?
God, she would be lying if she didn't admit she stdksshaken by her
physical response to him that night. How could $lase been
aroused by a man she hated? That in itself walstémyng...

'‘Don't bother to answer; | can see he does!" Jugkitd as she stood
up. 'l have to go and get ready for my eveningatt Colin anyway.
A word of warning, though,' she added with a grimdMake sure
Mummy is among the first to hear of the engagenwherwise she's
likely to throw an embarrassing fit!" She hurriedr the room to get
ready for her date.

That cage door was closed now, Cassandra realesadlyy the bolt
just had to be pushed across, and then there vbeuhd escape...

'‘Mummy, what's an engagement?'

Cassandra was shaken out of her frowning reveridBé&hany's
innocently put question, her daughter revealing tmce again she
hadn't been as deaf to the conversation going onndr her as
everyone had assumed she was! Cassandra quigdydrremember
what else she and Joy had --Oh, no!

'‘And why does Uncle Jonas want to give you a ro@&thany
frowned her consternation with this puzzling fatts a strange
Christmas present!’

Cassandra laughed with the relief that these vierenly two things
that seemed to puzzle her daughter about her ceavan with Joy. It
could have been so much worse!

'It is indeed, my darling." She stood up to hug ti@nghter. 'It is
indeed!’



Thankfully her mother, Cassandra could tell fronr behaviour
when she joined them a few minutes later, did@hde have heard
about the possibility of an engagement betweensland herself
from the same 'reliable source' Joy had; for orresister seemed to
be acting with a little tact rather than stirringtwouble when she saw
the perfect opportunity to do so. That probably kadhething to do
with the fact that Jonas was Colin's boss --Oh,,Ghd was getting
as cynical as Jonas himself! She should just beefgtefor the fact
that no one else realised quite how dependent masJihey all were
for their future...

Whatever the reasons for Joy's silence, Cassarabahad of it, the
time spent with her mother passing quite smoothhoagh a lot of
that had to do with their preoccupation with Betfianrising

excitement as the time approached for Father @hmastto come.
However, her mother couldn't resist getting intiéelidig before they
left, about why they couldn't have stayed with beer Christmas
instead of going home to spend it alone. Cassakdeav it was

useless trying to explain to her mother—yet agaimat-staying here
would have reminded her too much of Christmas Vastr, when
Charles and her father had both still been alivenfoy it with them...

And Cassandra could have done without finding Javasing for
them at the house when they arrived home a simoetlater!

His car was parked in the driveway beside the spdisre he knew
she usually parked her Mercedes, so he had knoenasisn't at

home before he even got out of his car. But heduae ahead and
rung the doorbell anyway, she realised irritablpdAlean, after his
visits all week, wouldn't think twice about lettihgn wait inside for

her to return.

In fact, as she let herself and Bethany into thesbavith her key, she
could hear the murmur of voices coming froth ttgrng-room, and
realised Jean must be in there talking to JonksFsir some reason



Jonas seemed to prefer that small sitting-room &vbke worked and
spent time with Bethany. Although perhaps that Wwaso
inexplicable; he seemed intent on invading eveiryape as well as
public part of her life!

‘Uncle Jonas!" Bethany launched herself acrossotbra at him.

Cassandra altered a little more cautiously, sekeorg the laden tray
on the table, the steam coming from the teapottdpatiJean had just
brought the tray through from the kitchen; Jonagntidbeen here
very long, after all.

"'l go and get a second cup and Bethany's mikkan greeted her
with a smile, ruffling Bethany's dark locks affectately before she
went.

Cassandra had fed Bethany her tea before theytaveet mother's to
deliver the presents, knowing that by the time they back her
daughter would be too excited to even think ofrgatShe eyed Jonas
warily now, unsure, after her conversation with &aylier, what his
exact purpose was in coming here tonight. He retliirer gaze with
a rise of mockingly questioning brows.

'Here we are.' Jean bustled back into the room thi@lextra cup and
glass of milk, obviously having had everything @megg in the
kitchen.

Cassandra smiled at her gratefully, just aboup&ak when Bethany
chirped up again—and left her standing with her thayen, gulping
in air!

‘Uncle Jonas, why are you giving Mummy a rock fari€tmas?'

Her intrepid daughter had done it again, frownipgatiJonas now as
she sat comfortably ensconced on his knee!



'‘Don't look at me!' Cassandra protested as haudidhat, Jean wisely
taking this opportunity to excuse herself hastity the pretext of
preparing dinner, giving Cassandra a questionird loefore she
quietly closed the door behind her as she left.

She had been wasting her time earlier at her msthdren she had
tried to divert Bethany away from this subject, atdiously failed
miserably; Bethany had just decided to wait uri# saw Jonas again
so that she could ask him for the explanation hether either
couldn't—or wouldn'tl—give her.

‘Bethany has been listening to her aunty Joy,' &aba said, as if
that explained everything.

And Jonas looked as if perhaps it did!

'l see,' he mused, smiling down at Bethany as stidled up against
him. 'Well, it isn't the sort of rock you thinkig --'

‘But --'

'‘Hey.' He tapped the little girl playfully on heutton-nose. 'You're
going to ruin Mummy's surprise for Christmas if yocarry on like
this.'

'‘Ulp!" Bethany grimaced before clamping her lipgdther, shooting
Jonas an apologetic look, perfectly understandirgyreasoning.

As Jonas had known that she would, Cassandra edailistably.
Why hadn't she thought of that...? Because she'wasrtking very
clearly at all at the moment, she acknowledgednitégéy.

'l didn't think," Bethany groaned apologeticallywon't be --'

‘Why don't you just drink your milk while Mummy arndhave a cup
of tea, and let me worry about that, hmm?' Jonaswaged firmly.



‘Then we can all have a game of Mousetrap beforg pedtime
while Jean is cooking our dinner --'

'‘Bedtime!" Bethany echoed protestingly. 'But | --'

"You could always try to stay awake this year t® ifgou can catch
Father Christmas delivering the presents into pbocking upstairs,'
Jonas added temptingly.

Bethany's eyes went huge at the thought. 'Do yolk thmight?

Cassandra certainly hoped not! The last thing shr@ed was to wait
hours for Bethany to fall asleep before she coulénebegin

organising her presents. And she couldn't standahdewitness the
closeness that seemed so natural between Bethdnjoaas, feeling
claustrophobic, trapped by their rapport. It wasnadt as if Jonas
already lived here, that she and Bethany weredmsly. And that

they could never be, not even if Jonas did sucteéatcing her into

this marriage she didn't want!

"'l go and find the game,' she suggested desggrateeding to get
out of the room for a few minutes at least.

Jonas looked up questioningly, easily reading t@in her gaze,
seeming to mock those feelings. Seeming? He kneattlgxhow
desperate she was feeling as even time workedsideor

Cassandra leaned heavily back against the doorshecevas outside
in the hallway. How was she going to be able todthis?How?

'Why don't you just let me give you the sharesadBhshe asked him
later, much later, when Bethany was at last in bathough,

Cassandra was sure, not asleep; her daughter kilag dmnas at his
word and trying to stay awake long enough to c&tner Christmas



in the act! 'My father's ten per cent,’ she addediomas just looked at
her with raised brows, perfectly relaxed as heisdhe armchair
opposite her, their meal eaten. 'It's what you weaifter all.’

The intimacy of their sitting across from each othiee this in the
comfort of the small sitting-room, the fire envalogpthem in a warm
glow, was a completely erroneous one: Cassandras/ésnse as a
bow-string!

'l want to take care of Bethany too," he raspeuid'you will be giving
me those shares—as a wedding present!'

She stood up agitatedly. ‘And | get your silencenaee,’ she scorned.
‘That doesn't sound like much of an exchange t6 me!

Black eyes narrowed ominously, although Jonas meedasprawled
in the armchair, perfectly relaxed in black sweatad dark grey
trousers. 'You get a damn sight more than thatyandknow it!" he
rasped.

Continued financial security for all her family. gecure future for
Bethany—something she wanted as desperately aisl hé/duld he
relent if she were to tell him exactly what had peped...? No, came
her immediate answer; knowing Jonas, he wouldtstifit it around
so that she came out as the villain of the pieegaBse he wanted to
think that of her. She didn't know quite why; it svgust an
Inescapable fact.

He looked at her with cold eyes. 'l want your answleamn it,' he
grated. 'Now! I've waited long enough.'

She returned his gaze like a cornered rabbit. Gaod, She wasn't
the hunter, he was, and he was merciless in trgaomn his prey!

She frowned. 'Why would you want to marry a womdrowloesn't
love you --?'



‘Love!" he echoed scornfully, sitting forward ndinmagined myself
in love once.' His mouth twisted self- derisiveélhyquickly learnt that
it's a fleeting emotion at best. A trick of the ses --'

‘But you're wrong!" She shook her head. 'So wrobgve is
everything.' She held her arms up expressivelyniBe love with
someone is everything. It can make the world ahbeig fuller,
happier place --'

'‘Or a darker, more painful, achingly desolate plagenas put in
harshly, a nerve pulsing in his cheek now. 'l damant love,
Cassandra; in fact | would run a mile from it! Whatvant is your
answer," he repeated uncompromisingly. 'Whattslite, Cassandra,
scandal or marriage? The choice is all yours.'

And what a choice it was!

She turned away from the hard cruelty of his fataying out of the
window at the moon as it shone down from the céadit sky. A full
moon. A hunter's moon...?

God, she was becoming hysterical now. Jonas wasamnhan—a
coldly autocratic man, to be sure, but only a manenthe less. And
he could be gentle and caring with Bethany, so¢be¢ of hardness
didn't go all the way though --Who was she tryiagkid? The man
was probably kind to children and small animals ametciless to
everything else—especially a wife he despised!

But the hunter's moon shone down inexorably—andh&sed the
lock turn on the cage door...

Cassandra turned slowly back to face him, satisfadiaring in
those probing black eyes as Jonas easily reacesignation on her
face. But if he thought he was going to have ihalown way he was
mistaken!



‘Yes, I'll marry you, Jonas,' she told him flatiut that's all I'll do,’
she added even as the light of triumph deepenbis iayes.

A wariness entered his face now. 'What's that ssgghto mean?'

Her head went back in challenge, and she sinchogdgd he couldn't
see how her legs were trembling with the effowias taking to stand
up to this man who was still such an enigma to'Matriage in name
only, Jonas,' she told him shakily. "That's whaeln.'

He returned her gaze steadily. 'A marriage of corarece, ' he finally
scorned.

‘There's nothing in the least convenient to me abus marriage!
she glared, eyes glowing emaotionally.

His very stillness was what was unnerving now. yoo really think
you're in a position to make conditions?' he spsukdy.

God, how she would love to wipe that satisfacti@irhs face, knock
his legs from under him, tell him to go ahead aach$ worst! But
she knew that she couldn't do that...

'l can't believe, Jonas,' she told him pityingliaking her head
disgustedly, 'that you've reached thirty-five yeafsage without
learning that things aren't always what they se&me spoke with
controlled vehemence now.

His eyes narrowed suspiciously. 'Would you caresxplain that
remark?'

If he were any other way than he was... 'No," shiel slully,
swallowing hard.



'l thought not!" His mouth twisted disparaginglAnd in this
"marriage of convenience", Cassandra, who doesogshare your
bed?'

‘No one." She shuddered at the thought. 'l donftt wlaat sort of
relationship with anyone.'

‘Your response to me on Sunday didn't indicate,'that drawled,
brows raised mockingly.

Colour burnt in her cheeks as she rememberedaatiéarly that time
she had spent in his arms; she was still more #@higitle stunned at
her unexpected response to him. She should hawerkhe wouldn't
be above reminding her of her weakness; as he hedds said
himself, he was certainly no gentleman, in or duiusiness!

‘Another one of those occasions, Jonas, when trangs't always
what they seem!' she snapped her resentment ofdukery.

'‘And what about my bed, Cassandra?' he tauntelg.sé¥ho gets to
share that?'

‘Whoever you damn well please!" she bit out tautlys man might
scorn love as an emotion but she didn't doubtdxaality, knew only
too well how experienced his lovemaking was, whigagure a
woman could find from his caresses. Which was whg wsas
terrified of sharing his bed herself; if this marade love to her
completely, she might forget her dislike of himgafshe did that... It
didn't bear thinking about! 'As long as it isn't,nh@on't care!' she
added vehemently.

Jonas gave her a considering look. 'You aren'tggmobject if | find
myself a mistress?'She was going to mind being @@k a fool
when her brand-new husband took another womanhistdife, but
the alternative was even more unthinkable! 'l hayguarantee you



wouldn't do that anyway, even if we were sharindgea.' She
shrugged dismissively.

'l don't cheat in my relationships!" he rasped lgpldyes glittering
darkly.

'It wouldn't be called cheating if | knew aboutagreed to it,’ she
encouraged desperately.

Jonas watched her with narrowed eyes as he sldoadyg 1p to cross
the room towards her, laughing softly as she tookwaoluntary step
backwards. 'You seem very anxious we shouldn't laayphysical
relationship, Cassandra,' he taunted softly. 'Vgithat?'

Her eyes were wide as he stood directly in fronthef now. ‘Isn't it
obvious?' She at least tried to make an efforttémds up to him,
although his proximity was very unnerving. ‘A ploairelationship
between us would make a mockery of everythingiklelthat sort of
closeness should mean between a man and a womardh8 knew
her voice lacked the necessary conviction, Joreslstg only inches
away from her now, his nearness working that saraenmrising
effect she had known at the weekend when he hashth&r in his
arms --

As he was now! Strong, enfolding arms that heldagzinst the lean
length of his body even as his mouth lowered torcleers. And as
her lips parted moistly beneath his Cassandra khatsshe had only
been fooling herself the last time he held her ttke—that it hadn't
been illusion at all, that same aching languorramgeher limbs as he
began to kiss her with hard demand. She wantedrtars—this man
who was to be her husband!

She wrenched away from him at this realisationkilog up into that
hard, merciless face with wide, bewildered eyes Bad married
Charles because she loved him, and their physatafionship had



been good even once the initial rosy glow had gamé she had
realised Charles wasn't quite as reliable as sightnhiave wished.
She didn't love Jonas, and yet she wanted himnayathat shocked
and distressed her.

'‘May the mockery continue,' Jonas told her huslelyes black as
coal.

Cassandra moved away from him completely. 'l mgajonas,' she
told him tautly, hands clenched together in franher. 'If you insist
on going through with this marriage, then it wdl in name only.' She
was willing to do a lot to protect the people stved, but sacrificing
herself body and soul to this man was somethingugteouldn't do!

He looked at her consideringly, searchingly, slombglding at what
he read in her face. 'If you should change yourdmin

'l won't,’ she said quickly. Too quickly? Oh, dathie man! 'But |
would like an undertaking from you that eventuallyyour shares
will pass on to Bethany." She met his gaze with aweting
challenge.

Jonas's mouth quirked derisively. 'And | repeatydo really think
you're in a position to make conditions?' he drawle

Her eyes flashed deeply golden. 'Those sharesathaiy's by right,’
she bit out sharply. 'She --'

'‘Calm down, Cassandra,' Jonas cut in mocking. dbing this to
protect Bethany's interests, not take anything afwasn her. I'm
wealthy enough in my own right to make provision &ny children
we might have together --'

'I've just told you," she flared, her cheeks hal 8ashed with the
frustration of feeling that this man wasn't evestelning to her! '‘We
won't be having that sort of relationship, so wenlivbe having any



children either!" God, she felt flustered justta thought of bearing
this man's child!

What sort of father would he make? He was very geitid Bethany,
obviously had no difficulty relaxing with childrerand --They
wouldn't be having any children between them! She elieved that
he would probably make a loving stepfather for Bath but that
would be it!

'If you say so,' Jonas drawled dismissively, obsipuored by the
whole subject now.

Bored! Good God, Cassandra's nerves were stillddlece by the
response she had to this man, and he had lostshiarthe subject as
if it were only a trivial matter anyway, one thatlly didn't merit the
attention it had already been given!

‘Do you think now might be a good time to give ythat rock
Bethany mentioned earlier?' He crossed the rodmetgacket he had
draped over the back of the chair, searching thrdhg pockets.

Cassandra tensed at the mere idea of wearing tm&srmangagement
ring. She still wore the rings that Charles hacegiwer so lovingly;
how could she now wear Jonas's ring in their pldce®uld surely
weigh on her finger like an iron shackle!

The name discreetly printed on the top of the biay was enough to
warn her of the exquisite originality of the ringtlin, but, even so,
nothing could have quite prepared her for the dgzflash of

emerald and diamonds when Jonas raised the Iltedsdx for her to
see inside. And yet there was nothing ostentatahaut the ring
itself; it was just that the heart-shaped emeraldhe centre was
surrounded by such exquisitely perfect diamondsttiey reflected
the light in glittering facets. It was a beautifurg, a ring that should
have been bought, and worn, with love.



Cassandra stared at it as if mesmerised, shakirftelad. 'l can't wear
that,’ she told him gruffly, unable to actually koat his face, tears
stinging her eyes at the mockery of this engagement

'If you don't like this ring we can always choosether one --'
‘It isn't that,' she protested emotionally, stilhking back the tears.

"Then what is it?" The frown could be heard in hsice.
‘Cassandra...?' He raised a hand to lift her ¢tanning as he looked
into her face and saw her eyes swimming with te&assandra,
what --?'

‘Mummy...?" A disgruntled voice broke the tensioatthad suddenly
fallen over the room, and both Cassandra and Janaed to look at
Bethany as she stood so forlornly in the doorwag, ftabbit she
always took to bed with her rucked under her armv.fibiummy, |
can't sleep,' she added fretfully. 'And Father &hras won't come at
all if I don't go to sleep soon!" she wailed.

Cassandra blinked back the tears, giving her daughtvatery smile
as she crossed to her side. 'Of course he wilingdrShe went down
on her haunches beside Bethany, smoothing backftited dark hair
from the flushed petulance of Bethany's sleepy.face

'He hasn't put anything in my stocking yet, and --

He hasn't been down here yet either! the litthe ggied as she saw
that the mince-pie, sherry and carrots they hadoptiearlier were
still untouched on the fireplace.

Cassandra thanked God that they were; they wouwld had some
serious explaining to do if they had already digplosf the offerings
and yet no presents had obviously been left yet!



'l haven't gone upstairs to bed yet, darling,’ @adsa told her
daughter soothingly, shooting Jonas a warning fravan his brows
were raised mockingly. She turned sharply away fitoah tauntingly
speculative gaze; if things had turned out diffdyeearlier, he was
silently telling her, the two of them might haveehan her bed for
Bethany to come and find! 'Everyone has to be pdbedore Father
Christmas comes, darling.' She firmly turned hesrdion back to her
daughter.

Bethany looked slightly less petulant. 'Does thaamUncle.. Jonas
Is staying with us tonight after all?' she askepdiolly.

Cassandra deliberately didn't look at Jonas this;tobviously, as far
as Bethany was concerned, she wouldn't have mimdégk least if

she had gone to her mother's bedroom and founpisto€assandra
there but Jonas too!

‘Not this time, love,' Jonas answered gently asibeed to join them,
bending down to scoop Bethany up easily in his arms

Bethany frowned down at the open ring-box he Iséltl in one of his
hands. 'What's that?'

Cassandra drew in a sharp breath. She had barklynha to accept
herself that her marriage to Jonas was going te pdé&ce, let alone
thought of how she was going to explain it all tetlBany—although
she bad a feeling, from her daughter's attitude nosv to Jonas's
staying here, that the child wasn't going to miaod tmuch! And

Cassandra could see, from the determination inslomxpression,
that the matter was going to be taken out of hamgysvay, that he
intended telling Bethany of the engagement righ/indnd once

Bethany realised what that 'rock’ representedy fuliderstood what
an engagement involved, Cassandra had a feeling Wauld be no
turning back, for any of them. There could be naldddhat Bethany



adored Jonas, that she was already halfway to tuegedpm as the
paternal figure in her life.

Good God, why didn't she just stop this now? Appedbnas's better
nature, tell him the truth—that it hadn't been Hather who
transferred company funds at all, but Charles...!

Because she wasn't sure Jonas had a better nature!

What also kept her silent was that she wasn'tiskr®mwing Charles
had been the one at fault would make any differelacdonas's
demand that she marry him and give him her sharagshe would
be betraying Charles for nothing, Jonas just wagntitose shares at
any price.

And if, as she thought, Jonas did just want thésees, she wasn't
sure how he would react to knowing it was Charlé® Wwad taken

Hunter and Kyle funds and transferred than intomm@many of his

own...!

Usually her father and Charles had made decisiayether
concerning which deals they should go for and whay should
leave alone, and from the success of Hunter and gt system had
worked well enough for the years of their partngrsAnd then three
years ago a property deal had been put to thenCtetandra’s father
had wanted to stay away from and which Charlesthadght they
should go ahead with, believing it to be a goodestment. He had
been so sure it would that he had put his own mangyo start with,
along with a loan from the bank. Over the next t&agh months the
bottom had dropped out of the property market, ass@ndra'’s father
had pie- dieted that it would, and the bank hatedah the loan on
Charles's deal. The only way Charles could pay thaok was to
borrow money from Hunter and Kyle funds, money tfabuld, at
least, have been approved by both shareholdevash't, because, as
Charles had admitted to her, he had felt fooligardier father had



been so certain from the beginning that it waswuleal they should
have anything to do with! Charles had lost milliptigee property he
had bought so confidently worth only a quarterted price he had
paid for it.

Charles had told her everything after her fatheddo suddenly,
needing her support, at least. And, of course,dtedot it; she was
still his wife, no matter how much she might haepldred what he
had done...

As she was still standing by him, still supportingn, paying the
consequences she knew had to be paid...

What would Jonas do with information like that ab@harles? The
truth of the matter was, she dared not tell hiratl been Charles,
didn't believe it would make the slightest diffecerto him if he learnt
it had been a member of his own family—a family despised!

—who had committed the fraudulent act, rather thenfather as he
believed it to be. He bad made it perfectly cléat the only reason
he wanted to marry her was to safeguard Bethanoysef and to

secure Cassandra's shares for himself.

Consequently she dared not take the risk of telliogas the truth
now, knew she would probably be the loser eithey,what the
outcome would probably be the same no matter wieatlsl, and that
Jonas would probably just use that information alitharles to taunt
her even more...! It was all those probabilitiest tactually kept her
silent—when she really wanted to scream and simoptatest at her
fate!

"This --' Jonas slowly held up the ring-box so tRathany could look
inside '—is the rock I'm giving Mummy for Christmasle looked
challengingly at Cassandra as he made the annoemtem



Bethany giggled as she saw the ring inside the Bt isn't a rock,
it's a --'

'It's far too late to be getting into a conversatout rocks or rings,’
Cassandra cut in sharply, much more sharply tharirdended, she
realised as Bethany looked across at her with pdzzyes. 't really
Is time you went back to bed, young lady," she todd daughter
determinedly, taking her from Jonas and smilingeataffectionately
to take away any sting there might have appeardtin/oice; she
was so tense she was surprised she wasn't actbakking at the top
of her lungs the way a fishwife was reputed to Mo.doubt Jonas
would like that! 'If we don't all soon get to beabago to sleep Father
Christmas may just decide to give us a miss allmyehis year!" she
added teasingly, turning as she reached the doot@ayld you just
slip the lock on the front door on your way out)ds?' It was her turn
to challenge him now, golden-brown eyes unflinchingeeting the
dark mockery in his.

'l could,’ he drawled mockingly—telling Cassandrahaut words
that he had no intention of doing so, though, tletwwould still be
here waiting for his answer when she came back dtaws.

Bethany was much easier to settle down this setiome she was
actually tired out from the excitement of the dagr protests only
minimal as Cassandra tucked the duvet round herkessgd her
gently on the brow.

‘Are you going to bed too now, Mummy?' she promgiegefully.

Cassandra only wished that she could—that she gmuld sleep and
all of this would have been some awful nightmare abuld wake up
from!

‘Soon, darling,' she promised. 'l just have to g jut the lights off
downstairs,' and slip the lock on Jonas's way out!



But she didn't go downstairs straight away; sheedailently along
the hallway to her own bedroom, sitting down on lieel to look
down at the rings she still wore so proudly on ket hand, the
diamond solitaire Charles had given her on thelsag asked her to
marry him, the plain gold band he had slipped anfinger on their
wedding day three months later. How could she possake them
off and put that diamond and emerald ring of Jenagheir place?

Could she tell Jonas the truth? Would he believe Wsould he care?

For all that Charles could be selfish and thoughtlat times,
Cassandra had had trouble believing he had doreastlung when
he had come to her shortly after her father's deathtold her how
deeply into debt he had gone. It hadn't seemedilpesseemed
incredible to her that Charles could have done suthing without
telling anyone. But she had stood by him anyway;wss her
husband, Bethany's father. And she never wantegiaBgtto realise
that the happy-go-lucky father she had loved sohrhad actually
been so completely irresponsible that he had gohtimto this mess!

The tears burnt hotly down Cassandra's cheekseatsk off first
herengagementng and then her wedding-ring, transferring than
her right hand, her decision made...



CHAPTER SIX

PETER HUNTER looked frailer than ever on this crisp and cle:
Christmas morning, sitting in the conservatory hgvihis
mid-morning cup of coffee when they arrived, then sshining
brightly through the glass making it feel warmearitht actually was
outside.

At seventy-eight Peter's once dark hair was novesilgrey, but he
was still a tall, imposing man when he stood updrthin, his gaunt
face lined with a lifetime of memories, some happany sad.
Cassandra had always liked her father-in-law, &ltitéather in awe of
him at the same time, treating him with the sanieréace she might
a revered grandfather.

Jonas didn't seem to be hampered by the same tegpeserve, not
waiting to be invited to sit down in one of the Wac chairs but
dropping down into the one nearest his father—pbssiecause he
believed he might be standing a long time if hetedifor the

invitation to sit down!

'Sit down, Cassandra,' he suggested lightly astidhbovered in the
background. 'Don't worry about Bethany; she'§ miisfdnappy in the
sitting-room playing with the doll's house you gde¥ for—Father
Christmas gave her for Christmas,' he correctdy. dri

Bethany had been overjoyed with the gifts left urttie tree for her
this morning—and Cassandra had been amazed ahdésdeft there
for her! There had been at least a dozen beauytifuthpped presents
that hadn't been there when Cassandra finally veebed the night
before after placing Bethany's gifts there.

Not that her daughter had seemed in the leastisaddny the gifts for
Cassandra; after all, it was perfectly normal fathiér Christmas to



leave lots of presents for her mother too, so wigukl this year be
any different?

And as she'd looked at the gaily wrapped preseats&hdra had
known exactly who they were from and why they wiérere. How
had been another matter, but that was easily dedfier she had
spoken quietly to Jean in the kitchen; Jonas hédtHe gifts for
Cassandra with her, to be put under the tree orexg@ne else was in
bed for the night. It wasn't difficult to guess wihg had done it, not
when she thought of the way Bethany had assuredsJthrat her
mummy always got 'lots and lots of presents' eyeay at Christmas;
Cassandra certainly didn't fool herself that Jdresactually bought
the lovely gifts to give her pleasure!

Although the fact that he had gone to all that bfeudid make the
decision she had made the night before seem niat smhorrendous;
if Jonas could do some- thing like that for BetHanyake, then
perhaps there was hope for him yet!

As she had known he would be, Jonas had been g/éatirher when
she got downstairs the night before, and she hdateepted his
proposal and his ring— although since acceptirsp@ had kept the
hand wearing that emerald and diamond ring as routhbf view as
possible --A fact Jonas seemed more than awaresif@asat down in
the chair on the other side of Peter, a dark fras/donas's face as sh
held Peter's gift with her right hand, her left oeatly folded in her
lap.

‘Happy Christmas, Peter.' She leant forward to kessfather-in-law
on the cheek, handing him the wrapped bottle ot nvaisky she

knew was his favourite—he always enjoyed a glasi after his

dinner each evening. 'Thank you for the gifts yauggBethany and
me.' She gave a rueful smile at her daughter'shabsafter kissing
her grandfather hello she had disappeared backth@&diouse to
where Jonas had carried her doll's house.



As soon as Bethany had seen the Victorian doliséocompletely
fitted out with authentic furniture, her other githad unfortunately
faded into insignificance. It would have been ingbke for than to
come out today without bringing the treasured néfiv 4lthough
perhaps it was just as well that Bethany was soqueied; that
challenging glint in Jonas's eyes didn't augur ¥elthis visit!

‘Yes, Father,' he drawled now. "Thank you for wtat gave me too.'

Peter's gaze narrowed as he looked at his youngee enigmatic
son. 'l didn't give you anything," he snappedabfy.

‘Exactly," Jonas derided. 'I'm thanking you for being hypocritical
enough to pretend a Christmas spirit towards medgot feel!’

Cassandra tensed at the exchange, staring in dightag two men,
although from their own tense expressions as tbeyetl at each
other she didn't think either was aware of her gmes there at the
moment.

Jonas had called for them this morning so that doeyd all visit his
father together before going on to her mother'dudach, although
she hadn't intended to visit her father-in-law luBoxing Day;
Cassandra could only wish now—now that it was e ko avoid
this confrontation—that he hadn't! It was the fitste she had seen
father and son together, and she wished it coulthdédast; the two
men obviously couldn't stand each other! So muclddoas's excuse
that day about not leaving his father alone allra®&ristmas; she
doubted, from their behaviour towards each otheav,rtbat father
and son had spent more than a few minutes in ghen'company
the whole of the last nine months—or that they hay particular
wish to spend much more time together either!



Peter gave his son a withering look before turnmg@assandra. 'l
hope it's just coincidental that the two of youhaad here together
today...?' He frowned.

‘Do you?' Jonas was the one to answer him taumgtitigh sorry to
disappoint you, Father," he said without any apgltut it isn't!"

Peter ignored him, still looking at Cassandra, djilessame blue as
Charles's frowningly searching the paleness of Hace.
‘Cassandra...?' he finally prompted warily.

She moistened dry lips. God, telling people, pesple cared for,
about herself and Jonas was going to be worsestimhad imagined
it would be. 'Peter, | --'

'‘Cassandra and | are going to be married, Fatdenas cut in
challengingly, obviously feeling none of Cassarslha&sitation.

And why should he? He obviously didn't give a damirat anyone
thought of him, or his actions! And Peter lookedfasomeone had
physically struck him, his face grey now, gaunteart ever, his
narrowed gaze suddenly seeming almost as darknas'3emwn as it
was turned fiercely on his son. 'Why?' he demanad&dow harshly.

Jonas laughed softly, still sitting back in hisichseemingly relaxed,
although Cassandra noticed that his hands tighithypgd the wicker
arms beneath them, whether consciously or uncamslgioBecause
we want to, of course,' he drawled dismissivelg, daze unblinking
as he unflinchingly returned his father's probiage

Peter looked at his son wordlessly for several test-several long,
agonisingly tense minutes for Cassandra! Finallyuneed to look at
her, blue eyes pained. 'Do you want to marry Jorasprompted
warily.



She glanced quickly at Jonas, warned by the dalkottnis eyes to
be careful what she answered; whatever the arraggemwas
between them, he didn't want his father to know. dut she was no
more anxious for Peter to know the truth eithegsperated as he too
had felt at times by Charles's behaviour, it wqarabably kill him if
he knew just how badly he had behaved this time!

'Of course,' she assured Peter lightly—Dbut it talbker effort of will
to withstand the probing look he gave her aftersam@bviously
doubting her claim.

Being in the same room with these two men wasli&ag caught in

the middle of a storm, waves of resentment flonnegween them.

After the easy friendship that had existed betweeter and Charles,
this contest of wills was nerve-racking!

‘Then | repeat, Jonas --' Peter looked at the yauntan glacially'
—why do you want to marry Cassandra?"'

Jonas's mouth quirked. 'I'm not sure that quest®nexactly
complimentary to Cassandra, Fatter,' he tauntdok'sSa beautiful
woman --'

‘She's your brother's widow!" Peter cut in harshly.

Cassandra drew in a sharp breath at his vehemeaoelat the way
Jonas's face had gone white when she dared a girden. She
might almost not have been in the room now fottadInotice he took
of her, his icy cold fury directed at his fathermessat forward in his
chair, all pretence of being relaxed gone nowntdw what she is,
Father,' Jonas rasped coldly. 'l also know shefgggo be my wife.’
There was challenge in every taut muscle of hig/bod

'‘Don't do this, Jonas,' Peter warned gruffly, pairhis eyes now.
‘Leave the past where it belongs—in the past.’



Jonas gave a harshly humourless laugh. "You cathaayo me?' he
scorned. 'lI've been made to pay for my mother'psgd sins all of
my life, and you dare to tell me to leave the pédehe!' He shook his
head in hard derision, standing up. 'lt's time werewleaving,
Cassandra," he told her with icy implacability.

Cassandra had, by this time, believed both memave forgotten she
was there with than at all. In fact, she wisheq tinégght have done so
for a while longer; their conversation had beereatwng, but not

revealing enough! What had happened in the pastkB&éw Peter
had divorced Jonas's mother while Jonas was stduag child, that
the young boy had remained with his father andradbtether after

that divorce, but she didn't know the reason foontwhy there was
still such resentment between Jonas and Peteralftdrese years.
And she had a feeling she should know—that here tivakey to

what drove Jonas, why he was as coldly determisdwavas.

'‘Cassandra!" he repeated harshly now, standingliehgside her
chair waiting for her to leave with him.

She stood up abruptly, attempting to smile reasglyriat Peter as he
reached out suddenly and clasped her hand, sqgek®mand in
understanding for his concern. 'I'll come back s@e you before the
New Year,' she promised huskily.

‘We're getting married then,' Jonas put in hardly.

'So soon?' Alarm flared in Peter's eyes at thissné&Bharles hasn't
even been dead a year yet,' he added emaotionally.

It was the worst possible thing he could have s&ihas's- mouth
tightened ominously at the rebuke. '‘Cassandra ayah't wait any
longer than the New Year,’ he stated firmly, hisnagoing

possessively about her shoulders as he held hes side, effectively



breaking her contact with Peter as he did so. W& he prompted
her insistently.

She could feel an anger in him, a tense, troubhggkiathat for once
Cassandra felt wasn't directed at her. The lasgtlibnas wanted
from her, from anyone, she would guess, was sympatid yet she
knew that at that moment it was exactly what shdde him.

Whatever had gone wrong between Jonas's mothelPeied, Jonas
had grown up with a chip on his shoulder that lndiddved him even
into adulthood. What could have happened twelversyeao to
suddenly make him cut himself off from the familpnepletely
Cassandra had no idea, but suddenly she knewéisakl been a very
lonely one, and that a lot of it had been througbice, because he
wouldn't allow anyone close enough to hurt him agai

Because of that, he no longer appeared so thregtémiher. Which
could be very dangerous...

'‘No,' she answered distractedly. 'We can't waitlanger than that.'

She mustn't think of his gentleness with Bethanystniry only to
remember that he was forcing her into this marriagekmailing her
into it. She couldn't allow her feelings to softewards this man. She
couldn't!

She moved abruptly away from him, disturbed bydven feelings of
weakness. '"You'll come to the wedding, Peter?'dtas pleading in
her eyes as she made the request.

'Mother will be there,' Jonas announced with satisbn.

Cassandra turned to him sharply. She had assumedlidgn't quite
know why, that Jonas's mother must be dead—whicls wa
ridiculous assumption for her to have made, now e really
thought about it; why should Jonas's mother haed dihen Peter,



ten years his second wife's senior, was still veogh alive? Maybe,
once again, it was that feeling Jonas gave of bemaposolute loner, a
man who needed no one and had no one.

But he had a mother... What was she like, this womater had
divorced at a time when divorce wasn't quite asroonplace as it
was today, a woman who had left her child withfhiker after that
divorce—a woman who had been Charles's stepmotlitewbom

Cassandra had certainly never met as such, and Wiarles and
Peter never talked about?

Peter's mouth twisted at the deliberate challengasihad directed at
him. 'So will I,' he returned quietly. 'If I'm ined?"'

'Of course,’ Jonas drawled. 'l wouldn't want yomtss my wedding.'

Peter looked up at him sadly. 'Where did we go gramth you,
Jonas?' He shook his head. 'Where?'

"We" didn't,’ Jonas told him harshly. "There wadyoyou. And
Charles, of course,' he added derisively. "The &oBoy.'

Peter flinched at the taunt, although it lookedifam the first time he
had heard it. '"You're your mother's son, all rigltte rasped
disgustedly.

'I'm..what you made me,' Jonas scorned. '‘Made um yoage. You
just can't see that.'

His father shook his head. '‘Perhaps you are. Bultg€laire too, and
she --'

'Let's leave my mother out of it!" Jonas bit outshdy. 'After all, you
were always so blameless, you and Charles both néwar --'



'‘Not in front of Cassandra, Jonas.' Peter stootbamow, as tall as
his son, but much frailer to look at, the yearsiobsly having robbed
him of much more than time; Jonas was the stroafjire two now,

both physically and mentally.

'Why shouldn't she hear the truth? She's familghad hissed in
reply, blazing with more emotion now than Cassaind@ ever seen
in him before. 'And very soon she and Bethany balimy family!" he
announced triumphantly.

"The child too...! | had forgotten for a momenetér shook his head
wearily, seeming to sway slightly on his feet aé thtrain this
conversation was putting him under. 'Jonas, yout ¢avolve an
innocent child like Bethany in this vengeful veridgtou fed towards
Charles and me --'

'l was an innocent child,’ the young man remindedharshly. ‘None
of you seemed to care about that at the time!'

‘But Bethany --'

'Is an adorable child," Jonas acknowledged caoldigve her already.
| could never do anything to harm her. Neva:,' fegegl.

His father looked at him searchingly, at the rigiset jaw, the nerve
that pulsed there, lines etched harshly besidendse and thinned
lips, cold black eyes wide with challenge. And strmg else...
Something far more dangerous.

'‘Look after than both, Jonas," Peter finally toieh firmly. '‘Or you'll
have me to answer to!'

Jonas's mouth twisted without humour. 'I'm not d&dcany more,
Father—and I'll do what | damn well please!



Cassandra knew Jonas spoke the truth when heestogdd Bethany
and would never do anything to harm her. But wHaBethany's
mother? Cassandra wondered. She had been marriébattes, a
man Jonas seemed to think as much responsibleiFalienation
from his family as his father had been. And sheaaly knew she
didn't have that same immunity from Jonas's argerBethany had.

But she wanted to know more of the past, had tavkexactly what
had happened twelve years ago to drive Jonas &abe once she
knew that... It couldn't possibly make Jonas despes any less if she
knew, but it just might help her to understand him.

The only worry she had, with a man like Jonas, Wex if she
understood him she might not hate him any more. iAstie didn't
hate him she might actually start to love him...

No—she couldn't possibly learn to love a man ligeal!

‘Stay away from my father, Cassandra,’ Jonas wdraedoldly on

the drive to her mother's house, Bethany safeipptd in the back
of the car, talking lovingly to the doll Jonas hadught her for

Christmas, which seemed capable of doing everythutgactually

breathing!

Cassandra looked across at him frowningly as shbesade him in
the front of the car. 'He's just a lonely old mannas, and Bethany
and | are all he has --'

'‘He has me too,' he cut in harshly, his hands lyigitipping the
steering-wheel now, black eyes staring straightadhes he drove
with controlled speed. 'You've seen how highly ladugs me!" he
scorned bitterly.



She had seen the wealth of pain that existed batWeetwo men,
yes. Was it all because of a lifetime's misundeditay and the fact
that Peter had divorced Jonas's mother, or wasl€shimvolved in

some way she hadn't even thought of? She did khatwnnbthing she
had heard between father and son today had enaulitey to tell

Jonas that Charles had been the one to take thagynimm Hunter
and Kyle. She also knew she had to learn the tfother own peace
of mind as much as anything else.

"Your relationship with your father is nothing to @ith me," she told
Jonas now. 'He's still Bethany's grandfather, and |

'—intend seeing him when and if you feel likedghas finished with
derision. 'Foolish woman, haven't you realisedtiiat | don't like
being disobeyed?' he mused confidently.

It was that arrogant confidence that infuriated thermost, her eyes
flashing deeply gold. 'Foolish man, haven't yourieget that | won't

be dictated to?' she returned angrily. 'Really?efierned tauntingly.

'It's my experience that given the right incentroa --'

'‘Coercion, you mean,"” she accused heatedly, hece véiept
necessarily low because of Bethany seated in tlok lod the
car—otherwise she would have been shouting onaalaga

Jonas shrugged unconcernedly. 'Whatever, you rdspmnt,' he
scorned.

And she had thought herself in danger of comingiki this man

earlier, of feeling sorry for him, of understandimgh. Good God, she
understood him all right: he was an arrogant, iesable, unfeeling
swine! She didn't need to know anything else ahout

'l won't be told who | can or can't see, Jona®'tslhd him firmly.
'‘Peteris Bethany's grandfather --'



'So you've said,' he rasped. 'And | want you tg atgay from him
until after our wedding; is that too much to asie?said with sarcasm.

In the circumstances, yes! She had told Peter shadwgo and see
him, and go and see him she would. 'Talking of#eeding..." She
turned to give a pointed look in Bethany's dirattitf we're going to
tell my mother and Joy about it today then | thim& should tell
Bethany before we get there.’

Jonas's expression darkened. 'But | thought youahaddy --Damn
it!" he swore as he manoeuvred the car to thedditte road, stopping
the engine to turn and glare at Cassandra. 'l assyou had told her
and she wasn't thrilled with the idea, which way whe hadn't said
anything to me about it!" He scowled darkly, glawgcin the back of
the car at the still engrossed Bethany.

She hadn't told Bethany of her marriage to Joneaus® she dreaded
her daughter's reaction to the news, but not becahs thought
Bethany would hate the idea—oil the contrary. Aad, she had
known last night, once Bethany was told there wdaddho turning
back.

She looked at Jonas unflinchingly. 'Why should fave assumed |
had told her any such thing? It may have escapednatice, but I'm
not exactly thrilled at the idea of marrying you self,’ she added
scornfully.

His mouth twisted. '‘Oh, I've noticed. But your aren doesn't seem
to have stopped you accepting— and wearing—my!gHts looted
pointedly at the silver Celtic-design brooch she lpanned at the
throat of the high-necked black sweater she wore.

She knew without looking at it again that it wabeautiful brooch,
made out of heavy silver, the black of her jumppedect foil for its
large intricate design. Cassandra had liked itightsin fact she had



liked all the things Jonas had had Jean place uhdéree for her: the
perfume and matching talcum powder, the Swiss dhtexy the

beautiful purple wrap-around scarf, the book onkBrits that had
both surprised and delighted her; she hadn't eshlifonas had
scanned her bookshelves so closely that he haideddahe classic
writer was one of her favourites. There had alsenbéand-

embroidered hankerchiefs, a lovely figurine in cilié porcelain of a
Victorian lady dressed up to go ice-skating, a DagniCD she hadn't
yet bought—one of the few, the opera singer being of her

favourites—something else Jonas seemed to have tiakérouble to
find out.

In fact, all of his gifts had been thoughtfully glem, and coming from
anyone else Cassandra would have been thrilldteatdre that had
been taken selecting them. But this intimate kndgéefrom Jonas of
her likes and dislikes just made her feel more exdhle and exposed
than ever, as if he weren't just taking over heiads in life but all of
the things she enjoyed too! She hadn't even thahiwedor the gifts
yet, had felt too inhibited, as if admitting thegre things that gave
her pleasure somehow added to their intimacy.

All those lively gifts made the impersonal gold finks she had
purchased for Bethany to give to him seem prettyrpm
comparison! Although Jonas had assured Bethanyasedelighted
with than, the two of them laughing together ashBaey helped him
put them on.

But Cassandra couldn't help wondering now, afteinggjust how
estranged things were between Jonas and Petenpprsinany other
Christmas gifts Jonas had received. If any. He seamuch a loner
here, and any friends he might have were obviousiymerica --

Which advanced Cassandra to questioning whethestdhere was a
particular womanfriend there... He hadn't brougivbanan with him
when he came back to England nine months agohhatitdidn't mean



there wasn't someone, that another woman wasn‘efs®n he had
gone back to America so suddenly last week.

But Cassandra had told him she didn't care wheeshas bed before
or after they were married, and, knowing Jonasybeld take her at
her word! Strange how curious she suddenly felualimat faceless
shadow of a woman who was probably Jonas's mistress

Her cheeks felt hot as she realised Jonas waswsttithing her
disparagingly, one of her hands moving self-consslip to the
brooch pinned at her throat. 'l thought Father €&hvas delivered
them?' She looked at him challengingly.

‘Touche.'He gave an acknowledging inclination of his heatbie
turning fully in his seat to look in the back otthar. '‘Bethany?' His
quietly firm voice easily attracted the little ¢grlattention from her
play, and Bethany looked up at him curiously. 'Heawuld you like it
if your mother and | got married and | came to kvi¢h you all the
time?"

Cassandra gave a choked gasp at the bluntnese/ith he had put
the situation. Left up to her she would have tteedroach the news a
little more gently than that. Although, from thes&tic look on
Bethany's face as she sat forward on her seatto be at them, that
would have been a waste of Cassandra's time—ancbheern that
the situation be handled as delicately as possible!

'‘Really?' Bethany's eyes glowed deeply golden. "Yould really
come and live with us forever and ever?'

Jonas smiled at her description. 'Forever and'dveenodded.

Bethany sat forward even more to throw an arm abaah of their
necks. "That would be wonderful'' She hugged thath kightly
before sitting back to clap her hands gleefullgtiér Christmas did
bring my other present after all'' she grinned higpp



Cassandra frowned at her beaming daughter. 'What giresent?’
she asked warily—already knowing she wasn't gomdike the
answer!

‘Why, that Uncle Jonas should come and live withofigourse,' her
precocious daughter answered instantly.

Cassandra was stunned; she had had no idea --!
'Of course,’ Jonas murmured mockingly at her side.

Cassandra deliberately didn't look at him, knowshg would scream
if she had to look at the triumphant expressiomigrface. 'And just
when did you ask Father Christmas for this pardicpresent?' she
asked Bethany drily; she had sat and helped Betaitg her letter
to Father Christmas earlier in the month, and thacecertainly been
no mention of Jonas coming to live with them inttkahe would
most certainly have remembered it!

Her daughter still grinned from ear to ear, hauwnygidea that her
mother wasn't as happy as she was with the idéaras coming to
live with them forever and ever! '"We had to writiether to put in the
school post- box for Father Christmas, and as lfwpbtten to put in
my other letter about Uncle Jonas coming to livehwis | asked the
teacher to help me write it in this one.’

Cassandra couldn't help wondering what Mrs Graysahmade of
that!

'‘Father Christmas has a lot to answer for," sheéemad disgustedly.

‘Look on the bright side," Jonas chuckled at hes.s5he could have
asked for something really impossible.’



Until a week ago Cassandra had believed the iddeeomarrying
Jonas and his coming to live with them forever awdr was
iImpossible!



CHAPTER SEVEN

'NEXT week!" Marguerite gasped disbelievingly, havingaily been

thrilled at the announcement that Cassandra andsJaere to be
married—until she had learnt the speed with whictvas to take
place!

Jonas had waited until they were all seated arthumthble for lunch,
Joy and Colin, Marguerite and Godfrey—the elderBnnmad spent
Christmas with the family for as long as Cassandruld
remember— Bethany, Jonas and Cassandra, befong tiblé rest of
the family they were engaged to be married.

Joy had given Cassandra a smile of knowing mockéofin had
congratulated than, Godfrey still looked dazed iy whole thing,
and Marguerite—well, her first reaction had beemsthing that
looked a little like relief, quickly followed by & pleasure—so
quickly that Cassandra wondered if she could pbskdve imagined
that initial response... Because now her mothedgaged horrified!

'We can't possibly organise a wedding for next Weske protested
now, shaking her head.

'‘Wearen't going to,' Jonas informed her quietly Haisd possessively
on Cassandra’s as it rested on the table- topsa@dsa and | are both
adults, perfectly capable of organising our own dveg,' he stated
abruptly.

Marguerite frowned at this dismissal of her heBut'surely | --'

'‘Besides,' Jonas added firmly, 'it's going to beesy quiet affair.
Cassandra and | both want it that way.'

Cassandra would like it kept so quiet that no arteadly knew about
it!



Her mother shook her head dazedly, lunch complétegotten. 'It's
all very sudd --There isn't anything | should knabout, is there,
dear?' She looked worriedly at Cassandra.

Cassandra returned her gaze searchingly, wonddrimgr mother
had begun to understand her at last, that shellgctaalised—and
cared!—that there was something decidedly odd atlesitsudden
marriage to Jonas. But what she read in her metharkious
expression disgusted her rather than filled hen vatief.

"There aren't any little Hunters on the way, Mothéthat's what
you're so delicately implying,' she drawled hardlpnas and | have
another reason entirely for marrying so hastilySHe broke off
abruptly as Jonas's fingers tightened painfullyuabers, biting back
the relieved sigh as that grip loosened now thaad had the desired
effect of silencing her.

What had he thought she was going to do—Dblurt leeittuth, throw
herself on the mercy of her family? She knew bdttan to even try
to do that!

'‘We're in love, Marguerite,' Jonas drawled. 'We twarbe together.
I'm sure you know how that feels.'

'‘Don't make such a fuss, Marguerite.' Godfrey behatehe 'happy
couple'. 'I'm sure you must remember how you anddfalt in those
early days together.’

Cassandra knew that her parents had had a goothg®rthat her
mother had been devastated by her husband's teashe certainly
couldn't ever imagine her mother in those firstdyegays of being in
love, when all that seemed to matter was being thi¢hperson you
loved. Jonas in that role was even more unbelieVvabl

‘Well, of course.' Her mother was still slightlystered at the speed
with which things were happening. 'But even smesiseem --'



'It's what we both want, Marguerite.' Jonas's vame hardened now,
although he remained outwardly relaxed, his haglitlly clasping
Cassandra's.

‘May as well accept the inevitable with good grawg dear,’ Godfrey
told Marguerite affectionately. 'Men like Jonas domant to be
messing about with long engagements, and then ydHréice and
orange blossom!'

'l couldn't have put it better myself, Godfrey.hde smiled at the
older man, knowing he had found an ally. 'Now |geg we all eat
our lunch before it gets cold." He looked at thdinpaintedly,
obviously welcoming no more criticism of his plane++eceiving
any! Jonas had said they should eat their lunahtleat was just what
they all did.

Cassandra wished she could have enjoyed the pgrfeabked

Christmas lunch with as much gusto as the othextedet the table
seemed to do, the conversation noisy, Bethany eliow get up and
pull everyone's cracker with them, more often thah ending up
with the gift that had been inside too. As far & Hdaughter was
concerned, all was right with the world...

Whereas Cassandra wasn't sure her world wouldbeveght again!

'‘Well, | think everyone took the news very well,ntoyou?' Jonas
said with satisfaction, the day over, the threetledm back at
Cassandra's house now, Bethany asleep upstairaghsen carried
up there by Jonas after falling asleep in the hacthe car on the
drive home, the excitement of the day having finalbrn her out.

Jean had already returned from her sister's hadsre she had spent
her usual Christmas day, and gone to bed by theettiey got in, and



Cassandra had assumed that once Jonas had caetieh{d upstairs
he would leave so that she could go to bed too.

But as usual Jonas had his own ideas about howdddsbehave,
and by the time Cassandra had settled Bethany ingakfor the night
Jonas had gone downstairs to the sitting-room iuldd fire before
making himself comfortable in one of the armchdieside it,
warming a glass of brandy in the lean strengthisfhiands, then
sipping it appreciatively, giving no impression leving in the
iImmediate, or even near future.

Cassandra sat down in the chair opposite him,avedire of how cosy
and homely they must appear sitting here togetherenvall the time
she felt like crying. In fact, she was going tgulst that if Jonas didn't
leave soon!

‘Yes,' she finally answered him huskily; she ha@éxpected any
dissenting voices from her family when they werll tshe was to
marry Jonas!

Jonas looked across at her searchingly, black gaggnatic as he
took in her too pale cheeks and over- bright e{@assandra?' he
prompted softly.

She swallowed hard, fighting back the tears thdtieen threatening
to fall all day. 'lt's late, Jonas. It's been aglalay, and |—I'm tired.'

He stood up to slowly cross the short distance septirated them,
coming down on his haunches beside her to raisettemith gentle

fingers, looking deep into the shadowed depth oEges. 'What is it,
Cassandra?' he finally asked gruffly.

She gave a choked laugh, her throat full of te@ssnow. What was
it? It was everything! The day. Her family. Jon&ke had spent the
day surrounded by the people closest to her—hegiday her



family, the man she was going to marry—and sherteaer felt so
alone and lonely in her whole life!

All of it—the unwrapping of gifts, the family lunchnd tea, the
congratulations of her family on her forthcomingrriege, Bethany's
heady excitement with the day, Jonas's broodingemee at her
side—in fact, everyone had behaved today exactthadad thought
they would. So why did she feel so depressed atibut

She shook her head self-derisively. 'I'm just besily," she
dismissed ruefully, the tears thankfully recedinthvhis realisation.

Jonas's mouth twisted. 'That isn't an emotiondiwer associated with
you,' she murmured drily.

Cassandra was very conscious of his hands sttihgeagainst her
jaw, lightly caressing now, like tiny electric slikscagainst her skin.
'‘Oh, believe me, Jonas, | can be silly. Very silhe added with
heavy motion. It would pass, she knew it would phasuntil it did...

He gave a puzzled frown at the strangeness of bedptoming to sit
on the arm of her chair, tilting her chin up nowtkat she looked
straight into the brooding darkness of his facelyQh wasn't

brooding or dark at this moment; his eyes woe gentith concern,
his harsh features softened into a questioningrirasvhe still looked
searchingly into her face.

Cassandra barely had time to blink her surpristhiatunexpected
emotion before his head began to lower slowly tolwdrers, every
bone in her body seeming to melt completely asrusth claimed
hers in the most piercingly sensual caress shewadimagined.

For a moment, only a brief stunned moment—to hearlasting
shame it was very briefl—Cassandra neither respbnde resisted.
And then her lips began to move against his, hersanoving up



about his neck as she pulled him down to her, pleasinging
through her veins as she felt truly alive for thistftime today.

Jonas slid down the side of the chair, both of tséting in the well
of it now, the whole length of their bodies touahinom shoulder to
knee. Cassandra felt her breasts crushed agamas$'dahest, but it
was a near-pain she welcomed, loving the hard pressf Jonas's
body against hers as their kisses deepened, nerlgegtly searching
but becoming increasingly fevered as passion socamddiook over
from any other emotion. In fact, no other emotiarsied!

She felt heat against her bared flesh as Jonagg@aside her jumper,
but it wasn't the fire that warmed her but the luédtis own body as

he pressed even closer to her, disposing of hisashif it were an old

rag rather than the silk it really was, only thmthisp of Cassandra's
bra separating their bared torsos now.

And still Jonas's mouth played havoc with her sgnskinking
deeper and deeper, moist tongue probing, searcHitiogng over
teeth and tongue before plunging down, down, haraidling either
side of her flushed face as his tongue possesgein ftige way his
throbbing need told her he wanted to.

Without moving his mouth from hers, Jonas gentlifgogliher down
on to the rug in front of the fire, his arms movatdgput her body now,
those hands caressing the slender length of hée, HaE gossamer
silk that had separated them disappearing asnfidyic, Cassandra's
breasts tautly free; she gasped low in her threaine of his hands
moved to cup her there, the thumbtip moving liglother the already
hardened nipple, each caress intensifying the bgrache she felt
between her thighs.

His lips left hers now to travel the length of tieroat, down over the
silky flesh to the upward thrust of her other bted&Sassandra
watching as if mesmerised as his tongue flickedmutet that nipple,



licking slowly, tantalisingly over the fiery tip ashe felt her body
arching towards him for more, much more, her handsing up to
cradle the back of his head as he at last drewige fully into the

moist cavern of his mouth, alternately sucking dia#ting the

throbbing tip until Cassandra cried out with a deapeed.

His hands caressed now, stroking up and down thgtheof her
spine, coming to rest on the slenderness of her pigshing aside the
clothing there as if it was of no consequencelataalching her naked
thighs and legs, groaning low in his throat at fémel of her silken
flesh beneath his hands.

Cassandra touched him too, hands moving over theflesh of his
broad shoulders, marvelling at the play of musbkrseath the tanned
skin; then her hands moved down his back, feelitagitness in him
that matched her own.

Her movements seemed awkward and clumsy as sheadried him
of his clothing too, wanting to feel him fully nakeagainst her,
desperate to know the feel of that silken hardoébss thighs as they
throbbed against her. Their breathing was ragg®dasdesire was
heightened by naked flesh against naked flesh, shangsting,
mouths searching.

Jonas's body looked magnificent in the fireliglat,chgolden flesh, all
light and shadow; he was beautiful!

‘Touch me!" he groaned as he saw the hunger ifiuséied face. 'For
God's sake, Cassandra, | need you to touch me!

As she needed to touch him, needed it so badlstietrembled with
the desire, hands and fingertips once again mosangssingly over
the hard contours of his body, touching the hardatas in his back
before moving down further to his hips, his but®dhkesitating in her



caresses as he gave a low, strangulated groare aiatkss of her
silken fingertips on his tautly hard flesh.

‘Don't stop!" he groaned now. 'Oh, God, don't stBpssandra. |
need—I want --Oh, God!" He shuddered in ecstasy-paishe gave
him what he wanted, the hardness of his thighsngagimost out of
control now. 'lI-want to give you—Yyou need—I dohink | can wait

any longer, Cassandra!' he moaned as he gatherecttdis arms

and crushed her against him, burying his face enlémgth of her
silken hair as he breathed deeply of its perfumgdtihg for control,

for the time to give her pleasure as she had giverhim.

But Cassandra didn't want to wait any longer ejtheanted the
deeper pleasure from him that his caresses promedualrning
pleasure that she ached for, that every particleeofbody cried out
for. 'Now, Jonas,' she pleaded huskily. 'Pleaseentatow!

His gaze held hers as he lowered her to lie batck®rnug, black eyes
burning into gold as the firelight flickered acréss body in a golden
caress of its own and he slowly lowered himselieo, altering her,
slowly, filling her in a way that drove everythirgjse from her
thoughts but the feel of Jonas pulsating inside heaving now,

slowly, surely, stroking the flames inside her l@ghnd higher even
as his mouth closed over hers, swallowing up her meoans of

ecstasy.

Bodies moved together in perfect harmony, flickingngues
matching it, accompanied by low moans of pleasuaé neither was
aware of making as the crescendo inside than wsegitch that
couldn't be controlled, skin damp from their heatedtact now as
they moved moistly together in a rhythm that wabeautiful as any
ballet.

Cassandra felt the ache building inside her torstoppable heat that
reached every muscle and nerve- ending, down tdirgpertips, to



the tips of her toes, lids flying wide open as klaked up into the

dark beauty of Jonas's face at the moment shinéefire burst out of

control, holding him to her as she felt totally pessed, enveloped,
Jonas reaching that same heady plateau with hervatched him,

the taut ecstasy in his face, his throat archeekyemuscle straining

against her as their pleasure exploded togetrematr after tremor

continuing to rack their bodies long after theiratig gasps had
quietened to low groans of release.

Jonas collapsed weakly against her, his face bumiéar perfumed

throat, his breathing ragged and deep as he laymsiglaer, their

bodies still entwined, one of her hands slowly sairey the damp hair
at his nape.

Cassandra was no longer fooled by her unhappioésy tknew it
had nothing to do with her father not being therghing to do with
Charles not being there either. The reason shdééad so troubled
and unhappy today came from another reason entifebm
something that had been forcing itself into hersocomusness since
they visited Peter this morning.

Somewhere, somehow—oh, God, she didn't know howe—skd
fallen in love with Jonas!

How long had she been running away from that kndgé€ Since
last night when she had told him she wanted theiagge to exist in
name only? Since Jonas had told her he wanted ity imer? Before
that?

Oh, God, she didn't know when she had begun totlmgeman who
could be so hard and unyielding with anyone whoogpp him, and
yet so gentle with a child he knew loved him! Mayhat was when
she had begun to love him too. Because she didnione



Could she have fought him more strongly over hinaed that she
marry him and give him her shares as a wedding gifthad she
secretly welcomed the excuse to become his wifePthen, she
assured herself heavily; then she had been toodmrsying her own
feelings for this man to realise what she wantad.r®w? Now she
wanted to be his wife. Because she loved him—tlais who had told
her he would run away from any love that was oftaoehim!

What had confused and deceived her about her fseliowards

Jonas was that loving him was nothing like lovinga@es had been.
Charles, for all that he had been in his fortieemwthey married, had
been like a child who needed protecting, from hifinae much as

anything else. With Jonas it was the opposite: heted to protect.
And whenever she was with him she felt singinglyealmore alive

than she had ever felt in her life before.

Charles...

What would he make of this love she had for his ngmx
half-brother? Whatever animosity there had beewdxn the two
men in the past, Charles had tried to bridge thigbyunviting Jonas
to their wedding, a gesture that had been clealyffed. But Charles
had tried again, by leaving Jonas such a largeégpoof his shares on
his death, something Jonas hadn't rejected, althbaglearly didn't
need the shares or the headache the company hadhbraith
it—not if his personal wealth was all that he cladnt was, and she
had no reason to doubt it. Had Charles realisedslaas probably
the only one who could turn the company aroundmgve was in
this way!

And yet she loved Jonas...

‘What are you thinking about?'



She had been so lost in the terrible wonder ofdetings for this man

that she hadn't even realised he was now watclangith narrowed

dark eyes, the stilling of her caressing hand agiis nape seeming
to have teen what alerted him to her preoccupiedghts.

Cassandra looked up at him with pained eyes, lgnfginthe return
of the passionate lover she had known only minages the man who
had wanted only to give to her.

But already the coldly wary Jonas was taking that'siplace, his
expression grim as he moved to lie at her sideu'féahinking of
him, aren't you?' he accused harshly, moving tb gulhis clothes
with unhurried force.

The blaze of colour that instantly heightened Hezeks gave her
away, and she gave a choked cry of protest as Jstoasl up
forcefully, disgust etched in every hard line of Face as he looked
down at her.

‘It wasn't like that, Jonas,' she told him beseawiijj sitting up.

For a moment, a very brief moment, he seemed ixausby her

naked beauty in the golden firelight, and thencibldness returned to
his expression. He turned away, fully dressed ndragging his

jacket from the back of the chair where he hadvihr earlier. 'You

can have your "marriage of convenience", Cassdnbearasped
viciously. 'l have no intention of taking Charlegkce in your

sensual imaginings ever again!'

‘But it --'

‘Don't bother to get up,' he scorned her lack othohg as he looked
down at her contemptuously. Cassandra instantlyséf-conscious
In her nakedness in the face of such angry detiseaching out to
clutch her sweater to her now, a fact Jonas viewidd a scornful

twist of his mouth. 'l can see myself out!



' Jonas, please!' she managed to cry out as hieaeéloe door. 'Let
me explain!'

He turned briefly. 'There's nothing to explainople you enjoy your
memories of your dead husband, Cassandra,’ he aklalethy.

'‘Because this one will never share your bed agdaslammed out of
the room, and she heard him slam out of the hausasé¢conds later.

She rolled over and buried hex face in her hangs)g as she hadn't
cried since Charles died. In some ways this pamevan worse than
losing Charles had been. And she had years stngteliead of her as
Jonas's wife, years of loving a man who hated a&sgided her...!



CHAPTER EIGHT

"YOU'RE supposed to look like this after the honeymoorgs@adra,
not before," Joy taunted softly.

'Hmm?' Cassandra looked at her sister vaguely, itogter own
thoughts.

She had just brought Bethany over to spend thenatb@ with her
grandmother, having an appointment herself thisrafton that she
would rather Bethany—and Bethany's ears, espektalieren't

present at.

Unfortunately, it seemed she had to run the gaunflder sister's
enigmatic remarks before she could make her esé&gtbany had
already set off in search of her grandmother, aftaving been
informed she was in the dining-room arranging flosve

Joy grinned at her knowingly. 'Dark shadows under ¢yes from
lack of sleep!" she supplied suggestively.

Cassandra knew her sister was right about theste#tows, and Joy
was also right about them being caused from lackleép—Dbut it
wasn't for the reason she was implying!

The truth of the matter was Cassandra had foutld sbmfort in
sleep since Christmas Day. In fact, she had fotitid tomfort in
anything since that day, didn't even know how she ¢ot through
the rest of Christmas without actually breaking dbw

Jonas seemed to have been at her side every nohthe day, an
ominous presence, even the mocking humour gonetiranmow. He
hardly gave the impression of being a newly engagad! And as
such the speed with which he was organising thedimgdmust
hardly seem credible to anyone observing the twthah together;
they didn't so much as touch, let alone seem datepter'be together!



But Jonas had organised the wedding—not befor&ldve Year, as
he had wanted, but for January the second, whichjugi as good in
his eyes—the first working day after the long festholidays. The
day he would make sure the accounts were correchéoyear-end
audit...

The only time Jonas pointedly left her alone wasigiit. And it was
during those long sleepless nights that Cassaimnaght of him,
remembering everything about that single time hekhade love to
her. If he was to be believed—and she had nevendfau single
reason to doubt he always meant what he said!—thaevas a
memory that was going to have to last her a lifetim

Joy had been right: Jonas did make an unforgettiver—so
unforgettable that Cassandra ached for him to meke to her
again...!

‘Not that | thought for one moment that Jonas waudt for your
wedding night,’ Joy dismissed drily. 'But I'm aléitsurprised at you,
Cassandra,' she added tauntingly. 'Couldn't resesnhg if | was right,
hmm?' She arched dark brows, eagerly inviting camfces.

Considering the two of than had never been clossugin for

Cassandra to want to confide in her sister in th&t,pshe certainly
wasn't going to break the habit of a lifetime whdenas was
concerned. Especially not when Joy was so nedrutie

‘Tell Mummy [I'll be back as soon as | can,' shd tiy briskly, not
willing to get into any sort of conversation abbat relationship with
Jonas; it was nonexistent at the moment, anywanasloouldn't even
be bothered to acknowledge her presence most dirtiee giving
most of his attention to Bethany. Not that her daegobjected, and
neither did Cassandra in this instance; it was mamb that Jonas and
Bethany form an emotional bond, and she was feéhagaw herself



at the moment to be able to contend with his vespalring with any
degree of dignity.

'Off to meet Simeon?' her sister taunted, obviopgijyed now at not
getting the reaction from Cassandra that she wantedher teasing,
knowing very well that she hadn't seen Simeon socal level since
she became engaged to Jonas. 'Or are you andsimaksng off for a
romantic afternoon together?' she drawled mockingbgh of them
knowing Jonas was hardly the type to 'sneak’ ofivduere, let alone
for a romantic afternoon.

'l should be back before tea,” Cassandra continudd her own
conversation regardless. 'But if | should happeetalelayed...'

I'm sure we can manage to feed Bethany,' Joy edsoer in a
disgruntled voice. 'Great inconvenience these ddmaalays, aren't
they?' She frowned.

Cassandra had never thought so, either now oeipdit. In fact, she
was sure she would have gone insane these lastidgw without
Bethany at home to keep her spirits up. Nothingcceaem quite so
black and gloomy with her sunny daughter at hez!sid

‘Bye, Joy,' she said drily, moving to the open @@

'I'm looking forward to the rehearsal this evenitgpr sister called
after her softly.

Cassandra stiffened, turning slowly, knowing shetnmave paled.

‘At the church, for the blessing,’ Joy added knglyinblue eyes
sparkling mischievously. Only there was nothin¢ghie least amusing
or funny to Cassandra about the rehearsal thisimyeas she was
sure her sister very well knew!



She didn't make any reply, letting her sister hthedast word as she
seemed so determined to. And what a last wordst wa

Because of the speed with which she and Jonastavbeemarried the
actual marriage was to take place in a registecegfbut Jonas had
been insistent that they should have a blessirigmeed in the local

church, and as they were marrying on a weekdayhiiim't posed
any problem for the vicar to fit into his schedule® Cassandra,
having their marriage, a marriage based on distolestsed in church
seemed like a mockery of everything the marriageroeny should

truly mean.

‘Not that you need the rehearsal,’ Joy continuéchibj. 'But |
suppose Jonas might. At least.. .1 presume thabés?'

'‘Goodbye, Joy,' Cassandra told her firmly, makingdyher escape
this time before her sister could drop any more lsimells.

The truth of the matter was it had never occurcelldr to question
whether or not Jonas had been married before! Baitvgs sure he
couldn't have been; didn't he mock the very idga®éver caring for
anyone enough to make such a commitment for lovdidgh he

had also said he had believed himself in love once.

No, she couldn't believe Jonas had ever been rdarrie

it was the sort of thing he would have told hent-®&ould he? Wasn't
Jonas a law unto himself?

But Peter would know if his youngest son had eveerb
married—and it was Peter she was going to seeaftesnoon. It
hadn't been easy, organising this time to go aadhsefather-in-law,
with Jonas constantly at her side these last feyg-das if he was
well aware of ha- desire to go and see Peter, eb@ instruction
that she shouldn't, and he was doing his beswarthher plans to do
so. But after days of being out of the office a tilmgghad come up



today that Jonas just couldn't avoid going to, igvCassandra an
unexpectedly free afternoon; although he hadnd k@dr about the
meeting until lunchtime! But luckily Peter was alite see her at
almost any time, and he had seemed more than diéasear from
her when she telephoned after lunch, once Jonadefiatbr his
meeting, and asked to go and visit him. She hagetjomade to feel
slightly underhand like this, but an out-in-the-npeonfrontation
with Jonas was something she didn't feel strongigmdo cope with
just now.

As it was, she viewed the following meeting withmaxture of
anticipation and fear; she was at last going to trematruth about the
past, and yet at the same time she wasn't sunafted to...!

She would tell Jonas she had seen Peter, of cdwad&o intention of
keeping it from him indefinitely;

that just wasn't her way. But she knew there wasgyto be an
argument over it, an argument she might fed betiéx to deal with
after talking to Peter. It was for her own peacenoid that she was
going to see him this afternoon; she had to knowenadout Jonas
before she married him than that she loved him! ibday she did
there would be some hope for them. She had toveeireat!

Peter was once again out in the conservatory wineasived; in fact

he seemed to spend a lot of his time out there day& tending his

plants, or just gazing out over the grounds ofibiese—the gardens
where Charles and Jonas had once played as chil@ren

Cassandra stood in the doorway for several minweshing the

elderly man unobserved, having assured the buteenwss more than
capable of showing herself through. Peter wasrgjaout across the
beautifully tended lawns and towering oak treefina dusting of

snow on both.



Bethany had been delighted this morning when shewjoof bed to
look out of the window and had seen the snow thierdact, she
probably had her poor grandmother out playing sradalin it right
now, Cassandra thought ruefully.

Did Peter see another picture other than the vetiiteess outside, a
time when his two sons had played unconcernedlyirotlie snow
too, laughing as they made snowballs and threwdhanything that
moved, including each other? Or had Charles andslaever had
that sort of close relationship? There had beenet#m years'
difference in their ages, after all.

Jonas as a child. It was hard to envisage. Whahbden like then?

Peter turned at that moment, saw her standing wihstin the
doorway, and got slowly to his feet. 'l hoped yoould come,' he
said softly.

She gave him a smile of affection. 'l told you thatould.’

'Yes,' he acknowledged gently, taking one of hadksanto his. 'But |
wasn't sure you would.'

Because of Jonas. He knew his youngest son diémt er to visit
him.

Cassandra squeezed Peter's hand understandingé belasing it.
'Let's sit down, shall we?' she suggested lighttin. afraid | didn't
bring Bethany today,' she apologised ruefully &y thoth sat down.

‘No," he accepted without question. "You want tovkmbout Jonas,'
he sighed, his gaze troubled.

She didn'wantto exactly, but sheeededo.



Peter was watching her closely now. 'Do you lovaihe finally
asked.

She swallowed hard, her gaze unwavering on his."Ye
‘Does he love you?'

'‘No,' she answered without hesitation; what hadobapd between
them on Christmas Day certainly hadn't been lovéaras's part.

Peter frowned. 'Then could you possibly tell me wby're marrying
him?'

She wasn't sure herself of that any more! Whichdwade first, her

inner knowledge that she loved Jonas in spite @fdig or his

demand that she marry him? The latter had certéakign away any
difficult probing into her emotions. Until now. Slmad lain awake
these last few nights trying to find the answers] ahe still didn't

have any that she felt comfortable with. Which aasther one of the
reasons she was here today. 'Isn't it enough tleatel Jonas?' she
answered evasively.

‘With Jonas, no,' his father sighed resignedlyd'tamows, Jonas isn't
an easy man to love—and | should know!" He shoskhkeiad. 'No,
that isn't what | meant at all.' Peter seemed ttalkéng to himself
now, almost forgetting that Cassandra was in tleemravith him.
‘Jonas is easy to love; after all, he's my son.&utloesn't accept
love, he never has. No, that isn't strictly corretther.' He was
becoming impatient with himself at his inability éxplain what he
meant.

But Cassandra, of all people, knew exactly whahkant; wasn't that
the reason she was here, to find out why Jonasteejéove from his
life?



‘To understand Jonas at all, I think you have tovkithe family
history too," Peter told her now gruffly. 'l madi&athleen, Charles's
mother, when | was twenty- two and she was justte@n.' His voice
had softened, his expression gentle with love asplo&e of his first
wife. 'We were young, in love with each other anithvife, in no
hurry to have children because we were still verycimchildren
ourselves. Consequently, by the time we did havarl€s, we were
both more than ready for the responsibility thamee along with
being a parent. He was our golden child --' He brolf as he saw the
way Cassandra flinched at the description, his mowtisting
ruefully. "Golden Boy", Jonas calls him, | knoWwe nodded.

And Jonas was the opposite: dark, brooding, unauable...

Peter shrugged. 'l accept a lot of the blame ferahimosity that
existed between my two sons—I spoilt Charles.' ldeega heavy
sigh. 'But when Charles was ten Kathleen was kilted skiing

accident. Just one of those inexplicable thingsitivabbed me of the
woman | loved.' He seemed lost in memories nowd#taur son that
much more precious.'

Cassandra could see how the tragedy still hauntadBut he had
married again, had Jonas in that second marriage...

Peter looked up, easily reading her puzzled tha)dhs expression
once again rueful. 'I'm sure it seems strange tothat |. married
again within two years of Kathleen's death, but --'

‘It shouldn't," she accepted self-derisively; wasiné about to do the
same thing?

'l was lonely," Peter sighed, resting his head lathke chair. 'Claire,
Jonas's mother, was someone we had occasionallgtrpatties, not
exactly a friend, but a frequent acquaintance. \B8ag—kind to me
after Kathleen died, understanding, always wiliogit and listen, a



shoulder for me to cry on, if you like. It's no ese, but—I married
Claire for all the wrong reasons,' he breathedighakut maybe you
could also say she married me knowing | was stikwing for
another woman,' he frowned.

Cassandra would say, in the circumstances, he amflditely say
that!

‘Whatever," Peter dismissed abruptly, 'we marrigde resented
Charles, the time | spent with him, the love | fiadhim, claimed |

cared more for him that | did for her. She was tjigii course,’ he
frowned. 'Our marriage was a disaster. But by iitne tve realised
that Claire was already pregnant.’

‘Jonas...' Cassandra realised achingly. God, pmwas] his parents'
marriage was over even before he was born! How lawyit taken
him to realise that? Or had he always known?

‘Yes,' Peter acknowledged heavily as he saw thdi@msochasing
across her face. 'An innocent child, born into@ldfgeld. And by the
time Jonas was born it had become at least thaire@ resentment
towards Charles grew with the birth of her ownahdo much so that
she tried to push Charles out completely, to pelsuae to make
Jonas my sole heir. When | refused to do thatwimed Jonas against
both Charles and me, told him he wasn't wantedd-ikdmws what
she didn't tell him!" he said harshly. 'She aliedafonas from us
completely, while at the same time living her oveparate life from
us, having her own friends, mostly male. The mggiavas hell.
Charles knew what was going on, of course, and dteoff to
university as soon as he could, hated having &ifa battlefield, so
he didn't witness all the fights between Claire arad both verbal and
physical; Claire felt no compunction at all in mg out at me when
things didn't go the way she wanted them to!'



Cassandra couldn't imagine this nobly proud mamigae deal with
emotions as basic as that, knew how he must haed lta—and also
the reason he bad stood it for as long as he oblyitkad. There could
have been only one reason: Jonas. His younger Aorson
deliberately brought up to distrust him and resesblder brother...!

Peter shook his head with remembered bitternegghdtime Jonas
was eight | knew | couldn't live like that any mpfelt too battered
emotionally after one particularly vitriolic outksir over Claire's
latest lover, as | recall, to go on with it any mobrhe added
disgustedly. 'But | couldn't let Jonas go and kvigh his mother if
there was to be a divorce; | knew she would poibi life
completely if | allowed that. And so there was atgaustody case.
His mouth thinned with the distaste of having tdIply reveal the
intimate details of his second marriage. 'At thest@oint of the
hearing, when Claire could see she was probablyggtm lose, she
told the court | wasn't Jonas's father anyway, a8d ho right to
him...!"" He shook his head with a pained wince.

Cassandra stared at him with wide eyes; Jonastwasison...?

'It was a he, of course,' Peter instantly dismiseed/ery idea of that
being true. 'The last viperous thrust of a ratideh For all her
adulterous ways once our relationship was ovead mever at any
time doubted that Jonas was my son.' He lookedhdsaw how pale
Cassandra had become, smiling at her without aaly hmamour.

'Remind me to show you a photograph of Jonas'snatgrandfather
some time,' he drawled. 'Jonas is him all overrgda was an old
curmudgeon too!"

This more than accurate description of Jonas reteasme of the
tension, and Cassandra found herself returning'detenile with
humour now. 'l would love to see some old photolgsapf your
family. And Jonas,' she added huskily.



Peter leant forward to squeeze her hand undersiggdiAnd so you
shall. Over a cup of tea. Once we've disposedlaifahe past,’ he
added grimly, sitting back in his chair once again.

She moistened dry lips. 'What happened to makesJym&o America
twelve years ago? And what is the rift between @&saand Jonas?'
She looked at him enquiringly.

'‘As you've probably already guessed,' Peter sigreatily, 'the two

are connected. The rivalry that Jonas felt towatsarles, which

Claire had instilled in him from birth, continuedem after Claire had
left the house. Claire virtually disappeared frasilifie for years after
the divorce, and the easiest way for Jonas to w#hlthat was to

blame Charles and me. And maybe | was to blame shtd®k his

head. 'l certainly didn't encourage the relatiomsand Claire wasn't
one for putting herself out, least of all for aldhivho couldn't do

anything for her in return. I'm sorry,' he wincé8dnust be painting a
very bitter picture. But --'

'It's all right, Peter,’ Cassandra hastened tostgashim, having so
much more insight now into what had made Jonasnthe he
was—and needing to know the rest!

'He's useful to her again now, of course,' Petgred, eyes narrowed
angrily. 'Which is why the relationship exists, some sort of level.’

Jonas had made no effort that Cassandra knew sdediis mother
over the Christmas holiday, or to introduce the twamen. But she
did know he had invited his mother to the weddimépur days' time,
as he had said he would...

Peter shook his head. 'But all through those difffigears with Jonas,
teenage and adolescent, Claire didn't want to kreowept for the
odd outing. It was because of that, I'm sure, thatrelationship



between Charles and Jonas improved slightly. Chanlent into
business with your father, and Jonas went on teeusity --'

He broke off as Cassandra gasped, looking at legriremgly.

'It had never occurred to me before that Jonassiithsn England
when Daddy and Charles formed Hunter and Kyle," estigained
almost dazedly. She couldn't think why she hadn&—father and
Charles had been in partnership for fifteen yeaf®re they both
died.

It seemed strange to think she could have met Jalh#isose years

ago, if things hadn't been so strained between dnoh Charles...

Admittedly, she would only have been thirteen yeddswhen Jonas

went off to America, but just to have seen him obefore whatever

rift had driven him to leave in the first placeRérhaps, in retrospect,
he wouldn't have been all that different from theyJme was now, but
it still seemed odd to think she could have met hlhthose years

ago...

'l should have realised.' She shook her headdelisively.

Peter smiled. 'Jonas was wild in those days,'¢edlesl, as if he could
guess her thoughts of a few minutes ago. 'he wagwerything. Fast
cars. Drink. Women.' His face became shadowed a{tironic
really that it was a woman who once again splifémeily apart. Lucy
might have been made in Claire's image,' he sangr'A young,
slightly less knowing Claire. Maybe that was whiiterted Jonas to
her. God knows what Charles saw in her!" He shorsk head
disgustedly.

Cassandra had gone vary still, her heart poundiadly in her ears.
A woman. Charles and Jonas had fallen out over mam@ A girl

really. It had never occurred to her that might the reason...
Although she remembered Jonas's bitterness now #imone time



he had been in love, and also Peter's commentsgs.dbn Christmas
Day concerning his reasons for marrying her.

‘Charles took Lucy away from Jonas,' she realisdty.dHere lay

Jonas's real reason for wanting to marry her.dtri@hing to do with
her father or those shares, and everything to tomvenge for what
Charles had done to Jonas all those years agdeBiik..

‘Not quite," Peter answered drily, not seemingawehnoticed how
pale Cassandra had become, her eyes haunted, hestdadows
beneath them appearing even darker, her cheek®ahdllucy just
decided Charles, as the older, already establistwtder, was a much
surer bet than the fiery but as yet unproved Jdslas.and Jonas had
been dating for several months, but within a wdddeing introduced
to Charles Lucy was chasing after him unashamedly.’

But Charles hadn't had to be caught! And he hadmaentioned this
girl Lucy to her. Oh, Cassandra hadn't expected thiraonfess to
every relationship from his past; after all, he \wdst older than her,
and of course there had been other women. ButgiHid.ucy had
been Jonas's girlfriend first, and was the causthefbad feeling
between the two brothers; Charles should haveGakkandra about
her.

Had Charles not told her about Lucy because hekhasvn how

disappointed she would have been in his behavisbe?had known
that same disappointment in him so many times duhrir marriage
that it was a wonder she could still be surprised—rort—by

anything he had done. But she was...

'What happened—happened, Cassandra.' Peter wasdoak her
regretfully as he saw the pained disillusionmenhapaleness of her
face.



What had ‘happened' had almost destroyed Jonasidblesee it all
now. In Lucy, Jonas had at last believed he hadd@omeone of his
own to love, someone who would love him in retdon,himself. He

had chosen badly, and Lucy had betrayed him wghohin brother,
the worst possible thing that could have happened.

Good God, no wonder Jonas was so successful imésssihe had
had a burning fury driving him on all these yearsieed to prove to
his father, Charles, and Lucy that he didn't negdcd them. That he
didn't need anyone...

Her expression was bleak now as she looked actoBstar. '‘And
Lucy? What happened to her?'

He shrugged. 'Charles hadn't been as blind to sheatvas like as |

had initially thought; apparently, he made it cleaher that he wasn't
offering the marriage that Jonas had been thinkihgAnd so she

tried to go back to Jonas.' Peter shook his helgdwasn't interested
in her any more, of course --'

‘Can you blame him for feeling that way?' Cassamtiaked, only
able to imagine the humiliation Jonas must haveegbrough when
the woman he loved seemed to prefer his older brotltwas also the
reason Jonas was so determined now to marry Clsavilegow; it
must seem like ironic justice in his eyes. And dogeat so much more
than revenge on Charles for what he had done byymgrher, of
course...

'‘No," Peter grimaced. 'Of course | can't blame fomthat. But
Charles actually did him a favour --'

‘Jonas didn't see it that way!' she snapped kndwiBte knew Jonas
that well, at least!

Peter shook his head. 'There was the most unhalywdh the result
that Jonas finally stormed out, telling us he didm@nt anything from



us in future, that he—he had never really belonigethis family

anyway, that he would make a life for himself eleeve, where no
one knew this damned family!" He sighed. 'And fribv@ look of him

he has succeeded in doing just that.'

Cassandra swallowed hard. 'He appears to have yieseshe agreed
guardedly, still trying to take in all that she Hagkn told today, and
what she could do to change things between haasdllonas. There
had to be something.

'‘Professionally successful,' his father nodded rtstdedingly. 'On a
personal level he's still very bitter. | have neadvhat sort of life he's
led these past twelve years or so, Cassandra.'obled at her
frowningly. 'l knew where he had gone, of coursedtto contact
him several times in the beginning, but it wasrajected. | hoped
that, given time and maturity, he would perhaps $e@ags
differently, grow to understand --When he came beatker this year
it was the first time | had seen him for twelve ngelaHis thoughts
were inward now, again remembering. 'He's grown anfine figure
of a man, tall and strong, tough but usually faibusiness from what
I've heard of his dealings over the years.'

It was ironic that Charles had been the one togbdionas back to
England, by leaving him those shares in Hunter laylé. And by
doing so he had put her completely at Jonas's meércy

‘Tough but usually fair in business' was the rejpunaPeter had heard
of his younger son; but Jonas was being anythirgfdou in his
dealings with her! She knew what she had to do rawd both
dreaded and anticipated the outcome.

‘Those photographs, Peter,' she prompted bris&bing how lost in
the sad memories the old man had now become, andikg that
brooding about all of this again now wasn't goinghelp him. Or
Jonas. 'lI'd like to see them now if you know whéesy are.’



Peter had albums of photographs, hundreds of tliemacestors, and
his own children. Cassandra supposed, thinking ba¢kose early
days with Charles, that she must have seen sothesd# photographs
before; Peter had taken great delight, she remerdbeat the
beginning of her engagement to Charles, in showgrgyouthfully
embarrassing photographs of him, from lying nakedaorug as a
baby to being slightly overweight in his early tee®he had taken
little notice at the-time of the other dark-eyetldiboy also in some
of those photographs, having little interest attthne in the younger
brother whom she hadn't met and was never likeiydet either.

This second child was easily recognisable as Jaftasugh his hair
had been longer and curly then, not kept in thegisdy short style he
now favoured. The dark eyes that looked up ouhefghotographs
had always seemed older than their years, rardlgctmmg the

humour of his laughing mouth, his expression mdtenothan not
broodingly grave, even from early childhood. Cadsais heart went
out to the bewildered little boy he had becomerdfie break-up of
his parents' marriage.

There were photographs of Claire Hunter too, k€atssandra felt
sure, only for the benefit of the child she hadelber best to poison
against his father and older brother; Peter oblyodisin't need any
photographic reminders of his second wife! Cassaihdid no idea
what the other woman looked like nowadays, but gtehad been
beautiful, tall and dark, elegantly slender, eviegture perfect, from
her delicately arched black brows, aqua-blue ey®g nose, to her
poutingly lovely mouth.

‘A word of warning—beware of Claire when you meet.hPeter was
also looking at the photograph of the woman herhade his second
wife, Jonas's mother. 'Those delicate little tdethe a vicious bite,’
he grated harshly.



'It may not come to that,’ Cassandra dismissed dalbwing already
that she wasn't going to like Claire Hunter, thia¢ £ouldn't feel
comfortable with a woman who could do to her chltht Claire had
so selfishly done to Jonas.

Peter looked across at Cassandra frowningly. 'Biibught Jonas
was adamant about inviting her to the weddingH®&' looked
puzzled.

'He is," Cassandra dismissed vaguely, not wantnget into an
in-depth conversation now about why there was aipiisy that she
and Claire would never meet. 'Peter, could | boraovouple of these
photographs to take away with me?' she requesiskiyor

'Yes, of course. But --'

1l make sure you get them back,’ she promisedking the
photographs she wanted, knowing exactly which ¢ine were.

Peter still watched her with puzzled eyes. '‘Cassandhat do you
intend doing with them?' His gaze followed her fas stood up.

She reached out to squeeze his shoulder reassuritrgl not sure
yet,' she admitted truthfully. 'What | do know ete's a hurt little
boy in Jonas who needs to come out. The pain hd= téaced,
accepted, and then lived with, not left to festeat grow.'

'‘And you think those photographs might help?' Pelidn't look
convinced.

'l don't honestly know," she admitted wearily. ‘Atlo know is that
someone has to try.'

His eyes widened admiringly. 'You do love Jonas.’



‘Very much,' she nodded. "Too much to let this cw&.' She didn't
enlarge on what 'this' was. 'Take care, Petebd'lh touch.’

'l hope so,' he nodded, a deep sadness in his'eyeds hope so.'

She hoped so too. But despite what she had sRietés, she wasn'tin
the least confident about what she intended doing..

She knew her next meeting with Jonas wasn't gomgod a
particularly friendly one, when she arrived at heather's house to
pick up Bethany and discovered Jonas had alreaslythere and had
driven her daughter home!

‘Where the hell have you been all afternoon?"

Cassandra had delayed going into the sitting-romngre she knew
Jonas waited, only long enough to go down to thehkn where
Bethany was being given her tea by Jean, to adsenself that
Bethany had enjoyed herself at her grandmothassatternoon and
that she was now being fed; as her young daughdasrnew eating
her favourite tea of chips and fish-fingers Cassarkhew her
presence was superfluous while she ate it!

But Cassandra was in no hurry to go upstairs tosttieng-room
either, could feel Jonas's presence there likewaeegal force to be
reckoned with.

Nevertheless, she knew the longer she delayedntre angry he
was likely to become, and as he and Bethany had@rbeen back at
the house half an hour he was probably angry edough

He stood over by the large bay window when sheredtthe room,
hands thrust into the pockets of his suit trousdngodingly



unapproachable in the darkly formal clothing andvenwhite shirt,
a blue silk tie knotted severely at his throat.

He had come to the house here first this evenimy) had informed
her, and from the look of him that had been strteadter his business
meeting had finished. He had only gone on to heharts after Jean
had told him they had gone there for the afternd@mssandra had
told Jean that was where she was going, hadn'tedaihe other
woman to have to lie for her if Jonas should tebeyghin her absence.
It was Joy, apparently, who had felt no compuncadout telling
Jonas that Cassandra had only stayed long enoudfopoBethany
off at the house, before going off on some mysteriousiness of her
own. Joy could get awards for stirring up troublesd-aenjoying
doing it!

Not that Cassandra had intended keeping her wisleter as a secret
from Jonas; in the circumstances she could hardiyhdt. But she
had been going to tell him in her own time, in ben way. Now she
wasn't going to be given the chance to do that!

‘Jonas,' she greeted him lightly, softly closing toor behind her.
"Thank you for collecting Bethany from my mothdds me --'

'‘Don't act the polite innocent with me, Cassandh@ cut in harshly,
striding purposefully across the room to glare dawmer. 'l asked
you where you had been all afternoon. If it waswhiat young puppy
Simeon --'

‘Don't be ridiculous, Jonas.' It was her turn tapsnow, facing him
unflinchingly. 'And why do you persist in callingnma puppy? He's
older than me, not some adolescent. And as he'assigtant,’ she
hurried on as she saw the storm clouds increaseratiefence of
Simeon, 'l would have been perfectly justified ip need to see him.’



‘And did you need to see him this afternoon?' Jemasuth twisted
derisively.

Coming from any other man this behaviour could Hmught to be
that of a jealous lover, but from Jonas it was obsly intended as yet
another insult to emphasise what he already bealiet@er.

Cassandra ignored it, knowing that to allow herselbecome as
angry as he was certainly wasn't the answer; b&sislee was
desperately trying to come up with a way of ansmgehim without
making his anger worse! Once she had told him & lna father she
had been to see this afternoon, and not Simeon,tkigewhole truth
of her visit would have to come out. And, angrylasas already was,
that wouldn't achieve anything. Would she be wisking him ithad
been Simeon she had been to see, bear the wratwabkl follow
that, and then talk to him about the things hisdahad told her when
he was in a more reasonable frame of mind? If Jemaswas in a
more reasonable frame of mind!

‘What sort of mother are you, anyway?' Jonas athdlefore she
could make any reply, reaching out to shake h&mgathe matter
completely out of her control as he threw the redusation at her.
‘Dumping your child at your mother's while you shnedf to meet

some man --'

'l didn't sneak off to meet some man,' she retuhszdedly, stung by
both the aspersions he was casting on her almlibeta good mother
to Bethany and this obsession he seemed to hatleerd being a
relationship between her and Simeon.

Jonas's hands bit painfully into her upper arms, Harshly hewn
features only inches away from her now as he gledédown at her.
'How long has this affair with your assistant bgeimg on anyway?'
he demanded viciously.



'l told you --'

‘Even while Charles was alive?' he continued reatessly. 'Did you
deceive your much older husband even then with young lover?'
he accused disgustedly.

'‘Don't judge me as having the same standards aswather --' She
broke off as soon as she realised what she hadssaithg up at Jonas
now with widely apprehensive eyes, her face gom¢htiewhite.

Jonas was very still, a nerve pulsing in his tiglitenched jaw, his
eyes dark, his hands falling slowly back to higsids he released his
grip on her arms. 'What did you say?' he saidysoftl

Dangerously softly.

Oh, God...!



CHAPTER NINE

CASSANDRA hadn't meant—hadn't wanted --So much for biding h
time, talking to Jonas about the past in a waywmatld rationalise it
all. She shouldn't have allowed herself to reath&b taunt about her
cheating on Charles during their marriage, becthetevas all it had
been—a vicious taunt on Jonas's part because hia@ssly angry
with her for disappearing in that way without tedjihim where she
was going.

The expression in Jonas's eyes had gone deadaigywoldly dead,
as he moved away from her, his face harshly forbgldCassandra
felt a shiver of apprehension down her spine. & lsad thought him
arrogantly cruel in the past, she now realised mowng she had
been; Jonas looked capable of ripping her to piedds a few
well-chosen words at this moment!

She put a hand out towards him, not daring actiallguch him, sure
he would snap completely if she did that. 'Jonas --

‘You went to see my father," he stated flatly, igmpthat beseeching
hand she held out to him.

Cassandra swallowed hard, knowing she had handied all

wrong—oh, so very wrong! 'Yes,' she acknowledgeth wsimple

honesty, her arm falling back against her side,hagrds trembling
slightly.

‘After | specifically asked you not to do --'

‘You told me, Jonas,' she corrected gently. "You neask for
anything." Some of the colour returned to her cheek she
remembered that he had asked when they were mbkiaghe had
pleaded with her then, as she had pleaded withBurnthe man who
had made love to her was as far removed from this as fire from
ice. Although fire melted ice... Not this time, streew; Jonas was too



chillingly furious right now to be melted by anwtigi she did or said!
And thinking about the time they had made love Wagmnng to help
her now!

Jonas scowled darkly. "You knew | didn't want yougb there,’ he
grated accusingly.

She gave a ruefully acknowledging movement at tBat.| didn't at
any time say that | wouldn't go,’ she reminded Himfact, she had
carefully changed the subject that day so thatsh&n't be pushed
into agreeing to something she knew she couldn'sle had known
she had to see Peter.

‘No,' Jonas accepted hardly, 'you didn't do tis.'mouth twisted.
'S0 now you consider yourself an expert on the lfalmstory—my
family history!" he taunted, although his cheeksrevéiushed in
agitation.

Cassandra drew in a deep breath, choosing her veardully this
time, not wanting to exacerbate the situation aoyemlf that were
possible. 'l merely asked your father --'

'‘And he merely told you!" Jonas accused, glarihgou had wanted
to know anything about my past then you should hdammn well
asked me!'

She raised dark brows. 'And you would have told'rsle€ prompted
In quiet scepticism, doing her best to remain ci@rthe face of his
fury—even if she was actually quaking in her shatdbe expectation
of the explosion she was sure was still to comeankhGod the
knocking of her knees was hidden beneath the lepfgtler skirt!

‘A damn sight less biased version, yes!' he noddeitiy.

She drew in a ragged breath. "Your father has \is memories of
what happened --'



‘They aren't the same as mine!" Jonas flared giatin

'Of course they aren't.' She attempted to sootéesitation. 'You
were a child, and Claire was your mother." Shegged.

'l did not imagine the way | remember my motheeg' $corned
dismissively.

'I'm not saying you did, Jonas, | just --Let's loaktoday for an
example,' she reasoned determinedly. 'In your &ydamped" my

child on my mother for the afternoon while | "waltf" to meet

someone. In Bethany's eyes | took her to visigh@ndmother, where
she was thoroughly spoilt all afternoon—and theshtha added treat
of being driven home by her favourite man! The amd child's

point of view, Jonas, and so completely differebassandra looked
at him challengingly, wondering how he was goingdefend his

child's view of his mother's actions without at teame time

admitting he had been wrong to attack her in thg & had over
Bethany; no doubt he would manage it somehow!

'That was different --'

'‘Not at all.'" Cassandra insisted. 'Your father tol@ about his
marriage to your mother from the side of the unlyampsband, you
judged me this afternoon from the point of viewtbé outraged
fiancé; not so very different after all." She rdier brows pointedly.
‘The truth lies somewhere in the middle, | woulohkli Which still
left Claire Hunter as a sad excuse for a mothefamas Cassandra
was concerned; what other sort of mother couldiplysisave tried to
poison her child against his father and brother?

Jonas looked at her with narrowed eyes. 'What Bxdct my father
tell you about his marriage to my mother?'



Careful, Cassandra, she warned herself again; Jeasobviously
very sensitive where his mother was concernedmrifwvbat | can tell
they were unsuited --'

‘Unsuited!" Jonas scorned disgustedly. 'My fathept khrusting the
virtues of his saintly Kathleen down my mother'so#t until she
choked on her damned perfection!

Cassandra had already guessed some of that, hbsede®&eter
should never have remarried at all when he stédbhis first wife
the way he did, that it must have been an almgsogsible situation
for Claire to have married into. But at the sameetthe answer to the
problem surely hadn't been to turn her son aghiesiwn family and
take a string of lovers for herself. The fact iz had done the latter
explained why Jonas had reacted so violently dftey made love
when he had .thought she had been thinking of €slalbnas might
not be willing to accept the fact, but his mothdr&haviour had
coloured all of his life.

And, as she had already pointed out to Jonas, rttie of the past
surely lay somewhere in between the memories h&atet had of it.

She nodded. 'I'm sure they would be among the thrstdmit they
made a mistake --'

‘My father, admit he made a mistake?' Jonas deldeshly. 'You
obviously don't know him very well.'

She didn't pretend to know Peter well; their coaagon today had
been the longest and most intimate they had eaedhBut what she
did know after talking to him today, no matter wimatd or hadn't
happened in the past, was that Peter loved hisggsirson as much
as he had loved Charles, that the strain that késted in their

relationship had caused him a lot of pain over ybars, a pain



perhaps Jonas couldn't fully understand becaubadi@ever been a
father himself.

'l don't pretend to,' she acknowledged gentlyo'kdow he wished
things were different between the two of you --'

'Is that why he once denied even being my fattlerras challenged
with distaste.

Cassandra frowned. And then she remembered what Fad said

about the custody case over Jonas, Gtaire had been the one to tell
the court Peter wasn't Jonas's father, in an dffortin the case for

herself. Surely the other woman hadn't twisted @inatind to make it

look as if Peter was denying his own son? Therelesth no reason
to tell Jonas anything about that at all, exceat ageans of justifying

her own actions at some future date. What sortather was Claire

Hunter?

'‘And yet he was the one to get custody of you, doridassandra
pointed out softly, knowing by the paleness of ¥saheeks that he
was well aware of how unusual it was for a fatleaittain custody of
a child, let alone a father who had supposedlyateaven being the
father!

‘Yes,' he admitted harshly now. 'Once it was prdeddm that he had
to be my father, then there was no way he was dgoihgt me go and
live with my mother!" He shook his head. 'He magrmselike a
harmless, lonely old man now, Cassandra, but hen'tvdeen,' he
remembered bitterly. 'He didn't want me, but henkaabout to let
my mother have me either!'

‘That doesn't explain why she more or less igngoen existence for
the next few years,' Cassandra pointed out gently.

‘My father made it virtually impossible for herdee me,' he defendec
harshly.



Claire Hunter had such a lot to answer for! 'Didi ywer talk to your
father about any of this, Jonas?' she promptedavitbwn.

‘Talk to him?' Jonas began to pace the room. "Wiatthe point of
that? Then | would just have to listen to the séisgyou did today,'
he scorned. 'How gullible you are, Cassandra; |ldvoever have
believed it of you!

No, because it was easier for him to believe athen were as fickle
as that girl Lucy had been. Except his mother, amfrse, when in
actual fact it had been his mother who had reained his early
distrust of a woman's honesty. If he hadn't alrdssbn influenced by
her behaviour then he probably wouldn't have relhgtéh such
emotional violence to Lucy's betrayal, would haaieen it all as part
of life's disappointments, of growing up. Not tldanas could see
that. Perhaps he never would...

Cassandra knew that she didn't even want to mesteCHunter,
wasn't sure she would be able to contain her aamigehat the other
woman had deliberately and maliciously done toduoerin an effort
to hit out at his father and brother.

'‘Not gullible, Jonas,' she denied sadly. 'l jushpps have more of an
open mind on the subject than you do.’

His mouth thinned. 'We're never going to agreehah $ubject, so we
may as well forget about it," he dismissed harskifhat else did he
tell you?' His gaze had narrowed on her speculgtittecan't believe
he stopped there.'

She didn't have to tell him about Charles beingdhe to transfer
Hunter and Kyle funds; in fact she knew she shawdid it at all
costs just now. But it couldn't wait until afteetivedding; it had to be
before then, all secrets between them—on her gitkast!—out in
the open. She wouldn't become yet another woméaaue deceived



him, no matter what he might believe to the cogtr&here had to be
time in the next four days to tell him the trutroabthat. There had to
be!

She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongastantly noticing
the way Jonas's eyes darkened at the movememyéemwidening at
this obvious reaction. He hadn't so much as attednjat touch her in
an intimate way since they made love on Christrmeag Bad meant it
when he told her he wouldn't make love to her ggad yet from his
reaction to her now he certainly wasn't as immuorteet physically as
he wanted her to believe he was. It was a stad. s desperate
enough to grasp at any straw!

‘What's the matter, Cassandra?' Jonas derided/lzardhe continued
to hesitate. 'Can't you even talk about the faat §four precious
Charles wasn't so damned perfect after all, thawvhaen't above
poaching his own brother's girlfriend?"

'l never believed he was,' she said quietly. Nékat! "Your father
told me about Lucy,' she acknowledged dully.

His mouth twisted. 'Not such a paragon after atii?' he scorned. It
would appear Charles always had a weakness farygiding enough
to be his daughter; Lucy was only twenty to histyhsix!'

This was yet another deliberate taunt to wounds@adra knew,
because she had forced him to talk of his mothaniay he couldn't
accept. But the fact that she knew that didn't nfakegibe hurt any
the less, and she felt herself flinch at the barb.

She was disappointed in Charles's behaviour adielygars ago, she
couldn't pretend she wasn't, but it all happenad leefore she had a
relationship with Charles. And the truth about @®rwas

‘'something in between' too; he wasn't perfecthasasd Peter knew



only too well, despite what Jonas believed to tbetrary! He had
simply been human, with human failings.

She drew in a ragged breath. 'Despite what you tntikg to think,
Jonas,' she told him steadily, 'Charles and | wstded each other.’

'He wanted me to be his best man at your weddimg kypow,' Jonas
scorned dismissively.

‘Yes, | did know," she acknowledged quietly. 'Weiobsly discussed
it before Charles asked you.'

Jonas nodded abruptly. 'As olive-branches waitias like a slap in
the face!

Cassandra could see, with hindsight, that perhapsight have
seemed that way to Jonas, and yet she believesr ioin mind that
Charles—insensitive again, but that was his only, she was
sure—hadn't meant it that way, that he had genpitredught, if
Jonas had accepted, that the family might at lasbime reunited.
Although he might perhaps have chosen a bettex pamful way to
have invited Jonas back into the family!

‘Talking of weddings..." Jonas looked pointedlyh& wristwatch.
'‘We're due at the church ourselves in just ovdraan. Do you know
if Joy and Colin have remembered the rehearsaliein'tdhave a
chance to discuss it with Colin earlier today.'

Cassandra knew that he was deliberately changengubiject, that he
had decided he didn't want to discuss any morhisfiigst now. She
didn't feel up to battling her way through any moomfrontational

conversations herself just now, but at the same she knew their
conversation was far from over...



She gave a rueful grimace. 'Joy is looking forwtard, | know!" As
Joy and Colin were their two witnesses it was dssdahey be at the
rehearsal this evening.

Jonas laughed softly. 'I'm sure she is. You and g@ter aren't very
much alike, are you?' he drawled.

Cassandra looked at him sharply. ‘What's that ssggpto mean?'

He arched dark brows at her defensive reactiomd#in't meant as a
criticism," he murmured mockingly- implying the asite!

Just exactly what had he meant by the remark? dttwee, she and
Joy weren't alike; in fact they were completely likea Joy, for one
thing, would never have allowed herself to be bhaaed into this
situation in the first place! Joy would simply haw&l Jonas what he
could do with his threats, and damn the outcome.

Not for the first time, Cassandra wished she had gister's

self-absorbed determination. If she had she mighthave been so
vulnerable to Jonas's demands. Had Jonas rediigg&dwas that why
she had been the one he had chosen to pressuasearnriage? He
said it was because of Bethany too, but she cduiefp wondering

now how true that was...!

Her eyes blazed deeply golden as she glared athim.same could
be said of you and Charles!" Her remark was dedtiedyr provoking,

and she knew by the narrowing of his eyes to sty and the way
his mouth tightened into a thin line, that her blagld also hit home.
"'l meet you at the church, shall I?' she addaghtly, her eyes
deceptively innocent.

Jonas looked at her consideringly for a moment.ylddanot so
different from Joy after all...' he murmured hardlifxnd Jean is
preparing an early dinner for us here,' he ad@swe can go to the
church together later.’



Cassandra was stung that he had once again taleerher home,
although at the same time she realised it was $ongeshe was
going to have to get used to once she and Jonas meried. Not
that they intended staying on in this house foglafter they were
married; Jonas had tersely informed her that hewsiéing to make

do for the moment, would use the room next to HesCharles had
used as a dressing-room, but that one of thethisgs they were
going to do in the New Year was look for a hous#heir own.

It was going to be a wrench for Cassandra to leéave, and Bethany
had known no other home, but even putting the veanad felt about
Charles to one side— if that were possible!—therving into the
house of your wife's first husband wasn't an idgesngement at the
best of times.

But once again this was something Jonas had talavas going to
happen; he hadn't actually asked for her opiniant! irdouth twisted
mockingly. 'This isn't to be a complete reheartban, with the bride
and groom arriving separately?'

Jonas met her gaze steadily. 'If it were | woukbdle sharing your
bed later tonight—and | have no intention of daiinat!"

Cassandra paled at the intended insult. Why didoshiger trying to
fence verbally with this man? She always lost! Altgh perhaps, in
the circumstances, where of her going to see Rathout Jonas's
knowledge was concerned, perhaps she had gotgbtfyli For the
moment...

Her mother and Godfrey were present at the rehetyea with
Bethany bobbing about excitedly, wanting to knovergthing that
was going on.



It was a nightmare for Cassandra, this church inigssothing like

the cold formality of the register office ceremamlyich the registrar
had taken than through briefly when they went te ken. The

blessing was almost like the church ceremony, @nfkgew of the

words changed to allow for the fact that she amédavould already
be married when they entered the church. The Hehstilemnity of

the service brought home to Cassandra yet agaictlgxahat she
was taking on marrying a man whom she loved but dida't love

her.

In fact, she was in somewhat of a daze when ther iame over to
talk to them jovially after the rehearsal, a kindlan with twinkling

blue eyes and snowy white hair, a man who woultbtadly shocked
and dismayed if he were to know the truth behingl tirarriage!

Jonas kept up a light conversation with the oldanalthough the
tight hold he had of Cassandra's arm told her e well aware of
just how close she was to panicking completely dashing out of
the church and away from this marriage—and damn t
consequences!

She couldn't help the way she felt, just felt tgtahaken by the
whole thing, almost collapsing with relief oncetlveere at last able
to go, hardly aware of taking her leave of her fgrm get in the car
beside Jonas, Bethany in the back.

Jonas was grim-faced on that drive back to the daoasd the
harshness of his mood promised retribution oncey there
alone—which wasn't long after they arrived backihBay being
more than ready for her bed by this time, Jeanrdivgeherself too
once she had brought them a tray of coffee throtmhthe
sitting-room.

'For God's sake snap out of it,’ Jonas rasped agahned down at
Cassandra, hands thrust deep into his trouser {mc¢Keu've looked



like a ghost ever since we entered the church!sétevled at the
memory.

She swallowed hard. 'I'm just glad that part, a&sieis over.'
Although what she was going to feel like on thauattvedding day,
if she felt this ill after only the rehearsal, shreaded to think!

He gave a harsh snort. 'I'm sure your mother welldven more
pleased once the actual wedding is over!

'‘My mother...?' Cassandra looked up at him shatiat on earth
do you mean by that?' It had been too sarcastigaitynot to have
some sort of hidden meaning.

'Isn't it obvious, Cassandra?' Jonas drawled mgbkitYour mother
obviously realises that once the two of us are imdrthe family
secret will be safely buried at last!" he insistedthingly.

'‘Family secret...?' Cassandra repeated again gaztditing to feel
like a burbling idiot. But she didn't understan@h; yes, she did; her
cheeks coloured hotly.

'l doubt very much my mother even knows about—albioat!' she
told him heatedly.

Good God, he was making it difficult, with his cionted ridiculing of
her father, for her not to tell him it had been Imether and not her
father who had diverted that money! It was onlyftdet that Charles
had also been her husband that kept her from gnigutling the
information at him.

He raised dark brows, his tension having abategghthyi now that he
had succeeded in angering her, back in contrdlesituation again.
'l had the impression your parents had quite eeahoarriage...?"



‘They did,' she confirmed with a frown. 'But whaeg that --?' If they
had that close a marriage her father would hawkher mother what
he had done. As Charles had confided in her. Eadigtu

Did her mother know the truth anyway? Did she, assandra had so
briefly suspected the night of her mother's dirpaaty, know exactly
what had happened to company funds?

Her father had always discussed business with lo#hen when he
got in from the office, and what Charles had doaeé &affected them
all, been so enormous that --Good God, did her erdthow? Was
that why she had thrust Joy at Jonas when hedaste back to
England, been so obviously disappointed when iaimecobvious he
wasn't interested in her, and then so relievedhaghen it turned out
that Cassandra was to marry him instead? Was thather mother
had been so jumpy two weeks ago, so determinecato donas into
their family circle? Had she hoped he would be lesbned to take
action if there was that bond? If that was the ctsn it opened up
all sorts of questions Cassandra would like answeers

Jonas's mouth twisted derisively. 'You didn't seslg think your
mother was so pleased about our marriage becawseadhbally
approves of me?' he taunted, shaking his headylyitit'm the last
thing she wants in a son-in-law.’

And Charles—what had her mother thought of him asrain-law
once she knew what he had done, how close to miimald brought
the company? To her credit, her mother had saillimgt but that
didn't mean she hadn't thought plenty of things!

‘Not after Golden Boy Charles,' Jonas added scliynfu

'For God's sake stop calling him that!" Cassanaiagsed. 'Are you so
steeped in bitterness that you can't see, forhalir tfaults, your



brother and your father loved you, that it was yoother who lied to
you all these years --?'

'l told you earlier to leave her out of this!" lasped angrily.

'Why should 1?' she said exasperatedly. 'Are yminfened to talk to
your father, Jonas? Is that it—?"'

'I'm not frightened of anyone, least of all himishvoice rose
furiously.

‘Then prove it,' she challenged impatiently. 'Ggaar father, listen

to what he has to say, and then, if you still thel same way about
him, fine. But don't base what you're saying toangrejudices that
are over twenty years old! As for Charles --' slas Wwreathing deeply
in her agitation '—I know he isn't completely bldass --'

‘That's big of you!" Jonas scorned sneeringly.

'Oh, shut up, will you? Just shut up!" She glarmass at him. 'It was
Charles who was responsible for diverting compamd§, not my
father!" It all came out in a rush now that she hadlly found the

courage to say it, although she fell into a stunsiézhce once the
truth was out.

There was a heavy silence from Jonas too afterobndvurst, a
tension-filled few minutes when he looked at heif &he had gone
completely mad. And then he spoke. 'What the hrellyau talking
about, Cassandra?' he demanded impatiently. 'Ofseoiti wasn't
Charles. He --'

‘But it was, Jonas,' she insisted desperatelyjasiething she had
expected was that he wouldn't believe her!

'l let you go on thinking it was my father becauseelt, because --'



'‘Cassandra, | can assure you | made sure of my betore | even
spoke to you on the subject—all my facts,' he tedigjratingly. '‘And,

| can assure you, Charles's name was not on téeargl documents.
But your father's certainly was!'

Cassandra had been on the point of tears, feebng ahe had
betrayed Charles, but now she could only stare tuplomas
disbelievingly, knowing by the scathing expressarhis face that he
really believed what he was saying was the truth.

What did it mean? How had her father's name gotcomnhose
documents? Unless Iadbeen the one responsible, after all...

'‘What the hell are you hoping to achieve with thiassandra?’ Jonas
challenged harshly now. "Your father was the ospaasible; | can
assure you of that. Who it was is actually irrelgvathe outcome is
still the same: you are going to become my wiféour days' time!'

It wasn't irrelevant to her. Why had Charles liedvér? Why?

'‘And you had damn well better get used to the idkmas added
viciously, pulling her roughly to her feet beforengling his mouth

down on hers. Cassandra was too numbed by thistaroéfer any

sort of reaction at all, either for or against dmslaught.

His expression was even more savage when he aaisstl his head
from hers. 'There's going to be no escape, Cassamollast-minute
reprieve.' His eyes glittered down at her. "Yoill be my wife!" He

thrust her away from him before striding out of them and then out
of the house, the front door closing with contrdligolence behind
him.

Cassandra didn't move from the spot where he tiatlde, couldn't
move, not even if her life had , depended upofint in a way it did,
because if she couldn't convince Jonas that shéhloaght she was



telling him the truth just now about Charles and fa¢her, then her
life as his wife was going to be a living nightmare



CHAPTER TEN

HER mother looked surprised to see her, but her m@actvas
understandable in the circumstances; Cassandraghash no
indication when they parted earlier that she inéehdsiting her later
this evening. And it was late, after ten. But Cadsa knew she had
to see her mother tonight, that this couldn't watil morning.

She had sat at home in stunned dismay long afteasJbad left so
abruptly, going over and over in her mind what &d told her. It was
her father, after all, not Charles. It was her éathafter all,not
Charles. No matter how many times she chased theghits round
and round in her head, she still came back to thatc fact. And
Jonas was so sure, so very sure of this beingaireat version that
there was no way she could doubt it any more.

After agonising over why Charles should have tadd ih had been
him and not her father who had been involved, shddccome up
with only one solution: his own weaknesses aside-bewause of
than!—Charles had wanted to spare her the pairdiliusionment of
learning that her dead father, the father she Ip&ahlg adored, had
left things in such a mess. Charles couldn't haxesged he would be
dead himself within two months of the older marati, the problem
unresolved.

Then she had sat and cried for the depth of Cheudasing, knowing
it had to have been his way of making up for hisiomadequacies
during their marriage, inadequacies he had beentqaslazy, or
incapable, of doing anything about...

But once the tears had finally ceased she hadeshthat Jonas had
to be right about her mother too—that she had tee Haown the
truth all along. And this visit Cassandra was pgytm her now was
long overdue!



'Is something wrong?' Her mother put aside the siak had been
reading to stand up, her expression anxious. 'Bgth@’

‘She's safely tucked up in bed asleep, and Jéigteising out for her,’
Cassandra easily assured her, her gaze fixed Isteadier mother as
she took the time to remove her coat and glovestang them over
the back of a chair; she had a feeling this wagtig to be a quick
Visit.

Marguerite looked relieved at hearing Bethany wiasght, although
she still looked puzzled, starting to shift uncortdbly under the
steadiness of Cassandra’'s gaze. 'What is it, Gas®arshe finally
snapped irritably. "You and Jonas haven't rowethahave you?'

Was it her imagination, or had her mother's anxietyrned at this
suggestion? No, she was sure she hadn't imagiaetittie flicker of
alarm in her mother's eyes, her sudden tensiaheatought of an
alienated Jonas.

‘No, Jonas and | haven't argued,' she told herilye&to more than
usual, anyway,' she added drily; after all, toniglats far from the
first time Jonas had stormed out in a temper. Buivbuld be back;
she didn't doubt that. He had to be. He had meaviten he told her
she would become his wife in four days' time.

‘You and Jonas do seem to have rather a—tempestelatisnship,’
her mother acknowledged ruefully. 'But some pealdeof course,
and it seems to work out well for them. So | shalilavorry too
much --'

'‘Mother, stop burbling,” Cassandra cut in calmlpnas wants to
marry me only because he wants the shares in tmpanoy Daddy
left me, and control over the ones Charles lefhBey,' she told her
mother bluntly. 'Whether our marriage works or neill be



completely irrelevant to the arrangement, so lassure you I'm not
worrying about that part of things at all!’

Her mother's gasp of astonishment seemed genutmugken’l'm sure
you're wrong about this, Cassandra --'

'I'm not,” she returned tautly, dropping down imtae of the
armchairs. 'You may as well sit down too, Mothehe advised
softly. 'We have a lot to talk about, and we may vesl be

comfortable while we do it. Sit down, Mother!" stepeated sharply
when Marguerite didn't attempt to move.

Blue eyes widened indignantly, but, for all thaisttime her mother
sat. 'l must say, Cassandra --' she straighteneskhrewith agitated
movements '—that I'm not particularly happy witle tivay you're
talking to me this evening!

Her mouth twisted wryly. 'I've been taking less@mmen Jonas,' she
dismissed drily.

‘A certain amount of forcefulness can be an attradtait in a man,’
her mother told her primly. 'But in a woman it'stjmot --'

‘You're burbling again, Mother,” Cassandra told h&th raised
brows. 'Which is mogtinattractivein a manor a woman!'

Delicate colour darkened cheeks already tinted Witisher. 'After
that slightly rebellious time in your teens whenuyaere so
determined over what you were going to do with ybig, | had

thought you had become my quieter, more respedtfughter,' her
mother began in a reproving voice—obviously stiyvito regain
somecontrol of this conversation at least!

Cassandra wasn't in the least cowed by the rebh&e, eyes
narrowed. 'Is that why you were so relieved whamdgpassed over



Joy and decided to marry me instead?' she challesafdy. '‘Because
you believed | would be the more compliant --?*

'‘Cassandra, have you been drinking?' Her mothemked.

'l only wish | had!" she said self-derisively. 'Megythen none of this
would matter to me. You didn't answer my questidiother." She
wasn't blind to the way her mother had tried tongjeathe subiject.
'Did you think | would be more compliant than Joguld ever have
been, once the truth came out?’

Her mother's cheeks lost all colour beneath theh@dunow, giving
her face a peculiar clownish appearance. 'The,t@assandra?' She
gave a lightly puzzled laugh—that even to her oans €ouldn't have
been the success she had wanted! 'What are yaogalkout? | don't
think I'm the one burbling, dear --'

'‘Don't patronise me, Mother,’ Cassandra cut in pparanger
hardening her voice now. 'What happened? Did Céadene to you
and Daddy and tell you he knew about Daddy's tearsff company
funds, and then when Daddy died you persuaded €&haaot to reveal
it had been Daddy who --?'

"That isn't the way it happened at all!" her motthefended heatedly,
sitting forward tensely on the edge of her seftvas Charles's idea
not to --' She broke off abruptly as she saw bys@adra's triumphant
expression that she had fallen into the trap thdtlbeen set for her.
"That wasn't fair, Cassandra,' she said shakily.

Cassandra drew in a ragged breath, shaken nowiaightaer worst
fears confirmed. 'No," she acknowledged with a,siglling almost
sorry for her mother now as she looked all of lfey-fwo years, her
beautiful face ravaged and suddenly old. 'But wene really being
fair to me when you didn't come to me and tell ime truth once
Charles had died?' she prompted huskily.



'Oh, God, Cassandra, | didn't know what to do, wherturn!" Her

mother crumpled completely now. 'The last ten meiithve been a
nightmare,' she shook her head, breathing deggmindering if Jonas
was going to find out what had happened!

'Was there ever a possibility that he wouldn't,eowe came to know
him?' she sighed.

'‘No, | suppose not. But | hoped --'

'‘Me too.' Cassandra gave a rueful nod. 'But danitthink these last
ten months might have been less of a nightman:eifcauld have
faced them together, shown a united front instdédaeping it all to
ourselves?' But she knew why her mother couldmtecto her, knew
it had to do with what seemed to have been ariefproblem—that
of her mother just not being able to understanddrgtnow how she
was going to react to certain things; she hadnaser been able to
get close to Cassandra in the way she was to herggst daughter,
Joy being a much more open person, whether yod tha& openness
or not.

"You don't understand just how much of a nightnizsdeen for me.’
Her mother put up a shaking hand to her brow. 'ydhas been
pressing me to marry him,' she explained at Casaanguestioning
look. 'And, God help me, things have felt so dezt@erl almost
considered it!"

If there could be any humour in this situation théms
statement—poor Godfreyl—would have been it! Butréhevas
nothing in the least amusing about any of thiswHonvenient for
you, when it turned oufm to be the sacrifice instead of you—ic
Jonas!' Cassandra snapped, her eyes flashing dikgmg

'l only meant --' Her mother broke off abruptlyths doorbell rang
once again, and she frowned her puzzlement asdoisnd late-night



caller. 'Who on earth could that be this time ajti.. ? Unless Joy
has forgotten her key again." She sighed wearileat youngest
daughter's thoughtlessness. 'Cassandra, | wouletrrate didn't
discuss any of this in front of Joy --'

'‘Mother, she isn't a child any more," she cut ipatrently. 'Don't you
think it's time you stopped protecting her from theh as if she were
one? She's twenty-three years of age, not --'

'It has nothing to do with protecting Joy," her heattold her fiercely,
blue eyes flashing familiarly. 'Joy is a chattexpshe would tell
Colin, at least, all about this. | just happentimk the fewer people
that know about this, the better chance we havie it becoming
public --* She looked across the room as the dpened and her
housekeeper entered the room, quickly followed ley Wsitor.
‘Jonas...!I" she gasped, standing up slowly, feherrface now as she
stared at him striding forcefully into the room.

Cassandra stared at him too, although she wagge#iher sure how
she felt about his unexpected appearance hereh&h&nown he
would come back; she just hadn't expected it tinisesoon! But what
on earth was he doirtere,of all places?'

'‘When | went back to the house Jean told me yoie ere,' he
answered her unasked question with his usual ecpobmords.

But why had he gone back to the house at all?relnened; he hadn't
given the impression, when he'd marched out eattiat he intended
returning that quickly! But as usual she could reathing from his
enigmatic expression, knowing she would just haveait until he
felt ready to tell herf he did. As she knew only too well, Jonas was
law unto himself.

‘Thank you, Jenkins," Marguerite dismissed theeputlistractedly
while still looking at Jonas. "That will be all thevening—unless you



would like a coffee or something, Jonas...?' sltedds a flustered
afterthought, her hands tightly clenched togethdrant of her.

His mouth twisted wryly. 'l can help myself to tlee something”," he
said drily with a pointed look at the decanter @rialy that stood on
top of the drinks cabinet. 'In fact,' he added griomce the butler had
left the room, 'from the look of the two of youthink we could all do
with a little drop of "or something"," and he movedoour the brown
liquid into three glasses.

Cassandra couldn't stand brandy, and she knew b#remwasn't

particularly keen on it either, but if Jonas sdidyt could do with a

drop of it, then they probably could! Neither oéth was prepared to
argue with him anyway, and she and her mother tbhelglasses of
brandy they were offered, her mother still eyeiogak nervously.

Cassandra eyed him warily too, when, his own ghssandy in his

hand, he chose to sit on the sofa next to wheréaatigust sat down,
rather than in one of the available armchairs --Aotl at the other
end of the sofa either, a cushion width separatiegn, as far away
from her as it was possible to be, so that histmathing her of the
last few days—except in his anger earlier! —coudtmue. Instead
he sat on the cushion next to hers, the weightsobddy tipping her

slightly towards him, so that the length of théilghs was pressed
close together, their arms brushing too as heddisebrandy glass to
his lips and drank down a large swallow of the b&davith hardly a

wince.

‘You were saying, when | arrived, ladies...?' Hekbx at than both
blandly.

Marguerite took a desperate swallow of her own dyaralmost
choking as the fiery liquid hit the back of heraat!



How much of her mother's last comment had he oaedthas he
followed the housekeeper down the hallway to thesw? Cassandra
wondered. What did it really matter how much he hedrd? He had
to be made to realise now that she had been telNimat she had
believed to be the truth, when she told him eathet Charles was
the guilty one. And only her mother, it seemed,ldaerify that for
her.

She looked across at her mother, whose face walstigliflushed
again now from the brandy she had almost chokedTaidl. him,’
Cassandra invited quietly.

Her mother swallowed hard. 'Really, Cassandranttdioink we need
trouble Jonas with --'

'I'm already troubled, Marguerite,' he put in hsklil'm deeply
troubled by the fact that Cassandra has been ldxtlieve it was
Charles and not your husband who diverted compangd into a
private venture of his own.'

‘Jonas, please.' Marguerite gave a delicate shud@er make David
sound like a criminal!" she protested.

Cassandra was still staring at Jonas in speecht@sder; he believed
her! When he had left her earlier he had treatecllagm with scorn

and derision, and now, not two hours later, hedirmhged his mind;
what had happened in those intervening two hoursffiect this

change?

He turned to look at her as he sensed her gazenondark eyes
enigmatic, holding her gaze now as he deliberatalysferred the
brandy glass to his other hand before reachingaadtcurling his
fingers around one of her hands, the pressuresdirtgers light and
reassuring: Then he turned with that same deliloeraber hand still



firmly held in his, and answered her mother. 'Hes yMae confirmed
softly. 'What your husband did was effectively entnal act --'

‘It was his own money, for goodness' sake!' hetheroscorned this
claim.

'—a criminal act that, if he had lived, would hdeen punishable by
law," Jonas continued determinedly.

Marguerite paled. 'You aren't suggesting that D&vidw that and
deliberately --?'

'No, of course I'm not suggesting your husbandbdeditely caused
the accident that killed him," Jonas dismissed witpatience. 'What
| am saying is that if either partner had still hedive, it might have
been impossible to even think of covering this e’ turned to
Cassandra as she tensed at his side. 'Don't wioerygld her almost
gently. 'I'm not about to renege on my side ofdbal. Although,' he
added grimly, 'l am going to release you from yside of it.'

Cassandra gasped, her heart starting to poundustly lthat she
thought he must be able to hear it too. 'You deatit my shares any
more...?'

His mouth twisted self-derisively. 'Or a wife tlettes me."

She swallowed hard; Jonas no longer wanted to nfaary.? Oh,
God, she couldn't imagine her life without him n@&kheneededim!

He gave her hand one last squeeze before relegsumgning grimly

back to her mother now. 'lI've been forcing your ghder into

marrying me, Marguerite,' he revealed sternly. ‘Ahd was willing
to make that sacrifice because she loves you alll Bharles,' he
added gruffly, giving Cassandra a look that comdiapology. "You
must have loved him vary much to put up with whee Iput you

through this last couple of months.' He sighedkisigahis head.



'l did,' she confirmed huskily, still slightly nura by his sudden
change of mind about marrying her. She had beelova with
Charles, still loved him, but as it was possibleldee a slightly
wayward child, someone who needed to be scoldeghamgpered in
varying degrees; she had never felt protected acdrs in that love.
She loved Jonas for the living, breathing, vitahntlaat he was, but
also because she knew, for all his own vulnergbiiitat he would be
the protector, the one who did the caring. And las weleasing her
from their engagement... 'Jonas --'

'l can no longer allow you to make that sacrifidee' continued
harshly, a nerve pulsing in his jaw. 'I'm part lwktfamily too; we'll

just have to weather the storm together. Not divide resentful, but
together,' he insisted firmly.

Cassandra was more puzzled than ever by his chaing#itude.
Jonas had always acted against the family, botlowis and hers.
And yet he looked totally sincere in his announceint a united
front.

'l took your advice and went to see my father, Gads,' he
explained in answer to her obvious puzzlement,yatwast to his lips
at the use of the word 'advice'; they both knewtsgtebeen too angry
at the time for it to have been that! 'It wasn&yebut—well, | think
I've gone a long way to making my peace with hifistened to what
he had to say about his relationship with my mqtaed accepted, if
not agreed, that things aren't always black andeythat sometimes
they're just grey.’

Cassandra's eyes were wide. 'But your mothere. grishaced. 'Is no
angel. I've known that for years, but—sometimaakes an outside
view to tell you what you've always known.' He sdheavily.



Cassandra looked at him concernedly, knowing ihtideen easy for
him to hear those things, let alone admit they wete. 'I'm
sorry—

I'm not." He gave a half-smile that didn't quiteneooff. ‘Maybe it's
better that it's over,' he shrugged. 'l can thihknaking a life for
myself now that doesn't involve some sort of refiitn towards my
family. Whatever," he dismissed with a grimace¢élhve sorted out
this mess at Hunter and Kyle perhaps I'll go badké States and --

'‘No!" Cassandra gasped her dismay at the prospdumoleaving,
standing up abruptly to look down at him implorjpnglJonas, you
can't do that!

‘Don't look so worried,' he soothed wryly. 'l wogd until I'm sure
Hunter and Kyle is back on its feet --'

‘You don't understand, Jonas,' she told him wittrelgacontained
urgency. 'l don't want you to go. Me!' she cladfi@rcefully as he
frowned up at her. 'l don't want you to release fmsm our
engagement either. | want—I want --'

Jonas stood up too now, and as they looked at@aeh the two of
them might have been the only ones in the roomatib you want,
Cassandra?' He was watching her almost warily ra@wf he both
feared and longed for her answer.

Fear? In Jonas? Not fear, exactly, more trepidastie amended
thoughtfully, as if a lot depended upon her ansvad perhaps it
did...

And yet still she hesitated about revealing her @ete emotional
vulnerability to him. Although if Jonas had comedstraight from
talking to Peter he must be feeling more than #diyggmotionally raw
himself! 'Bethany would miss you if you went awayé said gruffly.



Jonas's eyes darkened with an unfathomable emokban, his

expression softened as he thought of the youngl.clill miss her

too,"' he acknowledged huskily. 'Perhaps you'livalier to come and
visit me some time?"'

'In America?"
‘Yes,' he confirmed gruffly.

Cassandra moistened her lips nervously. 'You anat wafe?' She
wasn't a hundred per cent certain of the reasamasegoing back to
America, and if it was a woman he was actuallyrreng to...!

His mouth twisted in rueful self-mockery. 'l doubt ever marry
now.'

She looked at him intently, hope soaring in hertathis use of the
word 'now'. 'Why not?'

‘Maybe it would be better if | left you two alonetalk?' Her mother
stood up, reminding them of her presence," 'obWofexling very
much in the way.

'It's all right, Mother." Cassandra was the onartswer her firmly.
‘Jonas and | are the ones who are leaving.'

His eyes widened at her determined tone, dark braised. 'We are?'

‘Yes, we are,' she nodded. '‘Contrary to what yaleslier, we—we
have a wedding rehearsal to complete.' She wasgakgamble, the
biggest gamble of her life, and the stakes werditjeest she could
possibly make— her future with Jonas.

He looked at her searchingly—hungrily?—a dark froam his
brows. Cassandra returned his piercing gaze syeattihough inside
she was a quivering mass of uncertainty; whatefisd gambled and



lost? But at the same time she had nothing to lbm®as was going to
leave here anyway if she didn't make some attemngtop him, and
take her future happiness with him, so there wakimg to lose and
everything to gain if her gamble should by someacie pay off.
Something, besides her loss of temper earlier,thdwdve triggered
off this change of heart in Jonas towards his fa@id their forced
marriage.

'So we do,' he finally answered her huskily, andgaadra began to
breathe again—the first indication she had thatveen't imagining
this whole thing. Jonas turned to her mother. 'Da@rry about
Hunter and Kyle, Marguerite,' he assured her disivasy. 'l will sort

it out.'

‘Cassandra?' Her mother looked at her uncertainly.

'‘As Jonas said, Mother, don't worry.' She squebeednother's hand
reassuringly before kissing her on the cheek.cdll you tomorrow
morning,' she promised, glancing across at Jonadeaslid so, her
heart in her mouth at how wonderfully handsome |las,vat how
much she loved him...! 'Probably late morning," atided decisively
before releasing her mother's hand and turningimaJonas. 'Shall we
go?' she prompted huskily.

It wasn't until they got outside that Cassandraemabered they had
arrived in separate cars. And she didn't want tpayeed from Jonas
just now—Ilook what had happened the last time lieléf her; she

would hate him to revert back to that autocrat.'IMge in your car,’

she told him firmly. 'l can always collect minetire morning.'

'‘Cassandra --'

'Let's wait until we get back to the house, Jord®' pleased. She
needed time to gather her courage together for et
assault—because telling Jonas she loved him, omgdkm believe



it, wasn't going to be easy! Site had no idea whatwould do, if at
the end of all this he rejected that love. In fabe couldn't even bear
to think about that!

‘Whatever you say." He was surprisingly acquiese@mnbbably

because he needed time to think things over toe!j&t hoped he
didn't use the time to build back all those defenttext made it so
difficult for them to communicate over the thindst were really
important, such as how they really felt about eattier...

Jean didn't seem in the least surprised to sesvthef them arrive
back together. After Jonas's earlier visit aftessaadra had already
gone out, she probably thought it was perfecthyuratfor them to
return together. After assuring them that Bethaagntt stirred in
their absence, she excused herself for the night.

Cassandra had been completely wrong in her bdiagf the drive

home would give her time to gather her courage thamgefor the

conversation yet to come; she was as nervous asr@\irl as she
faced Jonas across the sitting-room. And Jonastbals pale and
tense as she felt! Where did she even begin tdit@llhow she felt
about him?

'l love you, Cassandra Kyle Hunter." He was the tmnsuddenly
speak into the silence. 'And I'meversaid that to any other woman.’

All her nervousness, all her doubts, everythingthatfact that this
wonderful, magnificent man—she agreed whole-hebrtedth
Bethany!'—loved her faded from ha mind. 'Oh, Jonsis& choked
happily as she launched herself into his armsvé lyou too. Oh,
God, how I love you!" She rained kisses all over hlardness of his
cheeks and jaw, laughing and crying at the same-thadthough both
laughter and tears were erased as Jonas crushedhier, his mouth
fiercely claiming hers.



It was all there in that warmly exploring kiss—ai$ pent-up love for
her, all the emotion he had shown her only withtthech of his lips
and hands the night they made love. Becausmtimade love to her,
no doubt about it; he had loved, adored and wopsdher body that
night. As he loved, adored and worshipped herrlips.

'‘God!" He finally broke the kiss to rest his foraleagainst hers, his
breathing ragged. 'l can't believe how much | lpwe, Cassandra,’ he
groaned. 'l took one look at you when | came backngland nine
months ago and knew | wanted you for my own. Andes$pised
myself for it. That was why | was such a bastargdo that first day
we met,' he said grimly. 'Why | nurtured the hagaW in your face
that day for the things | was saying to you. | digvantto love you.
When | found out about the money missing from Huated Kyle-
God, it seemed as if | would be able to have yourfgself after all,
without actually having to admit that | loved yoHe shook his head
self-disgustedly. 'That's how determined | was toomake myself
vulnerable to Charles's widow, of all people!

Cassandra looked up at him with dazed eyes, heisi@dimging to the

hardness of his shoulders to stop herself fromapslhg completely
after the onslaught of his kiss. 'All this timé...8he said

disbelievingly—not because she did disbelieve baatause it was so
incredible!

'‘God, yes!" He gave a self-derisive grimace. 'Ald &ept asking
myself was what would | have done if | had comekbixr your
wedding to Charles five years ago and felt the saman@’ His eyes
were dark with the pain of those agonising thoughts

'l loved Charles, I'm not about to deny that | ‘dstie told him huskily.
‘But—well, | had to be the strong one, and—it waalways easy.'
She grimaced.



'l knew you loved him,"' Jonas groaned. 'l thinle lalways known
that. It was just easier for me to believe he heehtfooled when he
married you; that way | could even try to convimagself that you
weren't worth loving either." He shook his headlysatt's much
easier to hate than it is to love, Cassandra,' dmiteed gruffly.
‘Tonight, when | realised just how desperate yanssl to be to get
out of marrying me, that you would even try to iropte Charles to
do so --'

'‘But | fealty believed what | told you was truehesprotested, eyes
dark with the memory of how she had felt as if sles betraying
Charles when she finally told Jonas the truth.

Jonas nodded abruptly. 'Once | got away from Heoen you—for
some reason you seem to cloud my judgement,’ h@tadmruefully,
'l sat and thought about what you had said, aritsegigyou really had
believed it was Charles you were protecting. | doskée by the
genuine shock on your face, when | insisted it watimat that was
true, and if you had believed that, then there evdyg one person who
could have told you it: Charles himself. With thedlisation | finally
had to admit that, selfish as | believe Charles Wwasnust have loved
you too, and by accepting that | also knew thatgh&lge I've had
against Charles and my father for all these yeaas wactually
destroying any hope | might have now of winning yaumyself. But
to do that | had to first let you go --'

'l don't want you to let me go! she told him fielyg ha hands
tightening on his shoulders.

‘And | didn't really want to let you go either, Hudidn't feel at the
time | had any choice!

‘And now?' She looked up at him anxiously.



His arms tightened about héXow | would like you to be my wife
willingly, lovingly. | want to have other childremith you, share with
you, always, grow old with you --'

‘You'll never be old, Jonas." She ran loving fitigsr down the
hardness of his cheek. 'Never to me. And youaadly won me, my
darling.' She smiled at him emotionally. 'l thintook one look ayou
nine months ago—and started running for my liféle sadmitted
gruffly. "Thank God youlidn't come back five years ago, Jonas, ar
put us all to that test; I'm not sure how it wohhse turned out!" She
shook her head at the emotional dilemma that wbalek caused.

He looked down at her intently. "Will you marry n@g&assandra? For
all the right reasons this time!"

She smiled up at him through her tears. 'Onlydirsty my bed is part
of the deal

'‘No more deals, Cassandra,' he promised her huskitgl nothing
will keep me out of your bed now that | know youdane! Although
how you could possibly love the cruel bastard been to you --'

‘You aren't cruel, Jonas.' She put silencing finggrover his lips.
‘You've just been hurt. And hurt people hit outp&dally at the
people they care about.' Maybe she had always kribatn which
was why she had been able to hope that Jonas witmthtely come
to care for her in return one day. She could bkaltdly believe he
already loved her! 'l don't want you ever to bet lagain, Jonas,' she
told him fiercely.

'l hurt right now, Cassandra.' His voice had lowlegeuffly, and he
moulded the length of her body to his, showingdiktoo clearly in
what way he hurt!



‘Then I'll have to take the pain away,' she murmh@a®she kissed the
length of his jaw. 'Do you think we might make & &ar as the
bedroom this time?' she teased.

'‘Oh, I think we might." He swung her up into himar his expression
lovingly gentle as he looked down into her ecs#dltychappy face. 'l

do love you, Cassandra, and | promise I'll sperdrést of my life

showing you how much.'

Her arms encircled his neck. 'Start now. Please!'

He laughed softly, and it was the laughter of thienphant
hunter—the most beautiful sound Cassandra hadhezed...



