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EPILOGUE



PROLOGUE

The Creston Tower Hotel, Sydney,

Friday 13th September, 10:33 pm

'MS GRESHAM!' A female journalist rushed at Carli with a microphone as soon as the lift doors
were prised apart.

'Tel us about your experience of being trapped in a lift for more than two hours with your ex-husband,
Xavier

Knightly.'

'No comment,' Xavier answered for her, his hands tightening on Carli's arm as he led her
determinedly through the

smal crowd of reporters.

'Ms Gresham?' The microphone swung back to Carli. 'Is it true you left your marriage to Xavier
Knightly to

pursue your own career in law?'

'Please get out of our way,' Xavier said curtly. 'We have nothing to say.'

'There was a lot of interest in the paper you delivered this afternoon, Ms Gresham,' the indomitable
journalist

continued. 'Have you anything further to add?'

'I—' Carli opened her mouth to answer but Xavier tugged her along with him down the hal and she
had no choice

but to folow him.

He shouldered open another exit door and led her up several flights of stairs, finaly coming out on the
Presidential

level.

'Where are we going?' she asked somewhat breathlessly as she tried to match his long-strided pace.

'To my room to have that drink I promised you wel over two hours ago,' he answered grimly. 'I think I
could



safely say we're both in dire need of one.'

Carli was inclined to agree, although she didn't say it out loud as she waited for him to unlock the
door. He held it

open for her and she stepped through and looked around with interest, buying some time to get her
rattled nerves

under some sort of control.

'Nice suite.' She inspected the view over the city and harbour with a critical eye. 'We don't get this
sort of

luxurious comfort in steerage.'

She heard the slide of his silky tie as he removed it from the colar of his shirt and turned around to
look at him.

'But then you always insisted on the best, didn't you?'

His dark blue eyes held hers. 'Do you have a problem with that?'

'No, not unless it comes at the expense of someone else.'

'I paid for the room in advance.'

'I didn't mean that and you know it.'

'Look, Carli, let's just drop the feminist crap for a while, OK? I asked you to have a drink with me,
not to castrate

'Look, Carli, let's just drop the feminist crap for a while, OK? I asked you to have a drink with me,
not to castrate

me.'

She let out her breath on a gasp of indignation. 'Why is it men always think women are intent on
emasculating them

whenever we bring up the topic of equality?'

'I told you I don't wish to discuss it any further.'

'No, you wouldn't,' she sniped at him. 'It's far too comfortable at the top of the heap, isn't it? You
wouldn't be



interested in making room for anyone else way up there.'

'What would you like to drink?' He turned away to the mini-bar compartment, which incensed her
even more; she

didn't like being dismissed like a recalcitrant child. It was a skil he'd perfected in the three years they
were

married but somehow she found it even more annoying now.

'I don't want to have a drink.'

'Fine.' He poured himself one and sat on one of the sofas and began to drink it.

She shifted from one foot to the other, her eyes carefuly avoiding his.

'The bathroom is through there.' He pointed behind her, lifting his glass to his mouth once more.

Carli swung away, striding off to where he'd directed, doing her best to ignore the expanse of his bed
on her way

to the huge en suite.

She took her time in the bathroom, washing her hands and finger-combing her wild chestnut hair so
she didn't look

quite so out of control, but no matter how hard she tried she couldn't quite erase the nervous, agitated
look she

could see reflected in her eyes.

Being trapped in a lift with the man you'd divorced five years ago was not to be recommended, she
thought wryly.

It had been bad enough knowing he was going to be at the same family-law conference as her,
watching her,

listening to her…hating her…

She drew in a calming breath and made her way back out to where Xavier was lounging, drink in
hand, as if

nothing unusual had occurred in the last hour or so.

'Changed your mind about that drink?' he asked.



'I think I'l have a glass of water.'

He put his drink down and got to his feet to get her what she'd requested. She watched him as he put
some ice

into a tal glass, pouring some bottled water into it before handing it to her. She took it with a murmur
of thanks

and began to drink it so she didn't have to converse with him.

She studied him over the top of her glass, taking in his tal, wel-groomed features as if committing
them to

memory. His hair was stil glossy black but there were a few strands of steel grey around his temples
that hadn't

been there five years ago. At thirty-six he was quite clearly a man who stil enjoyed maintaining a high
level of

physical fitness. His stomach was flat and his muscles toned, his olive skin tanned in spite of the
unusualy cold

winter Sydney had recently experienced. His clothes were always of the highest quality and although
his shirt was

winter Sydney had recently experienced. His clothes were always of the highest quality and although
his shirt was

undone at the colar and the cuffs at his strong wrists were roled back casualy, the fabric stil spoke of
a wel-

known designer.

He was the epitome of the successful man. Power, riches and privilege were things he took more or
less for

granted. His reputation as a family-law-court lawyer was wel known in al legal circles, even those as
far out west

as hers. The common catchphrase associated with him was 'get him and get even'. With Xavier
Knightly acting for

you, back-up wasn't necessary. He was a veritable army of knowledge and expertise and many of his
coleagues

had to think twice before taking him on in opposition, knowing how good he was at court-room



showdowns.

She met his watchful gaze across the room and couldn't quite help the instinctive sucking in of her
breath at the

mere sight of him. She had known every milimetre of his six-foot-four body, had heard him in the
throes of

passion and in the maelstrom of anger. They had shared so much but in the end it hadn't been
enough…

'Come and sit down,' he said. 'And for God's sake would you please stop scowling at me?'

'I'm not scowling.'

'Yes, you are. You have your al-men-are-bastards look on your face.'

'That's ridiculous.' She sat down heavily and glared at him.

'There,' he pointed at her, 'you're doing it now—scowling.'

She couldn't stop the bubble of laughter at his imitation of her expression. 'I'm not that bad, surely!'

His mouth tilted into a lazy smile as he looked across at her. 'You look absolutely beautiful when you
laugh. I'd

forgotten just how beautiful.'

She felt the colour staining her cheeks and hastily lowered her eyes.

'Look at me, Carli.'

She raised her face to look at him and her heart squeezed at the thought of never seeing those dark
blue eyes

again.

He'd promised one drink and no further contact.

This was it—the final curtain on their troubled relationship.

The end.

'I should go.' She got to her feet and put her glass on the table. 'We said one drink and I—'

Xavier was on his feet and blocking her exit before she had even finished her sentence.



'No.'

She gave him a nervous glance. 'What do you mean…no?'

'I'm about to have dinner,' he said. 'I know it's late but why not join me?'

'Dinner?' She frowned.

'You have something against food?'

'No…but you and me and dinner isn't realy a good combination,' she pointed out. 'We'l probably
argue and

embarrass the other diners.'

'There won't be any other diners if we eat in here by ourselves,' he said.

She should have seen that coming and was irritated with herself for faling so neatly into the snare he'd
so expertly

laid.

'I'm not hungry.'

'You're too thin.'

'You're too arrogant!' she shot back.

'Now you're being too sensitive.'

'And you are being a complete and utter jerk!' She backed away as he came closer. 'What are you
doing?' She

held up her hands as if to hold him off.

'If you insist on leaving now then I insist on one last kiss.'

She ran her tongue over her dry lips as the backs of her knees met the edge of the sofa. 'I don't want to
kiss you,'

she said but her tone lacked the strength of conviction she so desperately needed.

'Is that the truth and nothing but the truth, so help you God?'

'Don't play your court-room games with me, Xavier. I came up here for a drink and nothing else and
you damn



wel know it.'

'One kiss, Carli, for old times' sake.'

She knew enough about his mouth to know one kiss would never be enough to satisfy her and she had
to avoid it

at al costs.

'I have to go…' She edged away from the sofa and made to brush past him but his hands came down
on her

shoulders and turned her effortlessly to face him.

'Why so afraid?' His dark eyes burned into hers.

'I'm not…' She took a lumpy swalow. 'I just don't think we should re-plough old fields, that's al.'

A heavy, pulsing silence began to throb between them.

Carli found her gaze slipping to his mouth almost of its own volition. Her heart began to hammer
behind her

already tightening breasts, and her legs turned traitor on her by weakening beneath her like dampened
paper. She

saw his head coming towards her in slow motion but she didn't move out of his reach. She felt like a
light-blinded

animal caught by the high beam of a car as it steadily approached.

She couldn't move even if she tried.

His mouth touched hers so softly she wondered if she'd imagined it, but then he did it again, this time
a little firmer,

and she felt her lips blaze with instant heat. He stroked his tongue along the cleft of her mouth and her
lips parted

on a soundless sigh, his entry into the cavern of her mouth sending her pulses skyrocketing out of
control.

She felt his hands thread their way through the thick curtain of her hair in the same way he had used to
do years

ago, the simple action bringing her one step forward so their bodies touched from chest to thigh. She



felt the

unmistakable length of him sweling against her bely and her inner body responded as if he'd flicked a
switch. She

felt the silkiness of sensual need between her legs, and her resolve to resist him faded away to some
far-away,

unreachable place.

She kissed him back with al the pent-up despair of her loneliness over the time they'd been apart, her
body aching

for him with an intensity she knew she wouldn't be able to rein back in now it was finaly set loose.

Her teeth found his bottom lip and dragged it into her mouth for her tongue to salve. She felt him jerk
against her in

reaction and couldn't help a tiny shiver of delight that even after al this time she could stil affect him
so.

His tongue tangled with hers, rasping over the smooth surface of her teeth to dip into the recesses of
her mouth as

if mimicking what his very male body had done repeatedly to her in the past.

Her body remembered with a heady rush of recognition, the blood flying through her veins as if in
search of his

touch on her skin. His mouth burned on hers, sending flames of desire to every secret place as if he
were

spreading a flammable liquid inside and over her. She erupted in a storm of need that could not be
banked down

no matter how hard she tried to contain it. She could feel the pul of desire like an irresistible lure
being held in

front of her. Nothing had prepared her for this conflagration of her senses. She was beyond thinking
with his

mouth on hers. She needed his touch, needed his need of her to remind her of al they had shared in the
past, to

remind her of what her life had once been when she'd been secure in his arms.



His mouth lifted off hers and although he didn't say a word his intimate question hung in the air
between them al

the same. She saw it reflected in his gaze as it secured hers, the silent message of desire being
transmitted in

crackling sparks that threatened to scorch her very soul.

She answered with her mouth as it returned to his, her arms going around his waist so her hands could
dip to his

buttocks and draw his heat even closer to her burning need.

He lifted her in his arms with his mouth stil locked to hers and carried her to the bedroom, only
breaking his kiss

to put her down on the mattress. She watched as he removed his clothes with impatient hands, her
own desire for

him growing as every part of his leanly muscled body was revealed to her ravenous eyes.

He joined her on the bed and within the space of a few breathless seconds her clothes had joined his
on the floor.

The slide of his skin on hers was like a drug; she wanted him so much she could barely breathe
without pain.

She refused to think about tomorrow and how she would feel after this brief encounter. She wanted
him with a

desperation she hadn't realised had been lurking silently inside her. Her inner emptiness began to
ache with the

need to be filed, and, when his hair-roughened thighs bound hers on either side in a muscled embrace,
any last-

minute chance of self-control finaly slipped out of her grasp.

minute chance of self-control finaly slipped out of her grasp.

His hands shaped her breasts before he bent his mouth to taste her peaking flesh, his tongue roling
over each

nipple until she couldn't stop a whimper of pleasure escaping through her kiss-swolen lips. He moved
down from



her breasts, lingering over her bely button, dipping his warm tongue in and out until she was
squirming restlessly

beneath him.

She sucked in a sharp little breath as he moved even lower, the caress of his breath between her legs
sending her

into a frenzy of anticipatory delight. She clutched at the bed covering beneath her hands, her fingers
curling into the

fabric to anchor her against the storm of feeling his slow-moving tongue was producing. Just when
she thought she

could stand it no more he moved over her to claim her mouth and his body slipped into place with one
accurate

thrust that sent another gasp from her mouth into the sexy saltiness of his.

It had been so long!

His body set a hard-paced rhythm which thriled her, for it spoke of his urgent need. He was hot and
hard and

heavy within her but she relished in the hot lava flow of desire coursing through his body to scald
hers. When he

touched her intimately with his fingers to increase her pleasure she had to bite down on her lips to
stop herself

from crying out. He knew her body so wel, what it wanted, what it needed and how it responded.

She felt the roling wave hit her in a smashing blow that sent a kaleidoscope of fragmented colour
through her

brain, each tiny sparkle settling around her in the afterglow of release.

She felt him tense in preparation for his own supreme moment, his final surge splintering her with
renewed feeling

as he rocked against her, spiling himself into her warmth.

His large body gradualy relaxed and she felt his warm, stil hectic breath feathering along the sensitive
skin of her

neck. Her arms were around him, her hands moving over the smooth skin of his back in rediscovering



exploratory

movements.

'Was that too fast and furious for you?' He eased himself up on one elbow to look down at her, his
night-sky eyes

holding hers.

'We shouldn't have done it,' Carli said in instant self-reproach, hastily looking away.

'Probably not,' Xavier agreed with a wry smile, trailing a lazy, long, tanned finger down the length of
her stil

quivering thigh. 'But given the circumstances it was more or less inevitable.'

'It is never a good idea for ex-partners to get involved again. It only causes confusion and further
hurt.' She spoke

through tightened lips, her breathing stil not quite under control.

He roled away and placed his arms behind his head, his gloriously naked body puling her gaze back
even though

her common sense kept insisting she turn away.

'You sound as if you're reading that straight from a law textbook,' he chided. 'It was only sex, Carli—
no big deal.'

'It's a big deal to me.'

He turned his head to look at her, his eyes very dark and intense. 'Are you saying you stil feel
something for me

after al this time?'

'Of course not,' she said with a touch of tartness. 'You kiled what I felt for you a long time ago.'

If he was disappointed with her answer he certainly didn't show it on his face. He simply laid back
his head and

crossed his legs at his ankles in a casual, unaffected pose, and her blood instantly began to boil.

She couldn't help feeling as if she'd been set up for a bit of ex-sex to pass the time. She should have
known when



she'd presented her paper on the obstacles young women in the legal field faced he'd be sitting in the
third row

from the back just waiting to pounce on her at question time. Their very public sparring match had no
doubt al

been part of the intelectual foreplay that had led to his little social-let's-try-and-be-civil-even-though-
we're-now-

divorced drink.

'My God, you planned this, didn't you?' She leapt off the bed in one movement and snatched up her
clothes to

cover herself.

He arched one dark brow at her. 'Your imagination is as usual working overtime.'

'Don't lie to me, you…you…bastard!' She zipped up her skirt and flung her arms through her blouse
without

bothering to replace her bra, which in the heat of the moment she had failed to find.

'You and your one drink and one kiss for old times' sake!' she railed at him as she stuffed her feet
back into her

high-heeled shoes. 'Do you think I'm so stupid to fal for that old routine?'

He gave her an ironic look. 'Apparently you just did.'

Her eyes scanned the room for something to throw at him. It wouldn't be the first time she tossed
something his

way, but this time there were no priceless Knightly heirloom vases at hand.

'I wouldn't if I were you,' he warned. 'You know the law wel enough to know what happens to people
who

deface hotel rooms.'

'You arrogant, stuffed-shirt, male chauvinistic, opportunistic, calculating, conniving, vindictive,
ruthless, arrogant—'

'You already said arrogant. Try to be original if you must flay me with such opprobrium.'

Carli was almost speechless with rage.



'I never want to see you again!' she screeched at him.

He held her fiery glare with consummate ease, his tone even and cool. 'That was the deal, remember?
You stated

the terms yourself, Carli. One last drink and I promised never to see or speak to you ever again.'

'And I meant it!' She stamped her foot for emphasis. 'I never, ever want to see you again. Do you hear
me?'

'Loud and clear.' His tone held its usual trace of mockery, which sent her fury up another dangerous
notch.

'I hate you!' Carli flung at him bitterly. 'I hate, hate, hate you!'

'Just as wel since you divorced me five years ago; what a waste of very commendable legal work it
would be if

you didn't.'

She swung away in case he caught sight of the tears shining in her eyes and stalked towards the door.

'Toss me the room-service menu on your way out, Carli,' he caled out to her. 'After al that hot and
sweaty

exercise I'm feeling a little bit peckish.'

She turned back to face him and used a very unladylike expression to describe just exactly what he
could do with

the room-service menu.

His chuckle of laughter broke her fragile hold on her temper and she picked up the cardboard menu
card and,

tearing it into tiny shreds, stalked back across to where he was lying and threw them al over him like
confetti.

' Bon appétit. ' She dusted off her hands and stomped back to the door, slamming it so hard behind her
the

pictures hanging in the hal outside rattled in their gilt-edged frames.

Xavier listened to the staccato beat of her heels as she made her way down the hal, each and every
footstep



striking a painful nerve somewhere deep in the middle of his chest.

His fingers closed over the shredded menu card lying around him on the bed and he bit out one hard,
sharp,

unprintable word as he flung the pieces to the carpeted floor…



CHAPTER ONE

Three months later…

CARLI stared at the thin blue line in horror. 'Oh, my God!'

She clutched at the bathroom basin in much the same way she'd been doing on and off for weeks as
she came to

grips with the final devastating confirmation of her pregnancy.

The wals of the smal room began to close in on her and she held on to consciousness with as much
tenacity as

she could.

Pregnant!

With Xavier's child!

She opened her eyes to inspect the testing kit once more but it was stil the same colour.

She stumbled through to the bedroom, her body shivering in reaction rather than to cold.

It must be a mistake!

It had to be a mistake.

They'd only been together that one time and she had been sure she was in a safe period in her cycle,
not that she'd

realy thought about it at the time.

She slammed her fist into her pilow and bit down on her bottom lip until she tasted blood.

She'd stormed from his hotel room vowing to never set eyes on him again, never imagining such a
subsequent

scenario as this! That one momentary lapse into passionate madness had set her world upside down.

She wouldn't tel him.

Oh, realy, her conscience pricked her. What if he somehow found out? He's Sydney's best legal eagle.
Don't

forget: get him and get even. That was his credo and she knew he would just as easily apply it against



her if

pressed to do so.

OK, so she would tel him.

Yeah, right, as if he's going to accept the news with any sort of gladness.

'Oh, God!' She shut her eyes against the vision of his disdain. 'I can't do it! I just can't do it!'

Nausea roled in her stomach and she made a desperate lunge for the bathroom, only just making it in
time.

She lifted her pale face to meet her reflection in the mirror above the basin, shocked at her palor and
even more

alarmed by the haunted, holow look in her caramel-brown gaze.

* * *

It took Carli a further twenty-seven days before she garnered enough courage to do what had to be
done. She

gave her slightly protruding abdomen a nervous stroke as she approached the office tower where
Xavier had his

suite of offices. She hadn't phoned to announce her intention of seeing him. She hadn't trusted herself
not to blurt

her news over the line instead of face to face. Not that either way was going to make things any
easier. He was

going to be shocked and quite possibly furious as wel. His shock she could deal with, but his anger?

She took the stairs and lost count after floor number ten. She traipsed on doggedly, step by agonising
step, feeling

like someone on their way up to the galows.

'Mr Knightly is in court and won't be back until four this afternoon,' his middle-aged secretary
announced in

somewhat prim tones.

Carli's heart sank along with her courage. Could she wait three hours? And more to the point, could
she go



through the ordeal of the fire escape one more time?

'Who wil I say wants to see him?' the secretary asked, picking up a pen and a message pad.

'I…Car…Carli Gresham,' she said, knowing she wouldn't get an appointment without revealing her
name.

'Carli as in Carla?' The secretary arched one penciled brow at her.

'No,' she said. 'Carli as in Carli—trust me, he'l know exactly who it is.'

Xavier was the only person in the legal profession to cal her Carli instead of Carla, and by the simple
exchange of

that one letter managed to strip away the thin veneer of sophistication she had fought so hard to keep
in place.

The secretary took in her slightly flushed appearance and her austere manner visibly softened. 'Would
you like a

drink? Mr Knightly is often early from court when things go his way. You mightn't have such a long
wait after al.'

Carli felt like asking: when did things ever not go Xavier Knightly's way? However, she refrained
from doing so

when she caught sight of a water-cooler machine in the waiting area.

The secretary noticed the line of her gaze and ushered her towards it with al the efficiency of a mother
hen. 'Sit

yourself down, Miss Gresham, and help yourself to a drink, or I could make you a coffee or tea
instead?'

'No, thank you, water's fine, and it's Ms not Miss.'

'Yes, of course it is, how sily of me.'

Before Carli could ask her what she meant she'd bustled back to her credenza, bent her head to her
computer and

begun tapping away like a barnyard hen did at spiled wheat.

Carli couldn't help wondering how many secretaries Xavier had worked his way through over the last
five years.



This one seemed a little more sensible than his usual type and she couldn't help wondering what had
brought about

the change.

She sighed and picked up a magazine, flicking through it without interest. From time to time she
glanced at the

clock on the wal but the minutes appeared to be crawling by at an evolving invertebrate's pace.

She felt her usual afternoon lethargy hit like a sledgehammer and tried to keep her eyelids open but
they felt

She felt her usual afternoon lethargy hit like a sledgehammer and tried to keep her eyelids open but
they felt

weighted by anvils and she finaly had to give in to the urge to close them.

The sofa she was sitting on was soft and comfortable and she settled into its leather cushions,
promising herself she

would shut her eyes for five minutes and five minutes only…

* * *

'How long has she been here?' Xavier asked his secretary in a deep undertone, a frown forming
between his dark

brows.

Elaine Johnston inspected the clock on the wal before answering in a sibilant whisper, 'Two and a
half hours.'

He muttered a swear word under his breath. 'I could have been back an hour ago but I had a drink
with one of

the other lawyers.'

'Quite frankly I think she needed the sleep,' Elaine whispered back. 'She was very pale when she
came in. Do you

know her?'

'Know her?' He sent her an ironic glance. 'I was once married to her.'

Elaine's eyes went out on stalks. ' That's your ex-wife?'



'Certainly is.'

His secretary's mouth opened and closed. 'What does she want to see you about?'

'Can't be about a divorce,' he said with a wry twist to his mouth. 'We've already had one of those.'

'If you ask me she looks rather fragile…' Elaine chewed the end of a pen thoughtfuly.

'I didn't ask you, but believe me, she's a whole lot tougher than she looks.'

'Wel, I think I'l leave you to it,' Elaine said, gathering up her things. 'I don't think I want to be witness
to the

sparks that might fly once you get her alone.'

Xavier didn't answer. He was stil remembering the sparks that had flown the last time they were
together, in fact

had thought of little else in the four months since he'd last seen her. He'd thought of contacting her
hundreds—no,

thousands of times, but he'd promised her one drink and no further contact. And after she'd stormed
out of his

hotel room and left the conference before it was even over he'd had no choice but to assume she was
perfectly

content with the arrangement.

As if Carli sensed his presence she opened her eyes on his approach. She brushed back the hair off
her face and

slid her curled-up legs to the floor with a selfconscious adjustment of her long skirt and overflowing
blouse as she

stood up.

'Wel, wel, wel,' he drawled. 'Look who's here.'

'I had to see you.' She didn't bother with a proper greeting, twisting her hands in front of her like a
nervous

schoolgirl.

'I'm sorry you had to wait,' he said, his tone belying the apology of his words. 'But I'm free now.
Come into my



office and let's get this over with.'

It wasn't a good start, she thought as she folowed him down the capacious hal to his plush office. She
could tel

he wasn't in a good mood and what she had to tel him was hardly going to lighten it.

He held the door for her and she stepped through, trying not to notice how her skirt brushed along his
thigh as she

went past.

She went to the chair opposite his desk and sat down on the edge of it, her eyes folowing him as he
took his

place behind the expansive rectangle of highly polished timber.

He moved forward in his chair and, leaning his arms on his desk, made a steeple with his fingers. 'So,
this must be

pretty important. I thought you never wanted to see me again.' His eyes locked on to hers.

'It is important.' She ran her tongue over her dry lips. 'Extremely important.'

'Wel?'

Al her earlier rehearsals went out the window as she blurted, 'I'm pregnant.'

He didn't move a muscle.

'I fail to see what this has to do with me,' he said after a short pause. 'Do you want me to represent
you legaly to

extract funds from the father for your child's upkeep?'

She swalowed the constriction in her throat.

'Who is the father by the way?' he added before she could find her voice. 'Anyone I might know?'

'As a matter of fact, yes.'

He leant back in his chair, his right thumb compressing the top of a pen, the tiny clicks sounding loud
in the pulsing

silence.



'He's…' She hesitated. How could she tel him without some sort of preamble?

'You seem to be having some trouble recaling his name,' he observed. 'Is the field open to more than
one

perhaps?'

'No…' She gave him a hardened look. 'I've so far been able to narrow it down to just the one.'

'I'm very glad to hear it. Paternity cases these days are the pits. So who is it?'

'You're not going to believe it.'

'Try me,' he said, leaning even further back in his chair, one arm slung casualy over the back.

'You.'

This time he did flinch.

This time he did flinch.

' Me? ' He got to his feet, his chair flying backwards to slam into the filing cabinet behind. He stared
at her across

his desk. ' Me? '

'You're fertile, aren't you?' she asked.

Xavier reached blindly for his abandoned chair and sat back down, the pen he'd been holding
scuttling along the

desk until it came to a halt beside his paperclip holder.

'You're joking of course.' His chest felt tight, as if someone was squeezing him from the inside.

'I wish.'

He sucked in a breath through his teeth. 'Are you sure?'

'Sure as eggs, to use an apt choice of phrase.'

' Christ. '

'I've already tried appealing to the higher powers but so far no good.' She sent him a reproachful
glance. 'I'm stil

pregnant.'



He sent his chair back as he got to his feet once more. 'We'l have to get married…' He scraped a hand
through

his hair and turned to face her. 'We'l have to get married immediately.'

'No.'

' No? ' He stared at her. 'What do you mean, no?'

'I don't want to marry you.'

'You have to marry me!' He almost shouted the words at her.

'I do not have to marry you to have your child.'

'But…but…' He sought desperately for a valid reason but could think of nothing on the hop.

'I'm not here for help,' she said. 'I'm here to let you know, that's al.'

'I wil not consent to being a part-time parent!'

'You seem to have no compunction in assigning that task to thousands of other parents out there when
you

represent their bitter other halves.'

'That's different,' he insisted.

'How so?'

'You know it is,' he argued. 'I'm a lawyer, for God's sake. Do you think I'm going to alow myself to be
screwed

by another member of my profession?'

'I won't cause you any trouble.'

'If that was supposed to reassure me let me tel you it hasn't. You're nothing but trouble from the tip of
your pretty

little nose to your very dainty feet.'

'I'm sorry…' She felt a bubble of emotion clog her throat and fought it back down as best she could.

'Damn it!' he swore again.

She choked down another escaping sob with difficulty. 'I should never have agreed to have that drink



with you…'

She bent her head to avoid his angry glare and added brokenly, 'I just wanted you to know…'

He frowned as he looked at the calendar on his desk. 'You certainly haven't rushed the announcement.'
He

mentaly calculated the weeks back to the conference. 'How many weeks are you now? Sixteen?'

She nodded.

His eyes shifted to her abdomen. 'Are you showing?' His voice sounded distinctly husky but she
imagined it was

the aftermath of his shock.

'I can't do up my top button on my skirt,' she answered miserably.

He let out another harsh breath. 'How the hel am I going to tel my family?'

Carli gaped at him. 'Is that al you can think about?' She got to her feet in agitation. 'Don't you realise
what this

means for me?'

He returned her glare with a look of blank bewilderment.

'I'm pregnant, for God's sake!' she said. 'I didn't ask to be or plan to be, but somehow through some
trick of

nature I find myself in this condition. What has your family got to do with it? What about my career?'

'You'l have to give it up temporarily.'

Her eyes flared with anger. 'And do what? Go down on bended knee in gratitude for your provision?
I'd rather

die!'

'You can't possibly work for the whole length of your pregnancy,' he said.

'Excuse me?' She hit him with her flashing, defiant eyes. 'Did I hear you correctly?'

His jaw tightened. 'You heard me.'

'I wil not give up my job for you or anybody!'



'You can hardly work through labour.'

'I'l take a few days off.'

'What if the baby gets sick?'

She bit her lip and tried to think of a solution. 'I'l employ a nanny.'

He tilted one dark brow scepticaly. 'On your wage?'

'Al right,' she said crisply, folding her arms across her chest. 'You pay for the nanny.'

'I'm not paying for a nanny.'

'Why ever not? It's your child!'

'I was brought up by a nanny and swore I would never alow any child of mine to suffer the same.'

Carli's mouth fel open. He'd never told her that before. She'd always imagined his childhood had been
a picnic of

happy, sunny days with an adoring host of female relatives to remind him of the light he cast over
them from each

and every one of his bodily orifices.

'I didn't know you'd had a nanny.'

'I don't wish to discuss it.' The line of his mouth was set in an intractable line.

'What else should you tel me that you've so far neglected?' she asked.

'Nothing.' His expression instantly closed over.

'I can't work without help,' she said after another pause. 'Why don't you give up your job and be a
house

husband?'

'You must be joking.'

'No, I wasn't joking.'

'I was afraid you weren't.'

'What's wrong, Xavier? Don't you like the feel of the boot on the other foot?'



'I can't give up my practice. You know I can't.'

'And yet you expect…no—demand me to give up mine?'

She had him in a tight corner and Xavier was not al that sure how to get out of it. He was used to
pressure. He

thrived on it, but somehow this was different.

Carli was having a baby.

His baby.

'Come on, Carli, let's be serious here. I earn ten times your wage. Why would I give that up? It would
be financial

suicide.'

'Let me tel you at this point that a huge number of women out there in those suburbs you've referred to
so

disdainfuly in the past have to face exactly this sort of choice. They have no other income and must
rely on their

disdainfuly in the past have to face exactly this sort of choice. They have no other income and must
rely on their

own earning power to survive to provide for their children.'

'Pregnancy is more or less a choice these days.'

'I didn't choose it!' she said.

There was a smal silence.

'Didn't you?'

Her mouth fel open in shock. ' You think I did it deliberately? '

'A lot of women do,' he put in. 'It ensures an income for a few years, if not from the welfare system
then from the

man nominated as father. But as you know there are ways now of establishing just who is the father.'

She got to her feet in fury. 'I can't believe I'm hearing this!' She strode towards the door but as she
reached for the



door knob it seemed to melt and slip away from her. She gave it another attempt but her hands seemed
to be

grasping at space and she slipped in a slow folding heap to the floor…

* * *

She woke to find Xavier staring down at her with a look of such concern on his face she was tempted
to think the

last five years hadn't passed and they were stil together.

'What happened?' She struggled to get up but he held her down with a flat hand against her shoulder.

'You blacked out.'

She blinked her eyes a couple of times to restore clarity to her blurred vision.

'I've caled for an ambulance.'

'That's totaly unnecessary. I'm not sick.'

'You don't look al that wel to me.'

'I'm under considerable stress at the moment,' she said. 'No woman looks good with the weight of the
world

dragging her down.'

'You don't have to take on the weight of the world al by yourself,' he said. 'I've already offered to help
you.'

'I can just imagine how. You won't mind how much it costs as long as it causes the least disturbance
to your

routine.'

'I have some commitments but I'm sure I can make myself available if you need me.'

'You're five years too late, buddy,' she bit out resentfuly.

'Better too late than not at al.'

She wished she could argue with that but there was the sound of a troley rattling in the halway
outside,



She wished she could argue with that but there was the sound of a troley rattling in the halway
outside,

announcing the arrival of the ambulance team.

'I don't want to go to hospital.'

'I want you checked out,' he said implacably. 'I want to reassure myself that al we're dealing with here
is

pregnancy.'

'Isn't pregnancy enough?' she asked.

He gave her a level look. 'It could be a whole lot worse, you know.'

'Just tel me how it could be a whole lot worse,' she asked as the troley was wheeled into the room.
'What could

possibly be worse than this?'

'You could be having twins,' he said.

She roled her eyes and faced her nemesis in the ambulance officer who had her in his sights.

'OK, let's get this over with.' She held up her hands as if under arrest.

'Is she al right, man?' the guy asked Xavier with a frown.

Xavier twirled his finger beside his temple to indicate a state of insanity. 'She's totaly nuts.'

Carli opened her mouth to deny it but a cloak of blackness beckoned once more and she gave in to it
with

gratefulness. She didn't have the energy to deal with Xavier in this state. Al she wanted to do was
sleep…

* * *

Carli woke to the sound of voices murmuring softly at the end of her hospital bed.

'Is she going to be al right?' Xavier's voice sounded distinctly strained.

A female voice answered him reassuringly, 'With a little rest and a better diet she should be fine. Her
blood count



showed she's a bit anaemic but the iron tablets I've prescribed for her should soon fix that.'

'How long does she have to stay in hospital?' Xavier asked.

'She can go home in the morning.'

'I'l be here first thing,' he said and Carli heard the female doctor leave the room.

'I know you're not asleep,' Xavier said, turning back to the smal, stiff figure in the bed.

She sat up and brushed the hair out of her face, scowling at him darkly. 'Why are you stil here?'

'Why do you think I'm here?' He frowned at her. 'You've fainted twice in my company in the space of
minutes. I

don't want your death on my hands—the pregnancy is bad enough.'

Carli blinked back sudden tears at his terse words. She knew the pregnancy had been a terrible shock
to him but

did he have to keep reminding her of how distasteful it was for him to be in this situation?

did he have to keep reminding her of how distasteful it was for him to be in this situation?

Xavier looked at her intently, his heart squeezing painfuly when he saw the way her smal chin
wobbled as a track

of tears made its way down her smooth cheek.

'Oh, God.' He came over and, sitting on the edge of her bed, gathered her against him. 'I didn't mean it
like that.'

He spoke into the fragrant cloud of her hair.

'How else did you mean it?' She pushed him away with a choked sob. 'You hate the fact that I'm
carrying your

child, I know you do.'

'I don't hate the idea at al, it's just the timing of it is a little bit strange.'

'Five years too late you mean?' she asked bitterly. 'You were quite happy to build up your stud back
then; we

argued about little else.'



'We're divorced, Carli, surely—'

'And we're staying divorced so don't get any ideas of playing happy families with me to get access to
your child.'

He held her defiant look for a lengthy moment. 'My offer of marriage was a spur-of-the-moment knee-
jerk

reaction and I'm retracting it here and now,' he said. 'There wil be no remarriage.'

The wind went right out of Carli's sails, leaving her emotionaly stranded.

What was wrong with her?

She didn't want him back.

Did she?

'However, I do think you should come and live with me for the rest of the pregnancy,' he said into the
tight silence.

'So I can keep an eye on you.'

'I can't possibly live with you!'

'You can't possibly live alone; you heard what the doctor just said.'

'I'l be fine in a couple of days so you don't need to play at nursemaid. I couldn't think of anything
worse than

being under your constant surveilance. I'd go completely mad.'

His jaw tightened at her intransigence. 'Don't make it necessary for me to resort to other means to
make you do as

you're told.'

She baled her hands into fists as she glared at him. 'You'd have to carry me kicking and screaming
back into that

house with you.'

'I've had it redecorated, so it shouldn't be so repugnant to you any more.'

'I suppose you had to redecorate it to exorcise my presence.' She gave him a churlish look.



Xavier privately marveled at how close to the truth she actualy was. It had taken months before the
scent of her

perfume had left his house, and yet even now he sometimes thought he could stil pick up a faint trace
of it in the

air when he was in the house alone.

'You can have your own room,' he offered.

'Thank you very much,' she drawled sarcasticaly. 'But it won't be necessary.'

'So you'l agree to share mine?'

'No!'

'Come on, Carli, let's not argue about this. There are much bigger battles we can tussle over.'

'I don't want to be a part of your life.'

'You damn wel are a part of my life and wil be for the next eighteen years, so the sooner you get used
to it the

better.' His voice rose in frustration. 'You're not doing either of us any good by being so stubborn.
Haven't you

stopped once to think about the baby's needs?'

She found it hard to hold his flinty look. 'I think about it al the time.'

'You've not been looking after yourself,' he said. 'You're stil too thin and pale. How can you expect to
nourish a

growing infant on the rabbit food you insist on eating?'

'Is there anything else you'd like to criticise about me besides my stubbornness, my figure and my
diet?'

'No, everything else is just perfect.'

She searched his face for signs of mockery but instead he gave her a twisted smile.

'I'm not handling this very wel, am I?' he asked. 'You never realy fel for the steamroler approach
before so I

don't imagine you wil now, but I realy want to do the right thing for our child.'



He had her at her most vulnerable point and she was sure he knew it.

'I want what's best as wel,' she said.

'Then you'l think about it?'

'I've thought about it and the answer's stil no.'

'You're one stubborn woman.' He got to his feet and looked down at her. 'But maybe I'l be able to
think of a way

to make you see things my way.'

'I wouldn't waste your time,' she warned. 'There's nothing you could say that would make me come
back to live

with you permanently. Nothing.'

'I wasn't thinking along the lines of permanently,' he said, sweeping the air out of her emotional sails
again. 'Just til

the baby is born, after that we'l reassess.'

She bit her lip, sure she was going to cry again and betray herself completely.

'You and I both know few marriages make the distance,' he went on as he reached for his jacket and
keys on the

visitor's chair. 'Ours certainly didn't but at least this time there'l be no messy, bitter divorce at the
end.' He

shrugged himself into his jacket and added, 'Just think of the money we'l save on legal fees.'

'Your family would be appaled to think of you getting involved with me again,' she pointed out, 'even
as a platonic

house guest.'

'I think under the current circumstances it's going to be difficult to convince anyone that there's nothing
going on

between us.'

'There is nothing going on!' she insisted vehemently.

'Are you absolutely sure about that?'



'Of course I'm sure,' she said determinedly. 'I might be pregnant to you but I am not having a
relationship with you

of any sort.'

'Not even as a friend?'

She gave him an arctic look. 'You are not high on my popularity list right now and I don't see that
changing any

time in the future.'

His mouth tightened a fraction. 'We can hardly co-parent a child without conducting some sort of
relationship.'

'I want as little contact with you as possible.'

'Wel, then,' he said as he reached for the door. 'You're going to have quite a fight on your hands,
young lady.

Don't say I didn't warn you.'

She tilted her chin and met his chalenging glare. 'You're not going to win this, Xavier. I won't alow
you to.'

He gave her an imperious smile, his eyes glinting with confidence. 'Want to lay a bet on that, Carli?'

She opened her mouth but before she could deliver her cutting response he had already gone, the door
swinging

shut behind him.

She flopped back on the pilows, her breath going out on a whoosh of sound.

'Al right, Mr High and Mighty Xavier Knightly,' she addressed the ceiling above her head with steely

determination, 'if it's a fight you want, then a fight is exactly what you're going to get.'



CHAPTER TWO

WHEN Xavier arrived at the hospital the next day to arrange to take Carli home he was shocked and
more than a

little annoyed to hear his ex-wife had already left.

'Where is she?' He frowned down at the ward clerk.

'I have no idea, Mr Knightly.' The clerk gave him an assessing look. 'Maybe she doesn't want you to
know.'

He let out one short, sharp curse which sent the woman's eyebrows even higher.

'She expressly told us not to give you her address.'

'Did she, now?'

'She did.' The clerk folded her arms and gave him a you don't-scare-me look. 'And as you no doubt
know al our

patients' files are strictly confidential. Unless you are a direct relative you are not entitled to any
information to do

with Ms Gresham.'

'Thank you for your help,' he tossed at her sarcasticaly as he swung for the door.

'My pleasure, Mr Knightly.'

'Yeah, right.'

He strode out to his car and while he drove phoned his secretary. 'Elaine, get me Carli's address. Do
whatever

you have to do to find it.'

'Don't you have it?'

'Of course not!' he ground out. 'She's my ex-wife. The last thing I wanted after our divorce was her
bloody

address!'

'Why do you want it now?'



'Because I have to find her and—' He staled and drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. 'Wil you
stop with

al the invasive questions and get me her address otherwise your superannuation package is going to
be trimmed

considerably?'

His secretary laughed. 'I'l cal you back in five minutes.'

'Make it three or you're fired.'

She caled him back in two and a half.

'Carli has an apartment at Epping.' She gave him the address and added, 'But I think you should calm
down

before you go and see her.'

'Thanks for the advice but you know where you can stick it.'

'Only trying to help.'

'Only trying to help.'

'Go and type some letters—isn't that what I pay you to do?' He snapped off the connection but he was
sure he'd

caught the tail end of another laugh al the same. 'Women,' he muttered savagely and gunned the engine
once

more.

He puled up in front of the apartment block forty-five minutes later, his shirt sticking to his back in
spite of the

state-of-the-art air-conditioning in his car.

He knew Elaine was probably right. He had to get himself under some sort of control before he talked
to Carli.

She was already fragile without him coming to tear strips off her for deserting him at the hospital.

Did she hate him so much?

His stomach gave a painful clench.



Yes, she did. Why else would she disappear without teling him of her whereabouts?

He went to the front door and scanned the names on the residents' list. She was on the tenth floor and
he pressed

his finger to the cal button.

No answer.

He ground his teeth for a moment and then pressed the button again, this time leaving his finger on it
even though

the buzzing noise was grating to say the least.

'Who is it?' Carli's voice came through faintly after forty-five excruciating seconds.

'It's me.'

There was a tiny pause.

'Go away. I don't want to see you.'

'We have things to discuss. We can do it through this scratchy little intercom where al the neighbours
coming past

wil hear us or I can come up. Your choice.'

She didn't answer for such a long time he thought she'd left the intercom off the hook. He was about to
press the

button once more when her voice came through again.

'I'l come down. We can go to the park to talk. I want to be on neutral ground.'

'Al right, have it your way. But at least let me into the building. I feel like a stalker out here.'

The doors pinged open and he stepped through and waited in front of the lifts, staring at the numbers
to see which

one would carry her down to him.

He folowed the right-hand lift's journey to the ground floor and as its doors sprang open he stepped
forward, only

to stop suddenly when an elderly lady with a shopping cart gave him the evil eye as she came
shuffling out.



'Who are you?' she asked. 'How did you get in here?'

He opened his mouth to tel her when Carli's voice spoke from behind him. 'It's al right, Miss
Mickleton. He is

my…guest.'

Xavier swung around. 'How did you get down? Is there another lift?'

She shook her head. 'I took the stairs.'

' Ten floors? '

'Going down is a whole lot easier than going up.'

His mouth dropped open. ' You climb up ten flights of stairs? '

'I didn't used to but ever since the lift jammed that night…' Her cheeks grew a delicate shade of pink.
'Besides, I

like the exercise.'

'Oh, for God's sake, Carli! You can't possibly think you'l stil be able to do that in a few weeks' let
alone a few

months' time?'

She gave him a warning look and he turned to see the elderly neighbour standing listening to every
word.

He turned back to Carli and muttered in an undertone, 'Come on—let's get out of here. She's giving me
the

creeps.'

'I heard that, young man!' Miss Mickleton said.

'You'l hear a whole lot more if you stay around long enough,' he ground out and pressed the button to
release the

exit.

'You were extremely rude to her,' Carli said once they were outside, walking towards the park.

'She asked for it.'



'She's a lonely old lady with no family,' she said. 'You had no right to insult her.'

'I'm not here to discuss your neighbours and their little hang-ups, I'm here to talk about us. We have a
situation to

resolve. And if another woman, young, old or middle-aged, gives me a serve I won't be answerable to
the

consequences.'

'Great to know I'm not the only woman who gives you a hard time.' She couldn't help a tiny smile as
she glanced

up at his brooding expression. 'Who else has rattled your chain?'

'That prison-guard chick at the hospital for a start,' he bit out. 'And then my secretary forgot where her
next

paycheck is coming from by offering me advice I neither wanted nor needed, as wel as asking some
pretty

invasive questions, so I'm afraid by the time I got to the granny at your place I was in a filthy temper. I
was

expecting you in the lift, not some old crow with a beaky nose and a prying eye.'

'Poor you; my heart bleeds.'

'Why did you do a runner on me anyway?' He stopped walking to look down at her.

'Why did you do a runner on me anyway?' He stopped walking to look down at her.

'I didn't feel up to another argument with you. I decided it would be easier to let the dust settle for a
bit til we'd

both cooled down. Anyway,' she gave him a suspicious look from beneath her eyelashes, 'how did
you know

where to find me? I'm not listed in the phone book.'

He let out his breath and continued walking, slowing his pace to match hers. 'On the odd rare
occasion my

secretary demonstrates she is actualy worth the amount of money I pay her.'

Carli felt another smile tugging at her mouth at his dry statement. She was beginning to think he'd



finaly found the

perfect secretary, someone who stood up to him instead of being intimidated by his threats and stormy
moods.

'How long have you lived in that apartment?' he asked after another few paces.

'I bought it with the divorce settlement,' she told him. 'I've lived here ever since.'

'Alone?'

'From time to time.'

He swung his gaze back down to hers. 'Male or female?'

'Now who's asking the invasive questions?' She gave him an ironic look.

He frowned and resumed walking in silence until they came to a smal park, waiting until they'd both
sat down on a

bench to speak.

'Carli…' He took one of her hands and gave it a quick squeeze. 'I realy want you to come and live
with me.'

'No.' She removed her hand from the warmth of his.

'I promise I won't touch you.'

'I don't believe you.'

He didn't like to tel her he didn't believe himself! God, he was hard now thinking of her sitting so
close with his

child growing in her womb. He would have to be strong for she oozed sensuality from every inch of
her body.

Even the way she looked at him turned his thermostat up to boiling point.

'What's your biggest objection?' he asked. 'Is it just a general feeling or something specific?'

'How can you ask me that?' She glared at him crossly. 'We wouldn't even be in this situation if you
hadn't been so

specific in your intentions.'



'I did not mean to make love that day. I swear it.'

'Try again, Mr Knightly; the lie detector just caught you out.'

'Wel…' he gave her one of his carefuly rationed smiles '…I must confess when I got stuck in that lift
with you I

was getting a little hot and bothered.'

'You didn't show it.'

'You didn't show it.'

'I could hardly unzip my trousers with that security camera above our heads taping everything.'

She frowned at him, her colour suddenly high. God, she hadn't even thought about security cameras.
She'd been

too busy fighting her attraction to him.

'If it hadn't been for the camera I was going to suggest it in the lift as a way to kil time but kind of
figured it

mightn't go down so wel if we landed in the basement as a result. But then on reflection, if we'd died
—think of

what a way to go.'

Carli felt the betraying heat pool between her thighs at his words and, crossing her legs primly, turned
her body

away from the tempting warmth of his.

'So you waited until we were al alone,' she said with a touch of bitterness. 'How very considerate of
you.'

'Look, it won't happen again. I know you don't believe me but I wil keep my hands to myself in future.'

'You don't know how to walk past a woman without touching her.'

'I didn't touch Granny back there and I wouldn't touch the ward clerk with a sterile mop, and as for my
secretary

she's almost old enough to be my mother.'

'Which leaves only me.'



'I can be celibate.'

'That's like asking a lion to be a vegetarian.'

'Come on, Carli, give me a break. I don't want to miss out on seeing my baby grow inside you. I want
to feel its

first movements and I want to see your body go through the changes. Don't shut me out.'

She bit her lip in uncertainty.

He would miss out on an awful lot if he didn't to see her for weeks if not months on end. He was the
baby's father

after al. Surely he had some sort of right? In her work as a legal-aid lawyer in the poorer suburbs of
Sydney,

she'd dealt with enough non-custodial fathers to know how painful it was for them to only see their
children

fortnightly, if at al.

Besides that, her fainting spels had seriously frightened her. What if she were to fal down the stairs
and injure the

baby? Ten flights of stairs were hard enough now—what was she going to be like in a few more
weeks? She

knew she should just bite the bulet and get back in the lift as if the breakdown at the conference hotel
hadn't

happened but…

'Can I think about it and get back to you?' she asked, buying some time.

'I'l give you a week.'

'Two.'

'Ten days.'

'Ten days.'

She let her breath out in a sigh of defeat. 'Al right, ten days. I'l give you my answer then.'

He seemed satisfied with this answer and after a short conversation on neutral topics he walked her



back home.

'I'l come up in the lift with you,' he said at the door.

'No…I can manage the stairs.'

'And risk harming my child? No way. If you won't take the lift I'l carry you up.'

'Al right.' She took a deep breath and approached the lift. 'I'l go up in the lift.'

'Atta girl!' He grinned as she pressed the button.

'You can leave now.' She gave him an irritated look.

'You must think I'm more of a jerk than I realised,' he observed. 'I know very wel as soon as my back
is turned

you are going to slip out of the lift and go up the stairs. 'No.' He folded his arms across the broad
expanse of his

chest. 'I think I'l wait until I see al the pretty numbers up there indicating your safe arrival at your
door.'

'You are realy a very annoying man.' She stabbed at the button once more. 'Did I ever tel you that
before?'

'Only about one thousand and ninety-odd times—once a day during the three years of our marriage—
would be a

good estimate, don't you agree?'

The lift opened and she stepped in. 'Go back to your cave, Xavier. You sure as hel don't belong in
mine.'

The doors closed on his teasing smile but it took her al of nine and a half floors to cool down.

It was then that she realised what he'd done. He'd deliberately taken her mind off her worries about
the lift and it

had worked. She hadn't thought about the lift at al.

She'd thought about him instead…

* * *

Xavier stared at the appointment card that came with the morning's post a few days later.



'What's this?' he asked his secretary, who was hovering about the filing cabinet.

'It's an ultrasound appointment. Your ex-wife sent it in case you wanted to see the baby.'

He dropped the card on his desk and looked at her. 'How did you know about the baby?'

She pointed to the teddy-bear ears she could see poking out of the top of a wel-known toy store
carrier bag.

'Clues, Mr Knightly,' she imitated his court-room sombre tones with stunning accuracy, 'clues which
are pertinent

to the case.'

'I can see I'm not giving you enough work to do around here,' he scowled.

'How far along is she?'

'Four months.'

'A winter baby, then.'

'I'm not sure of the due date,' he confessed, clicking his pen absently. 'Some time in June, I imagine.'

'So the conference that you said was a complete and utter waste of time turned out to be productive
after al?'

Elaine gave him a cheeky grin.

He threw her a filthy look and she laughed.

'Don't worry, Xavier, I think you'l make a great father.'

'I didn't do so wel as a husband; God knows how I'l mess up parenting.'

'Is it impertinent of me to ask what went wrong in your marriage?' Elaine said.

He tossed the pen aside and pushed his chair back as he got to his feet, giving her another glowering
look in the

process. 'Yes, it is.'

'Have you told your family yet?'

'I'm working up the courage.'

'Good luck.'



'Yeah…' He raked his hand through his hair. 'Luck's exactly what I need right now.'

* * *

Carli looked up from the magazine she was reading in the doctor's waiting room to see Xavier
approach.

'Hi.' He brushed her cheek with one finger. 'How are you?'

'Fine.' She could feel the skin of her cheek stil tingling from his touch long after he had sat down
beside her, his

long legs stretched out in front of him almost cutting the waiting room in half.

She stared across at his legs so close to hers and couldn't stop an inward shiver of reaction as she
recaled how it

had felt to have them between hers, his hard male body exploding with release in that fiery moment
when al

control had broken loose.

The trouble was she had no self-control where Xavier was concerned.

He'd been her first and only lover, taking her to bed on their second date without a single protest from
her in spite

of al her mother had taught her about the untrustworthy physical motives of men. She'd falen for him
almost as

soon as she'd met him at her friend Eliza's wedding. He had been the best man and she had been the
bridesmaid,

and from the very first moment they were introduced, sparks of attraction had crackled like electricity
volts

charging along a metal wire. She'd seen his dark blue eyes begin to undress her on the spot and her
spine had

begun to tingle with anticipation. She'd boldly returned his look, doing her own bit of undressing until
the heat

coming her way had threatened to consume her right there on the spot. When he'd kissed her in the
reception-

centre car park later that evening her senses had gone into overload. Nothing in her limited



experience had

prepared her for the commanding pressure of his arrogantly possessive kiss, the bold, searching thrust
of his

tongue, or the sensuous slide of his hands as they shaped her and brought her to the hard ridge of his
desire

pulsing between his legs…

'Thanks for asking me to come,' Xavier said, turning in his seat to look at her.

For a moment Carli was completely thrown. She stared at him, her cheeks already heating up from the
inside, and

she seriously wondered if he'd been able to read her mind.

'Th…thanks for—er—coming,' she said, shifting her gaze.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw him check his watch before he reached to pick up a magazine off
the table

beside him.

'I'm sorry I'm a bit late,' he said, turning a page. 'I had a meeting with a client that went over time.'

'Difficult case?' she asked, chancing a glance his way.

He seemed to pause before he answered, his eyes going back to the magazine he was holding in his
hands. 'Smal

kids and a couple of properties. It's going to get dirty, I can tel.'

'Whose side are you on, the wife's or the husband's?'

Again he seemed to hesitate, the rustle of the pages being turned seeming to make the silence stretch
even further

before he answered, 'The husband's.'

She turned back to her own magazine. 'I'm sure you'l do what's best for al involved.'

Xavier recognised the element in her tone which suggested she thought no such thing and deep down
he couldn't

help feeling annoyed by it. Her bitterness towards him ran deep and he knew once she found out about



the

Dangars' divorce it would only make things a whole lot worse.

'I always try to be fair.'

She closed the magazine and looked at him again. 'Would you be so fair if it was the wife you were
representing?'

'If I thought it was appropriate. Sometimes ex-wives can be brutal in their demands. I do what I can to
redress the

balance but it doesn't always work out to everyone's satisfaction.'

Carli was saved the necessity of a reply as her name was caled.

'Carla Gresham?'

She got to her feet and privately wondered how long it had been since she'd thought of herself as the
sophisticated

Carla.

Had she ceased to exist?

Was Carli back?

The Carli who loved Xavier with al the strength of her being?

The vulnerable Carli who'd been so hurt five years ago and stil hadn't quite yet recovered…

* * *

The doctor explained the procedure to them both and once Carli was positioned on the table she
spread some

conductor gel over the slight mound of her bely and began roling the probe back and forth while
looking at the

monitor beside the table.

'Do you want to know the sex?' Dr Green asked, looking at the screen.

'Yes.'

'No.'



Xavier backed down. 'Al right—no.'

The doctor turned and smiled. 'It's not always one hundred per cent certain at this stage; I've been
known to get it

wrong, but not often. But if you like surprises it's nice to wait until the day of birth.'

She moved the probe a few more times and showed them the tiny heart beat and the curve of the
developing

spine, the tiny hands and feet and the head which seemed too big for the little body.

'Al is as it should be at this stage,' Dr Green assured them. 'How are the iron tablets going?'

'I haven't fainted since those first couple of times.'

'Good.' She pressed the print-out button and handed them each a copy. 'I'l see you again in a few
weeks but in

the meantime take care of yourself. My receptionist wil arrange a time for you and give you some
details of a

parenting class you can attend if you are interested.'

While Carli was receiving her next appointment date, Xavier found himself staring down at the
photograph in his

hands. He could hardly believe what he was seeing was true. The tiny figure was his child, now in the
second

trimester of development. The child he had longed for five years ago to repair their crumbling
marriage. How

ironic that his baby was conceived wel after the demise of their relationship! His heart sweled with
emotion at the

thought of holding his offspring moments after birth, of watching him or her grow into toddlerhood
then on to

childhood, the first day of school…

He puled himself up short with a reminder of the current state of his relationship with Carli. It was
stil a war zone

and there was no sign of peace in sight, but maybe if he tried realy hard he'd be able to bring her
round.



Damn it! He had to bring her round!

Carli tucked the appointment card in her purse and folowed Xavier outside to where her car was
parked.

'Can we have dinner tonight?' he asked as she unlocked the door.

Her hand staled on the door handle. 'I don't think…'

'I'l pick you up at seven.'

'I don't get home from work til half past.'

'Why ever not?' he asked.

'I've already taken the morning off. I have to catch up on some paperwork as wel as deal with my
usual

appointments.'

'Cal in sick.'

'But I'm not sick.'

'Pretend just this once.'

'No. I don't think it's fair to my clients. I have a ful list of them this afternoon and I couldn't cancel
even if I wanted

to.'

'Which of course you wouldn't,' he bit out, unable to hide his frustration any longer, 'because even
though you are

now expecting my child you don't want to have anything to do with me—isn't that right?'

She gave him a hard look and wrenched open her door. 'Got it in one, Mr Knightly.'

'I won't take no for an answer,' he warned her. 'I think you know me wel enough to be assured of that.'

He stepped back as she slammed the door closed, the spluttering of her engine as she started the car
for some

reason making him even more irritated as if it too were giving him the brush-off.

He stood and watched her drive off, toying with the idea of folowing her and making her change her



mind, but

only last week the ex-wife of one of his clients had slapped an AVO on his client for similar
behaviour and he

knew Carli would have no hesitation in doing the same to him, and probably do it a whole lot quicker
too.

He wasn't used to feeling so out of control in a situation. Even during their break-up he'd always
maintained the

upper hand, even though his conscience had troubled him for months afterwards at the way he'd
handled things.

His reputation as a brutal legal eagle had spiled over into his personal life, making him appear
ruthless and

clinicaly unfeeling when in fact nothing could be further from the truth.

He stil had feelings for Carli but he wasn't entirely sure what they were. For years he'd squashed any
thought of

her as he'd found it so painful. He desired her but then a lot of ex-husbands somehow viewed their
previous wives

in a possessive sense in spite of a bitter divorce.

Was he such a man? Unable to let go? Unable to alow her the same freedom he now took for granted?

He'd had several lovers in the past five years, none of them particularly serious, but the thought of
Carli with

someone else was…he clenched his fists against the tide of jealousy that almost swamped him.

He couldn't bear the thought of some other man in her life. It nauseated him to think of her arms
wrapped around

He couldn't bear the thought of some other man in her life. It nauseated him to think of her arms
wrapped around

someone else's neck, her soft, panting cries of pleasure in someone's else's ear, her sweat-slicked
body in

someone else's arms.

He wanted her back.



Simple as that.

He wanted her back.

On any terms…even if he had to engineer some to get his way.

* * *

Carli's last client of the day had not long left when a cal came through from one of her old but now
distant friends,

Elizabeth Dangar.

'Eliza…' She searched her brain for a valid excuse for not having made contact for so long. She had
longed to, but

because of Aidan's close relationship with Xavier she'd avoided socialising with her ever since the
divorce, even to

the point of missing both of her children's christenings in case she inadvertently ran into Xavier. 'I've
been meaning

to cal you…I've been busy and—'

'Carli…' There was the sound of a choked sob. 'I have to talk to you. Are you with someone right
now?'

'No, my last client just left. Whatever's the matter? Are the kids al right?'

'Aidan wants a divorce.'

Carli almost dropped the phone in shock. Elizabeth and Aidan Dangar were quite possibly the only
couple she'd

thought would stay together forever. Their love had seemed so genuine, so intense…but then hadn't
hers for

Xavier?

'I don't know what to say…Are you OK? I mean, what wil you do? Are you getting custody of Amelia
and

Brody?'

'I haven't got a chance,' Eliza sobbed.



'Why ever not?' Carli's hand on the phone tightened. 'Brody's only ten months old, for God's sake!
Surely Aidan

wouldn't do that! And Amelia's just about to start school. There isn't a family-court lawyer this side of
Bourke

who would agree to take your kids off you permanently.'

'You don't think so?' Eliza asked between sobs. 'What about that ex-husband of yours? He's exactly
the sort of

lawyer who would do it.'

Carli felt the spider-like legs of trepidation creep al over the surface of her skin, lingering the longest
amongst the

sensitive hairs on the back of her neck.

'Xavier's acting for Aidan?' she asked in a choked gasp.

'Of course he is,' Eliza said bitterly. 'They went to the same private academy and you know al about
that old

school-tie thing. Xavier Knightly wil relish in destroying me, especialy as he knows you and I have
been friends

school-tie thing. Xavier Knightly wil relish in destroying me, especialy as he knows you and I have
been friends

for so long.'

As much as Carli hated to admit it, Eliza's point was painfuly valid.

'You've got to speak to him, Carli. You've got to speak to him to tel him to change his mind.'

'Who?' Carli asked. 'Aidan?'

'No,' Eliza said. 'You have to speak to Xavier. I know you haven't seen him in years but surely just
this once you

could see him and plead with him not to take on this case?'

Carli wondered what her friend would say if she told her she'd already seen him and got herself
pregnant to him in

the process.



'You're my only hope, Carli,' Eliza cried before she could answer. 'I can't afford the sort of legal fees
I'd need to

pay to fight this and I don't qualify for legal aid.'

'I could represent you,' Carli said with reckless impulsivity, 'pro bono, of course.'

'You'd do that?' Eliza asked. 'You'd take on the toughest legal eagle in town?'

'I don't see why not.'

'But you were married to him for three years!'

'What's that got to do with it? I'm a lawyer, so is he.'

'No offence, Carli, but he'l eat you alive. I can't let you do it. In fact, I forbid you to. You were so
broken up after

your divorce; can you imagine what it would do to you to face him in a family law court?'

Carli knew it was hardly the time to inform her friend she'd recently faced him under much more
intimate

conditions, but it wouldn't be too long before she had to. Her pregnancy was already starting to show
and if she

was to meet Eliza face to face in the not so distant future she knew her friend would see for herself
that one and

one had very definitely made three.

'Look.' She gave her fingertips a quick drum on the desk top. 'I'l tel you what I'l do. I'l arrange to have
dinner

with Xavier and try and talk him out of representing Aidan. Who knows? I might be able to persuade
him to hand

him over to a more junior client in the firm. In the meantime, I'l put my ear to the ground to find
someone to act

for you who won't baulk at facing Xavier and who also hopefuly won't charge the sort of fees that puts
Ferraris in

most lawyer's garages.'

'You're an angel, Carli. I knew I could rely on you. Cal me as soon as you can, OK?'



'I'l do that, but in the interim have you considered some counseling?'

'Aidan would never agree to that!'

'What about for you?' Carli suggested. 'It can be tremendously helpful to have someone neutral to
discuss issues

with.'

'You think I'm crazy or something?' Eliza's tone had hardened. 'I'm not some sort of crackpot who
needs to see a

shrink.'

Carli frowned at the defensiveness in her friend's tone. 'Honey, I didn't for a moment suggest that.
Look, I had

counseling myself and—'

'Yeah, but it didn't stop you getting a divorce, did it?'

'There are counselors and there are counsellors, ' Carli said, wishing she'd thought to shop around a
bit more

herself five years ago. 'But even if the divorce stil goes ahead at least you wil know you gave it your
best shot.'

There was the sound of a smal child crying in the background and Carli knew the conversation was
more or less

over.

'I've got to go,' Eliza said. 'Wil you cal me and let me know how things go with Xavier?'

'Sure I wil; now stop worrying and take each day as it comes. I'l come and see you as soon as I can, al
right?'

'Thanks,' Eliza said. 'Good luck.'

'Yeah right,' Carli said as the connection ended with a click. 'I'm going to need more than luck.'

She sat and nibbled on the end of a ragged nail for a minute, her thoughts flying around her head like a
flock of

startled pigeons.



Before she alowed herself a chance to change her mind she reached for the telephone again and
dialed Xavier's

office number.

He picked it up on the first ring and answered gruffly, 'Xavier Knightly.'

'Have you fired your secretary?' she asked without announcing herself.

She heard the creak of leather as he sat back in his chair. 'I'm seriously considering it, but no—I
haven't as yet.

Besides, it's close to seven-thirty; she doesn't do overtime.' The leather gave another protest as he
asked, 'What

can I do for you? Have you changed your mind about dinner?'

'I have actualy.'

'Oh?' She heard his pen click. 'What brought that on?'

'Hunger.'

'You must be starving if you've consented to spending the evening with me.'

'Ravenous.'

'Good. I'l be there in half an hour, subject to traffic, of course.'

'I'm not at home yet,' she said. 'I'm stil at the office.'

'Shal I fetch you from there?'

'Shal I fetch you from there?'

'No, I need to get changed. I'l meet you at my apartment in about forty-five minutes, OK?'

'I'l wait outside,' he said. 'I don't want to come across the wicked witch from the north-west again.'

'Don't tel me you're frightened of a little old lady, Xavier?'

'No.' His tone was wry. 'It's the young and beautiful pregnant ones that spook me most. See you in
forty.'

'Forty-five.'

'Thirty-five and the clock is already ticking.' He put the phone down before she could answer and got



to his feet

with a punch of victory into the air.

' Yes! '



CHAPTER THREE

CARLI had only just changed into a loose-fitting dress when the intercom sounded announcing
Xavier's arrival

downstairs.

She did her best to ignore the fluttery sensation in her stomach as she quickly applied a fresh coat of
lip gloss to

her mouth, but her hand shook al the same.

She told him through the intercom she'd be down in a minute and, taking one last reassuring glance in
the mirror,

made her way down the stairs.

He was standing outside dressed in charcoal-grey trousers and an open white shirt, his tal, handsome
figure

sending the air right out of Carli's lungs as soon as her eyes came to rest on him. She wondered if
there would be

a time in the future when he would cease to have such an effect on her, or would she always
experience this

shockwave of feeling whenever he was within touching distance?

He gave her a reproving look as she came through the security door. 'Are you stil taking the stairs?'

'Every gym from Bondi to Blacktown has a stair-climber,' she argued. 'I'm saving myself a fortune in
membership

fees by using the stairs.'

'What you're doing is risking our baby's health, that's what you're doing.'

Carli frowned at the disapproval in his voice. 'I'm doing no such thing! Exercise is very good for
pregnant women.

It helps to regulate weight and strengthen the body for labour.'

'Why not swim instead?'

She roled her eyes. 'Look, Xavier, I work a twelve-hour day as it is. Where the hel would I find time
to stop off



at a pool and do a few laps?'

'I have a pool,' he said. 'Remember?'

She tore her eyes away from the provocative glint in his gaze as a host of erotic memories flooded her
brain of al

the times in the past when the swimming-pool water had almost boiled with the heat of their passion.

'What sort of food do you fancy?'

His swift change of subject threw her momentarily. 'I don't mind—you choose.'

He gave her a wry look as he helped her into the car. 'You're seriously scaring me with this sudden
submissive-

female routine. It's totaly out of character.'

'I truly don't mind what we eat,' she said, ignoring his penetrating gaze.

He pursed his lips for a moment as if in deep thought. 'OK, let's get it over with. What's on your
mind?'

'Nothing.'

'Yes, there is.'

'I'm hungry so why don't we have dinner? If you remember, you were the one who issued the
invitation in the first

place.'

He closed her door and came around to the driver's seat, waiting until they were on their way before
he spoke

again.

'Have you given any more thought to my offer?'

'I have four more days to decide,' she reminded him.

'I know, but I'd like a progress report.'

She gnawed at her lip gloss for a moment. 'Can we discuss it some other time?'

He glanced her way. 'Why not now?'



'Because I don't want to argue with you while you're driving.'

'Which means your answer's stil no,' he surmised.

'What did you expect me to do?' She gave him a frowning look. 'Throw al my stuff in my car and drive
straight

over?'

'There was a time when you would've done exactly that.'

'That was a long time ago, Xavier, and I'm no longer a naïve young girl. There are quite a lot of things
I wouldn't

do if I had my time over again.'

'Want to be a little more specific?' His tone hardened. 'Why don't you come right out and say it? I can
take it. I

know you regret our time together.'

'It wasn't exactly a picnic from day one,' she pointed out coldly.

'I was building my career; you know how hard it is to juggle everything else as wel. I did my best,
Carli, but too

late realised it wasn't good enough for your exacting standards.'

'My exacting standards?' She let out a choked gasp of affront. 'You were the one with the check-list of
what you

wanted in a wife. No career, no ambition, no brain.'

'That's not true and you damn wel know it. I didn't mind you having a career, it's just that—'

'You have no idea of the struggles normal people face to get their careers up and running,' she cut him
off. 'You

walked into your father's office and took over, for God's sake! How hard was that?'

'Nepotism had nothing to do with it! I had to be interviewed along with every other applicant.'

'Were any of the other applicants female?' she asked.

There was a slight pause as he swerved around a driver trying to park.



'No, I don't think so.'

'No, I don't think so.'

'Of course there wouldn't have been. The firm of Knightly and Knightly and Associates is known for
its deeply

entrenched misogyny—no woman in her right mind would have even applied. The glass ceiling is
doubly

reinforced and totaly shatterproof. No one can see up and those at the top have absolutely no interest
in seeing

down.'

'I hardly see that it's my fault the majority of my father's coleagues and mine are male. My grandfather
started the

firm and my father and I have simply folowed in his footsteps.'

'But that's the whole point!' Carli railed. 'You can't see the privileged position you occupy because
you're male

and have never had to fight to be treated equaly.'

'Can we please change the subject?' He changed gears with unnecessary force. 'I don't want to be
drawn into yet

another one of your feminist arguments which wil no doubt end up with me crossing my legs al
evening in case

you're tempted to take a swipe.'

'You are being so typicaly male and obstructive. I can't believe a man with three sisters can be so
unenlightened.'

'Look, Carli—I love women, you know that. I have nothing against equal pay and al that but let's face
it, women

stil have babies and the period during which childbirth is ideal for women unfortunately coincides
with the time of

a major career push. There's realy no way around it. Most women eventualy have to make a choice
between

children and a high-powered career; it's just too hard to have both.'



'That's only because men refuse to change. I read a study recently which cited the appaling statistics
on male

contribution to household tasks; that is, of course, if the male is stil around. Most women are left
holding the

babies and the washing, the ironing, the shopping, the cooking, the—'

'OK, OK.' He held up a hand to stal her diatribe. 'I take your point. I know not every man is perfect
when it

comes to housework.'

'Someone from your privileged background may not realise this but a lot of women out there in the
suburbs hold

down ful-time jobs as wel as care for a family. They have no spare time and no spare cash for
housekeepers and

gardeners and cooks. That's the real world out there, Xavier.' She pointed to the sea of red roofs they
had driven

past. 'And it isn't always pretty.'

'You make it sound as if I've been totaly cloistered al my life,' he said.

'You have. You've been sheltered from reality by wealth and privilege. Your mother never worked
outside the

home and nor did she work within it if that bevy of household staff had anything to do with it.'

'What about your parents?' he asked. 'You've never told me much about them. Did they both work?'

'You know I don't like discussing them.'

He frowned as he puled up in front of the restaurant he'd selected and, once he stopped the car, turned
to look

her way. 'Methinks therein lies a clue.'

She turned away from his contemplative look and opened the door to avoid giving a response.

He locked the car and came to where she was waiting on the pavement and gently took her arm. He
gave her a

twisted smile as he looked down at her. 'Time for a change of subject?'



She felt a tiny reluctant smile tug at her mouth and nodded. 'Arguing with you is so exhausting. I never
realised

how much so until now.'

'Only because you're out of practice,' he said, leading her to the entrance. 'But you'l soon brush up on
your skils,

I'm sure.'

She folowed him into the restaurant and, once they were both seated with a drink, she decided to get
straight to

the point of the evening.

'I wanted to talk to you about something…' She began to absently toy with the rim of her water glass
with the tip

of one finger.

Xavier took a sip of his brandy and dry. 'Fire away.'

She pushed her glass aside and faced him. 'Are you currently acting for Aidan Dangar in his
application for

divorce from Eliza?'

He took another sip of his drink before answering. 'I don't usualy discuss my clients outside of the
office.'

'For God's sake, Xavier!' She was losing her patience fast. 'He's one of your closest friends.'

'I have lots of friends.' He twirled his glass.

His evasive manner annoyed her into retorting, 'I can't imagine how you hold on to them. You must be
paying

them for the privilege of your esteemed company.'

He put his glass down onto the table with such exaggerated precision that it delivered the same
warning reflected

in his dark blue gaze as it held hers.

'Careful, Carli, you don't want to make a scene in the middle of a crowded restaurant, do you?'



She fought her temper back down with difficulty, reminding herself this was about Eliza and her little
children, not

her.

'I know you're acting for Aidan so there's no point denying it.'

'Is that going to be a problem for you?' he asked.

'Eliza's my friend.'

'So?'

Carli stiffened at the clinical detachment in his tone. 'So I don't want you to represent Aidan. I want
you to hand

him over to someone else in the firm, someone more junior.'

He leant back in his chair and surveyed her face for endless seconds. 'Now, why would you want me
to do that?'

She moistened her lips with her tongue before responding. 'I don't think you can maintain professional
objectivity,

She moistened her lips with her tongue before responding. 'I don't think you can maintain professional
objectivity,

that's why.'

'I've acted for friends and acquaintances before,' he said evenly. 'I haven't had any complaints so far.'

'That's exactly my point!' she returned. 'You'l destroy Eliza Dangar just to get back at me.'

He gave her another long studied look. 'What's it worth to you if I drop the case?'

Carli felt the slow crawl of realisation make its way through her body, making her feel as if ice
instead of blood

had entered her system.

He gave her one of his lazy smiles. 'How much, Carli—enough to come and live with me again?'

Her fingers around her glass tightened. 'That's blackmail.'

He gave an indolent shrug and lifted his glass back to his stil smiling mouth. 'Take it or leave it. I'l
hand him over if



you come and live with me for the rest of your pregnancy.'

She swalowed against the restriction in her throat. 'I can't.'

'Poor Eliza,' he drawled as he twirled his glass. It was low of him, he knew, but it was a means to an
end he very

much desired. He had considered trying a softer approach with her but he could see she was too angry
and

embittered to respond to him on that level.

No, ruthless and calculating was the only way to go.

He gave her a sardonic look and mused, 'I wonder how she'l cope without ful custody of the kids?'

'You bastard!' she spat at him. 'You realy mean it, don't you? How can you live with yourself, playing
with

people's lives like that?'

'The law is the law,' he said with the same clinical detachment he'd used earlier. 'Eliza Dangar has
been bordering

on the psychotic for months. Did she happen to mention it to you? No, I didn't think so. It wouldn't be
too hard to

convince the judge of her inability to parent ful-time.'

She sucked in a painful breath. 'I can't believe what I'm hearing…I didn't think even you would stoop
as low as

this.'

'I didn't get my reputation on hearsay, Carli. Perhaps you should remember that.'

'She's a young mother!' she said. 'She's vulnerable and—'

'She's also an unfit mother,' he interrupted. 'Aidan has been worried about issues of safety with the
children.

Maybe you should have spent a little more time looking into the details of the case instead of jumping
straight in to

castrate the nearest male in sight. Where's that professional objectivity you were harking on about?'



'You are such a jerk.'

'So you've told me.'

'I can't believe I'm sitting here with you. I should have known you'd twist things around to get your
own way.'

'Is this why you agreed to have dinner with me?' he asked. 'So you could butter me up to convince me
to let this

case go to someone else?'

She felt the guilty colour storm into her cheeks. 'No…'

'Don't lie to me, Carli. I can see what you've been up to but it won't wash with me. I'm caling the shots
here and

I'm teling you unless you agree to live with me for the rest of your pregnancy your friend is going to
lose her kids.

Do you realy want their tears on your hands?'

She was trapped.

Trapped by her very own set-up; a set-up which he had cleverly turned upside down to force her
hand.

'I could report you for this,' she said through tight lips.

'Ah, but would they believe you?' he taunted her ruthlessly. 'I'm one of Sydney's highest-earning
lawyers and,

since you happen to be my ex-wife, what do you think the tribunal wil make of that?' His dark eyes
glinted with

anticipatory victory. 'No, I think you'l soon see the way the pathway goes.'

'I wil not resume a physical relationship with you.'

'Did I ask you to?' He leant back in his chair with languid grace.

'You're not in the habit of asking. You just do what you damn wel like and to hel with the
consequences.'

'Now, now, Carli, that's hardly fair; I'm the one trying to help you with the current circumstances. It
wouldn't do to



go snapping at the hand that in the end could very wel be feeding you.'

'I'd rather die of hunger than accept anything from you.'

It was unfortunate that at that precise moment their entrées arrived. Carli looked down at the
deliciously fragrant

laksa she'd so looked forward to and wondered if she'd been a little too vehement.

'Eat up, Carli.' A knowing smile played about his mouth as he picked up his cutlery. 'Who knows? I
might even let

you foot the bil.'

She picked up her spoon and wished she had the courage to throw it at his face, but her hunger got the
better of

her and she dipped it into the steaming coconut-milk broth instead. She silently seethed as she
mechanicaly

transferred the food to her mouth, her brain desperately trying to think of a way out of the net that was
closing

around her. Living with Xavier for months on end was just asking for trouble.

Big trouble.

She hadn't been able to resist him for that one night at the conference, how in the world was she going
to keep him

at arm's length while they shared his house? Living with anyone forced certain intimacies on the
parties concerned.

What sort of intimacies would Xavier force on her?

She could see it now, the subtle slide of her independence into grasping, needy dependence just like
before. She

She could see it now, the subtle slide of her independence into grasping, needy dependence just like
before. She

would be hanging about waiting for him to return, grateful for a few minutes of his attention whenever
he could fit

her into his busy work and social schedule.



She pushed her plate away, her appetite suddenly disappearing.

'Is something wrong with your entrée?' Xavier asked.

'I've had enough.'

He frowned as he inspected the contents of her bowl. 'You've barely touched it. Is it too hot and spicy
for you?'

The only thing too hot and spicy for her was him but she could hardly tel him that!

'I hope you're not going to stand over me every time we share a meal,' she said instead, her gaze
caustic as it

connected with his.

'If I have to force-feed you then I wil add it to my list of daily duties,' he answered evenly. 'Now,
won't that be

fun? Food fights…mmm. Do you remember that time with the whipped cream?'

Carli felt her face heating up and reached for a bread rol to distract herself from his taunting look. She
tore it apart

savagely, lavishly spreading it with butter and stuffing bits of it into her mouth to stop herself from
engaging in

conversation with him.

Xavier chuckled as he handed her another bread rol once that one was finished. 'Do you want me to
order some

more?'

'I want you to shut the hel up,' she said, pushing the bread rol away.

He leant back in his seat and surveyed her flustered features for a lengthy moment.

'You don't like thinking about what we had together, do you?' he asked.

She was saved from having to respond when the waiter appeared to clear their entrées away. She
didn't want to

remember the good times. It hurt too much.

Once the waiter was gone Xavier redirected the conversation. 'How much longer do you expect to



stay at work?'

'I intend to keep working as long as possible.'

'Don't you think you might need some time to get used to the idea of motherhood?' he asked. 'Maybe
you should

have a few weeks off before the birth to prepare yourself.'

'Do you realise that indigenous women in past times simply squatted and delivered and then carried
on with the

rest of the tribe?' she said with considerable asperity.

'Yes, I do happen to know that and I also know the infant and maternal fatality rate of that time. This is
the

twenty-first century, Carli—people do not squat and deliver any more, or at least not in the middle of
Sydney.'

She held his chalenging look for as long as she could but in the end she had to lower her gaze first.

'I haven't had time to think about al the details,' she said. 'I don't even know how I'l cope as a mother.'
A vision

'I haven't had time to think about al the details,' she said. 'I don't even know how I'l cope as a mother.'
A vision

of her worn-out mother flitted into her brain, making her stomach holow in fear. Would she too end up
like that?

And wasn't she already halfway there with her uncontrolable need of a man who no longer loved her?

'You'l be fine when the time comes,' Xavier assured her as he topped up her glass of water.

'I wish I had your confidence.'

'I'l be there to help you,' he reminded her.

She crushed her napkin in her lap and lifted her eyes back to his. 'Have you told your family about…
us?'

He reached for his glass and took a smal sip before answering, 'I was thinking of paying them a visit
some time

later this week.'



'Don't you mean deliver them a fait accompli? '

He gave a shrug of one broad shoulder. 'What I do is my business. If I choose to get involved with my
ex-wife

once more surely that's my affair?'

'It was hardly a choice,' she said. 'If I wasn't pregnant we wouldn't be sitting here now, would we?'

His eyes held hers for a long moment. 'Maybe not, but I have a feeling we might have been
somewhere else much

more comfortable.'

Her brows drew together in a frown. 'What are you saying?'

'I'm saying it's not over. What we had hasn't died in spite of our divorce.'

'What you're talking about is merely the most fundamental physical attraction. We'l get over it in time.'

'How much time?' he asked. 'You have only to look at me in a certain way and I'm ready to burst. Five
years has

done nothing to dampen my desire for you.'

She bent her head to stare at a tiny spot of green-tinged laksa broth on the tablecloth rather than face
the intensity

of his dark blue gaze.

'Physical desire is not a good basis for a relationship,' she said. 'It wil eventualy burn itself out.'

'Deny it if you want but I know what I feel. I also know you feel it too otherwise we wouldn't be
sitting here with a

baby growing between us.'

Carli felt her breath trip in her throat. He made it sound so intimate…their bodies somehow
permanently

connected now their child was developing in her womb. But he hadn't mentioned caring for her, only
physical

desire. Would it be enough to carry them through?

'I'l organise for your apartment to be rented out,' he cut across her private rumination. 'Someone wil



colect your

things tomorrow. After work come straight to my house, you won't need to worry about anything for it
wil al be

done. I don't want you packing and lifting anything in your condition.'

'Xavier…I don't think—'

'Xavier…I don't think—'

'As for the Dangar case, I'l pass it on to one of the younger partners to deal with.'

She let out her breath on a sigh. 'I know I'm going to regret this. I can just feel it.'

'Stop worrying, Carli,' he said. 'We've lived together before. We're not total strangers and we have
interests in

common. The next few months wil fly past and maybe at the end we'l be part of that rare breed of
divorced

couples who actualy manage to become good friends.'

The rest of the meal continued with Xavier making every effort to keep the topic of conversation on
neutral ground

but al the time Carli felt as if she was being led further and further into more dangerous territory.

Part of her wished she had the courage to cal his bluff, to simply walk away and let him do his worst
with the

Dangars, but when she recaled the desperation in her friend Eliza's voice she knew she couldn't pul
out now even

if she'd wanted to.

And she didn't want to.

She stiffened in her chair as she realised what she'd finaly admitted. She wanted to live with him, She
wanted to

see him each day, hear him talk, see him smile, hear him laugh, see him frown. She wanted to smel his
aftershave

in the air and on her clothes not to mention lingering on her skin the way it had used to do in the past.
She wanted



him to feel for the bulge of his child with his open palm on her growing bely, she wanted him to press
her down as

he brought his mouth to hers…

Xavier tossed the dessert menu aside and met her eyes across the table.

'I must say, for a woman who always swore she'd never have children you seem to have taken al of
this very

wel.'

'What do you mean by that?' Caught off guard, Carli knew her tone sounded far too edgy and
defensive. 'You stil

think I planned this to happen?'

He had the grace to look a little shamefaced and when he spoke his tone was distinctly gruff. 'No, of
course not. I

was way out of line that day. I wasn't thinking al that clearly.'

'If you think you were shocked, can you imagine what I felt when I saw the results of the test?' she
said.

Xavier had thought about very little else over the last few days, wondering how she'd coped on her
own for al

those weeks, gradualy summoning up enough courage to tel him.

God, she might never have told him.

His gut twisted painfuly as he thought about his child growing up without a father.

'Children put such a strain on relationships,' she said. 'How many marriages break up once kids come
on the

scene?'

He returned her direct look. 'But we'l be one step ahead, Carli. We're not married any more so maybe
our child

wil do the very opposite.'

'You mean repair the damage of our past?' She stared at him incredulously.



He gave a noncommittal shrug. 'It can happen.'

'So can miracles but they're stil incredibly rare.'

He reached for the remains of his drink and tossed back the contents of the glass before speaking.
'Love and

marriage didn't work for us, Carli, so I think we should concentrate on the things that do work.'

'How can this possibly work?' she asked. 'You're forcing me to do something I don't want to do.' Liar,
her

conscience whispered in her ear. You do want to.

'The trouble with you is half the time you don't know what it is you want. You're stuck in a going-
nowhere job,

you live in a poky little apartment and your car looks like it needs a serious make-over. As far as I
can tel, you

have little social life unless you count the odd conversation with that nosy little crone who lives in
your block. For

God's sake, Carli, you're young and attractive, don't throw your life away.'

'Wouldn't I be throwing my life away by living with you?' Her tone contained a heavy dose of irony.

'No. I won't let that happen a second time. You have my word.'

Carli wished she could believe him. She knew his observations were partialy right; she had very
little in the way of

social life and the demands of her job were testing at times with little monetary reward for her
efforts.

Over the last five years she'd become stuck in a rut, unable to go back and unable to go forward. Her
break-up

with Xavier had totaly destroyed her confidence. She had taken the first job that came along and in
spite of her

misgivings had stuck at it, too afraid to move forwards to something more satisfying. She'd been
marking time

professionaly and personaly and she knew if she didn't do something soon things would never change.
But how



would living with Xavier solve anything? She'd been totaly swamped by his career demands before,
so how

would it be the second time around with a baby to complicate things even further?

And then there was the matter of her feelings towards him.

She stil loved him.

Couldn't in fact remember a time when she hadn't, even in the last five bitter years apart. Every time
she'd thought

of him her heart had squeezed with the pain of longing and regret. How much easier al this would be
if he too felt

the same!

She forced herself to meet his watchful gaze across the table, her hands tightening into a knot beneath
the screen

of the table. 'It seems I have no choice in this,' she muttered darkly.

'I wouldn't say that,' he returned, leaning back casualy in his chair. 'I'm giving you the choice of living
with me and

having the best of health care and support for the rest of your pregnancy, or watching your friend go
through a

very nasty divorce.'

'You'd realy do it, wouldn't you?' She glared at him. 'You'd do it just to get what you want. You hate
me that

much.'

He held her glare for much longer than she was comfortable with, his dark blue eyes totaly
inscrutable. 'Don't you

He held her glare for much longer than she was comfortable with, his dark blue eyes totaly
inscrutable. 'Don't you

think it's high time we put our issues aside and concentrated on the baby?' he asked. 'We have a lot to
discuss,

such as names and future schooling and so on. Personaly I'd prefer to keep away from the bad things
in our past;



revisiting them time and time again can't change anything now.'

She dipped her spoon into her chocolate mousse with an inward sigh. He was right yet again—
nothing could be

changed; what they'd had previously was wel and truly over. Their past had been built on love and
even that had

crumbled. What would their future, now built on hate and bitterness, bring forth?

* * *

In spite of her misgivings, Carli drove straight to Xavier's house in Mosman after work the next day.
The traffic

was slow al the way, but close to the Pacific Highway junction a minor accident had caused further
mayhem.

She sat tapping her fingers on the steering wheel as the traffic lights changed four times without a
single vehicle

moving through the intersection. The traffic fumes made her head ache and the nausea which had been
grumbling

on and off al day returned with a vengeance in the close atmosphere of the car. She thought longingly
of Xavier's

efficient air-conditioning and fanned her face with a draft copy of a client's wil, vowing she'd get her
system re-

gassed the next day as she'd been meaning to do for weeks.

Finaly the slow crawl through the intersection began and within another thirty minutes she puled into
the driveway

of her previous marital home, a host of memories assailing her as she did so.

Xavier's top-of-the-range BMW was in the open three-car garage, which she knew without looking
down at her

watch meant she was incredibly late. She couldn't remember a time when she'd been home after him
in the whole

time they'd been married and wondered if he would be annoyed with her as she had been with him in
the past. She



couldn't help a tiny inward cringe at how she'd behaved way back then. She had been so insistent on
being treated

equaly she'd overlooked some of the realities of newly married life, that like any other relationship
sometimes

adjustments had to be made. She hadn't wanted to give an inch, terrified she would end up
downtrodden and

desperate like her mother, her life ceasing to function without a man to prop her up. How many times
had this

front door been slammed in fury as she'd stormed out on one of their heated exchanges?

It felt strange to approach it now without a key in her hand. She pressed the bel and waited for him to
answer, the

nerves in her stomach doing a fluttery sort of dance as she heard the firm tread of his footsteps
approaching.

'Traffic bad?' he greeted her with an empathetic look, taking in her flustered appearance.

She nodded and stepped into the house as he held the door open. 'You wouldn't believe how dreadful
it was.'

'I'd believe it.' He shut the door and took her briefcase. 'I just ploughed through it myself.'

She brushed the heavy hair off her neck and grimaced as another stab of pain hit her between the eyes.

'Is something wrong?' he asked, looking at her intently.

'Just a headache,' she said, dropping her handbag at her feet and roling her shoulders for a moment.
'It's nothing

to worry about.'

'Can I get you something?'

She shook her head then wished she hadn't as a fresh wave of pain squeezed at her temples. 'No, I
think I'l have

a shower and go straight to bed.'

'You look pale. You're not going to pass out on me, are you?' He took her wrist in one of his hands,
his long



fingers curling around her slender bones, his thumb on her already leaping pulse.

'No…' She puled out of his loose hold to maintain her distance.

'Carli…' He cleared his throat and began again. 'I was thinking we could visit my parents tomorrow
evening.'

'Why,' she asked, 'so you can show them my bump and tel them there's no escaping the fact that you
are

responsible? Mind you, I'm surprised you haven't insisted on a paternity test to make absolutely sure.'
She gave

him a cynical look. 'I'm sure your parents are going to insist on one.'

'I did consider it actualy,' he confessed after a tiny pause.

She stared at him, her heart squeezing painfuly, her throat suddenly dry. 'You…you don't believe me?'

He gave her an ironic smile. 'If it truly wasn't mine you would never have come within two stares of
me. You hate

me too much, remember?'

She shifted her gaze a fraction. 'If you want to have one done I won't stop you.'

'It's realy not necessary, Carli.'

She didn't want to feel grateful for his show of trust, knowing it would make her even more
vulnerable, but it

moved her deeply that he believed her. So many men wouldn't.

'Thank you,' she mumbled.

'Gracious as usual,' he observed with a wry twist to his mouth.

She met his satirical look with a flash of resentment in her caramel-brown eyes. 'If I sound a little
ungrateful you

have only yourself to blame. You're the one who accused me of doing it deliberately.'

'I've already apologised for that,' he said. 'You can't keep dragging it out to flay me with.'

'How very convenient for you,' she sniped. 'You insult me and make some paltry attempt to apologise,
not even



going so far as to use those two little words: I'm sorry.'

'Al right,' his voice rose in anger, 'I'm sorry. There—wil that do?'

'You don't mean it.' She folded her arms crossly.

'Oh, for pity's sake, Carli, what the hel do you want me to do?' He was almost shouting now. 'Wasn't I
alowed

to be upset by your news? You came to my office and delivered your blunt statement with absolutely
no lead up

to it. Is it any wonder I spoke a little irrationaly at the time?'

She knew he was right; she hadn't given him any warning and it had been a dreadful shock. She was
stil reeling

from it herself; God knew how he was feeling.

from it herself; God knew how he was feeling.

'I'm sorry…' She bit her lip, fighting back the sting of tears.

He stepped towards her again, running his hand down the length of her bare arm in a caressing stroke
that brought

her glistening gaze back up to his.

'I'm sorry for shouting,' he said. 'I know it doesn't help things between us but sometimes I just wish
you'd listen to

my side.'

She stepped away before she was tempted to throw herself into his arms, and, picking up her
handbag, turned for

the stairs.

'I want you to come with me tomorrow evening, Carli,' he said. 'I want my parents to know we are
living

together.'

'So tel them.' She pivoted on the first step to look back at him. 'I don't need to be there for you to do
so.'



'Are you afraid of my family?' he asked, watching her steadily.

'No, of course not. I just don't see the point in laying myself open for criticism.'

'They won't criticise you. I can absolutely guarantee that.'

'No?' She gave a harsh laugh. 'Not while you're around maybe. I was wel aware of the imperious
looks as soon

as you introduced me as your future wife. No doubt their painfuly polite restraints were lifted as soon
as we

parted. Buly for you to have such a faithful crowd of supporters, I'm sure it helped you get over me.'

Xavier's forehead creased in a frown at her words. It hadn't been the first time he'd heard them, of
course. In the

past she insisted his family had shut her out and made fun of her behind her back, but he hadn't wanted
to believe

it back then. It stil shamed him to think it had taken a further three years after their divorce for him to
see his

parents for what they were.

He looked across at the pinched features of his ex-wife and inwardly sighed. Her eyes were holow
with tiredness

and her smal frame looked even more fragile than the day she'd come to his office to tel him about the
pregnancy.

As much as he'd have liked to tel her he had come around to see her point of view at last, he didn't
think it would

change anything between them. It was clear she had nothing but disdain for him. He could see it in her
eyes. Her

gaze kept skittering away from his as if she couldn't bear to look at him.

He could hardly blame her.

'Your things arrived earlier and I had my housekeeper unpack everything into one of the spare rooms,'
he

informed her in a voice that showed nothing of his inner disquiet.



'Thank you,' she said and began to climb the stairs. 'But I could have done it myself.'

'Carli?'

She stopped and looked at him over her shoulder, her eyes not quite making the distance to his. 'Yes?'

'I know how hard this is for you, moving in with me and so on.'

'I know how hard this is for you, moving in with me and so on.'

'You don't say.'

He ignored her attempt at sarcasm and continued, 'Don't worry about my family. I won't let them come
between

us.'

Carli resumed her passage up the stairs without responding.

While his family had their issues with her, they weren't the only obstacle in the way of her
relationship with Xavier.

He didn't love her.

That was the biggest obstacle of al.



CHAPTER FOUR

ELEANOR and Bryce Knightly were excruciatingly polite to Carli when Xavier led her inside the
Knightly family

mansion at Vaucluse the folowing evening.

'Carla, my dear.' Eleanor air-kissed her cheek and pushed her husband forward. 'Isn't she looking
marvelous,

Bryce?'

'Indeed she is.' Bryce kissed her briefly and stood back. 'Your weight gain suits you.'

'Carli is pregnant,' Xavier announced without preamble.

That both his parents were shocked was clearly obvious, although to her credit Eleanor recovered
herself quickly.

'But…but that's…wonderful news! I didn't know you'd married again. What is your new husband's
name?'

'I don't have a husband,' Carli announced bluntly.

Eleanor Knightly put a fluttering hand up to her throat. 'Oh…I see.'

'The baby is mine,' Xavier said.

His mother looked at him in shock. 'Are you sure?'

Carli saw his jaw tighten as he answered, 'Absolutely.'

'Have you had a paternity test done,' Eleanor asked, 'just to remove al doubt?'

Carli resisted sending Xavier an I-told-you-so look even though she dearly longed to. She kept her
eyes trained

on his parents standing awkwardly before them, very conscious of Xavier's rigid form beside her.

'I am the baby's father, there is no doubt of that,' he stated implacably.

'When are you getting married again?' his father asked.

'We're not planning on remarrying,' Xavier said.

His mother's elegantly made-up face visibly blanched. 'Not getting remarried? But of course you must



get

remarried! What wil everyone think?'

'I don't give a damn what people think,' he said. 'This is between Carli and me, no one else.'

'But surely with a child on the way…' Eleanor's voice faded at the intractable look in her son's eye.

'What would you like to drink?' Bryce did his best to lighten the tense atmosphere but Carli was
already wishing

the evening was over.

She couldn't believe the hypocrisy of Xavier's parents. She'd felt the sting of their disapproval from
the very first

time he'd introduced her, although they'd carefuly hidden it behind a barrier of cool politeness
whenever their son

was around. It had caused many an argument between Xavier and her in the past. He had accused her
of being

paranoid while she had argued he was insensitive and blindsided to the dynamics of his family.

paranoid while she had argued he was insensitive and blindsided to the dynamics of his family.

His three younger sisters had been no better. She could stil recal the snickering on one occasion when
she'd

turned up straight from university to what she had assumed was to be a family dinner. No one had told
her it was a

formal affair with several important guests from the Knightly legal firm who, along with Xavier's
sisters, took in her

torn jeans and tight-fitting T-shirt with noses wrinkling in colective distaste. Her pride had insisted
she stay on

regardless, but by the time Xavier had arrived her nerves were shredded to the point where she could
barely

speak. He'd sent her one or two questioning glances during the evening but it wasn't until they finaly
returned to

his house that she let fly with al her pent-up feelings.



It had been a nasty scene…

* * *

Xavier had slammed the door behind him as they entered the house, the sound of it echoing right
throughout the

house.

'What the hel is the matter with you?' he belowed as she stalked towards the stairs. 'Do you realise
how

embarrassing that was for me this evening? For God's sake, Carli, I have to work with those people,
you know.'

' You were embarrassed?' She spun around in outrage. 'How do you think I felt with your sneering,
snobby sisters

making me feel like a bit of trailer trash al evening?'

'Wel, if you choose to turn up at my parents' house dressed like that, what else do you expect?' he
countered,

running his eyes over her too-tight T-shirt.

She stared at him in fury. 'No one told me it was a formal affair.' She bit out each word individualy.

'My mother told me she'd caled you.'

'Your mother lied,' she said, her hands going to her hips in an aggressive pose. 'Now, who are you
going to

believe, your mother or your wife?'

He gave her a contemptuous look and ground out, 'You act more like a spoilt brat than a wife so that
decision is

going to be way too easy.' He tossed his coat to one side and continued before she could speak, 'I
know what

you were up to tonight, Carli. You wanted to embarrass my father and me and our coleagues so you
could drive

home another one of your feminist points, but in doing so you just shot yourself in the foot.'

'I did not—'



'No one is going to take you seriously until you grow up a bit,' he interrupted her denial. 'I thought I
married a

young, inteligent woman and instead I keep coming home to a petulant child who can't even control
her own

temper.'

Carli hadn't realy realised just how angry she was until the first vase hit the wal next to Xavier's
head, shattering

into a thousand pieces.

The silence was so thick she could almost reach out and touch it. It seemed to move across the space
that divided

them, great invisible swirls of it coming up to her to steal her breath out of her lungs as she saw the
flashing ire in

Xavier's midnight-blue gaze as it locked on to hers.

She knew she'd gone way too far but somehow, as if it had a mind of its own, her hand reached for the
other

vase.

'I wouldn't if I were you,' he cautioned, his tone like cold, hard steel. 'You might not like the
consequences.'

She told him exactly what she thought of his stupid consequences and threw it anyway, watching with
a perverse

sort of satisfaction as he flinched out of the way of the priceless missile as it sailed past his right ear.

He stepped over the smashed porcelain on the floor without a word, moving towards her with steady
but

controled purpose…

* * *

'Champagne, Carla?' Bryce's forced cheerfulness brought her back to the present with a jarring jolt.

She stared at him blankly for what seemed endless seconds before Xavier answered for her. 'No
alcohol for



Carli.'

'A little bit won't hurt, surely,' Eleanor said.

Carli saw the look Xavier cast his mother's way and inwardly grimaced. Things were not very
harmonious in the

Knightly family and it begged the question why.

Eleanor did her best to maintain her poise but it was impossible not to see the strain etched around
her carefuly

lipstick-painted mouth.

'Did Xavier tel you Phoebe, Imogen and Harriet are al studying for degrees?' Bruce said in an attempt
to fil the

awkward silence.

Carli's gaze flicked briefly to Xavier's before returning to his father's. 'No…he didn't happen to
mention it.' She

was beginning to think there was a whole lot he hadn't told her about his family dynamics, both past
and present.

'I've never understood why they feel the need to complicate their lives with university lectures and
assignments,'

Eleanor said. 'God knows it's already put Harriet's marriage under intolerable strain. Neil has
threatened to leave

numerous times but she just won't listen.'

'Why wouldn't he want his wife to reach her ful potential?' Carli put in before she could stop herself.

Eleanor's mouth opened and closed as if she wasn't quite sure how to answer.

'So,' Bryce took a restorative sip of his brandy and swiftly changed the subject, 'what have you been
doing with

yourself, Carla? Working for some big law firm by now, I expect.'

Carli was almost certain Bryce knew exactly where she worked and had only asked the question to
yet again

highlight the differences between her and Xavier.



'As you know, Bryce, it is extremely rare for young women to be offered partnerships,' she said,
'particularly in

the larger city firms.'

Bryce looked as if he would like to argue the point further but Xavier put his arm around Carli's
shoulders and

Bryce looked as if he would like to argue the point further but Xavier put his arm around Carli's
shoulders and

drew her close.

'Come on, Dad. Let's not stir up a hornets' nest. Carli and I are here to announce our pregnancy and the
fact that

we've decided to live together. I don't want her upset.'

Carli knew his concern was primarily for the baby she carried but she stil felt a rush of warmth at his
protective

words. Had he too been remembering that dreadful argument that had been the death knel for their
marriage?

Al through the elaborate dinner the Knightly housekeeper had prepared with her usual fastidious
detail Carli could

sense the undercurrents of tension at the table. She made her way through the overly rich meal very
conscious of

the stilted conversation passing between Xavier and his parents. She chanced a glance at Eleanor,
who appeared

to be having even less success with consuming the meal than she was.

Bryce did his level best to keep things flowing but Carli noticed the way he constantly topped up his
wine glass as

if it gave him a reprieve from facing the steely glare of his only son across the table.

Once dessert was cleared away they moved through to the spacious lounge, where coffee and
chocolates were

laid out before them.

Carli longed to leave the stiff and formal atmosphere but forced herself to endure the lengthy silences



broken only

by the occasional clatter of a paper-thin bone-china cup against its saucer.

After what seemed an interminable time Xavier got to his feet and reached for Carli's hand, drawing
her up to

stand beside him as he addressed his parents. 'We should get going. I have an early start in the
morning and Carli

is just about dead on her feet.'

'Yes…of course.' Eleanor's overly bright smile didn't quite hide the relief washing over her face in
waves.

Bryce joined his wife at the door to wave them off but Carli couldn't help noticing the door had
closed even

before Xavier had backed out of the driveway.

Carli turned back to the front and worried her bottom lip for a moment.

'Did you find tonight an ordeal?' Xavier asked after a pause.

'It was…interesting.'

She felt his glance swing her way.

'In what way?'

She looked back at him. 'Your parents don't seem al that comfortable around you any more. Have you
had some

sort of faling-out?'

His eyes went back to the road ahead but he didn't respond until he'd shifted through the gears to move
through

the intersection.

'You could say that.'

'What was it about?' she asked.

'What was it about?' she asked.



'This and that.'

'Was this or that anything to do with me?'

Carli felt as if a ful minute passed before he answered, as if he was mentaly rehearsing his response
before he

delivered it.

'It took me a while to realise the shalowness of my parents' lives. They measure people according to
wealth and

social status, not character or moral fibre. It struck me one day that unless I did something about it I
could very

wel end up exactly like them.' He flicked a wry glance towards her. 'You, of course, had already seen
the

likeness.'

Carli sat in a stunned silence.

'My mother made some derogatory comment about you a couple of years back. I guess it wasn't
anything she

hadn't said before, but somehow this time I saw how it must have been for you. You were so young
and

inexperienced, no match for any of the Knightlys.'

'Including you?' she asked, her voice a thin thread of sound.

He waited until he'd parked in his garage and kiled the engine before turning to look at her. 'Including
me.'

Carli felt the magnetic pul of his intense gaze as it rested on her face and watched in silence as he
lifted the back

of his hand to graze his knuckles along the soft curve of her cheek.

'And here you are, back in the firing line,' he said, 'al because of a simple twist of fate.'

She moistened her mouth with her tongue, her breath hitching in her throat as his eyes folowed its
movement. His

eyes darkened measurably as his head came down, his warm breath a soft caress as he pressed his



mouth to hers.

She sighed as his lips moved over hers, one of his hands sliding under the heavy curtain of her hair to
bring her

head closer stil. She felt the probe of his tongue and opened her mouth on another sigh as he sought
her moistness

in slow-moving strokes that set her instantly on fire. She felt the sudden leap of her pulse, the shiver
of reaction

along her spine as he deepened the kiss even further, the searching stroke of his tongue drawing a sigh
of pure

pleasure from deep within her. She kissed him back without restraint, her teeth scraping along the
surface of his in

her desperate need to have more of him, her tongue mating with his, the primal urge so strong she had
no control

over it.

One of his hands found her breast, skilfuly lifting her top out of the way, his fingers stroking over the
tight nipple in

little circles that sent arrows of sensation through her bely. Her breasts had always been sensitive to
his touch but

with the surge of pregnancy hormones in her system the pleasure was almost unbearable.

Xavier puled back and looked down at her uptilted face and passion-glazed eyes. 'Why don't we take
this

indoors?'

Carli felt rationality seep back into her veins where the heady throb of passion had just been. What
had she been

thinking—that things between them would magicaly return to harmony as if the last five years hadn't
existed?

Yes, he'd finaly seen his parents in a realistic light but that didn't change the fact that he didn't love
her any more.

Yes, he'd finaly seen his parents in a realistic light but that didn't change the fact that he didn't love
her any more.



She knew he wouldn't have re-entered her life if she hadn't told him about the pregnancy. The Xavier
she'd known

in the past would have let no one stand in his way if he'd wanted something. It wouldn't have mattered
that he'd

made some vague promise to leave her alone. If he'd truly cared he would have been on her doorstep
the very

next day. Instead, four long months had passed and not a single word.

'No,' she said.

'No as in let's finish it here, or no as in no?' he asked.

She met his eyes determinedly. 'No as in no.'

'I see.'

She opened her door but within seconds he was around her side, his expression grim and his tone
sliding into

bitterness. 'I suppose this is your way to get back at me. Even though you want me you're prepared to
punish

yourself in the process of extracting revenge.'

'I told you before I'm not interested in a physical relationship with you,' she said, pushing away from
the car.

'You're carrying my child, for God's sake!' He strode angrily beside her as she made her way to the
house. 'What

are you doing, saving yourself for someone special?'

Carli swung around to glare at him. 'Yes, as a matter of fact, I am waiting for someone special.'

'Oh, realy? Anyone I might know?' His tone was deliberately mocking. 'Maybe I should have a couple
of beers

with him to let him know what he's in for.' He opened the front door and held it open for her, adding,
'Does he

know about your propensity for violence when you get pushed into a corner?'

Carli reined in her temper with an effort. 'I don't wish to continue this conversation.'



'No, of course you don't. You don't like being in the guilty seat, do you? That's been set aside for me
al these

years.'

'If the seat fits, sit in it,' she bit out.

She brushed past him to make her way upstairs but he snagged one of her arms on the way past and
turned her to

face him. 'I did my best, Carli. I worked my butt off for us both but it wasn't enough for you. You
wanted what I

couldn't give.'

She puled herself out of his hold. 'Yes, because, while you gave me everything money could buy,
there was one

thing you just wouldn't give—yourself.'

'I suppose you're going to let me know in intimate detail al the times I neglected to tel you of my
feelings and

when I didn't demonstrate enough affection or say the right words. What you wanted was a cardboard
cut-out of

the perfect husband. Some sort of puppet to pander to your ever-changing needs. But I'm not a puppet,
Carli; I'm

a man with real feelings and issues just like everybody else. So I got it wrong a few times, who
doesn't? You

didn't get it right al that often yourself. There were so many times when I wanted to tel you of what I
was facing

at work but I didn't because I knew you were so focused on what you needed, you didn't give a damn
for what

was going on in my life.'

was going on in my life.'

'That's not true! I was always there for you!'

He gave her a look of disdain as he loosened his tie. 'Were you?'



She lowered her eyes, suddenly uncomfortable with the weight of his steely gaze.

'You were always going on about the injustice of it al. How marriage was an institution designed to
keep women

under the thumb. Did you ever stop to think that maybe I had to face certain injustices as wel?' He
shrugged

himself out of his jacket and flung it to one side. 'I had to provide for you while you were studying,
but did I ever

complain? I worked eighty-hour weeks to build our future. Little did I know you were putting in
double that time

behind my back to destroy it.'

'Our marriage only had room for one career and that was yours,' she threw back bitterly. 'I just wish
you'd told

me it was going to be that way before I married you.'

'Oh, for Christ's sake, Carli. What the hel did you want me to do—list down al the possible outcomes
of our

relationship just so you could prepare yourself?'

'I did my best…' She compressed her lips together, valiantly fighting the urge to cry.

'Wel, maybe your best just wasn't good enough.' He tossed his keys to the hal table, their metalic
clatter as they

landed jarring her overstretched nerves.

He strode past her up the stairs. 'Make yourself at home; I'm sure you know where everything is by
now.

Goodnight.'

Carli watched in silence as he disappeared from sight, the heaviness of his accusation keeping her
pinned to the

spot in sudden, crushing guilt.

* * *

When Carli came downstairs the next morning Xavier was standing at the kitchen counter sipping a



cup of coffee

while he read the morning paper. He looked up when she came in and, putting his cup down,
straightened to his

ful height.

'Carli, about last night…' He paused as if searching for the right words to say. 'It was wrong of me to
pressure

you.' He ran a hand through his hair, disturbing its early-morning neatness. 'Old habits die hard, to use
an ironic

choice of words.'

'It's OK.' She could feel the warm colour creeping into her cheeks but held his gaze regardless.

'No, it's not OK. You have the right to say no. At al times and under any circumstances, we both know
the law

on that one.' His eyes left her momentarily to glance at his watch. 'I have to be in court in the hour. I'l
cal you

during the day.'

'You don't have to bother.'

He came around the counter to tip up her chin so she had to look at him. 'Hey, it's no bother. Got that?'

She gave the smal nod his hold alowed. 'Got that.'

'Good girl.' He tapped her on the end of her nose and stepped away. 'Look after that baby of mine,
OK?'

She did her best to smile although her face ached with the effort. 'I wil.'

* * *

The drive to her place of work was agonisingly slow, the early heat of the January morning escalating
to such a

degree that her clothes were completely damp by the time she arrived.

She felt flustered and uncomfortable and for the first time began to notice how run-down and shabby
the offices



were. To make matters worse, each and every client who trailed through the door seemed to be intent
on having

her run ragged in pursuit of their particular idea of justice.

At mid-morning she thought longingly of a plush suite of offices with a harbour view, and by mid-
afternoon was

dreaming of air-conditioning that functioned as it should and a secretary who could actualy spel.

By the time six o'clock came she was almost asleep at her desk.

She pushed the tedious paperwork aside and got to her feet and stretched, wincing as a deep pain in
her abdomen

caught her off guard.

She gripped the edge of the desk and took several deep breaths, doing her best to keep control of her
rising

panic.

The telephone rang beside her and in between breaths she reached to pick it up. 'Carla Gresham.'

'Carli, it's me.' Xavier's deep voice sounded in her ear.

'Helo…'

'You sound breathless.'

'It's…hot.'

'Thirty-seven in the shade,' he informed her. 'What's it like out in the west?'

'There's no shade.'

'As bad as that?' Amusement leaked into his tone. 'What time wil you be home?'

Home.

How normal he made it sound!

'If al goes wel, in about an hour.' She sucked in another breath as the pain hit her again.

'Are you al right?' he asked.

'I'm…fine.'



'I'm…fine.'

'You sound…weird.'

'Thank you.'

'I didn't mean it like that,' he said. 'Hard day at the office?'

'No more than usual.'

'Why don't you wait there and I'l pick you up?'

She clung to her independence even though she was touched by his concern. But then she remembered
how much

he wanted the baby and knew the concern had very little to do with her personaly; it was the baby he
was

thinking of, not her.

'I'm leaving right this minute anyway so don't bother.'

'It's no bother.'

'I need the drive home to relax.'

'If you find driving in Sydney traffic relaxing then there is something seriously wrong with you,' he
said drily.

'There's nothing wrong with me!' she insisted.

'Drive safely, then,' he said. 'That's my baby you've got on board there.'

'How could I ever forget?' she asked and plonked the phone back down before he could respond.

Xavier stared at the receiver in his hand and wondered if he should ring her back and insist on having
his way, but

before he could press redial his secretary poked her head around the door and held out a file to him.

'Here's the Dangar file you asked for,' she said. 'But let me tel you he's not going to be too happy
about you

handing him over to Michael. He wants you and only you.'

Xavier sighed as he took the file. 'Leave it with me. I'l cal him tomorrow and see if I can change his



mind.'

Elaine folded her arms across her ample chest and surveyed his darkly handsome features. 'So…are
you going to

tel me why you're not going to act for him?'

'It's none of your business.'

'Can I take a guess?' Elaine's light blue eyes twinkled knowingly.

'If you must.'

'Wel…since I've never known you to hand over a case before, I'm assuming it's because of someone
you don't

want to lock heads with.'

'Go on.'

'Would that someone be your ex-wife?'

He leant back in his chair and gave his pen a click. 'Why don't you go home to that husband of yours
and get out

his pipe and slippers like al good wives should be doing at this hour?'

Elaine gave him a mischievous grin. 'Is that what you expect Carli to do now that she's come home to
you?'

He gave her a scowl as he pushed back his chair to get up. 'Carli would love to give me a pipe and
slippers but

I'm not sure she'd put them exactly where I wanted them.'

'She's a sweet little thing,' Elaine said with one finger on her chin in a musing pose. 'Makes me kind
of wonder

how you two ever got together in the first place.'

'Meaning?' One dark brow came up in an arc.

Elaine shifted her weight to one generous hip. 'You stil love her, don't you?'

Xavier's frown deepened. 'I pay you to keep my public life organised, not to pry into my private life.'



'I can't organise your public life if your private life is a mess,' Elaine pointed out with legal expertise.

'My private life is not a mess.'

'Isn't it?' she asked and before he could respond she closed the office door, locking him in with his
denial hovering

on his lips.

* * *

Carli decided at the last minute to cal in at her doctor's surgery, for even though the pain she'd
experienced had

gone, she couldn't help feeling worried in case something was going wrong with her pregnancy.

Dr Green was reassuring but realistic. 'Carli, a pregnancy isn't always as straightforward as one
would hope.

You're in reasonably good health but with the amount of hours you're currently working you're asking
a lot of

yourself. Your blood pressure is slightly elevated, which isn't good for you or the baby. Have you
considered

taking some time off work? A week or two would make al the difference at this stage.'

'I don't know…'

'What about your personal life?' the doctor asked. 'I realise your relationship with the baby's father is
somewhat

complicated. Have you come to some sort of arrangement with him?'

'Sort of,' she answered, wondering what the doctor would say if she was to tel her of Xavier's
ultimatum to get

her to live with him. An ultimatum she had snatched at with two greedy, desperate hands.

'Wel, my advice is to have a couple of weeks' rest. Come and see me after that and if your health
hasn't improved

you may have to consider working part-time until the baby comes.'

Carli left the doctor's surgery and made her way to Xavier's house, wondering how her life had
become so terribly



complicated. Four months ago she had been single and career-driven, her work her entire focus,
morning noon

and night. Meeting Xavier again had changed everything, turning her ordered life upside down in the
blink of an

and night. Meeting Xavier again had changed everything, turning her ordered life upside down in the
blink of an

eye. Her career aspirations had taken a nosedive to make room for the baby she carried, with al her
ideals fading

away as if they'd never been.

She couldn't imagine what Xavier would say if he was to find out how far she had moved from the
very ideals that

had caused their marriage to break up in the first place.

It just didn't bear thinking about.



CHAPTER FIVE

XAVIER paced the lounge room for half an hour, his neck feeling tight from al the times he'd glanced
down at his

watch.

Where was she?

He'd caled her mobile but it kept switching through to her answering service and his concern
ratcheted up another

notch. What if she'd had an accident? She might be lying somewhere bleeding…

The front door opened and before he could stop himself he flung down his glass and strode out into
the hal.

'What the hel has taken you so long?'

Carli flinched at the volume and tone of his voice, her hand going automaticaly to her abdomen.

His eyes folowed her nervous movement and he raked a hand through his hair in a distracted manner.

'I was worried,' he added gruffly. 'I didn't mean to shout.'

'I stopped off at the doctor's.'

He stiffened. 'What for? Is something wrong?'

'I had a pain…'

'Where?'

'Here.' Her hand touched her bely.

'The baby?' He frowned.

'The baby is fine,' she reassured him. 'I just need to take things a little easier, that's al.'

'Why don't you go and lie down and I'l bring you up some dinner?' he suggested. 'My housekeeper has
left

something for us in the oven; it won't take long to put it on a tray.'

'Please don't bother. I just want to go to bed.'



'Carli, either you have something to eat or I'l insist on you cutting back on your workload. You're
exhausted and

putting our child at risk by not taking better care of yourself.'

'Look, I've already had this lecture from the doctor half an hour ago,' she said. 'I don't need another
one from

you.'

'What did the doctor say?'

She sighed as she kicked off her shoes, deciding at the last minute not to tel him of the two weeks off
work the

doctor had advised. 'My blood pressure is a bit high; that's why my ankles are a bit swolen.'

His eyes went to her feet and he frowned. 'Isn't that dangerous for the baby?'

His eyes went to her feet and he frowned. 'Isn't that dangerous for the baby?'

'It is in the long term.'

'What wil you do?' he asked, picking up her shoes for her.

'I don't know.' She sighed again. 'I have a lot of work right now; I can't imagine trying to cram it al
into a part-

time position.'

'Can I help you with anything?'

She met his concerned gaze and couldn't help a wry smile. 'Somehow I can't quite see you sitting in
my run-down

office listening to al the hard-luck stories that wander through the door. You'd better stick to your
Armani clients,

Xavier; it's pretty wild out there in the west.'

'The law is the law in the city or the suburbs,' he pointed out.

She gave him a cynical look. 'The only difference being, of course, that in the city people can pay for
justice, and

those in the outer suburbs can't. You're a white-colar lawyer, Xavier, just like your father and



grandfather before

you. But there are thousands of worthwhile people out in blue-colar land who deserve justice just as
much as if

not more than those with higher incomes.'

'So you've sacrificed your career aspirations to help them?'

'Not intentionaly,' she said. 'But somehow the rest of the legal profession looks down on what legal-
aid lawyers

do as if we're not good enough to work in more salaried positions.'

'I'm aware of that bias but I don't necessarily share it.'

'Don't you?' she asked. 'But you stil think I'm underseling myself al the same.'

'I think you're overworking yourself,' he clarified. 'There's a difference. Now, go upstairs and I'l be
up soon with

your dinner.'

* * *

She was sitting up in bed, freshly showered and feeling much more human, when he shouldered open
the door half

an hour later carrying a tray. He set it down across her knees and the aroma of a Provencal-style lamb
casserole

began to tease her nostrils.

He sat on the edge of the bed and handed her the cutlery. 'Now eat.'

She gave him a resentful scowl from beneath her lowered lashes. 'Do you have to sit there and watch
me?'

'I like watching you.'

'I can't imagine why.' She poked at a juicy cube of lamb and popped it into her mouth.

'It's very entertaining watching you try and defy me when deep down what you realy want to do is
give in.'

'And I suppose you think al women want a masterful male in their life so they don't have to think for



themselves

any more?'

any more?'

'No, I don't think that at al, but I do know you often fight me when your real opponent is yourself. Why
beat

yourself up about it? There's no shame in needing someone.'

'I do not need you.'

'So you like to tel me but we both know it's not true. Why else would you have come to me that day to
tel me

about the baby?'

'You had a right to know…' She stabbed at another cube of meat with vicious intent.

'You came to me to help you,' he said. 'You could have easily got rid of the pregnancy without me
knowing a thing

but you didn't. Instead you came to me.'

'I've always had a problem with late abortions.'

He gave her a long, probing look. 'If you'd found out any earlier, would you have terminated it?'

She held his look without wavering. 'No.'

'You didn't need to tel me. You could have pretended it was someone else's and got on with your life.
Why did

you contact me?'

She chased a piece of carrot around her plate without answering.

'Do you want me to tel you what I think?' he asked.

She gave up on the carrot and pursued a short stem of celery instead. 'No, but I'm sure you're going to
tel me

anyway.'

'I think deep down you wanted me to solve the dilemma you were in. As much as you hate to admit it,



you came

to me to help you deal with something bigger than you could handle. You slipped into the helpless-
female role with

ease.'

'I am not helpless and I don't need you to solve anything.' She put down her fork and pushed the tray
away.

One of his hands came over hers and brought the tray back. He took the fork and speared a succulent
piece of

lamb and held it close to her mouth as if feeding a smal child. 'Open,' he commanded.

She glowered at him but opened her mouth al the same.

'Good girl.' He scooped up some more. 'And again.'

Before she knew it the plate was empty but instead of feeling nauseous she felt comfortably satisfied.

'That wasn't so hard, now, was it?' He smiled as he removed the tray from her lap.

She hated admitting he was right but could hardly dispute an empty plate. She gave him a sheepish
look and

fiddled with the edge of the sheet.

'I haven't felt like eating for ages,' she said. 'I think it's the heat.'

'You used to love the hot weather.' He handed her the glass of juice off the tray.

She took a sip before answering. 'I know…but since I've been pregnant I feel different about lots of
things.'

'Any cravings?'

Only for you, she wanted to say.

'No…'

'Let me know if you fancy anything special and I'l make sure you have it.'

'You're being very…nice about al this.' She gave the sheet another pluck.

'I have a vested interest.' He gave her a teasing smile.



'A lot of men find the prospect of fatherhood very threatening,' she said.

'I have heard some talk of that but I can't say I identify with it. I find the prospect of bringing a child
into the world

an amazing privilege, one that I wasn't sure I was going to have.'

'But surely you would have remarried eventualy?'

He shrugged as he took her now empty glass. 'I wasn't planning on making the same mistake twice.'

'You could stil have had a child without having to marry,' she pointed out.

'I know, but none of the women I was involved with was too taken with the idea and not just because
of their

career.'

'It's a big decision to have a baby, career or not.'

'And because of me you didn't get the chance to make it for yourself,' he said.

She frowned at the self-reproach in his tone.

'You didn't do it alone,' she said softly.

His eyes came back to hers.

'No, I didn't, but it stil doesn't change the fact that I should have been more responsible.'

'It was a mistake…' She ran her tongue over her lips in a nervous gesture. 'We were in an emotionaly
charged

state because of the lift. On another day it never would have happened.'

'You think so?' His dark gaze puled hers back.

She swalowed. 'Of…of course…'

'You don't sound al that convinced.'

'You don't sound al that convinced.'

She tore her eyes away and stared at the rumpled sheet once more. 'You can't imagine how shocked I
was

afterwards. Shocked and ashamed.'



'I wasn't too happy myself,' he admitted, 'but not for those reasons.'

She looked at him once more. 'What do you mean?'

His eyes darkened as they flicked down to her mouth. 'I was angry with myself for days for not
coming after you

and teling you how much I enjoyed being with you in the lift.'

' You enjoyed that? ' She gaped at him incredulously.

'I had you to myself for the first time in five years. I was almost disappointed when the rescue team
arrived.'

'You can't mean that!'

'It's true,' he said. 'Think about it, Carli. When had we ever talked like that before?'

A tiny frown settled between her brows at his statement, and a funny sensation settled in her chest at
the

realisation of the element of truth behind his words.

They had talked during their time in the jammed lift; they'd argued too, but…

'I don't recal a single time when we discussed our life goals or what we would do if that day was our
very last,' he

said. 'We were always too busy fighting over stupid, inconsequential details such as who had the
biggest pay

packet.'

'Those were stil important issues,' she said.

'Maybe, but not in the big scheme of things. What did it matter who was earning what? The thing we
should have

been focusing on was being together, building a secure future for our children.'

'If you remember, I didn't want to have children.'

He went very stil and the sudden silence compressed the air in the room until Carli found it hard to
draw in a

breath.



'One hopes you've changed your mind or we have a much bigger problem than I first realised,' he said
with a

touch of dryness.

'When I found out I was pregnant I was furious,' she confessed. 'I couldn't believe something like that
could

happen, but over time I started to think about the baby…'

'And now?' he asked.

'To be quite truthful, if the choice had been left up to me I might never have had the courage to commit
myself to a

pregnancy. But now I can't help feeling as if this was somehow meant to be. Does that make sense to
you?'

He grazed the smooth skin of her cheek with the back of his hand. 'It makes perfect sense to me.'

He grazed the smooth skin of her cheek with the back of his hand. 'It makes perfect sense to me.'

She touched her cheek with her own fingers. 'Why did you do that?'

'I like the feel of your skin,' he said, touching her again. 'It makes me think of silk and roses.'

She turned her head and pressed her mouth to the palm of his hand in a soft kiss.

'Why did you do that?' he asked.

She held his intent look for a pulsing moment. 'Because I wanted to.'

'Why?'

'I like your hands.'

He gave her a soft smile as he cupped her face. 'I think I should go before I'm tempted to let my hands
do things

they have no business doing. I gave you my word after al.'

She drew in a breath that tugged at her chest al the way down.

'Goodnight, Carli.' He pressed a soft kiss to the side of her mouth and stood up.

She stared at him as he reached for the tray he'd put aside earlier, her emotions ricocheting off the



tender surface

of her heart.

'Goodnight,' she choked as he closed the door behind him.

'I love you,' she whispered but he'd already moved wel past the range of hearing.

She sank back to the pilows and thumped her fist down beside her.

'Damn!'

* * *

Carli phoned her office the next morning to tel them she wouldn't be in for the next two weeks and had
only just

put the receiver down when Xavier sauntered into her room with breakfast on a tray.

'Haven't you heard of knocking?' She gave him a chily look as she dragged the sheet up a bit higher to
cover

herself.

'Good morning to you too,' he drawled as he laid the tray across her lap. 'What's made you so grumpy
this fine

morning?'

'Nothing. I just think you should knock before you come wandering in.'

'I was going to send Mrs Fingleton up with your breakfast but somehow thought you might prefer me
since I'm not

exactly a complete stranger, but it seems I was mistaken.' He turned to leave the room and was almost
at the door

before she found her voice.

'Xavier?'

'Xavier?'

He turned around and gave her a bored look. 'Look, Carli, I'm going to be late for court if I don't leave
in the next



two minutes. I'l see you this evening.'

The door closed behind him with a thump that sent a shockwave through the tea in her cup. Carli
stared down at

the disturbed surface of hot liquid until it finaly settled, wondering if she would ever get used to
living without his

love…

* * *

She made her way downstairs and, after briefly introducing herself to the housekeeper, left the house
to pay an

impromptu visit to Eliza Dangar in Hunters Hil.

The morning traffic had eased and she puled up in front of the gracious home of her friend,
remonstrating with

herself for leaving it so long before visiting her.

As she walked up the path to the front door she couldn't help noticing the normaly immaculate garden
was

looking neglected, the weeds outnumbering the flowers and shrubs, the lawn more brown than green
and the

edges untrimmed like a fringe grown too long.

She pressed the doorbel and when no one answered she walked around to the back of the house,
checking the

garage to see if Eliza's car was there.

The family sedan was parked in its usual place, the child seats side by side in the back. She frowned
and turned to

make her way to the back door when she heard the faint sound of a baby crying from inside the house.

'Eliza?' She tapped on the door. 'Are you in there?'

It seemed a long time before the door was opened and when it was Carli nearly fel over backwards in
shock at

Eliza's appearance. Her friend's normaly curvaceous figure was gaunt to the point of emaciation, her



usualy shiny

brown hair lank and scraped back unflatteringly from her face.

'Eliza…are you al right?'

'Of course I'm al right,' Eliza said with a hint of defensiveness to her tone. 'Why didn't you cal first to
tel me you

were coming? I'm not realy prepared for visitors.'

'Hey, honey,' Carli gave her a mock-reproachful look, 'it's me—Carli. You don't have to hide the
basket of

ironing from me.'

Eliza opened the door to let her come in and Carli was immediately appaled by the staleness of the
air inside the

house, the smel of unwashed nappies predominating.

'Where are the kids?' Carli asked.

'Amelia's at preschool this morning,' Eliza answered. 'Brody's supposed to be sleeping but won't
settle.'

Just then the sound of the infant crying began again in earnest and Carli gave her friend a 'may I?'
glance before

going to him, doing her best to overlook the general disorder of the normaly tidy to the point of
perfection house.

'Hey there, little man, what's al this fuss about?' Carli cooed as she picked him up, and as she held
him against her

a wave of tenderness swept through her as he rested his tear-washed little face against her neck. She
stroked his

back and rocked from side to side, singing a little song she dredged from the far reaches of her brain,
a song her

mother had once sung to her in the days before depression had stripped al music from her personality.

The decline of her friend's appearance was a painful reminder of the enveloping sadness which had
eventualy



consumed her mother. She could even recal the same disorder of her childhood home. She couldn't
remember a

day during her school years when she hadn't come home to a sink ful of dirty dishes, unwashed
clothes and her

mother's strained, unhappy features staring vacantly into space.

Once Brody was asleep she laid him gently in his cot and returned to the kitchen, where Eliza was
sitting smoking

a cigarette.

Carli frowned and immediately opened the nearest window. 'Since when did you start smoking?' she
asked,

wrinkling her nose in distaste.

Eliza gave her an up-and-down look and took in another deep drag before retorting with
uncharacteristic

bitchiness, 'Since when did you start putting on weight?'

Carli took the bul by the horns and announced bluntly, 'Since I got pregnant.'

Eliza's cigarette's smoke curled like a question mark in the air in front of her astonished face. ' You're
pregnant? '

she gasped. ' You? '

Carli nodded.

'Wel, I'l be damned…' Eliza stubbed out her cigarette. 'Who's the father?'

'You wouldn't believe me if I told you.'

'Try me.'

Carli took a shalow breath on account of the lingering smoke and said, 'Xavier.'

Eliza's eyes positively bulged with shock. 'You're having me on…aren't you?'

Carli shook her head.

' Christ. '



'That's exactly what Xavier said when I told him,' Carli said wryly.

'How the hel did it happen?'

'The usual way.'

'You know what I mean,' Eliza said. 'How the blazes did you two end up in bed together after, what is
it now…

five years since the divorce?'

Carli found it hard to hold her friend's questioning look.

Carli found it hard to hold her friend's questioning look.

'It just happened…it shouldn't have…but it did.'

'I thought you hated his guts.' Eliza reached for another cigarette. 'You've been head girl of the al-men-
are-

bastards school of thought ever since the divorce.'

'I did hate him…or at least I thought I did.'

'You stil love him, don't you?'

Carli sat on the chair nearest the window before she answered. 'Love isn't an emotion you can switch
on and off

whenever you feel like it.'

'Tel me about it.' Eliza took another drag.

'You feel the same way about Aidan?' Carli guessed.

Eliza inspected the burning tip of her cigarette, the line of her mouth sad. 'You don't need me to tel
you I'm not the

woman he married. It's no wonder he's found someone else.'

Carli felt a lump constrict her throat. 'He's having an affair?'

Eliza tossed the cigarette into the sink, the tiny hiss of it extinguishing suddenly loud in the quiet room.

'Who could blame him?' she asked. 'I'm not exactly wife of the year, am I?

'You're run-down,' Carli said. 'You've not long had a baby; it's not fair to expect a new mother to have



everything

in perfect order al the time.'

Tears sprouted in Eliza's eyes and she brushed at them with a shaky hand. 'I can't go on like this,
Carli, I just

can't.'

Carli came over and enveloped her in a hug, stroking the back of her head in comfort, fighting back
her own tears.

'You'l get through this…I know you wil.'

Eliza wriggled out of Carli's embrace and stood some distance from her. 'How am I going to get
through this?

You're damn wel sleeping with the enemy, for God's sake!'

Carli frowned at the venom in her friend's tone. 'What are you talking about?'

'You said you'd speak to Xavier about dropping the case. Little did I know you'd be doing so side by
side in his

bed.'

'I'm not sleeping with Xavier.'

Eliza's eyes flicked to the mound of Carli's bely. 'Are you teling me you had a one-night stand with
your ex-

husband?'

'It's complicated…but we have a sort of…arrangement.'

'What sort of arrangement?'

'What sort of arrangement?'

'I'm living with him but we're not…you know…'

Eliza let her breath out from between her teeth. 'And how long do you think that wil last? What's
wrong with you,

Carli? Have you forgotten what happened five years ago? He broke your heart.'



'I can look after myself,' she said with far more conviction than she felt.

'Yeah, wel, I used to say that too, and look what happened to me.'

'What has happened to you, Eliza?' Carli asked gently.

Eliza's thin shoulders slumped as she sat back down in her chair. 'I don't know…I used to be so
organised, so

happy and carefree, then bit by bit I started losing the plot…I'd scream at Amelia—I even hit her once
—and

Brody drives me nuts when he cries.' She put her head in her hands. 'I hate myself. I can't sleep, I can't
eat…I feel

so edgy al the time, I have panic attacks just going to the supermarket, and my heart feels like it's
going to burst

through my chest at times.'

'Have you seen a doctor?'

Eliza lifted her head to look at her. 'I'm not going to a psychiatrist.'

'I meant your GP. Have you considered there might be something wrong? You could have postnatal
depression or

even a hormonal imbalance.'

'A diagnosis isn't going to save my marriage, Carli, especialy with Xavier Knightly acting for Aidan.'

'Xavier isn't acting for Aidan,' she said. 'He told me so.'

Eliza gave her a cynical look. 'And I suppose he also told you he's going to stick around once the
baby's born?

Don't be a fool, Carli. I had a phone cal from Aidan this morning before you arrived. He told me
Xavier is going

to take the kids off me. It's as good as done. I don't stand a chance.'

Carli felt her throat close over in shock. Xavier had lied to her! He'd made her think he was going to
hand over

the case to someone else when al the time he had no intention of doing so. It had al been a ploy, a
clever,



devious, despicable ploy to get her to live with him once more.

Anger pumped through her veins so heavily she had trouble disguising her reaction from Eliza, who
was quite

clearly in no fit state to deal with her own emotions let alone someone else's.

'Look…' She took a calming breath and began picking up the dirty dishes off the table. 'Let's do a bit
of a tidy-up

around here while I think about this.'

'What's to think about?' Eliza scowled as she got to her feet and stacked three glasses on top of each
other. 'It's

over.'

Carli wished she could think of something reassuring to say but nothing came to mind. Instead she
gave her friend

a quick hug on the way past to the sink and began washing up as if her life depended on it.

Several hours later Eliza's house was as near to spotless as it had ever been. Carli drove home in
tired satisfaction,

Several hours later Eliza's house was as near to spotless as it had ever been. Carli drove home in
tired satisfaction,

her greatest achievement of the day being to secure a promise from Eliza to attend an appointment
scheduled with

a local GP for the folowing day.

Later that evening she paced the lounge-room floor, waiting for Xavier to return, her temper rising
with each

passing minute.

Finaly she heard his car pul into the garage and soon after the sound of his footsteps coming into the
house.

She stalked across the room and, leaning on the door jamb in an imitation of his customary indolent
pose, asked,

'Nice day at work, Xavier?'



His eyes ran over her briefly before returning to her face, his expression slightly guarded. 'I wouldn't
have

described it as such but it was no worse than any other. How about yours?'

'I had a very interesting day.' She gave him a pointed look. 'Very interesting indeed.'

He compressed his lips together for a moment. 'I get the distinct impression there's some sort of
hidden agenda to

this conversation. Why don't you save me the mental task of figuring it out and tel me for yourself?'

'It shouldn't be too hard to work out,' she said. 'After al, you're supposed to be the hot-shot lawyer
who can spot

a fake a mile off.'

'Look, Carli, I've had a long and trying day. Why not cut with the games and tel me what's got you al
hot under

the colar?'

'You lied to me!'

He frowned as he shrugged himself out of his jacket. 'On which occasion was this?'

'You mean there was more than one?' She glared at him.

'Don't twist my words. I simply want to know what's upset you.'

'You said you were going to drop the Dangar case and pass it to someone else. You used that promise
as a lure

to get me here and now I'm here you've reneged on the deal.'

'You seem very sure about that.'

'Of course I'm sure! You lied as surely as you're standing there. Don't tel me you're going to deny it?
Are you or

are you not stil acting for Aidan Dangar?'

His eyes moved away from the flashing anger in hers.

'It is customary to consult with the client before changing anything to do with the case.'



'You're evading the question.'

'I have no need to evade the question. I haven't as yet been in personal contact with Aidan. I had it on
my list of

things to do but I've been in court for most of the day and I left it with my secretary to make the
necessary

arrangements. Whether she has done so or not is something I can't answer right at this moment.'

arrangements. Whether she has done so or not is something I can't answer right at this moment.'

Carli swung away in fury. 'I don't believe you.'

'That is entirely your affair, of course,' he answered smoothly.

'What was your plan?' She turned back to glare at him. 'To get me back into your house preparatory to
getting me

back in your bed?'

His eyes met the fiery heat of hers with consummate ease.

'That would realy be a case of locking the stable door after the horse had already bolted, don't you
think?' His

eyes dipped to the slight swel of her abdomen before returning to her pink-tinged face.

She gave him a blistering look. 'You think I would consent to making the same mistake twice?'

He had the gal to smile at her. 'I think it wouldn't take too much of an effort to get you to do so.'

She clenched her fists by her sides to stop herself from lifting one to the side of his arrogant face.

'I'd like to see you try,' she bit out furiously.

'Is that an invitation?' He closed the short distance between them, effectively trapping her between a
ful-sized

marble statue and the hal table. 'I know I promised not to, but if you've changed your mind?'

'Don't touch me, Xavier.' Her voice sounded rusty and out of use and not half as insistent as she'd
intended.

'You're the only person I know who can say one thing with their mouth while their eyes communicate
something



completely different,' he mused as he lifted a hand to her hair, trailing his fingers through the silky
strands so gently

she could scarcely breathe.

'You're imagining it,' she croaked.

'You keep giving me that look,' he said. 'And you know I can't resist that look.'

'W…what look?' She tried to pul away but he stil had her tethered to him by a single tendril of her
hair.

'That come-and-get-me look,' he said, releasing her hair to concentrate his gaze on her mouth. 'And
then your lips

go al soft and tremble slightly as if you can already feel my mouth on them.'

'I do no such thing!' she insisted, trying to clamp her lips together and speak at the same time.

He gave a soft chuckle of amusement. 'Stop fighting it, Carli. What's the point in struggling against
what is realy

inevitable?'

'Please, Xavier…' She didn't know what she was asking for, the words just slipping past the guard of
her lips as if

they had a mind of their own. 'Please…'



CHAPTER SIX

XAVIER pressed a barely there kiss to the side of her mouth and she sucked in a prickly breath. He
moved down

to the jut of her bottom lip and took it between his warm lips, holding her captive with bone-melting
tenderness.

She felt desire leap inside her like a forest fire, its hot tongues of need consuming al of her
determination to resist

him. He released her lip and pressed his mouth over hers, the smooth slide of his tongue into her
mouth destroying

al of her plans to push him away.

She felt the wal at her back and his hard body at her front, his masculine shape leaving her in no doubt
of his

arousal. The swel of her tummy between them only seemed to heighten her need to get closer to him,
and the

arms she'd pinned to her sides earlier now lifted to link around his neck, her fingers already threading
their way

through his thick dark hair.

He deepened the kiss even further, leaving her breathless as he pressed against her, his body
searching for hers

with burning intent. She felt his hand at her breast, his fingers gentle over her swolen tenderness, his
lazy thumb

roling over her taut nipple, sending waves of desire to her quivering core.

His mouth left hers to trail a hot blaze from her neck, down over the smooth swel of her décolletage,
his tongue

dipping tantalisingly into the shadow between her breasts. When his mouth closed over her nipple she
felt the

graze of his teeth through the fabric of her blouse, and then as he lifted his head she saw the dampness
of his

mouth-print and the nectar of her need spiled inside her, melting her from the inside out.



As he lifted her into his arms she knew she should be making some sort of protest but the words didn't
make it

through the scrambled disorder of her desire-enfeebled brain. Her body was on automatic drive, its
course set so

determinedly there was nothing she could do to turn it about.

He carried her effortlessly upstairs and his mouth was stil on hers as he laid her on his bed, his
weight over her a

delicious pressure as he positioned himself between her spreading thighs.

With an orchestration of movement which had its choreography set in the past he removed her clothes
while her

trembling fingers dealt with his. Her fingertips fluttered over his maleness and she heard him draw in
a harsh breath

as she revisited his pleasure points time and time again.

She let her hand fal away and slid down the bed to take him in her mouth, delighting in the flinch of
his body as

she captured him, his hands clawing through her hair, looking for an anchor against the spiraling
pleasure she was

giving him. She gloried in the power she had over him, his strength and potency totaly under her
control as he

struggled to hold back his response to the ministrations of her lips and tongue.

At last he could stand no more and, hauling her upwards, claimed her mouth once more, pressing her
back into

the mattress with the urgency of his desire burning into her where his skin brushed along hers.

She was aflame with her need of him, each and every pore of her skin lifting as if to draw him closer.
Her breasts

were swolen against his chest, the masculine hairs of his body tickling her flesh from chest to thigh.

His hand slid down over the mound of her bely, his fingers splayed in a touch of such poignant
intimacy she felt

tears prickling at the backs of her eyes. Their baby lay beneath his warm hand, its tiny body stil too



smal to feel,

but knowing it was there made her feel closer to Xavier in spite of al that had passed between them.

'I don't want to hurt you,' he breathed against her mouth as he raised his head to look down at her, his
dark eyes

'I don't want to hurt you,' he breathed against her mouth as he raised his head to look down at her, his
dark eyes

glazed with passion.

'You won't hurt me,' she whispered back.

'I won't go too deep.' He moved against her carefuly, his movements controled and steady.

'I want to feel you…' She sighed with pleasure at the glide of his hard body, her body shivering in
reaction to his

gentle possession.

She felt him check himself before going deeper, the deepening thrust causing her body to grasp him
tightly in

remembered pleasure.

It felt so right to have him there. He filed her so completely, her body welcoming him as if he were
returning home

after a long absence.

He set a leisurely rhythm which was far too slow for her heightened state of arousal. She arched her
back to bring

him closer to where she wanted him but it stil wasn't enough. She was close to begging when he
slipped a hand

between their straining bodies and sought the tiny pearl of her desire with devastating accuracy. She
leapt at his

touch, al the muscles in her body tensing in preparation for the final plunge into paradise.

Suddenly she was there, tipping over the edge of reason into a free-fal of ecstasy where no conscious
thought

belonged.



She floated back down to reality in time to feel his release pumping with gentle restraint into her stil
quivering

body, his hectic breathing the only clue of how complete his pleasure had been.

It was only as the tide of passion ebbed that she realised how seriously she'd betrayed herself. She
had done it

again, alowed herself to be used by him when she'd promised herself she wouldn't. He'd only done it
to prove

how weak she was where he was concerned. Her reaction to him fueled his male pride and he'd gone
in search of

it deliberately. She could barely look at him in case he saw the shame she felt written al over her
body, let alone

on her face.

She eased herself away from him and, gathering what dignity she could, scrambled to her feet and
began hunting

for her clothes, her emotions in such disarray she could barely get her fingers to respond to the task of
picking her

skirt up off the floor.

Xavier leaned up on one elbow to watch her, a smal smile lurking about the corners of his mouth.

'What's the hurry, Carli?' he asked.

She turned her back and stepped into her skirt and dragged up the zip, muttering a single unprintable
word as it

snagged and caught on a loose thread.

'Come here and I'l help you,' he offered.

She gave the zip an almighty tug and freed it. 'No, thank you.'

'What's the matter?' he asked.

'How can you ask that?' She rounded on him furiously.

He gave her a guileless look as he linked his arms above his head. 'Are you ashamed of how you
respond to me?'



'Of course I'm ashamed!' She thrust her arms through the sleeves of her blouse and began haphazardly
rebuttoning

it. 'We're not married any more and…and…'

'And we're expecting a baby,' he put in.

'And we hate each other!' She ignored his insert. 'It's not right! It's…it's…'

'It's natural.'

'It's not natural!' she insisted. 'You don't feel anything for me other than the most basic animal lust and
I don't…'

'Don't what, Carli?'

She bit her lip and turned away to hunt for her shoes. 'I don't want to discuss this any more. You had
no right to…

to seduce me. You promised you wouldn't.'

'Whoa there for a minute.' He eased himself upright and came to stand in front of her. 'What's this talk
of

seducing? Who had their mouth around my—?'

'Stop it!' She pushed against his chest to prevent him from speaking her shame out loud. 'I'm not
myself. I wasn't

thinking.'

'To be perfectly frank, I prefer it when you don't think,' he said with a wry twist to his lips. 'When you
think you

start puling away from me like you're doing right now. A few minutes ago you were begging me to—'

'Don't say it!' She spun away. 'Don't make me feel any worse.'

'What is it with you?' he asked in a frustrated tone. 'Isn't it a bit late for the outraged-virgin routine?'

She turned back to glare at him. 'How can you use me in such a way?'

He frowned heavily. 'I did not use you, Carli.'

'You only made love with me to prove a point.'



'You could have stopped me at any stage.'

'How could I?' She twisted her hands in front of her. 'I can't think straight when you touch me.'

'That's what you hate the most, isn't it, the fact that you can't stop yourself from responding to me?'

She turned away from his assessing look and folded her arms across her chest protectively, wishing
she hadn't

been quite so unguarded with her tongue.

'Why is your need of me so threatening to you?' he asked.

'I do not need you,' she bit out. 'You caught me at a weak moment, that's al. I won't be such a pushover
next

'I do not need you,' she bit out. 'You caught me at a weak moment, that's al. I won't be such a pushover
next

time.'

'I never said you were.'

'You didn't have to.'

'You seem to have this goal in life to push everyone away in case they get too close. Why do you do
that?' he

asked. 'Is it something to do with your parents?'

'I don't want to talk about it.'

'At some point you're going to have to face the issues you brought to our marriage. You keep throwing
the blame

for our break-up in my face but I'm beginning to wonder now if that's only half of the story.'

'Our marriage broke up because you put your career ahead of it.'

'Either you tel me about your family, Carli, or I wil take steps to find out for myself.'

'Go right ahead,' she said.

'Why won't you tel me?'

'Why won't you back off?' She glowered at him.



'What are you hiding?'

'Nothing.'

'Look, Carli, no one's family is perfect.'

'Yours claims to be.'

'My family is far from perfect,' he said heavily, 'even though it's taken me a long time to realise it. I
thought the

other night demonstrated that in ways words never could.'

Something in his tone drew her gaze back to his. And before she could stop herself, she took an
unsteady breath

and began to speak in a flat, emotionless tone. 'My father left my mother when I was ten. Apparently
he'd falen in

love or lust with his young secretary. My mother was devastated and became increasingly depressed
over the

years.' She took another shaky breath and continued, 'When I was sixteen I came back from school
camp to find

her lying in the bath, her wrists slashed to the bone. I kept thinking if only I hadn't had that milkshake
with my

friends I might have found her in time. End of story.'

Xavier swalowed, his gut twisting painfuly. 'You should've told me.'

'Why?' She gave him a chily glance.

'I was your husband; I should've known about what you'd been through.'

'I don't like people feeling sorry for me. I had years of it. "There goes the poor girl whose mother
committed

suicide." Do you know what that feels like? To be stared at, wondered about, speculated on?'

'Have you told anyone?' he asked. 'Eliza, for instance?'

She shook her head, the line of her mouth grim. 'I met Eliza at university. After what I'd been through
at school I



decided to keep my past life totaly private.'

'It must have been a nightmare.' His tone was gentle.

'It was but I'm over it now.'

'Are you?'

She shifted her eyes from his. 'I don't even think about it any more.'

'What about your father?' he asked. 'Have you seen him since your mother's death?'

'No and I don't want to.' Her voice was determined. 'He didn't just leave my mother, he left me as
wel.'

Xavier pressed his lips together in a musing gesture. 'I think I'm starting to see why our marriage was
doomed to

fail.'

'What do you mean?' She gave him a wary look.

'Your feelings of insecurity left little room for trust in our relationship. Your father abandoned your
mother and as a

result you see al men in much the same light, as unprincipled opportunists intent on riding roughshod
over you to

get what they want.'

'So it was my fault our marriage failed? What about your part in it?'

'I didn't say it was al your fault. However, if I had known how you had felt at the time, I could've
made some

alowances.'

'Such as?'

'I'm not sure,' he sighed. 'Maybe listen more. I seem to remember I wasn't al that good at that back
then.'

She found his unexpected confession surprising, but instead of teling him so, remained silent.

'I guess I was so blinded by what I felt for you I couldn't see what was happening to us. And as you've
said on



previous occasions I was too career-focused. I had a goal in front of me and was heading straight for
it; the fact

that you were in the way of it didn't occur to me until it was too late. Like you, I was operating from
the model set

down by my family. I didn't question it; I just got on with it.'

'We both made mistakes.' She found her voice at last.

'I suppose the trick is not to make them again,' he said.

'Yes…' She lowered her gaze to stare at her hands.

He stood watching her for a moment, his forehead creased in a frown. It shocked him to think he'd
been married

to her for three years and in al that time he'd never known about the circumstances of her mother's
death. He'd

to her for three years and in al that time he'd never known about the circumstances of her mother's
death. He'd

asked about her parents once or twice, but sensing her reluctance, had assumed she was slightly
ashamed of her

poorer background. He hadn't pressed her and had been content to simply fal into bed with her
instead, not

realising until now what a mistake it had been to let those sorts of sleeping dogs lie for so long.

No wonder she'd found their marriage so suffocating, not to mention his overbearing family. Her fight
for

independence had been more of a fight for survival because she never wanted to be as vulnerable as
her mother

had been. Her career had been her passport to the sort of financial freedom her mother had had no
access to and

in his ignorance he had expected her to relinquish that security.

'Carli…' He swalowed, wondering where he should begin, but she'd already gone to the door and
was opening it.

'I need some time alone,' she said without turning to look at him.



It was the slap in the face he knew he deserved but it stung al the same.

'I understand.'

The door closed behind her but Xavier knew it would be hours, maybe even days before the fragrance
of her

perfume left his room.



CHAPTER SEVEN

CARLI waited until Xavier had left the house the next morning before coming downstairs. She knew
she was being

a coward but every time she thought of how she'd responded to him the night before she felt herself
grow hot

inside out with shame.

How could she have let him win another round? It meant nothing to him, it was just sex, but to her it
was

everything. She hadn't just given him her body; she'd offered him her soul, but he'd trampled on it just
as her father

had done to her mother, just as Aidan Dangar was doing to Eliza.

* * *

Her visit to her friend later that afternoon was hardly reassuring.

'What do you mean you didn't go to the doctor?' Carli asked as she picked up the squawking baby off
the floor.

'You promised me you'd go.'

Eliza gave her a sulen look and reached for her cigarettes. 'I forgot.'

'How could you forget? I phoned you an hour before to remind you.'

'I changed my mind.'

'Eliza, this is ridiculous. You want to keep the children, don't you?'

'You know I do.'

'Then this is where the battle begins, can't you see that?' Carli urged. 'You have to be healthy, it's a
major priority.

No court wil hand you ful custody of the kids unless you can prove you're up to the task of taking care
of them.'

'Trust you to take Xavier's side in this. What did he do to get you on side? Coax you back into his
bed?'



Carli could feel her guilt wash over her face but there was nothing she could do to stop it.

Eliza gave her a sneering look. 'I thought as much. You never could resist him, could you?'

'My relationship with Xavier is not open for discussion,' she said firmly. 'What we're discussing here
is your health.

I'm going to cal the doctor's surgery right now and arrange an immediate appointment and I wil
accompany you. I

don't care if I have to drag you kicking and screaming from this house, you're coming with me and
that's that.'

Eliza gave in with bad grace but Carli felt grateful that at least when they left the house half an hour
later it was only

baby Brody who'd done the kicking and screaming.

She sat in the waiting room while Eliza saw the doctor, the baby chewing messily on a teething rusk
as he sat on

her lap. Four-year-old Amelia sat at her feet playing with a puzzle with the sort of quiet intent that
secretly worried

Carli. How many of her parents' arguments had the solemn little girl overheard? What fears did that
smal blonde

head contain?

Eliza came out of the doctor's surgery with a blood-sample patch on one arm and a watery smile on
her face.

'What did she say?' Carli asked softly as they walked out to the car, conscious of Amelia's acute
hearing.

'What did she say?' Carli asked softly as they walked out to the car, conscious of Amelia's acute
hearing.

'You were right, Carli. The doctor thinks I've got a hormone imbalance. She took some blood and
though it wil

take a couple of days to know for certain she's confident that what I've got is an autoimmune disease
caled

Grave's disease. I know the name isn't al that reassuring but apparently it's quite common after
pregnancy and



certainly al my symptoms fit.'

'How do they treat it?'

'Tablets, or sometimes an operation to remove part of the thyroid gland.'

'You'l have to tel Aidan straight away,' Carli insisted. 'He needs to know.'

Eliza gave her a queling look as she got into the car. 'To borrow one of your own phrases of five
years ago: I'm

never going to see or speak to my husband ever again.'

Carli clipped Amelia's seat belt into place without responding; there were far too many of her
phrases from the

past coming back to haunt her without Eliza adding to their number.

* * *

As the rest of the week unfolded Carli became increasingly aware of Xavier's efforts to keep his
distance. He

addressed her both politely and briefly in the mornings but she spent the evenings alone, usualy going
to bed

before he came home.

She lay in bed each night listening to the sounds of him moving about the house, wishing she had the
courage to

face him and tel him of her regrets over what had happened in the past.

Whenever she heard the sound of his firm tread on the stairs she couldn't help holding her breath until
they went

past her door to the master bedroom further down the hal.

Every night when she heard the shower running in the bathroom she tortured herself with images of
his hard-

muscled body standing beneath the spray, her hands clenching into fists either side of her to stop them
from

twitching the bedcovers aside so she could join him as she had done so many times when they'd been
together.



It didn't make for a restful night and the long, empty days were no better. Without the structure of work
she grew

increasingly restless, her nerves stretching to breaking point as she imagined Xavier out each night
with another

woman. Why else would he be out so late every evening?

On Friday evening, rather than sit waiting in an empty house, Carli took herself to a movie, not
bothering to leave

a message on Xavier's answering service as he hadn't been home before eleven al week.

She sat in the almost empty row and stared at the screen but her thoughts kept drifting until she lost
track of the

complicated plot. The images flickered anonymously as she thought about her future with Xavier,
unable to stop

herself from agonising over what might have been.

How different it would be if they were looking forward to a life together with their expected child as
a bonus!

How different if would be if love was what bound them, not responsibility.

Just as she was about to leave the cinema she felt a tiny fluttering in her bely and stood very stil,
waiting to see if

Just as she was about to leave the cinema she felt a tiny fluttering in her bely and stood very stil,
waiting to see if

she would feel it again. She held her breath and another flutter started, the tiny movement reminding
her of the

wings of a tiny moth trapped inside someone's gently closed palm.

She smiled a soft smile as her hand rested on her abdomen, a great wave of love for Xavier coursing
through her

as she thought of their tiny infant stretching its limbs inside her.

* * *

She had only just turned her key in the lock on returning to his house when the door was flung open to
reveal



Xavier standing over her in a towering rage.

'I suppose it might be too much to ask where you have been for the last—' he inspected his watch '—
five or so

hours?'

She brushed past him in the doorway and, dropping her bag to the floor, turned and faced him. 'I
wasn't aware I

had to sign in and sign out.'

'Where have you been?' he growled at her. 'I've been out of my mind with worry.'

She gave him a cynical glance. 'Why don't you qualify that statement? You were worried about the
baby—not

me.'

He frowned at her tone. 'I caled your office and they told me you were on two weeks' sick leave.
How could you

think I wasn't worried about you?'

'Your concern is realy rather touching but completely wasted on me,' she said. 'I was out. That's al
you need to

know.'

'With whom?'

'I could ask you the very same question for every night of this past week but I'm not going to pretend
an interest I

don't feel.'

'What's that supposed to mean?'

She gave him a withering look. 'You've got a hide, hauling me over the coals for deigning to come
here at—' she

inspected her watch as he had done '—ten-thirty when every night this week you haven't come in
before eleven.'

'I was working.'



'At what?' she asked. 'Your love life?'

'That's a reprehensible thing to say, considering our current relationship.'

'And just what is our current relationship?' She sent him a black look. 'Why don't you run it past me
one more

time? I'm a little hazy on the particulars.'

'You know exactly what it is.'

'Let me remember, now…oh, yes, it's al coming back to me now. You got me pregnant and you're
doing the right

thing by me by insisting I live with you, blackmail being your modus operandi. How could I forget?'

thing by me by insisting I live with you, blackmail being your modus operandi. How could I forget?'

'You're being totaly unreasonable.'

' I'm being unreasonable?'

'I'm trying to do the right thing by you.'

'The right thing?' She glared at him furiously. 'The right thing would have been to leave me alone in
the first place.'

He folded his arms across his chest and adopted a pose of extreme boredom. 'OK, I can see you're
itching for a

showdown so let's get it over with.'

She was incensed by his attitude. 'I can't believe your two-faced audacity! I have spent every night
this week in

solitude, I go out just once to a movie and you're caling in the FBI to track my movements. What sort
of double

standard is that?'

'What movie did you see?'

'It was…' She hunted through her brain for a title but it came up with nothing; she couldn't even recal
a principal

actor. 'I don't remember. I wasn't al that interested.'



The look he gave her was cynical. 'Nice try, but wholy unconvincing.'

'I did see a movie!'

'Yeah, right.'

'I'm not good with titles when I'm stressed.'

'I believe you,' he said in a tone which suggested he didn't.

'I was distracted…I didn't folow the plot.'

'Now you're getting desperate.'

She felt like screaming at him. 'I was thinking about other things!'

'What other things?'

'What's with al these questions?' she asked. 'Why don't you tel me where you were al this week?'

'Why didn't you tel me you weren't going in to work?' he threw back.

'You're never home long enough to talk about anything,' she said.

'Have you missed me?'

'Of course I didn't miss you!'

'Then why ask me where I've been?'

'I…' She floundered for a moment. 'I don't see why I have to reveal al my movements to you if you
don't do the

same for me.'

'I already told you—I was at work. If you don't believe me you can always check with my secretary.'

'She'd only say what you pay her to say,' she shot back cynicaly.

'I think you do Elaine a disservice,' he said. 'Like you, she thinks I'm a total jerk for how I've treated
you in the

past.'

She stared at him, her anger fading as if he'd flicked a switch.

'She…she does?'



'She thinks you're far too sweet for me,' he said, his expression wry. 'Mind you, I didn't let on about
the vases. I

thought she might see that for herself the next time you come into my office in one of your fight-picking
moods.'

'Very funny,' she drawled. 'Why don't you nail down the furniture in case I'm tempted to add a filing
cabinet to my

repertoire?'

He held her defiant look with lazy amusement. 'Somehow I can't quite see you tossing anything bigger
than a pot

plant at me in your condition.' His eyes slid over the tight mound of her abdomen before returning to
her caramel

gaze.

Carli felt heat coursing through her at his lazy appraisal, her skin lifting in sharp awareness of him
standing so close

to her.

She moistened her dry lips and made to step back but one of his hands came down on her shoulder in
a warm

touch that sent a shiver of reaction to her toes and back.

'Don't run away, Carli.'

'I…I'm not running away…'

His eyes held the nervous flicker of hers. 'I want to feel my baby growing inside you.'

Her eyes widened as his hand slid from her shoulder to the mound of her bely, his long fingers
pressing over her

with exploratory gentleness.

She saw his expression change from seriousness to wonder. 'Can you feel anything?' he asked.

'I can feel your hand.'

'I meant the baby. Can you feel it moving yet?'



'I felt it this evening for the first time,' she said, her tone instantly softening. 'It was faint at first but the
second time

was stronger.'

He moved his hand over her in a caressing motion, sending her pulses soaring as his fingers sought
the

overstrained fastening of her skirt.

overstrained fastening of her skirt.

'Do you mind?' he asked, hesitating.

She shook her head, not trusting herself to speak, her breath locking in the back of her throat at the feel
of his

warm hand on her bare flesh.

'Do you ever wonder what the baby wil look like?' he asked after a moment.

'Yes…'

'So do I,' he confessed. 'I keep imagining a little girl with curly chestnut hair and a fiery temper.'

'I've been thinking along the lines of a boy with black hair and an arrogant disposition.'

He grinned down at her as he removed his hand. 'I wonder who'l be right.'

She adjusted her skirt with suddenly uncooperative fingers. 'I don't realy care as long as he or she
arrives safely.'

'Are you worried about the birth?' he asked.

'A bit…' She caught her lip between her teeth. 'It's times like this that I realy miss my mother.'

Xavier frowned at the inherent sadness in her tone. It was one of the first times he had heard her
mention her

mother voluntarily and he wondered if it meant she was starting to trust him.

'I'l be there for you,' he said.

She gave him a sceptical look. 'Yes, but for how long?'

'What do you mean for how long?' he asked. 'You know how much I want this baby.'



'The baby, yes.'

'You think I don't want you as wel?'

She gave him a twisted, humourless smile. 'I'm not exactly the woman of your choice, am I?'

His frown deepened at the hint of regret in her tone. 'Carli…' He paused, searching for the right
words.

'Don't insult me by pretending you want me as wel as the baby,' she got in before he could speak. 'I
know what

your plan wil be as soon as it's born.'

'Then perhaps you'l be so kind as to enlighten me, as I haven't the faintest idea of what you're talking
about.'

She threw him a derisory glance. 'How long wil it be before you make your move to snatch my baby
away from

me?'

'You think I would do that?'

'Wouldn't you?'

'Of course I wouldn't.'

'You do it for others,' she said. 'How is Aidan Dangar, by the way? Have you two been busily
planning the

annihilation of Eliza al week?'

'Look, I know what sort of reputation I have and for the most part it's warranted,' he said. 'I confess
ever since

our divorce I have been somewhat heavy-handed in cases where I considered there to be a grasping
ex-wife who

wanted to twist the knife a little bit.'

'You think I was like that towards you?' she asked. 'I didn't ask for a whopping settlement. I could
have but I

didn't.'



'No, perhaps not, but you can hardly deny your bitterness towards me,' he said. 'You constantly made
things

difficult as the papers were being processed.'

If only he knew why she had been deliberately obstructive, she thought sadly.

'If I was bitter you have only yourself to blame,' she said. 'I gave our marriage everything I could,
including letting

my career slip to make room for yours. But in the end there was nothing left for me to do but get out
before I

ended up like my mother.'

'Your mother's situation was completely different. You didn't have to throw away what we had. We
could've

worked it out.'

'How?' she asked. 'By me subsuming my life into yours as your mother did for your father? I would've
gone mad

getting my hair done twice a week and going to numerous bridge and sherry parties.'

'My mother is of a different generation, but you could have carved your own way.'

'How? By having the brood of children you expected me to deliver in rapid succession?'

'I only suggested starting a family because I thought it might help you to feel more settled. I was
getting desperate.

I didn't want to lose you.'

'You didn't fight the divorce.'

'Yeah, wel, male pride has its limits, you know.' He turned away to make his way up the stairs. 'I'm
going to have

a shower. Mrs Fingleton left something in the oven for dinner. Help yourself.'

She sighed as she watched him go up the stairs, wishing she could find the words to cal him back.

He'd loved her once; could he do so again?

* * *



Carli woke after a fitful sleep to hear Xavier moving about downstairs. She tossed back the
bedcovers and,

slipping on a light robe, made her way down to the kitchen.

He turned to look at her as she came in, taking in her tousled hair and holow eyes with a sweeping
glance.

'Bad night?' he guessed, handing her a cup.

'Bad night?' he guessed, handing her a cup.

She took the cup and, dragging out a chair, sat down. 'I think it's the strange bed. I can't seem to get
used to it.'

He leant back against the bench, one ankle crossed over the other in a casual pose. 'Why not move
back into

mine?'

Her eyes skittered away from his as she cradled the cup in her hands. 'I don't think that's such a good
idea.'

'Why not?'

'You know why not.'

'Because you don't want to admit to wanting me?'

'No…I mean yes…NO!'

'You sound confused.' His tone was light with amusement.

'I'm not confused. I just don't want to complicate things any further. We've been divorced for five
years, how can

you expect me to slip back into bed with you as if nothing has happened?'

'How wil it complicate things if we conduct a normal relationship?'

'Normal?' she blurted. 'What exactly is normal about this situation between us?'

'You're making things more difficult than they need to be,' he said. 'We could have a very satisfactory
relationship

if only you'd let go of your anger towards me.'



'Satisfactory for whom?'

'For both of us,' he said.

'How long do you expect such a relationship to last?' she asked. 'One of us might fal in love. What
then?'

He turned to put his cup in the sink before he answered. 'I guess if our emotions were engaged
elsewhere it could

prove difficult, but I have no such engagement at this point, and you clearly don't, otherwise you
wouldn't be

pregnant to me, so it's a moot point.'

'I wouldn't be pregnant to you if you hadn't made it impossible for me to say no.'

'You like that high horse of yours, don't you?' He gave her a mocking smile. 'If it appeases your
conscience to

paint me as the dark seducer who had his wicked way with you, go right ahead; it doesn't realy
concern me. You

came to me wilingly, perhaps more wilingly than any other woman I've had in the past five years.'

Carli's hand around her empty cup tightened until her knuckles were as white as her set mouth, rage
boiling in her

blood until she could hardly see out of her flashing eyes.

'If you're going to throw that cup at me let me warn you, pregnant or not, there wil be consequences,'
he warned

her, his words so closely echoing those of the past it triggered the flickering pulse of expectation
between her

thighs.

thighs.

She didn't give a damn about the consequences. She clenched her teeth and threw the cup but he raised
his hand

and caught it mid-air, placing it on the bench with a nerve-jangling chink as his steely gaze colided
with hers.



'There's a whole tea service in the cupboard to the left of you,' he said. 'But why not help yourself to
the

Wedgwood on the right?'

'You don't know how tempted I am to do exactly that,' she spat back.

'Don't let me spoil your fun. I'm more than happy to wait for mine.'

The sensation between her thighs flickered again, more strongly this time.

'What are you going to do, Xavier?' she goaded with a courage she didn't quite feel. 'Force yourself
on me?'

His eyes held hers for a tense pause. Carli wished she hadn't thrown the words at him, for she knew if
he took it

into his head to prove his point she would have no defence. She wanted him as much if not more than
he wanted

her and she was sure he knew it.

'You know me better than that, Carli,' he said in a voice deep and rough with desire. 'One kiss is al it
would take

and we'd both go up in flames.'

Carli felt the heat rising in her traitorous body, making her limbs weaken with need. She saw the
answering blaze

of passion in his dark gaze as it ran over her lightly, lingering on the swel of her breasts before
returning to her

flushed features.

'Want to put it to the test?' he asked, stepping closer, his chest almost brushing the pointed, aching
peaks of her

breasts.

She couldn't breathe. Her body was leaning towards him without her permission, the words of
resistance locked

somewhere in the back of her throat.

'One kiss, Carli…' His warm breath feathered the upper curve of her mouth, making her lips tingle



with the need

to feel his mouth on hers. 'Just one little kiss…'

Her eyelids came down in time with his lowering mouth, the air of her escaping sigh mingling
intimately with his

breath. She felt the stroke of his tongue and her mouth flowered open beneath the increasing pressure
of his as he

took possession. She felt the hard planes and ridges of his body against the soft pliancy of hers,
increasing her

desire for his commanding, intimate presence.

He lifted his mouth from hers and she felt the burr of his skin along the sensitive curve of her cheek as
he trailed a

hot blaze of kisses over her face, each one leaving her breathless with clawing, grasping need.

His mouth returned to hers with renewed purpose, drawing from her a response she had previously
fought with

herself not to give, but she knew now it was hopeless. She wanted his kisses, his caresses and his
possession and

there seemed no point denying it any longer. Holding him off was punishing her, not him. He could
always find

someone else but she had only ever wanted him.

Five years apart had changed nothing.

What did it matter if he felt nothing for her any more? She was carrying his child, so surely that
counted for

something?

It had to count for something.

She drew in a ragged breath as he parted her robe, the solid press of his body against hers thriling her
in

breathless anticipation. She felt his hand searching for the betrayal of her neediness, the silky slide of
his long



fingers inside her, sucking the air right out of her chest. He played her like an instrument, the music of
his caress

rising in a crescendo in her body. She felt the tightening of her inner muscles, the hectic pulse of her
blood asking,

pleading for more and more of his expert touch. She felt herself soaring and choked out a gasp of
surprise as her

body clutched at his fingers greedily, her back arching so she could extend the pleasure for as long as
she could.

She heard the rasp of his zip but hardly registered it had been her hand that had released it. She heard
the swift

inward draw of his breath as her fingers feathered over him, lingering on the already moistened tip,
the strong

surge of blood thickening him even further as she stroked and caressed him.

'You're going to have to stop that,' he gave a rough gasp, 'or in about sixty seconds you're going to get
more than

you bargained for.'

She increased her pressure subtly, knowing exactly what would send him over the edge. How many
times had she

done this in the past? She had delighted in it, relishing in the feeling of feminine power it gave her to
know she

could bring him to a quivering, shuddering release with the touch of her mouth or hands.

'You want me to stop?' she asked, deliberately slowing down the movement of her hand.

His dark eyes glittered with unrelieved tension, burning a pathway to her soul as they seared hers. '
No…' he

groaned, bracing himself.

She gave him a look from beneath her lashes and shimmied down his body until she was on her knees
before him.

'Oh, my God…'

She smiled around him, her teeth scraping him gently, teasingly, just the way he liked it. He looked



down at her

and wondered if he was dreaming. How many times had they done this in the past?

He felt himself going over the edge and there was nothing he could do to stop it. He shut his eyes and
let himself

go…

Carli got to her feet and turned away, not sure she wanted him to see how much his response had
affected her. It

seemed so ironical that she could taste him in her mouth and yet she didn't even know what he thought
about her

now. Did he stil hate her for insisting on a divorce after that final argument? He had every right to, for
she had

acted so childishly when al it would have taken to repair things was a simple 'I'm sorry'. Her pride
way back then

hadn't been too heavily into those two words and nor indeed had his. Hadn't the passage of time
changed anything

between them?

She suddenly felt cold in spite of the summer temperature, her body feeling feeble and unsupported
without the

hard presence of his against hers.

He seemed uncomfortable meeting her gaze and she watched as he moved away towards the pantry,
tossing over

He seemed uncomfortable meeting her gaze and she watched as he moved away towards the pantry,
tossing over

his shoulder with enviable casualness, 'Want some breakfast?'

She stared at him, wondering how he could possibly think of food at a time like this.

'What's wrong?' he asked, turning back to face her, his expression giving no hint of what had so
recently passed

between them.



It irritated her that he could be so unaffected while she was stil struggling to quel the aftershocks of
his touch on

her tender flesh.

'No, thanks,' she said with deliberate irony. 'I've already had something.'

He gave her a drol look as he reached for the cereal. 'Very funny.'

She stood uncertainly before him, trying to decode his mood, but he was as inscrutable as ever. She
gave herself a

mental shake and forced her mouth into speech, saying the first thing that came into her head. 'I was
just

wondering what you do on the weekends these days. Since it's Saturday I thought you might have
something in

mind.'

He tipped some cereal into a bowl before answering. 'I do.' He poured some milk over the cereal and
placed the

carton back on the bench, his gaze deliberately meeting and holding hers. 'I'm playing golf with Aidan
Dangar.'

It wasn't quite the answer she'd been expecting, nor was it particularly heartening to think of him
spending three

hours with Eliza's soon-to-be ex-husband, no doubt formulating the removal of the children from her
custody as

soon as he possibly could.

'So while he's busy chasing stupid little white bals around an overgrown lawn with you, what do you
expect his

sick wife to be doing?' she asked, unable to stop the resentful pitch of her voice in time.

'And the point of your question is?'

'He should be at home helping Eliza get better, not sucking up to you so you can help him take her to
the cleaners.'

'I take it you've been listening to her wel-worn sob story of how hard life is in the suburbs.'



She took immediate offence at his sneering tone. 'She's not wel, Xavier. She's got a hormone
imbalance.'

'She's a complete nutter, that's what she is,' he tossed back. 'Have you been to the house lately? Surely
you don't

think the way she lives is normal? I don't blame Aidan for escaping that hel hole.'

'How absolutely typical!' she snorted. 'You don't get it, do you? You men are al the same. You expect
the

women in your life to look like a supermodel and cook like a celebrity chef and yet as soon as the
relationship hits

a rough patch you're out of there with the divorce papers flapping in your wake.'

'If you remember, you were the one who insisted on a divorce, not me,' he reminded her.

'We're not discussing us, we're discussing Eliza and Aidan!' she said heatedly.

'Stay out of it, Carli,' he cautioned. 'Eliza's been running off the rails for months.'

'You're not listening to me,' she said in frustration. 'Eliza is unwel. Once she gets better hopefuly so
too wil their

relationship.'

'You're a lawyer, not a marriage counselor. Besides, shouldn't you be concentrating on what's
happening in your

own life before you take on someone else's problems?'

She felt her shoulders sag with the effort of holding her fort against him. 'I just wish you wouldn't
dismiss my

opinions as if they don't count. I hate it when you do that.'

'Sweetheart, listen to me.' He hitched up her chin with a long, tanned finger as her heart tripped over
itself at the

first endearment he'd used in five long years. His eyes held hers with mesmerising force, her
breathing becoming

shalow and erratic as he drew her closer, almost touching but not quite. She felt the magnetic pul of
his body and



had to do everything in her power to resist it.

'I'm very interested in your opinions and if I had more time right now there are a few I'd like a little
more

information on, but I promised Aidan I'd spend the morning with him. He's not handling this situation
al that wel.'

'Tel him not to go through with the divorce,' she said, puling out of his embrace.

'It's not my place to tel him how to run his life.'

'He'l destroy Eliza if he goes through with it,' she said. 'I just know he wil.'

He gave her a long, hard look that made her feel increasingly uneasy. She'd never been al that
comfortable with

his dark scrutiny and now even less so. She hardly realised she was holding her breath until he spoke,
his deep,

velvety voice forcing the banked up air in her lungs out in a rush that made her feel instantly light-
headed.

'Al right,' he said. 'I wil talk to him but on one condition and one condition only.'

She gave a smal swalow sigh, somehow knowing just where his incisive brain had led him. She'd
practicaly

handed the opportunity to him on a plate, which made her feel al the more angry, but with herself, not
him.

She forced herself to hold his glittering gaze. 'I assume you've thought of another way to blackmail me
into

resuming a physical relationship with you,' she said through tight lips.

'You don't think that what happened here a few minutes ago isn't part of having a physical
relationship?' he asked

incredulously. 'Exactly what planet have you been living on in the last five years?'

Her eyes skittered away from his. 'It was a mistake…you made me angry and when I'm angry I don't
think

straight.'



'So what you're saying is: you don't want to have sex with me ever again, right?'

She straightened her spine and met his penetrating gaze. 'That's correct.'

'Liar, liar, pants on fire,' he teased, his dark eyes glinting. 'Come on, darling. You're giving me that
look again so

don't waste your breath on words that are meaningless.'

She could feel her insides melting with his second endearment, but there was no way she was going to
openly

agree to his bribe. What would be the point? She didn't need to be blackmailed into his bed. God help
her, she

agree to his bribe. What would be the point? She didn't need to be blackmailed into his bed. God help
her, she

wanted to be there—permanently.

She schooled her features into nonchalance and, turning aside, reached for a bowl and the cereal
packet he'd left

on the bench earlier. The sound of the grains and flakes of the muesli faling into the bowl sounded as
loud as rain

on a tin roof, so heavy was the silence.

'So you've decided you're hungry after al?' he mused.

'I'm thinking of the baby.'

'Good, now we're finaly getting somewhere.' He reached for the carton of milk and held it out to her,
his eyes

holding hers. 'Want some?'

'Yes…thank you,' she said, unable to drag her eyes away.

He poured in a measure slowly, his eyes stil fastened on hers. 'Enough?'

She nodded and he put the carton aside, stil without letting her gaze go.

The silence pulsed for several heavy heartbeats.

Carli felt the flutter of her blood trying to get through to where it was supposed to go, felt too the



holowing of her

stomach as he took the cereal bowl out of her hands and took just one smal step towards her.

Xavier stared down at her uptilted face, wondering what was going on behind the screen of her
caramel gaze.

There were times when he seriously wondered if she was starting to care for him once more. She
responded to

him physicaly without restraint, but then, he reminded himself, she had done so just as readily in the
past, and, if

his reputation over the last five years was anything to go by, she was by no means alone.

The trouble between them wasn't the sex. It was good if not better than before, and certainly a whole
lot better

than what he'd had since she'd left him, but stil he felt as if something was missing.

He had loved her so deeply but their acrimonious divorce had made it turn sour and he hadn't wanted
to let his

guard slip since. But sometimes when he looked at her just like this, his eyes holding hers, he felt
something stir

deep inside him, like a gear trying to change before the clutch was pressed down properly.

He drew in a breath that seemed to snag at his chest on the way through and he stepped backwards to
put some

distance between them. He noticed her eyes immediately lost their guarded sheen, her whole body
relaxing as if

the fear of his touch had dissipated as soon as he'd stepped away.

It wasn't encouraging.

Disappointment filtered through him, making his voice sound hard and somewhat distant when he
finaly spoke. 'I

should be home around two pm. I hope you can find something meaningful to do to fil in the time.'

Her chin came up a notch as she sent him a castigating glance. 'I think I might be just about able to
cope with your



absence, but please don't hurry home on my account.'

His mouth tightened momentarily. 'Perhaps then you'l be available to have dinner with me this
evening?' He knew

His mouth tightened momentarily. 'Perhaps then you'l be available to have dinner with me this
evening?' He knew

he sounded sarcastic but was unable to correct it in time.

She lowered her gaze and reached for her abandoned cereal and tipped it into the sink before turning
back to face

him. 'I'l let you know,' she said and before he could do or say anything to stop her she left the room.

Xavier looked at the soggy mess of her uneaten breakfast lying in the sink, the dark raisins staring
back up at him

like accusing eyes.

He let out one short, sharp swear word and, turning the tap on ful, stood and waited until they
disappeared down

the drain.



CHAPTER EIGHT

CARLI spent the morning by the pool in the garden, forcing herself to relax enough to enjoy the warm
sunshine and

refreshing water. She swam back and forth, remembering the way Xavier had often joined her in the
past, his long

strokes so much more efficient than hers when they had tried to race each other.

She stopped for a breather and gave a little sigh as she trailed her fingertips in the crystal-clear water
in front of

her. So much of what had constituted their relationship had been combative and competitive. She had
fought with

him rather than discussed things evenly and rationaly, her immature temper tantrums gradualy eroding
his love

away.

The worst of it was she hadn't even realy meant it when she'd asked for a divorce. Her thoughts
drifted to that

night…She could stil hear the sound of Xavier's strong, purposeful stride as he crunched over the
broken

porcelain on the floor…

* * *

The look in his eyes should have warned her she'd pushed him to the very limits of his patience. They
were twin

deep, dark blue pools of simmering anger as his fingers bit into the flesh of her upper arms to haul her
up against

him, his mouth burning hers with the duel flames of rage and unrestrained desire.

To her shame she hadn't been able to resist him. She had kissed him back just as savagely, her own
desire leaping

out of control as it always did as soon as he touched her. She tasted blood and had no idea if it was
hers or his.



She didn't care. She wanted him to ache for her the way she ached for him. She wanted him weak and
helpless

with need the way he made her.

The hal table lamp tottered and fel to the floor as they shoved the table on their way past; their mouths
locked

together, their hands tearing at each other's clothes with no regard to their preservation.

They hadn't made love in over a week. Deep down she knew it was probably why she was feeling so
neglected

and insecure, frightened in case he didn't want her any more, but nothing in her nature would alow her
to admit it

to him. Instead she had chosen to goad him into being so angry with her, he lost control. And he was
losing

control—rapidly. His breathing was hard-pressed as he backed her up against the wal, his first rough
thrust

sending shock-waves of delight right through her. She clung to him unashamedly, her body tightening
around him,

her breath coming out in sharp little gasps as he increased his pace. The silky slide of his hardened
flesh tipped her

over into oblivion, her head spinning with the sensations flooding her system as she shook and
quivered in the tight

band of his arms.

He barely waited for her storm to be over before he came with a forceful surge, his deep, primal
groan like music

to her ears.

She opened her eyes to see him looking at her, his expression stil dark with anger.

'Satisfied now?' he asked, his breathing not quite even. 'Isn't that what tonight's little routine was al
about?'

She tried to step away but his arms had locked on to the wal either side of her head, effectively
trapping her.



'Answer me, damn you!' he growled.

'No,' she denied vehemently.

'No,' she denied vehemently.

'I don't believe you,' he said.

'I don't care.'

He gave her a flinty look. 'You know, Carli, you only have to ask the next time you want a quick—'

'I want a divorce,' she blurted to stop him from speaking the crude word out loud.

The sudden silence roared in her ears until she felt light-headed.

His eyes went almost black as he stepped back from her. She watched as he reached for his trousers,
stepping

into them with the sort of cold precision she had come to dread.

Oh, what had she done?

'Xavier…' She took a step towards him but stopped when she saw the derision in his eyes as they ran
over her

from head to foot.

She was aware of her partial nakedness and never in her whole time with him had she felt more
ashamed. His

scathing look had marked her as the trailer trash his sisters and parents had always assumed her to be.

'So you want a divorce, do you, Carli?' he asked, his tone containing just the right amount of scorn to
push her

back into her tight corner.

'That's what I said.' She lifted her chin defiantly. But I didn't mean it! she wanted to tack on, but her
injured pride wouldn't permit it.

'Then you shal have one,' he said. 'Because believe me, I wil do nothing to stop you.'

She wanted him to stop her. Why wasn't he stopping her?

She stared at him as he scooped up his wrecked shirt off the floor, his foot kicking the broken lamp



out of his way

as he made his way to the front door.

She watched in silence as he opened it, flinging one last, blistering look her way before he slammed it
on his exit.

* * *

Carli stared down at the circular motion of the water she'd disturbed with her fingers, the movement
of the tiny

circles into larger and larger ones reminding her of how her reckless words and actions had done far
more damage

than she'd ever expected. She had issued him with the divorce papers, never realy expecting him to go
through

with it. Even as the papers were returned to her signed she could hardly believe it was his signature
there, but it

had been too late to erase it.

She left the pool and after a quick shower spent the rest of the afternoon away from the house, not
wanting to give

Xavier the impression she was languishing about waiting for his return.

She went into the city and wandered around the shops for hours, stopping once or twice to purchase
an item or

two for the baby. Her fingers lingered over the tiny garments as she inspected them, wondering what
it would feel

two for the baby. Her fingers lingered over the tiny garments as she inspected them, wondering what
it would feel

like to hold her baby for the very first time.

The baby stirred in her womb as she held up a newborn-sized blue matinée jacket and she wondered
if she was

carrying a boy. But then, just as her hand reached out for a pink babygro suit the baby wriggled again
and she

couldn't help a tiny smile.



She bought both.

* * *

Xavier paced the empty lounge and glared at the telephone each round he did as if his hard look
would instantly

cause it to ring.

It didn't.

His morning with Aidan hadn't been al that enjoyable. His friend hadn't had his eye on the bal once
and had

seemed to be in a hurry to end the game and move on. Xavier couldn't help wondering where he was
rushing off

to or to whom.

He'd tried bringing up the topic of Eliza's health but Aidan had skirted away from it, preferring to
discuss the date

of the divorce instead.

'I want to get out of my marriage and fast,' Aidan said, swinging his five iron somewhat recklessly.

Xavier waited until the bal had disappeared into the rough before responding. 'Why don't you take a
back pedal

for a while and see what gives?'

'You're going soft on me, Xavier.' Aidan's look was berating. 'I couldn't believe it when you puled out
of acting

for me. I thought you were my mate.'

Xavier settled his five iron in place and took a practice swing. 'I told you why.' He took the final
swing but it

wasn't much better than Aidan's.

'Yeah, that ex-wife of yours has you under the thumb,' Aidan put in scathingly. 'What were you
thinking to get

involved with her again? She cut you up before; why go back for seconds?'



Xavier looked into the distance and found his bal lying in the bunker, his eyes squinting against the
bright sunshine.

'You know how it is,' he said, 'old habits are hard to break.'

'Interesting choice of words,' Aidan said, giving him a direct look. 'Just how pregnant is she?'

Xavier shifted his gaze back to the plight of his bal in the distance. 'You of al people should know
there are no

degrees of pregnancy. It's a yes or no answer.'

Aidan gave him a roled-eyed look. 'How many weeks?'

'We're measuring it in months now.' Xavier's glance was wry. 'Almost five, to be precise.'

Aidan let his breath out between his teeth as they walked on. 'You always were a little out of control
where she

was concerned, weren't you?'

was concerned, weren't you?'

Xavier didn't answer. His denial wasn't going to sound any more convincing than his silence, and, as
he wasn't

prepared to admit how he felt about Carli even to himself, he didn't see why he should go into
unnecessary detail

now.

'You stil feel anything for her?' Aidan asked after they'd covered another hundred metres of the
fairway.

'I thought we were here to discuss your situation, not mine?' Xavier said, looking straight ahead.

'My situation is completely different,' Aidan said. 'As far as I see it, Carli is stil the same old Carli.
Eliza, however,

is now someone else.'

Xavier frowned as he thought about his friend's statement. Was Carli the same as she'd been five or
so years ago?

Or had she changed? And if so, had it been him who had changed her?



* * *

On a last-minute impulse Carli booked in for a hair treatment in an effort to stal the act of her final
capitulation to

Xavier. She knew as soon as she went through the door of his house she was going to be his for as
long as he

wanted her. It didn't matter how hard she tried to resist him, or how fervently she issued warnings to
herself about

how she was going to get dreadfuly hurt in the end, al she could think of was how much she loved
him. He was

as necessary to her as the air she drew into her lungs to inflate them. He filed her. He completed her
in a way no

one else could. Yes, they were different in every way possible, but wasn't that what created good
chemistry? She

felt only half alive when he wasn't sparring with her, his sharp inteligence keeping her dancing on her
toes in a way

no one had ever done before or since.

Once her hair was finished she lingered over a last-minute latte in a smal, cosy café, her legs already
starting to

tingle at the thought of Xavier coming between them. She pressed them together underneath the café
table, her

cheeks growing hotter by the second as she pushed her half-finished coffee away.

Half an hour later she made her way to the front door of Xavier's house, but before she could locate
her key the

door opened and he stood there before her, his expression ful of reproach.

'What is the point of having a mobile phone if you never have it switched on?' he asked.

Carli brushed past him in the doorway and placed her carrier bags on the hal table, taking her time to
lay her keys

and purse down side by side on the polished surface.

She could see his tal figure standing just behind her in the gilt-edged mirror, his dark blue gaze fixed



on her.

'I asked you a question.'

She turned around to face him. 'Did you tel Aidan to cal off the divorce?'

He held her direct look for a moment without responding.

'I asked you a question.' She used the same curt tone he'd used earlier, folding her arms across her
chest just as

he had done.

'I did raise the topic but he seemed disinclined to talk about it. I guess he thinks it's none of my
business now I'm

'I did raise the topic but he seemed disinclined to talk about it. I guess he thinks it's none of my
business now I'm

not acting for him.'

She gave him a searching look as her arms dropped back by her sides. 'You've realy dropped the
case?'

He tilted one eyebrow ironicaly. 'Isn't that what you asked me to do?'

'Yes…'

'But you didn't think I was going to do it, did you?'

'I wasn't sure…'

'What would it take to get you to trust me?' he asked.

'I don't know…' She caught her lip, her eyes moving away from his.

'I handed the case to someone else in the firm. Aidan wasn't al that happy about it, of course.'

'What did you tel him?' she asked, fiddling with the strap of her watch to avoid his al-seeing gaze.

'Not much,' he said. 'He knew I was seeing you again so I guess he put two and two together.'

Seeing each other again…How casual that sounded, she thought sadly.

'What did you buy?' Xavier changed the subject as his glance fel upon the bags she'd placed on the hal
table



earlier.

'A few things for the baby,' she told him.

'Show me.'

She went to the first bag and held up the blue matinée jacket.

'Cute.' He smiled down at her. 'So you think it's a boy?'

She went to the second bag and, searching through the tissue paper, puled out the tiny pink babygro
suit and held

it up in front of him.

'Mmm…' He put a finger to his lips and tapped them thoughtfuly. 'So you haven't quite made up your
mind.'

She couldn't help a smal smile. Somehow whenever she thought of their baby she felt her spirits lift in
hope. She

was bonded with Xavier by the presence of their growing foetus, a bond that no human signature
could take

away.

'I'm not committing myself either way just yet,' she answered.

'What about dinner?' he asked. 'Have you made up your mind about that?'

She didn't have time to think of an excuse even if she'd wanted one. The truth was she wanted to
spend the

evening with him. She wanted to spend the rest of her life with him, but how could she tel him that
now?

'Where were you thinking of going?' she asked, hoping she sounded casual and uninterested.

'What say I surprise you?'

She made her way to the stairs, scooping up her purchases on the way past.

'Give me ten minutes?' she tossed over her shoulder.

'Five.'



'Seven.'

'Four.'

'I need more time!'

'What for?' he asked. 'You look beautiful as it is. I like your hair by the way; did you have it done?'

She wished she could have some device instaled in her system to stop her being so ridiculously
affected by his

compliments.

'Yes…'

'You've got three minutes left,' he told her, the edge of his mouth lifting again in that stomach-flipping
smile.

She turned and scooted up the stairs.

* * *

Carli was completely shocked by his choice of restaurant. The décor had changed but it was stil
recognisable as

the very first restaurant they'd gone to as a new couple when they'd first met.

She didn't know what to make of it. Was he intentionaly reminding her of what they'd shared in the
past?

She waited until they were seated to ask, 'Why are we here?'

'Why not here?' He gave her an unreadable glance as he reached for the menu.

She bent her head to her own menu, her thoughts flying off in al directions.

It had been their favourite restaurant.

He'd taken her here for their first date, they'd celebrated their first month together here, they'd
celebrated their

second…he'd asked her to marry him on the third.

She stole a glance at him over the top of her menu but he seemed to be concentrating on the long list of
foods



available. She bent her head once more, trying her best not to feel emotional…but stil…

The proprietor of the restaurant approached and greeted Xavier by name, and as his glance swung to
Carli his

eyes widened in delight.

'Carli Knightly!' he crowed. 'You are back with us.'

She wasn't sure what to say but thankfuly Xavier got in first. 'Carli goes by the name of Gresham
now.'

'Gresham?' Emilio frowned. 'Bah! I wil always think of you as Carli Knightly. Now, what can I tempt
you both

with?'

Carli knew it was pointless arguing the point and quickly rattled something off the menu to keep the
waiter off the

subject of her divorce from who was quite clearly his most preferred client.

Xavier gave his own order and once Emilio had gone turned his gaze on her.

'Relax, Carli, you look as if you're expecting al the kitchen staff to come stomping out here to berate
you for

leaving me in the first place.'

'The kitchen staff didn't have to live with you—I did.'

'You seemed to enjoy it at the time.'

She could hardly argue with that. For the most part she'd been ecstaticaly happy living with him,
sharing his life,

his bed…

'It had its compensations,' she offered with an element of grudge.

His laughter sent a shiver of reaction down her spine and she reached for her water glass to disguise
how much he

affected her.

'In spite of my snobbish family and my selfish career?' he teased.



She gave him a short glance before inspecting the bread rols set before them, choosing one carefuly to
delay her

response.

'Although I've said to the contrary, in the end my leaving you realy had very little to do with your
family,' she said,

avoiding his eyes. 'As you said once before, we were at different stages of our careers. It was never
going to

work; I can see that now.'

'You know something, Carli, if you go looking for failure that's exactly what you'l find. Our marriage
would have

worked but you didn't expect it to.'

Was it true? Had she on a subconscious level expected their relationship to fail and once it hit the
first hurdle she'd

left before any further damage could be done? Had she asked for a divorce because deep down she
had been

dreading him asking the same and she couldn't alow him to get in first?

'You seemed intent on arguing at every point over every single detail,' he continued. 'The honeymoon
wasn't even

over when you told me flatly you weren't having children. Can you imagine how that made me feel?'

'Maybe you should have asked me before you married me,' she said. 'Or perhaps you could have run a
check-list

by me to see if I was up to the task of being a suitable wife. You know, whether I wanted to give up
work, how

many children I wanted, that sort of thing. You could have saved yourself a whole lot of bother and
moved on to

the next woman who actualy wanted to be a doormat for the rest of her life.'

the next woman who actualy wanted to be a doormat for the rest of her life.'

He let out a sigh of impatience. 'When have I ever treated you as such? For God's sake, Carli, if you
stay with me



you'l have household help for as long as you want it. You wil be one of the few women who actualy
can have it

al—the husband, the kids and the high-powered career.'

The bread rol in her grasp dropped back on her plate as her eyes went back to his.

'Husband?' she asked, frowning at him in confusion. 'But I thought you said—'

'I was speaking figuratively,' he said, shifting his gaze to the left of hers.

She hunted his face for a clue to what he was feeling but al she could see was rigidity in the set of his
jaw. There

was no sign of love reflected in his dark blue gaze as it clashed with hers on the way past.

He didn't want to marry her because deep down he knew the attraction they stil had for each other
wasn't

permanent. He wanted access to his child but wasn't prepared to go to the lengths of formal
commitment any

more.

The irony of it was almost painful, she thought. Here she was, the ardent, career-driven feminist,
wishing he would

go down on bended knee and tel her he couldn't live without her.

He could easily live without her.

He had done so for five long years.

He'd quickly replaced her with an array of new lovers, each one moving aside for the next, unlike her,
who, no

matter how hard she tried, just couldn't let go…

'Can't you see I'm prepared to do whatever it takes to make this work?' he asked after a stiff silence.

'What a pity you didn't get it right the first time around.'

His jaw tightened as he fielded her scornful glance. 'Wel, you know what they say about practising to
get things

perfect.'



'I'd hardly describe our relationship as anywhere near perfect,' she tossed back.

'There are times when it comes pretty damn close,' he said. 'Think of how good we are together. You
melt in my

arms every time.'

'So, you're a good lover, but then no doubt your extensive practice over the past five years has paid
off. Lucky

me,' she drawled, reaching for her glass.

'It annoys you I've had other lovers?'

She gave her head an indifferent toss. 'Why should I care what you've been doing?'

'Why indeed?' he mused.

She fought against the urge to squirm in her seat, so agitated was she by the turn of conversation. She
had to

She fought against the urge to squirm in her seat, so agitated was she by the turn of conversation. She
had to

remind herself she'd been the one to leave him. Their relationship had been wel and truly over. She
had nailed the

last nail into the coffin that contained their marriage. She had absolutely no right to feel jealous of al
the women

who had stepped up to take her place.

No right at al.

She met his eyes across the table, her hands tightening into two smal knots on her lap. 'Was there…
anyone during

the last few months?'

'You mean since the night of the lift?'

'Yes…' She disguised a smal swalow. 'I know it's probably none of my business but…' She lowered
her gaze,

unable to hold his studied look any longer.



'I could ask the same of you, of course,' he said after another pause.

'Believe me, you don't need to.' Her tone was rueful. 'I think after that night I more or less learned my
lesson about

one-night stands.'

'The answer is no,' he said, bringing her eyes back to his in surprise.

'No?' She swalowed again. 'Not even one?'

He shook his head.

'But…but why not?' she asked.

'I had other things on my mind.'

Emilio appeared with their food and the opportunity to question him further passed.

Carli stared at the contents of her plate as if she couldn't quite work out how they had got there. Since
when had

she ever eaten venison?

'Is something wrong with your meal?' Xavier asked once Emilio had left.

'No…' She picked up her knife and fork, trying not to grimace at the rich meal in front of her.
'Everything's fine…'

Xavier watched her struggle through the first three mouthfuls before laying his own cutlery down and,
reaching

across, quickly changed their plates over.

'What are you doing?' she asked.

'I'm saving you from the embarrassment of confronting Emilio with an untouched meal stil sitting on
your plate.'

She looked down at the succulent chicken breast stuffed with spinach and feta cheese he'd put in front
of her and

decided against defending her choice with her usual fervour.

'I think I must have misread the menu,' she said instead.



'Either that or your mind was on other things,' he offered, lifting a forkful of what had previously been
her meal to

'Either that or your mind was on other things,' he offered, lifting a forkful of what had previously been
her meal to

his mouth.

Carli attended to the food before her, wondering what sort of things had been on his mind in the last
few months

since they'd run into each other at the conference.

Had he even thought about her?

Probably not, she told herself sternly, he'd promised after that one drink she'd never see him again.
Even though

that one drink had led to…Wel, it was stil no reason to think he had even once considered contacting
her again.

The baby shifted inside her, the flutter of tiny limbs staling her in the process of relaying a forkful of
food to her

mouth.

'What's wrong?' Xavier sent her a concerned look.

She smiled softly as the growing infant gave another reminder of its presence.

'Your baby is evidently finding its current accommodation a little cramped,' she said.

His expression softened and her stomach did another somersault, which this time had nothing
whatsoever to do

with the child in her womb.

'You'd better tel him it's going to get a whole lot more crowded in there in the next four months,' he
smiled.

'So you think it's a boy now, do you? What happened to the little girl with curly chestnut hair and a
fiery temper?'

she asked.

He gave her a teasing smile. 'I've already got one of those—you. Besides, Knightlys always have sons



first. It's a

genetic tradition.'

Her expression told him exactly what she thought of his genetic traditions and he laughed. 'You know,
I think you

think it's a boy too, but you won't alow yourself to agree with me on anything on principle.'

'I don't have to agree with you if I don't want to.'

'No, of course you don't, but I have a gut feeling on this.'

'Does your gut feeling stretch to possible names?' She picked up her fork once more and resumed
eating.

'I've been thinking about it over the last few weeks,' he said. 'We should buy one of those baby-name
books and

go over it together.'

Carli suppressed a tiny sigh. Anyone listening in could easily think they were a happily connected
couple excitedly

awaiting the birth of their first child. If it hadn't been for their accidental pregnancy she would quite
probably be

sitting alone right now in her flat, watching something inane on the television as she had done for the
past five

years, while he would have been out with his latest lover.

'Were you going to keep your promise?' she asked into the silence that had falen once their plates
were cleared

from the table.

He pressed his napkin to the corner of his mouth before responding. 'Which promise was that?'

'The one about never seeing me again.'

He gave a slight frown as he rearranged his napkin across his lap, but when his gaze meshed with
hers his

expression was mask-like once more.



'I'm known to be a man of my word, or have you forgotten?'

It wasn't quite the answer she'd been searching for.

'I'm not sure I know you al that wel any more,' she said, a smal frown taking up residence between her
brows.

'In fact, I often wonder if I knew you properly in the first place.'

'You could be right.' He gave her another one of his quick, unreadable glances. 'I've never been
particularly

comfortable with revealing al my cards. I guess you could say that was one lesson my nanny taught me
wel.'

'What was she like?' Carli asked softly, almost tentatively.

He gave one of his indifferent shrugs. 'You're familiar with the type; in fact when I first met your
elderly neighbour I

thought it was Nanny Tipple al over again.'

'Was that her real name?'

He gave her a twisted smile. 'No, her real name was Tipper but I renamed her after I began measuring
the gin and

sherry bottles in the drinks cabinet every day. She was steadily drinking her way through my parents'
supply of

aperitifs, not that they noticed, of course.'

Carli was wel aware of the significance of his wry revelation. On the few occasions he'd mentioned
his childhood,

she hadn't picked up on any dissatisfaction with how things had been conducted in the Knightly
household.

Had she missed something at the time?

Had she been even listening to him?

Truly listening?

'Did you tel your parents about what she was doing?' she asked.



'I made one or two attempts.'

'They didn't believe you?'

'They didn't want to have to go through the inconvenience of replacing her.' He leaned back in his
chair with the

lazy sort of grace she knew she would always associate with him and only him. 'My mother's words
were, and I

quote, "I can't go through the tedious interview process again! What harm is she doing? What's a drink
now and

again anyway? God, if I had to mind them al the time I'd be hitting the bottle myself!'"

There was no mistaking the bitterness in his tone. Carli felt a wave of empathy rush through her at the
thought of

him as a young child trying to deal with the dysfunctional adults in his life, taking on responsibilities
no child should

have to face.

'What eventualy happened?' she asked.

'One afternoon during the school holidays Imogen, my youngest sister, nearly drowned in the back-
yard swimming

pool.'

'Oh, my God!' Carli's face paled with shock.

'Lucky for her I was there and dragged her out.'

'You saved her life?'

He gave another could-mean-anything shrug. 'She was stil breathing…but only just.'

'You should have told me…'

'Why?'

'I don't know…I just think one's wife should know of the most significant things in one's past.'

'But you're not my wife.'



Her eyes went back to his. 'No…but I was before.'

'There are things you should have told me as wel, so we're more or less quits, don't you think?'

She stared at the starched whiteness of the tablecloth for a moment or two.

'You saved a life—your sister's. My mother died a lonely death while I was on school camp. It was
probably my

absence that kiled her.'

He leant forward in his chair, almost knocking over his glass as he did so. He righted it with one hand
as the other

reached for one of hers, his strong fingers interlacing with her trembling ones. 'No, you mustn't think
that.'

She looked down at their joined hands and sighed. 'Don't you ever wish you could rol back time?' She
lifted her

eyes to his and was surprised at how deep and dark his gaze had become. 'If I could just go back and
tel her

how much I loved her maybe she wouldn't have done what she did.'

'You shouldn't be blaming yourself,' he said huskily. 'Not after al this time.'

'If Imogen had died, wouldn't you have done the same?'

His fingers around hers tightened momentarily. 'I think I'm going to have to be very careful around you
in future.'

His mouth bent into a rueful smile. 'You're starting to get to know me too wel.'

She smiled back at him, somehow feeling closer to him than she'd ever felt before, even during the
time they were

married.

'Do you think we'l be good parents?'

'The best,' he said with a confidence she privately envied. 'We're aware of al the mistakes, so
hopefuly we won't

make them.'



A shadow of doubt passed over her face as she looked down at their joined hands once more.

'It would be so much better if things were…more normal between us.'

'Hey.' He reached over the table and lifted her chin so her eyes had to meet his. 'What we have is
normal, don't

ever forget that. We're attracted to each other in spite of the past. I want you and you want me—what
more could

we ask? Didn't the little kitchen routine demonstrate that?'

She gave him what she hoped was a convincing smile.

What she wanted was out of reach and the irony was she had been the one to push it even further
away. The only

thing connecting them now was their desire for each other and the baby that had been conceived out of
that need.

'Do you want dessert?' she asked, picking up the menu Emilio had discreetly placed at her elbow,
perusing its

contents with pretended avid intent.

Xavier frowned as he bent his head to the menu card in his hand. What he wanted wasn't printed on
the menu; it

was sitting right in front of him.

'I think I'l give it a miss.' He placed the menu to one side.

'What about Emilio?' she asked. 'Aren't you concerned about offending him?'

'I think he'l understand the direction my appetite has taken.'

Carli's menu fluttered to the table from her suddenly nerveless fingers as her eyes met his across the
short distance

of their table.

'You want to go home?' she asked in a breathless whisper.

'You bet I do,' he said and his chair scraped back as he got to his feet, his hand reaching across the
table to link



once more with hers.



CHAPTER NINE

CARLI sat beside him in the car on the journey home, her senses already spinning out of control by
the gleam of

rampant desire she'd seen reflected in his eyes as they left the restaurant.

Although the trip back to Mosman was no great distance from Paddington, and the traffic on the
Harbour Bridge

more or less moving freely, she stil felt as if they were crossing the entire continent.

She was intensely aware of him beside her, his long-fingered hands on the steering wheel, his
midnight-blue gaze

fixed on the road ahead. She could see the bunching of muscles in his left thigh as he shifted the gears
and had to

fight with herself not to reach out and run her fingers along the hard length of his leg.

She tightened her hands in her lap and stared fixedly ahead, wondering if he could sense her
anticipation. She

knew he was going to make love to her, knew it with every pulsing nerve in her body. She could even
feel her

body prepare itself intimately and squeezed her thighs together, her heart doing a funny little skip in
her chest as

she thought about how he would soon reach for her.

The sensor lights came on as they drove into the driveway and she forced her breathing under some
semblance of

control. She watched as Xavier came around the front of the car to open her door, an action she had in
the past

berated him for, claiming herself perfectly able to open a door for herself.

Where were al her ideals now?

The door opened under his hand and she eased herself out with as much grace as she could,
considering the

jelylike state of her legs.



The garage was spacious but because she'd parked her car crookedly earlier she found herself far too
close to his

body as she straightened.

He leaned past her to close her door, bringing his chest into contact with hers in a brief but burning
brush of flesh

on flesh.

His eyes met hers in the dim lighting.

She felt her indrawn breath stal somewhere in her throat as he leaned her back against the car, the
cold metal at

her back in sharp contrast to his body's warmth at her front from chest to thigh.

His mouth came down and claimed hers in a kiss that spoke of his urgent need, the same urgent need
his lower

body was making more than clear where it probed against her.

She felt the unfolding of his tongue against hers, the slight grazing movement stirring her into a frenzy
of passionate

yearning for more of his touch. Her flesh was tingling where his hardness imprinted her softness, the
swel of their

child between them only intensifying the need to get even closer.

His mouth became even hungrier and demanding upon hers, his hands moving from where he'd been
leaning them

against the car to slide up her arms and then to where her breasts lay aching for his possession.

The thin fabric of her dress was shifted aside to give him access to the pointed bud of her nipple, his
warm tongue

moving over its engorged peak in a caress of such intoxicating pleasure a whimpering cry burst from
her lips

before she could control it.

before she could control it.

He moved to her other breast, the sweep of his tongue sending her senses into a tailspin, her brain



emptying of

everything but the need for him to possess her totaly.

Her hands went to his belt but he staled the movements of her frantic fingers with one large hand.

'No.' His breathing was ragged. 'Not here. Let's go upstairs.'

She wanted him now, right here and now before he changed his mind.

She unpeeled his fingers from over hers and attacked his buckle once more, this time succeeding. She
heard his

sharply indrawn breath as her fingers slid beneath the straining fabric of his under-shorts, a little
smile playing about

her mouth when his fulness was released into her hand.

'You're one determined woman, do you know that?' he growled down at her playfuly.

'You'd better believe it.' She moved her hand in slow motion, glorying in the tortured pleasure playing
out on his

features as he fought with himself to keep control.

He sucked in another breath and, pushing her hand away, leaned her back against the car, his hand
searching for

the hem of her dress.

She felt the brush of his hand along her thigh as he slid her panties away, and her breathing hastened
almost

painfuly as his hands gripped her hips to position her for his entry.

The smooth, hard glide of his body within hers sent al the breath out of her lungs in a harsh sigh of
relief. This was

where she wanted him!

She could tel he was trying to restrain himself but she wouldn't let him drop his pace, clutching at
him, her fingers

digging into the tautness of his buttocks to bring him even deeper into her silky warmth.

She heard him mutter a short, sharp swear word before he finaly caved in with a great surging



movement that

arched her back hard against the car. His deep thrusts brought her closer and closer to the highest
point of

pleasure, al of her sensitive nerves tightening in preparation for the final fling into paradise. She
sensed his own

need for release gathering behind his stronghold like flood waters behind a sandbank; within a few
seconds al

would be released in a great wash of feeling, sweeping both of them away on its raging tide.

She felt the first ripple and gasped as the second came hard on its heels, plunging her over the edge of
reason into

the swirling vortex of rapture, the aftershocks of her pleasure causing him to finaly lose control.

She felt the exultation of his release both inside and out, her flesh shivering in vicarious delight at the
sound of his

deep, agonised groans as he sank against her in ecstasy.

She didn't want to move.

She wanted to hold him within her, to feel his warmth, the stickiness of his life force anointing her
like a sacred

balm.

Words of love hovered on her tongue, but before she could even rehearse them mentaly he stepped
away from

her, his action releasing her bunched-up dress, its soft folds skimming over her stil sensitive skin as
the fabric fel in

her, his action releasing her bunched-up dress, its soft folds skimming over her stil sensitive skin as
the fabric fel in

a silky silence around her knees.

He readjusted his clothing with the sort of casual ease she envied, particularly as her panties were
stil on the floor

at her feet.



As if he had read her mind he bent and scooped them up and handed them to her. 'Yours, I believe?'

She took them and scrunched them into a bal in her hand, her eyes skittering away from his, for once
unable to

think of a single thing to say.

She felt rather than saw him smile.

'Don't look so ashamed, Carli; you were supposed to enjoy yourself.'

A flash of resentment lit her gaze as it colided with his. How like him to cheapen what they'd shared
as if it meant

nothing to him.

'I hope you, too, were suitably entertained?' she returned.

'Everything about you entertains me, Carli,' he said, 'absolutely everything.'

'Glad to be of service.' She made to brush past but he stuck out an arm like a crossing barrier,
blocking her exit.

'Whoa there, sweetheart.' He turned her back to face him. 'What's going on?'

'Nothing.' She tried to release herself but his hold remained firm.

'You're shutting me out again.'

' I'm shutting you out?' She gave him a heated glare. 'Haven't you got that around the wrong way?
You're the one

who trivialises it every time we…we…'

'Make love,' he filed in for her, letting go of her arm.

'Have sex. We have sex, Xavier.' She dusted off her arm as if he'd contaminated it. 'We do not make
love.'

'Sex, then; I'm not al that particular over the terms.'

'And I suppose you're not al that particular over your partners either,' she shot back.

'I don't know about that, and as for trivialising what we share that's only because even after al this
time I stil don't



know what the hel to do about you.'

She opened and closed her mouth on the stinging retort she'd prepared, his wry confession throwing
her off

course.

'The truth is, Carli,' he continued heavily, 'I don't think I can handle this…arrangement we have too
much longer.'

Carli felt her stomach rol over in panic.

He wanted out.

He wanted out.

In spite of the baby she carried he wanted to get out of her life—for good.

No wonder he hadn't insisted on their remarrying.

'If you remember, I never wanted this "arrangement" in the first place,' she said, carefuly avoiding his
eyes.

'I know and that's what eats at me the most. I forced you back into my life in more ways than one, and
now I have

to live with the consequences.'

She stole a look at his expression but had to accede he was too damn good at keeping his cards close
to his

chest. No wonder he'd built the reputation he had legaly. No one, but no one, could read him.

'Maybe we need some time out,' she said with the sort of emotional detachment she'd heard him use
countless

times. 'I could stay with Eliza; help her get on her feet for a couple of days.'

He frowned and opened his mouth to tel her no, but she'd already moved beyond his reach, her
staccato

footsteps as she made her way towards the house echoing through the stil air of the summer evening.

He turned and snapped off the garage light with a savage movement of his hand, the sudden darkness
reminding



him of the last five years without the love of his life.

He heard the front door open as she entered the house but stil he didn't move.

He stared at his car parked far too close to hers and sighed, the rush of air almost painful as it passed
through his

chest.

He stil loved her.

There, he'd said it. Admitted it to himself at last.

When had he not loved her? Who had he been kidding? Hadn't the past five years taught him anything?

Without her he was only half alive. Going to the conference had taught him that. As soon as he'd seen
her he'd

gone into overdrive emotionaly, his only choice at the time to shut down in case he inadvertently
revealed his

feelings. The only trouble was his feelings had found another outlet. He'd virtualy poured himself into
her, making

her pregnant in the process.

Maybe he'd done it subconsciously, his body deciding it was time to lay down his genes with the
partner of his

choice in an action described by scientists as purely instinctive.

The only trouble was his instincts told him she was unhappy. She hadn't wanted children in the first
place. How

could she possibly be happy now, carrying his child?

She'd left him five years ago, insisting on an immediate divorce. She'd walked away from him and
never looked

back, except perhaps in anger.

Yes, he'd been selfish career-wise but that too had been more or less instinctive, not that it was any
sort of

excuse, but the patterns of his family had been set down just as immutably as hers, although it was a
great pity it



had taken him this long to see it. Running the family law firm had been bred into his blood and, like
his father and

had taken him this long to see it. Running the family law firm had been bred into his blood and, like
his father and

grandfather before him, he thrived on the pressure. Carli had got caught in the crossfire of his push for
a place in

the legal world but he hadn't realised it until it was too late.

He turned to look at the house, the lights inside like golden eyes looking back over the past.

He stil remembered the sound of her happy laughter as he'd carried her over the threshold that first
time, and the

way her arms had linked around his neck as if she was never going to let go.

Her caramel-brown eyes had shone with love for him then, but within a year instead of love he'd
begun to see

them flash with anger instead. The arms that had held him close had begun to push him away, the
words of her

affection had turned to vitriolic exchanges, most of which he'd managed to sort out in bed, but
towards the end

even that hadn't worked.

He stil found it painful to recal that last argument. Anger wasn't an emotion he'd seen demonstrated al
that often

during his childhood. His mother's occasional stiff silences and his father's cold, disapproving moods
had been the

only clues to the Knightly family boat rocking slightly as it steered a steady course towards greater
and greater

prosperity. He realy hadn't had any idea of how to deal with flung vases, irrespective of their market
value. Carli's

outbursts had been disquieting to say the least.

They stil were.

He could hardly blame her for being angry now. He'd railroaded her into his life with his usual



heavy-handedness,

not stopping to think of what she wanted or needed. She needed independence but how was he helping
her by

tying her to him in such a way? He had to show her he wanted what was best for her…even if it was
the very

worst for him…

* * *

She was packing her things with the sort of quiet determination that unsettled him even more than her
fiery temper.

'Can I do anything to help?' he asked, leaning against the door jamb in what he hoped was a casual
and unaffected

pose.

She folded a garment roughly and stuffed it into the bag on the bed. 'No, I've just about got it covered.'
She

snapped the bag shut and turned to face him. 'I'm only taking the bare essentials tonight.'

He picked up the bag from the bed. 'How long wil you stay with Eliza?'

She gave a noncommittal shrug as she slung her handbag over her shoulder. 'I'm not sure…a day or
two…maybe

a week. I'l see how it goes.' She scooped up some cosmetics off the dresser and stuffed them into a
carrier bag.

'Carli…'

She sidestepped him to retrieve a bangle she'd left hanging on one of the dressing-table drawer knobs
and shoved

it over her hand.

'Let's not go over the gory details of our relationship just now, Xavier,' she tossed at him without
looking at him

directly. 'I just couldn't bear it. I need some breathing space—we both do. Besides, Eliza and the kids
could do



with some company right now.'

with some company right now.'

He wanted to say he needed her company, needed it more than anything, but something told him her
mood was

not particularly receptive at present. Her body language was screaming at him to keep back, and her
eyes in

particular were deliberately avoiding his.

'As you wish,' he said stiffly and reached to hold the bedroom door for her to pass through, his dark
eyes

folowing her movements as she brushed past.

He carried her bag downstairs and, after placing it in the car, watched as she slipped behind the
wheel, flicking

him a quick glance from beneath her curtain of hair as she gunned the engine.

'I'l cal you,' she said, tucking a chestnut lock behind one ear.

He stepped away from the car, thrusting both hands in his pockets to stop them from reaching in and
snatching the

keys out of the ignition.

'You know where to find me.' He stripped his tone of al emotion.

She didn't answer other than to reverse out of his garage, which seemed to him to be an answer in
itself.

Her car hit the kerb with an ignominious bump and rattled off down the street as he stood like one of
his priceless

marble statues, his frozen gaze folowing her departure.

* * *

Carli could barely see for tears. She didn't stop to brush them away from her eyes until she was wel
clear of the

house. She didn't want Xavier to think she was cut up about leaving him for a few days; her battered
pride would



just not alow it.

She turned the corner and a huge sob escaped closely folowed by another. She alowed herself half the
journey to

Eliza's house to cry, but at the halfway point she dragged herself together with a mammoth effort and
by the time

she puled into her friend's driveway her eyes, though red, were now dry.

'What the hel are you doing here at this time of night?' Eliza asked as she opened the door to see Carli
standing

on the doorstep, bag in hand.

'I thought you might need some company.'

'Has Xavier kicked you out?'

'No…I just felt we needed some breathing space for a few days.'

Eliza took her bag and kicked the door shut with her foot as she ushered her in. 'Wel, I won't tel you I
told you

so.'

'Thanks, I'd realy appreciate it.'

'You look exhausted,' Eliza said. 'Do you want to talk about it?'

Carli gave her a watery smile. 'I'd like to go to bed; do you mind?'

Carli gave her a watery smile. 'I'd like to go to bed; do you mind?'

'Of course I don't mind,' Eliza said. 'But just answer this: does this mean you're thinking about re-
subscribing to

the al-men-are-a-complete-waste-of-time club?'

'No…not exactly.'

'Did you have some sort of showdown with Xavier?'

'No…not realy.'

'Then why did you leave his house?'



Carli sank to the nearest chair with a deep sigh. 'I haven't realy left. I'm just having some time out.'

'Was he getting too hot to handle?' Eliza guessed with the sort of astuteness only a long-term friend
could have.

'A bit…' Carli's gaze slipped away from the close scrutiny of her friend.

Eliza gave her a long and thoughtful look.

'Have you told him how you feel about him?'

Carli shook her head. 'What would be the point? He'd feel even more pressured into a relationship;
the pregnancy

has been bad enough.'

'You do want this baby, don't you?'

Carli swung her gaze back to her friend's questioning one. 'Of course I do!'

'You've realy changed your tack, haven't you, my girl? Where's Ms Career-Comes-First-No-Kids-No-
Ties

etcetera?'

Carli's shoulders slumped. 'She's long gone; in fact, I wonder if she realy existed in the first place.'
She examined

her hands in her lap and continued, 'To tel you the truth, I can't bear the thought of going back to work
next

week.'

'Hasn't anyone ever told you that milions of people feel like that every single Monday morning?'

'Yes, I suppose you're right.' She gave another sad little sigh. 'I guess I never thought I'd ever crave
being a wife

and mother more than having a career.'

'I take it Xavier hasn't offered a rerun?'

'He did the day I told him I was pregnant but…' Her words trailed away as she thought back to that
day. He had

practicaly begged her to remarry him but she had thrown his offer back in his face. The next time the



subject had

come up he had changed his mind completely, teling her he had no intention of remarrying her. Had he
changed

his mind or had she changed it for him?

'But?' Eliza prodded.

Carli met her friend's probing gaze. 'He had second thoughts and retracted the offer.'

Carli met her friend's probing gaze. 'He had second thoughts and retracted the offer.'

'I guess he isn't game to remarry you considering how it ended the last time,' Eliza commented wryly.

Carli gave an inward grimace at her friend's reminder of the bitterness of the past. She'd certainly
stormed out of

his life with al her feminist guns blazing.

'If he realy wanted me in his life permanently, surely he would have said so by now?' she said after a
pause.

'Men are strange creatures, Carli. What they say and what they actualy mean can be two totaly
different things.

Who knows what he's thinking? I haven't worked out my own husband's head, let alone that of yours.'

'Have you seen Aidan lately?' Carli snatched at the subject change with relief.

'I saw him yesterday.'

'And?'

'I told him I was unwel and now on medication for my condition.'

'What was his reaction?'

'I think he's of the wait-and-see mind set.' Her mouth twisted ruefuly. 'I was quite a shrew to him for
months so I

can hardly blame him. But at least he didn't mention the word divorce while he was here.'

'Are you feeling any better yet?'

'It takes ages for the medication to kick in but to tel you the truth as soon as the doctor told me what



was wrong I

felt better. For months I thought I was losing my mind. At least now I know I'm going to get better
even if it takes

a while to get things on an even keel.'

'At least you've got a valid excuse for being a pain in the neck,' Carli said dispiritedly. 'I wish I had
one.'

'I don't know, pregnancy is kind of a hormonal shake-up too, you know.'

'That might explain the last few weeks but it doesn't excuse what happened five years ago.'

'If you had your time over again, what would you change?' Eliza asked.

'I don't know…maybe I would have explained about my background.'

'You always were very secretive about that,' Eliza observed. 'What actualy happened?'

Carli told her and when she'd finished was surprised at how much more relaxed she felt. It was as if a
load had

been taken off her back, a huge load she'd been trying to keep hidden even as it bent her double with
the effort.

'You should have told me,' Eliza said.

'That's exactly what Xavier said.'

'Yeah, wel, he of al people had a right to know. Jeepers, Carli, you were married to him, for God's
sake. If you

didn't trust him enough with your deepest fears, why did you marry him in the first place?'

didn't trust him enough with your deepest fears, why did you marry him in the first place?'

Carli compressed her lips as she thought about how to answer. She had loved him both wildly and
desperately.

She'd given him her body and her heart but not her trust. She'd kept that part of herself separate,
unwiling to

alow another person to let her down as both of her parents had done each in their different ways.

'I guess you're right,' she said at last. 'I didn't give our marriage a chance right from the outset. Now of



course it's

too late, much too late.'

'It's only too late when someone dies,' Eliza said. 'Then it's truly over.'

'So you haven't completely given up hope on your relationship with Aidan?' Carli asked, looking at
her intently.

Eliza gave a little shrug which spoke volumes. 'I hate using clichés but I think time is a great healer.
Even a few

days can make al the difference, let alone months or even years. I can't expect Aidan to walk back into
my life as

if nothing had happened but I can at least try to make up for the damage I've caused to our
relationship,

unintentional as it was.' She got to her feet and held out a hand to her. 'Come on, you've gone bug-eyed
on me

just like Amelia does when she's been up too long. What you need is a good night's sleep and, to use
yet another

cliché, things wil look much brighter in the morning.'

Carli hoped she was right, but even as she lay watching the dawn sky being written on by the far-
reaching golden

fingers of the rising sun the next morning, she stil felt as if her world was turning a gloomy grey…



CHAPTER TEN

CARLI heard the sound of Brody crying and finaly gave up on the notion of sleeping in to make up for
her restless

night. She padded through to the nursery and reached for him with a soft smile.

'You make an awful lot of noise for such a little person, do you know that, Brody?'

Brody smiled and tugged at her loose hair, his tiny legs wrapping around her with such snuggly
warmth that a deep

wave of maternal longing passed through her at the thought of her own child reaching for her in the not
too distant

future.

She turned to find the silent Amelia standing in the doorway, watching her steadily.

'Hi there, Princess Amelia.' Carli moved towards the door. 'Want to help me find a bottle and formula
for your

baby brother? I thought we should let Mummy sleep in for a while.'

Amelia led the way out to the kitchen without saying a word, even the steps she took so deliberately
silent that

Carli wondered yet again what was going on in that little blonde head.

Within a few minutes Brody was happily sucking on his bottle while Amelia pushed a few spoonfuls
of cereal to

her mouth, her big blue eyes so serious it pained Carli to look into their solemn depths.

'My daddy doesn't live here any more,' Amelia announced into the silence.

Carli wasn't sure how to manage such a blunt statement from one so young. 'I…I see.'

'He doesn't love us any more.'

'Darling, I'm sure he stil loves you…he's just…' Her reply trailed off at the cynicism in the blue-eyed
stare coming

her way.

'Do you think it's my fault?' the little girl asked.



'Of course it's not your fault!' Carli placed Brody in his high chair and came to squat down beside
Amelia's chair,

taking her hand in hers and stroking it affectionately and, she hoped, reassuringly. 'Mummy and Daddy
need some

time to sort things out, that's al. It's nothing to do with you or even Brody. You must always remember
that.'

'Is Mummy going to die?' The china-blue eyes shone with brimming tears.

'No, darling girl, she's not going to die. She's taking some special tablets to make her wel but it's
going to take

some time for them to work. She'l be as good as new soon.'

'Wil Daddy come back then?'

Carli swalowed. 'I don't know…Why don't we just wait and see?'

Amelia released herself from Carli's embrace and jumped down off her chair. 'Can I watch TV now?'

Carli straightened and smiled. 'Of course you can, but only if Brody and I can join you.'

The little mouth stretched into a semblance of a smile. 'I'd like that. Mummy never has time to watch it
with me.

The little mouth stretched into a semblance of a smile. 'I'd like that. Mummy never has time to watch it
with me.

Do you like The Wiggles? '

'I just love The Wiggles, ' Carli said and, scooping up the baby from his chair, folowed the little girl
to the lounge

room, her own spirits lifting in response to Amelia's.

An hour or so later Eliza found the three of them cuddled up on the sofa, her daughter's delighted
giggles having

woken her.

'Sorry to leave you to babysit.' She gave her tousled hair a rough comb with her fingers. 'I slept so
deeply last

night. I didn't even wake once.'



'Good for you,' Carli said. 'It's exactly what you needed. Can I get you some breakfast?'

'Hey, you're the house guest not the housekeeper.' Eliza gave a mock-frown as she took the baby from
her lap.

'I'm enjoying myself.' Carli got to her feet. 'Wil you excuse me, Amelia?' she addressed the little girl.
'I'm going to

have a cup of coffee with Mummy in the kitchen; cal me if you need anything.'

'OK,' Amelia smiled and turned back to the television.

Eliza gave Carli a grateful look as they made their way to the kitchen. 'I haven't seen her smile in
weeks,' she said.

'What did you do?'

'Nothing.' Carli reached for the kettle and filed it before continuing, 'She just needed a little
reassuring, that's al.'

Eliza placed Brody back in his high chair and gave him a toy to play with, stopping to ruffle his
golden curls.

'I know she misses Aidan,' she said, stil with her back to Carli. 'But I can hardly bribe him to come
back by using

the children, can I?'

'No…I guess not,' Carli answered as she reached for two cups. She spooned instant coffee into both
and turned

to look at her friend. 'What you need is some time with him one on one to talk about things.'

'I can't remember the last time we had time together without one or both of the kids there,' Eliza said
sadly, turning

around to face her. 'But he'l never agree to go out with me now.'

'Then we won't tel him it's you he's going out with.' Carli's eyes twinkled with mischief.

'What do you mean?'

'Watch and learn,' she said, reaching for the telephone. 'What's his mobile number?'

Eliza rattled it off automaticaly.



'Aidan?' Carli sent Eliza a quick encouraging glance as he picked up. 'This is Carli—er—Gresham
here.'

There was a tiny pause before Aidan responded, 'Long time no hear, Carli.'

'Yes…' She pressed her lips together momentarily. 'I…I was wondering if I could talk to you about
something…'

'Look, I've got enough problems of my own without getting involved with what's going on between
you and

'Look, I've got enough problems of my own without getting involved with what's going on between
you and

Xavier,' he said before she could explain. 'What is going on, by the way? I hear you're having his
baby. Is it true?'

'Yes…it's true.'

'I hope things work out for you, Carli, I realy do, but have you any idea of what you're letting yourself
in for?'

'I think so.'

'You'd better because kids change everything and before you know it you're looking at a perfect
stranger across

the breakfast table, wondering what you ever had in common with them in the first place.'

'Actualy, that was what I wanted to talk to you about,' she said. 'I was wondering if you would be free
for dinner

tonight.'

'Dinner?'

'You have to eat, don't you?' she said, winking at the hovering Eliza.

'Yes, but I don't think Xavier would—'

'Let's not bring Xavier into this. Are you free tonight or not?'

'Where were you thinking of going?' he asked after another smal pause.

She named a wel-known restaurant on the waterfront in The Rocks and crossed her fingers at Eliza as
she waited



for his response.

'Al right,' Aidan said at last. 'I'l meet you at seven. In the bar.'

'Great; thanks, Aidan, I realy appreciate it.'

She put the phone down after a short exchange of desultory pleasantries and gave Eliza a victory sign
in the air.

'You, my girl, are going on a date.'

'I've got nothing to wear!' Eliza's hands flew to each side of her face.

'So? We'l go shopping and get something.'

Eliza's thin shoulders slumped. 'But what about my hair?'

'That's what hairdressers are for. Now, stop looking for excuses and drink your coffee because we've
got a big

day ahead of us.'

* * *

Carli stood back and looked at her friend just after six pm that evening and smiled with satisfaction.
'You look

fantastic, Eliza. Like a milion dolars in fact.'

Eliza grunted as she ran her hands down the calf-length carmine creation that skimmed her too slim
build. 'You

mean we just spent a milion dolars.' She put a hand to her hair uncertainly. 'You don't think it's a
little…you

know…too over-the-top?'

Carli put her hands on her hips in a reproachful pose. 'Where is the girl who used to be the life of
every party?

Come on, Eliza, this is your chance to show Aidan you're stil the woman he fel in love with al those
years ago.'

She handed her the car keys and ushered her to the door. 'Now, get out and have a good time.'

'He'l probably storm out as soon as he sees it's me and not you.'



'Tel him I had a last-minute change of plan.'

'God, I can't believe I'm even doing this,' Eliza said as she checked her appearance once more in the
hal mirror.

'Go!'

'Al right already.' Eliza spun for the door. 'I'm going, I'm going.'

Carli watched as she drove away and, crossing her fingers, prayed for a miracle.

'Mummy looked like a princess,' a little voice said from just behind her.

Carli turned and smiled at Amelia. 'She did, didn't she?' She took the little girl's hand and gave it a
tiny squeeze.

'Now, what was that you said about me watching your favourite DVD with you?'

* * *

Both the children were soundly asleep when Carli made herself a hot drink later that evening. She had
only just put

it down on the coffee-table when the door bel rang. Uncertain of who to expect at that hour, she
peered through

the curtains first to see if she could see who had arrived, her heart doing an instant somersault in her
chest when

she saw a shiny new top-of-the-range BMW parked outside.

Xavier stood in the door frame, seeming to take up al the available space in it as he looked down at
her.

'Hi.'

'Hi.' She moved aside to let him in, closing the door softly behind her.

'Are the kids asleep?'

She nodded. 'Out for the count.' She twisted her hands together for an awkward moment. 'Eliza's not
here but

would you like a hot drink? I've not long boiled the kettle.'

'I know Eliza's not here.'



She blinked up at him. 'Y…you do?'

A smal smile lifted the edges of his mouth. 'You're realy far too young and far too gorgeous to be
playing the role

of fairy godmother, you know.'

Her heart tripped over at his description of her as gorgeous, especialy since she was stil wearing a
considerable

portion of Brody's supper al over her cotton top.

portion of Brody's supper al over her cotton top.

'How did you know?'

'Aidan sent me a phone text.'

'Was he very angry?' Her shoulders shrank as she grimaced.

'I wouldn't have described it as angry,' he said, 'more gobsmacked.'

She bit her lip in sudden consternation. 'I hope I haven't made things a whole lot worse.'

'Wel, she's not home yet so things must be going OK so far,' he pointed out.

'I had to do something…' She looked back up at him. 'She loves him so much and the children are
missing him

dreadfuly, especialy Amelia.'

His dark eyes held hers for a fraction longer than necessary.

'They have to work it out for themselves; no one else can do it for them.'

'I know…' She lowered her gaze. 'I just wish someone had…' She stopped mid-sentence, surprised at
how close

she was to revealing her regrets over the colapse of their own relationship.

'Had what, Carli?' he prompted softly.

'Nothing…' She turned away for the kitchen. 'I'l re-boil the kettle so you can—'

He caught the back of her top and brought her up against him, turning her to face him. 'Tel me what
you were



going to say.'

She ran her tongue over her dry lips.

'Tel me, Carli,' he repeated, 'what did you wish someone had done?'

She looked up at him without bothering to disguise her inner yearning. 'I wish…I wish that someone
had told me

how differently I'd feel the morning after the divorce.'

She saw his expression soften, saw too the way his eyes darkened with emotion. 'You regretted our
divorce?' he

asked, his hands tightening where they rested on her shoulders.

She couldn't stop her eyes from brimming with unshed tears. 'From day one.'

'Oh, baby,' he groaned as he puled her into his chest, one of his hands going to the back of her head,
his fingers

threading through the silky strands of her hair. 'I regretted it too. You have no idea how much. Every
day since,

I've longed to see you, touch you, make love to you, and even argue with you if only I could have you
with me.'

She eased herself away to look up at him. 'You don't hate me?'

He shook his head.

'Not even a little weeny bit?'

'Not even a little weeny bit?'

'Nope.'

Her fingers found the hem of his breast pocket and plucked at it absently. 'So…if you don't hate me,
what exactly

is it you feel for me?'

He smiled down at her. 'You mean you haven't guessed?'

Hope fluttered like a mad thing in her chest. 'You're not al that easy to read…' she began. 'But I was
hoping



you…' Her words died away once more.

'Hoping I'd what?'

She took a deep breath and met his eyes. 'I was hoping you loved me, just a tiny weeny little bit.'

'Wel, then, you're in for a big disappointment,' he said soberly.

She stared at him, trying to decipher his expression. 'I…I am?'

'I don't love you a little weeny bit at al,' he said.

'You…you don't?'

He shook his head. 'I love you to distraction. When our marriage broke up I convinced myself I no
longer felt

anything for you but the last few months have taught me how wrong I was. I don't think I've ever
stopped loving

you.'

She gaped at him in a combination of relief and wonderment. 'You're not just saying that because of
the baby, are

you?'

'The baby is the best thing that could ever have happened to us,' he said. 'What else would have made
us see each

other again? We were both so proud and stubborn and independent. You wanted what you wanted and
I didn't

just want what I wanted—I took what I wanted without even considering you at al.'

'No, it wasn't your fault,' she said. 'I was way too idealistic back then. I hardly knew what it was that I
wanted

myself.'

'Do you know now?'

She gave him a soft smile as she nestled closer. 'I know I want you, that sort of goes without saying. I
also know I

want our baby, but as for my career…'



'What if I offered you a partnership?'

She blinked up at him in shock. 'You mean that?'

'I know it probably reeks of nepotism but I quite fancy the idea of you working in the firm with me.
We could

rename it Knightly and Gresham and Associates. What do you think?'

'I think your father is going to have a heart attack when he finds out you've handed a partnership to
your ex-wife.'

'I think your father is going to have a heart attack when he finds out you've handed a partnership to
your ex-wife.'

'Ah, but you won't be my ex-wife,' he said confidently.

She looked at him in confusion. 'But…'

'Marry me, Carli.'

'You want to marry me again?' She looked at him in surprise.

'I do. As soon as I can arrange it, in fact.'

She smiled at him with eyes alight with happiness. 'I can't believe I'm hearing this…You have been so
distant…so

mocking and—'

'Please don't remind me how badly I've handled our relationship. That's one thing the last five years
has taught me

if nothing else. I guess I thought if I threw a whole lot of worldly goods your way you'd be happy. My
father had

done that for my mother and she seemed happy with the arrangement, but of course you were nothing
like my

mother. How wrong was I?'

'I was just as wrong,' she said. 'I should have told you about my family circumstances. I kept so much
from you. I

didn't trust you enough with the biggest issues of my life.' She took a shaky little breath and continued,
'I didn't



even realy mean it when I said I wanted a divorce. I was being childish and provocative but I was too
proud to

back down. Can you ever forgive me?'

'Only if you forgive me for not trying to talk you out of it,' he said. 'I should have realised how my
family were

making things so difficult for you but I just didn't see it at the time. When we talked that day in the lift
I started to

realise how little we'd known of each other. I wanted to cal you afterwards but I kept remembering
how I'd

promised I wouldn't contact you. That was the deal, remember? One drink, and over and out?'

'You must have got an awful shock when I turned up at your office that day.' She smiled up at him.

'Shock?' He gave her a theatrical grimace. 'My secretary is stil talking to everyone about it. I'l have to
pay her

more to shut her up.'

Carli couldn't help giggling. 'I think I'm going to like working for you. It wil be fun watching you
being puled into

line by two women.'

'And if we ever have a daughter…' He kissed the tips of each of her fingers in turn, his eyes never
leaving hers.

'Do you have any idea of what you've started, young lady?'

Her smile was nothing more than radiant. ' I've started? What about what you've done?'

'What have I done?' His tone was al affronted innocence.

She placed his hand over the swel of her bely.

'Oh…' He grinned. 'That.'

'Yes, that.'

'I hope you're not going to hold it against me for the rest of our lives,' he said.

'No.' She pressed her abdomen against him and looped her arms around his neck. 'Only for the next



four months.

Is that al right with you?'

His dark eyes softened as they took in her uptilted features. 'That's perfect with me, absolutely
perfect,' and he

bent his head towards hers.



EPILOGUE

CARLI and Xavier both smiled as they came back into Eleanor and Bryce's lounge room to find an
array of toys

scattered al over the floor. Bryce was growling like a lion at Angus, who was cackling with delight at
his

grandfather, while Eleanor looked on fondly.

'Any trouble?' Carli asked her mother-in-law.

'No, he's been an angel. He's very wel-behaved for a not-quite-two-year-old. How was your dinner?'

'Fine,' Xavier said, scooping up his son and holding him close. 'We have some news.'

Bryce came and stood beside his wife, his arm going around her waist in a gesture of affection that
stil moved

Carli deeply. How had one tiny child made such a difference to so many lives?

'We're having another baby,' Xavier announced proudly.

'Wonderful!' Eleanor clasped her hands together in delight. 'Did you hear that, darling? Another
grandchild.'

Bryce beamed, and, reaching for his son's hand, grasped it in both of his before turning to Carli and
hugging her

briefly, but no less warmly.

Eleanor moved from kissing Xavier to embrace Carli, no sign of the coolness and formality of years
gone past. It

had taken a few months and the birth of Angus to melt the chil but Carli was glad she'd insisted on
Xavier

restoring some sort of peace with his parents. They hadn't come to the wedding but that had hardly
mattered to

Carli. She'd only wanted one person there anyway, and he'd come with a huge smile on his face which
had taken

her breath right away.

She looked at him now as he talked with his parents, his son in his arms, a smile of deep contentment



on his face.

'Mummee, Gandad said we going to the zoo to see the lions!' Angus wriggled out of his father's arms
to reach for

her, pressing a wet kiss on her cheek as she gathered him close.

'What does the lion say, Angus?' Bryce held up his hands like paws and growled deep in his throat.
'Roaarrrrrh!'

Angus chuckled and buried his head into his mother's neck.

Carli exchanged amused glances with Xavier.

His smile was for her and for her alone. She knew its silent message as surely as if he'd roared it out
loud.

It said: I love you.

Wedding Vow of Revenge

Bedded by…Blackmail Forced to bed…then to wed?

Lucy Monroe
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For my Grandmother Lucile and my Great Aunts…you are women who have inspired me my whole
life with your

wit, your work ethic, your inteligence, your generosity and your zest for living. I want to thank you for
that from

the very depths of my heart. I love you al. Blessings, Lucy
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CHAPTER ONE

ANGELO GORDON'S blue eyes narrowed with interest.

"You're sure of this information, amico mio?" he demanded, his American accent spiced with Sicilian
overtones

that denoted his reaction to the news more strongly than words could have.

Hawk nodded. "Positive. Baron Randal has been keeping tabs on Tara Peters since their affair ended
two years

ago."

"How did you find out?"

"The owner of the security agency Randal has on retainer talks more than he should after a couple of
whiskey

sours." Hawk didn't make those kinds of mistakes, but didn't mind taking advantage when someone
else did.

"That's convenient."

"I thought so."

"Okay. Give me the scoop and don't leave anything out."

Hawk tossed the file on Angelo's desk and waited for the tal Sicilian-American to open it.

He pointed to the news story on top that showed his client's enemy with his arm around a woman
more than a

decade his junior. "Randal and Miss Peters met four years ago at a fashion show in New York. He
was there

with another model, but left with Miss Peters. By al accounts, he swept the young Miss Peters off her
feet and

into his bed. She gave up modeling and started taking colege courses. They were together for eighteen
months

and broke up when he became engaged to his current wife. Rumor suggests he asked Miss Peters to
remain his

mistress."



"She refused."

"Yes."

"She was stronger than my mother." Grudging respect laced Angelo's voice. "Why is he having her
watched?"

"According to my informant, Randal stil wants her. He's given instructions to scotch any possible
romantic

entanglements. So far, my coleague hasn't had to make the effort."

Angelo surged to his feet and turned to look out the window behind his desk. His brooding six-foot-
two-inch

frame blocked the light and Hawk's view of upper Manhattan. "What the hel does he expect to
accomplish?

That's what I want to know."

"Obviously reentrance into her life."

Angelo turned back, his patrician features creased with a frown of disbelief. "That doesn't make any
sense. She

said no and apparently meant it."

"Right. It makes one wonder how long Baron Randal expected his marriage to last in the first place.
When he

married, his wife's father had been recently diagnosed with an inoperable heart condition."

"But good living and exercise have given him a clean bil of health, or at least a new lease on life."

Hawk smiled cynicaly. "Much to Randal's dismay no doubt. The marriage has never been a happy
one."

For which Angelo could take some credit.

Tara wasn't the only woman Randal had propositioned for the role of his mistress. Others had
accepted and

thanks to some judicious behind the scenes handling on both Hawk and Angelo's part, the young Mrs.
Randal

knew it.



"According to my sources, she wil be filing for divorce within the month."

Angelo inclined his head in acknowledgment of information that would not have come as a surprise.
"You think he

wants to take up where he left off when he's free?"

"I can see no other explanation for his behavior. Miss Peters is the only long-term relationship Baron
Randal has

had in more than a decade that did not profit him business wise. He cheated on her only when he was
away from

her. For an amoral womanizer like him, that is bloody significant."

Hawk had never before seen Angelo Gordon wearing that particular expression. "You think he loves
her?"

"Love?" Hawk flicked his hand in a dismissive gesture. "Not bloody likely, but I do think he's
obsessed by her.

From what information I can gather, she is unique, if only in her ability to walk away from him. My
instincts tel me

it's more than that, though. She was very career minded as a model. He was her first serious
boyfriend."

"You think she was a virgin when they met? How old is she? "

"Twenty-four and yes, I think Randal's the only lover she's ever had."

"That does make her unique, especialy in Randal's jaded world."

"There's more."

"What?"

"You aren't going to believe this." Hawk had had a hard time believing it himself. "It is simply too
damn perfect."

"And it is?"

"She graduated with her degree in business six months ago and has been in Primo Tech's management
training

program for the past four of those months."



Angelo had bought the hi-tech company in Portland, Oregon, three years ago. Just like al the other
companies he

bought and resuscitated, it was becoming a lead player in its industry. However, the success of his
company was

no doubt not nearly as interesting to him in that moment as the fact Tara Peters was employed there.

"It's fate."

Hawk's laugh was every bit as skeptical as Angelo's. "That is one way of looking at it."

* * *

Angelo sat at his desk after Hawk left, perusing the file on Tara Peters. Hawk had included stil shots
from several

of her fashion shows. They showed a woman of ethereal beauty, shrouded by innocence, but wearing
clothing that

would tempt a saint to sin. On her tal, model slim body, that nevertheless had curves in al the right
places, they

were more than a temptation…they were downright provocation.

Her dark brown eyes in the perfectly proportioned oval face, surrounded by a cascade of silky
chestnut hair

intrigued him…even knowing she had once been Baron Randal's.

He flipped through the photos until he came to those included with the tabloid articles that had
sensationalized her

breakup with Randal. The difference between the two sets of pictures wrenched at something inside
Angelo he

thought long dead. Those same chocolate-dark eyes now reflected the pain of betrayal and lost
innocence.

Just like his mother's had.

He needed to assimilate this piece of information and decide how best to act on it. He didn't have
much time,

either. If for no other reason than that Baron Randal would go looking for Tara Peters the minute his
wife filed the



divorce petition.

That gave Angelo a month, maybe less to act on his newfound knowledge of Randal's unexpected
weakness.

The man who had stolen his company and destroyed his mother deserved to be ruined on every level
and Angelo

was going to make damn sure that happened.

* * *

Tara Peters laughed at the other junior execs around her, at least the female ones. They were primping
for the

arrival of Angelo Gordon like he was a rock star or something.

"Aren't you even going to put on lipstick?" Danette Michaels demanded with her usual forthrightness
after glossing

her own lips and putting her compact mirror away in her desk drawer. "He's supposed to do a tour of
this floor

sometime today."

"No lipstick." Tara had spent years wearing just the right makeup, dressing with flair, and flaunting
the assets that

had made her a top model at the age of twenty.

They had also brought her to the notice of Baron Randal and for that alone, she would spend the rest
of her life

devoid of makeup and dressing in conservative business attire.

Never again.

She straightened the papers on her desk. "My only interest in impressing Mr. Gordon is with my work
and I don't

need lipstick to do it."

Danette roled her eyes. "You are such an al work and no play kind of girl. Did you ever hear that
makes you

boring and can give you ulcers before you're thirty?"



Coming from a woman who had her first serious boyfriend at the age of twenty-one, that was pretty
funny.

"My twenty-four-year-old stomach is just fine, thank you and better boring than stomped on I always
say."

"Not every man in the world is like that jerk, Baron Randal."

Like most people, Danette had read the tabloid accounts of Tara getting dumped by Baron so he could
marry his

oil heiress. However, unlike most people, the younger woman had not let the stories color her view
of Tara. She

thought Baron was a world class pig and that her friend was better off without him.

Tara agreed. Now.

But two years ago, she'd felt like she would die from the pain and humiliation of the al too public
breakup.

"Of course they aren't," she said, trying to stave off another lecture about getting back on the horse so
she

wouldn't forget how to ride. Between Danette and her mother, she'd heard it about a thousand times
too many.

"But right now I'm not interested in finding out. I don't have time for a man in my life and honestly, I
don't see how

you can, either."

Danette shrugged, her amber cat eyes twinkling.

"Some of us are better at multitasking than others," she said with a grin. "Anyway, even if your career
is al you care about, you should want to make a good impression on Angelo Gordon. He owns this
company and several

like it."

"I do want to impress him…with my business acumen."

"He's already impressed, Tara."

Tara spun in her chair to face her manager, surprised Mr. Curtiss was here instead of in the
schmoozing session



with the upper managers and the company owner.

"Mr. Gordon wants to speak to you privately."

Tension stiffened her spine as the words reminded her of a similar conversation she'd had with her
modeling agent.

The woman had told her that Baron Randal wanted to meet her. Tara, naïve idiot that she had been
four years

ago, had been both flattered and impressed.

"Why alone?"

If her manager thought that an odd question, he didn't let it show. "He's impressed with your report on
workplace

effectiveness. He wants to discuss it with you."

Relaxing, she smiled. Business. It was just about business, nothing like that other time when the
introduction had

been a prelude to seduction.

"That's great, Tara," Danette said, "I heard the guy is a genius. If he appreciates your brains already, I
guess it's true."

"Does he want to see me right now?" she asked, feeling a little light-headed.

Sure, she'd daydreamed about the owner of the company being so impressed with her
recommendations he

Sure, she'd daydreamed about the owner of the company being so impressed with her
recommendations he

wanted to talk to her. What junior executive didn't? But that kind of stuff didn't happen in the real
world.

Her manager looked at his watch and frowned. "Five minutes ago, actualy. I got waylaid by a phone
cal on my

way to tel you."

* * *

Tara Peters walked into Angelo's temporary office with her back straight and a credible expression of



confidence.

The only giveaway to her nervousness at being summoned by the owner of the company was the tight
clenching of

her fingers into smal fists at her sides.

Her bone structure was delicate for a woman of her height, which no doubt explained her success as a
catwalk

model.

Yet, she looked very different from the stil shots of her fashion shows that Hawk had included in the
Tara Peters

file. Nor did she resemble the pictures that had accompanied the tabloid articles after her breakup
with Randal.

All the photos had shown a stunning woman who made the most of her beauty, but no one would
accuse this Tara

Peters of trading on her beauty to succeed in her job.

She had confined the glorious length of her signature chestnut hair in a tight French braid that fel down
her back.

She wore no makeup and the smal ovals of her nails were unpolished, but buffed. The navy-blue
slacks and

blazer she wore disguised her figure very wel.

He hadn't been sure what to expect, but her current no-nonsense, almost androgynous attire fit Hawk's
report on

her behavior since Baron Randal married another woman.

Tara didn't date and appeared uninterested in attracting men. Was she stil hung up on the monster?
The thought

did not sit wel with Angelo and his usualy impassive face creased in a frown before he realized it.

"Mr. Gordon?" The voice was questioning, but not hesitant and he liked that.

He admired strength because weakness…of any kind…cost far too much.

He looked up and met her faintly quizzical brown eyes. "Miss Peters. Please take a seat."



She moved across the room and slid gracefuly into a chair opposite his desk. His opinion changed on
the suit. The

jacket dipped in at her waist. Her movement had revealed curves that were neither pronounced nor
were they so

slight her blouse could disguise them completely. The way the clothes tried to hide, but could not help
hinting at

her femininity made him want to strip them off and see the beautiful body beneath.

It did not help that pictures from her file of her clad in bikinis and other almost-there outfits flashed in
his mind's

eye.

Desire vibrated through him with shocking swiftness and urgency, making him glad for the
concealment of his

desk. He hadn't responded with this level of physical intensity to the mere sight of a woman since
puberty.

He forced his mind through the mental exercises he had learned in the Aikido training he had started
as a young

boy. He continued to train, using it as a way to keep his body fit and mind focused. Normaly it
worked without

him even having to think about.

him even having to think about.

This time, he had to wait for the stunning response of his body to subside breath by breath before he
could begin

to concentrate on his agenda. "I've been reading your report on workplace effectiveness. You've
drawn several

interesting conclusions and made an equal number of suggestions that are worthy of note."

Her eyes lit with pleasure and she smiled, her feminine fragrance teasing his nostrils as she leaned
forward.

"There's a wealth of data to be analyzed and interpreted from recent studies on the subject, much of
which has



been ignored by current management theory."

He nodded. Whatever else Miss Peters was, she had shown herself to be a natural in her chosen field.
"I

particularly found your suggestions regarding vacation time of interest."

"Several studies have shown that employees who put in less overtime, take their vacation yearly and
don't

consistently work through their lunch hours are actualy more productive than their counterparts who
work the

longer hours and never take any time off." She smiled. "Healthier, too. They have fewer heart attacks
and are less

likely to develop ulcers."

"You've definitely done your homework."

She blushed at the compliment and he filed the reaction away for future reference. From the way she
presented

herself, he had to assume her beauty was of much less significance to her than doing wel at her job.

Interesting.

And unusual.

"Many of your suggestions fly in the face of corporate policies the world over."

She leaned further forward in her chair, her oval face animated and flushed in a way he'd like to see
somewhere

besides the boardroom. "Those management styles are as outdated as the al-male executive staff.
They don't

work in today's dynamic workforce, particularly the organic environment found in the hi-tech
industry."

"Why did you go for a job in hi-tech? Your résumé shows a strong liberal arts background for your
business

degree."

She looked disconcerted by his question and settled back in her chair, biting her lip uncertainly. "The



job

description did not include a requirement in technological education."

"I'm aware of that, but you did not answer my question."

She smiled slightly. "Sorry. You're right." Her smile grew and her demeanor relaxed. "I like the
stimulating

atmosphere. Things are always changing, not just the products, but the face of the workforce as wel.
The job is

chalenging. But most importantly, I wanted to work someplace I could make a difference."

"And you thought Primo Tech would be it?"

"Yes."

He lifted the report that would have caught his attention even if it hadn't been the ideal conduit for
their first

meeting. "I would say you are wel on your way to doing so."

meeting. "I would say you are wel on your way to doing so."

"I'm glad you think so." She beamed and he found himself smiling in return, something he rarely did.

His phone buzzed at exactly the moment he had instructed his secretary to ring through.

He lifted the receiver. "Gordon here."

"Mr. Gordon, I'm ringing as instructed."

"Thank you. And my other arrangements?"

"The reservations are made. Dinner at seven-thirty in the restaurant of your hotel."

"Hold on just a moment." He pressed the hold button and schooled his face into an apologetic
expression, another

one he used infrequently. "I'm sorry, I have to take this cal."

Tara stood hurriedly. "Of course."

She was halfway to the door when he said, "Miss Peters."

She turned. "Yes?"



"I would like to discuss the report further. Can you meet me this evening for a business dinner at my
hotel?"

Despite the fact he had specificaly referred to it as business, her eyes filed with wariness. "Dinner?"

"Yes. Is that a problem?" he asked, inflecting his voice with just the right amount of superiority and
disapproval to

remind her who he was.

She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders, her lips flattened in a determined line. "No. I'l be
there. What

hotel and what time?"

He told her and then watched her walk out of his office, his attention on the way her slacks outlined
her heart-

shaped behind. This aspect of his plan for revenge was shaping up to be more pleasure than work.

Seducing Tara Peters would be no hardship at al.

* * *

Tara got ready for dinner, her nerves more on edge than they had been in two long years. Why?
Because the

minute another magnetic, sexy tycoon came on the scene, her body had started reacting. She couldn't
believe it

and was thoroughly disgusted with herself.

Worse, she'd seen immediately the unexpected feelings of attraction were mutual. She might have very
little

practical experience with men, but she'd been on the receiving end often enough to identify when a
man was

attracted to her. She'd learned early in her modeling career to recognize and avoid it.

Her one failure being both spectacular and devastating.

She hadn't spent the last two years avoiding men and entanglements just to fal for another Baron
Randal. No

She hadn't spent the last two years avoiding men and entanglements just to fal for another Baron



Randal. No

way. She was smarter than that.

Even brief contemplation of a relationship with a man like Angelo Gordon would be stupidity itself.

Right. Remember that.

Only instincts that had nothing to do with inteligence and everything to do with emotion were sending
al sorts of

messages to her brain. They urged her to put on a little makeup, change into a more feminine dress and
brush out

her long hair for goodness sake! She'd done her best to sublimate such impulses for two years.

Her mind said now was not the time for a resurrection, but her heart and body said otherwise.

Stupid, stupid, stupid, she muttered under her breath as she put the final pin in the sleek French rol on
the back

of her head and surveyed her appearance. She'd changed her slacks for a black skirt and her blouse
and blazer

for a matching jacket meant to be worn buttoned up as a top.

With her understated black heels and sheer stockings, she had a distinctly Jackie-O appearance
without the

feminine softening of lipstick and accent jewelry.

Perfect.

No way could her boss misinterpret her outfit as any sort of attempt to entice him on a personal level.

She didn't care if Angelo Gordon affected her in ways she'd thought deadened by Baron's betrayal.
Wanting him

scared her far more than it enticed her and she wasn't giving into it.

Desire was an emotion that encouraged smart women to make dumb decisions.

Hadn't she seen that enough growing up with her mom bouncing from one destructive relationship to
the next? Her

mom had never understood why none of the men stayed. She hadn't comprehended that the type of



powerful,

charismatic male she was attracted to traded on those very traits to get what he wanted—sex with a
beautiful

woman.

However, they'd al been incapable of giving her mom what she needed…love.

Tara's mom had only broken the cycle by default when miracle of miracles, a strong, sexy man also
turned out to

have a heart.

It was Darren Colby's influence in Tara's life that had led her to believe that kind of man wasn't
always bad news.

She was no longer so naïve. Darren was an anomaly in the male species, an alpha male with a
heart…but she

didn't figure anomalies like that came along more than maybe once a milennium.

She would stay focused on her job and not the way Angelo Gordon's dark good looks affected her
libido.

* * *

Tara walked into the posh downtown hotel, projecting an unshakable confidence that was only skin
deep. Inside,

she was as nervous as she'd been her first day on the job. More even, because then al she'd been
fighting was a

fear of the unknown. Tonight, she fought her fear of being weak.

Angelo waited for her at a table in a smal private alcove of the hotel restaurant. A historic landmark,
the hotel's

rich décor of carved wood paneling leading to cavernously high ceilings was original to its nineteenth
century

construction. Despite the distance to the ceilings, the rich detail of the da Vinci-like scenes painted
there caught

her attention.



But even the artwork's beauty could not keep her focus when she could feel Angelo's regard across
the

restaurant. He watched her with unreadable blue eyes as she made her way toward him between linen
topped

tables graced by wel dressed diners. Even from this far away, he exerted an aura of masculine power
that sent her

heart tripping.

Just like Baron.

Only unlike Baron, she would not alow herself to be fooled into believing Angelo was more than
what he

appeared on the surface, a ruthless corporate shark.

He stood when she reached the table, his height startling at close quarters. At five foot nine, she was
no shrimp,

but the top of her head barely reached his shoulder.

She had to tilt her head back to look him in the eye. It was a very odd feeling. "Good evening, Mr.
Gordon."

He waited for the maître d' to seat her before sitting down again. "Angelo, please. I prefer a more
relaxed

environment in my companies."

"Your approach appears to be quite effective. You've never lost a company yet."

Something swirled in his indigo gaze as he poured her a glass of wine from the bottle already sitting
on the table.

"Actualy, I have lost one, but that was a long time ago."

Sensing he had no desire to discuss it further, she took a sip of the fruity wine and then asked,
"Angelo is an Italian

name?"

Other than the blue eyes, which were not entirely uncommon in Italian men—with his dark hair and
tanned good



looks, he had a very Mediterranean appearance.

"My mother was Sicilian."

That explained a lot, but remembering a fashion shoot she'd done outside of Palermo one summer, she
said, "Most

Sicilian men are a lot shorter than you."

"My father was American."

"And tal," she guessed.

He smiled, making her breath catch. This man was beautiful.

"Yes. According to my mother, that was one of the first things she noticed about him. There was more
than a foot

disparity in their sizes, but I can never remember them seeming like they did not fit."

"I've heard love can be a great equalizer," she said with a tinge of mockery she wished she didn't feel.

But after her childhood and one disastrous personal affair, she had little belief in the emotion so many
touted as the

panacea for al ils.

"So they say." His tone was no less cynical than her own.

The waiter came to take their order and she made a point of selecting her own meal. This was not a
date and even

if it was, she didn't go in for the old world custom of the male ordering for the female. She'd spent too
many years

taking care of herself.

"You wanted to discuss my report?" she asked after the waiter left.

"First, I think I should like to know a little more about you, Tara."

"I'm sure al the pertinent information is in my employee record."

"Perhaps I prefer to hear it firsthand."

"I was under the impression this was supposed to be a business dinner." She kept her tone light, not



wanting to

offend her boss, but not so light he wouldn't take the comment to heart.

His midnight gaze caressed her with tactile force and it was al she could do not to shiver. "My closest
friends

started as business associates."

"You don't strike me as a man with a lot of close friends." She'd meant the words to come out worldly
and

sophisticated, but instead her voice was two octaves lower than normal and sounded flirtatious, darn
it.

"You're very perceptive." He cocked his head slightly, his expression chalenging her. "That does not
mean you

could not become one of them."

"You're very bold."

"I didn't get where I am hesitating to go after what I want."

"If you want my business expertise, you can have it. If you're looking for a personal relationship with
an employee,

I decline." She couldn't be more direct than that, but then this man apparently needed blunt.

He nodded, his expression showing no offence. "I can respect that." Then he smiled. "That does not
mean I won't

try to change your mind."

"I would prefer if you didn't."

"I would prefer you did not treat me like a pariah simply because I own the company you work for."

"Wanting to stick to business is hardly treating you like an outcast."

"And denying me the possibility of friendship?"

"You don't need my friendship."

"You are wrong." And the intensity in his expression said he was teling her the truth, but how could
that be?



Unless his definition of friendship and hers were not quite the same thing. Maybe he was between
girlfriends at

the moment.

"I have no interest in becoming a business tycoon's pilow friend."



CHAPTER TWO

"DO YOU judge every man you meet by Baron Randal's standards?"

She should not be surprised he knew about her past. Half the modern world had read the tabloid
stories. Or at

least it seemed that way sometimes. It was a good thing she'd learned early on in her modeling career
that

someone asking an awkward or painful question did not equate to an obligation on her part to answer
it.

"That's realy none of your business, Mr. Gordon."

"Angelo."

She barely refrained from roling her eyes. "Angelo. I work for you and to my knowledge a personal
relationship

with my employer is not a requirement on my job description."

His amused but piercing gaze did things to her insides she desperately wished it didn't. "You are not
only

forthright, but you're damn certain of yourself."

"Yes." He wasn't the only person who knew what he wanted and went for it. Rather she knew what
she didn't

want—a repeat of her disastrous affair with a ruthless business tycoon.

Despite the fact that Angelo made a pointed effort to restrain his conversation to her business report
over dinner,

Tara found herself unwilingly enthraled by the man himself. He was intense, dynamic and smart.
Smarter than any

person she'd ever met and yet, he didn't dismiss her opinions if they differed from his. She
appreciated that more

than he could know, truly enjoying the evidence that he respected her even if she wasn't quite in his
league.

That was something she'd always felt was in doubt in her relationship with Baron.



She hadn't been sure how Angelo would take her not-so-gentle refusal to get personal, but he'd
responded with a

professionalism and maturity she couldn't help admiring. She'd known men a lot older than him that
reverted to

spoiled little boys when thwarted in their pursuit of a woman.

For that reason, she found herself relaxing as the evening progressed, less concerned when their
conversation took

temporary by-ways not related wholy to human resource management.

They'd spent an hour over dinner before she even realized it.

The waiter asked if they wanted dessert and Angelo looked at her. "Do you have a sweet tooth? I've
had their

raspberry crème brûlée and it is some of the best I've tasted anywhere."

"Crème brûlée is my favorite," she admitted, her mouth watering at the prospect of indulging in the
treat.

With one of his rare, but devastating smiles, he ordered one for each of them.

The desserts arrived and she had to stifle an animal groan of anticipation when she saw the perfect
caramelization

of the glaze on top.

"You look like you've just been offered a dish of ambrosia."

"Haven't I?"

He laughed, the sound doing things to her even more insidious than the sight of the decadent treat.

She felt compeled to explain her over the top reaction. "I spent years eschewing refined sugar and
processed

food of any kind for the benefit of my figure and complexion."

Appreciative eyes burned over her and she felt like she was wearing a spandex mini that revealed
every curve

rather than the black Jackie-O suit.



"You must stil refrain quite a bit." His voice caressed her with obvious masculine approval.

For the first time in years, she found herself blushing about a comment made regarding her physical
appearance.

She'd gotten very used to seeing her body as her tool in trade, but this man made her very aware of
herself as a

feminine being.

She shrugged, projecting the air of insouciance she should be feeling about his comment. "I didn't stop
modeling

al that long ago."

His eyes narrowed. "I was under the impression you came to Primo Tech straight out of colege."

"I did, but the last couple of years I supported myself with my modeling."

"After your breakup with Randal."

She grimaced. "Yes."

"He paid for your schooling before that?"

She didn't know why, but she found herself wanting to answer his question, when normaly she would
have cut

such personal conversation off at the knees.

"He wanted to maximize our time together, so I agreed not to work."

"I'm surprised he didn't want you to give up school."

"Oh, he did." But as much as she'd thought she loved the swine, she'd been unwiling to give up her
independence

completely, or her dreams for her future.

"You refused."

"Adamantly."

"Did you retire from modeling because he wanted you to?"

Again, the question didn't offend her so much as give her an opportunity to talk about something she'd



kept locked

away inside for two long years. "I'd always planned on retiring young enough to go to school and
move onto a

second career. So, when he said he wanted to be the only man in my life, not one in a cast of
thousands, I agreed

and quit a few years and a few goals before I'd planned to. I was actualy flattered he felt so strongly."

She knew her voice echoed her disgust with herself over her naiveté. Even so, her insistence on
taking colege

courses had been a bone of contention between them until their break-up.

courses had been a bone of contention between them until their break-up.

"Do you regret that decision?"

"I find regret a wasted emotion. When I had to go back to work to support myself again, it was harder
to get the

lucrative jobs, but I survived and I learned a lot in the process."

Angelo studied her, what looked like real respect warming his gaze. "Yet even after going back to
work, you

exceled in your studies. I have heard modeling requires a great deal of dedication."

No doubt he'd dated a few models in his time. Most rich men did, seeing beautiful women as
adornments as surely

as designers saw models as mannequins to display their wares.

Stil, she couldn't help liking the knowledge he was impressed with her efforts at school rather than
offended by

them as Baron had been.

"I don't think I could have modeled ful-time and gone to school as wel, but I earned enough working
through the

summers to support myself during the school year."

"You're a very determined woman."



"I'd say that was something you probably understand wel."

"You'd be right." He pointed his spoon toward her brûlée. "Taste."

Did he have any idea what the sexy timbre of his voice did to her insides? Of course not, and no way
was she

letting on either. Better to get over the strange, melting reaction than expose it in any way, but every
word was like

foreplay to her sexualy deprived body.

Bad. This was very bad.

She grabbed her spoon, conversation ceasing while she obeyed his order to taste. She gave a helpless
moan of

pleasure as the first bite of the perfectly prepared sweet filed her senses. Her eyes closed and she
savored the

taste she indulged in so rarely.

She'd once had another model describe a chocolate torte as orgasmic, but until this moment she'd
never had an

erotic reaction to food before. The sensual slide of the vanila custard across her tongue was just that
though and

goose bumps formed on her inner thighs as her womb clenched in an astonishing reaction to the
delicacy.

Belatedly coming to terms with how her not-so-innocent enjoyment could be misinterpreted, she
quickly opened

her eyes. Straightening in her chair, she tried to wipe the pleasure from her expression and wiled her
unruly body

to calm down.

Her spoon clattered to the table in her haste to let it go. "Um, it's very good. You were right." She
forced her gaze

to meet his, afraid of what she would see, but unwiling to play the coward. "I guess I got a little
carried away

there."



Blue eyes looked back at her with hunger, but he shook his head. "Relax. You look like you think I'm
going to

pounce."

"Aren't you?" She wasn't an idiot and she wasn't a tease. She knew what her reaction had to have
looked like to

"Aren't you?" She wasn't an idiot and she wasn't a tease. She knew what her reaction had to have
looked like to

him.

A total come-on, despite al she'd said about not wanting to get involved.

"You've made your view of a relationship between the two of us very clear, Tara." He spoke as if
instructing a

smal child and perversely she wanted to tel him she was anything but. "I'm not going to read an
invitation in a

former model's obvious love of feeding her starved sweet tooth."

"Thank you." And she should feel grateful. Extremely grateful.

Not disappointed.

"No problem. Now, enjoy your dessert."

He'd let her off the hook with his assurance, so why did she feel even further enmeshed in his web
than before?

* * *

"So, how was dinner?" Danette asked in a low undertone as she and Tara worked on slides for a
presentation

their manager was supposed to give to Angelo and the top management string the folowing morning.

Tara looked around, thankful no one was nearby enough to overhear her friend's question. The dinner
last night

had been strictly business, but that wasn't necessarily how others would interpret it.

After her affair with Baron, she'd been the butt of enough gossip to last her a lifetime. "Shh. I don't
want to talk



about it right now."

Danette's hazel eyes widened, darkening to green with a knowing gleam. "So it wasn't just business."

"No," Tara snapped, then realized her answer had come out wrong. "I mean yes…I mean it was
business and

only business." If she didn't count the orgasmic dessert. "Okay?"

"I don't know. Angelo Gordon is a real hottie and you seem pretty frazzled for a woman who had a
strictly

business date last night."

"It wasn't a date at al."

"Are you saying he didn't make a move on you?"

How did she answer that? Had their conversation at the beginning of dinner been a move? She thought
maybe it

had, but then he'd backed off pretty easily.

She took too long to answer and Danette's expression turned gleefuly calculating. "So, he is attracted
to you."

That was something she couldn't deny without lying. "Could we drop this discussion? We've got work
to do."

"Sure, but, hon, just answer one question…if last night was al business and no play, why are you
blushing to the

roots of your gorgeous hair?"

* * *

* * *

Tara stil hadn't come up with an adequate reply to her friend's teasing comment by the time the other
woman left

work to get ready for her very real date with a budding journalist.

It had bugged her al day. For something like the hundredth time since waking that morning, she shoved
thoughts



of Angelo to the back of her mind. She forced herself to concentrate on the papers in front of her.

With no distractions around her and fierce effort, it worked. She was so engrossed that security came
to tel her al

external entrances but the main one had been secured for the evening before she realized what time it
was. She

looked at her watch and was shocked to see it was wel after seven.

She should have left over two hours ago.

Muscles cramped from long hours of sitting in the same position protested and she stood to stretch.
Her tummy

growled, but her eyes were drawn back to the almost completed report on her desk. Just another hour
or so and

she would be done.

"Why are you stil here?"

She jumped at the sound of Angelo's voice, her entire body flushing with warmth and she hadn't even
turned to

look at him.

When she did, she felt like she'd been hit by a truck. Why did the man have to be so darn sexy? Most
of his

management team was at least a decade older, balding and showing the effects of middle age in their
belt size, but

not Angelo. He was tal and lean with muscles to die for and if he was much over thirty, she'd eat the
report she'd

been editing.

"I was working on a project and got lost to the time."

"What about this workplace effectiveness model you've been trying to sel to management? Doesn't
that include

going home on time?"

She shrugged guiltily. "Theory doesn't always work in reality."



He smiled, white teeth flashing in his gorgeous face. "No, it doesn't, but if you're going to convince
my

management team of your theories, you're going to have to live and work by them."

"You're right, of course." She sighed, wishing life was as easy as putting ideas down on paper. "I
guess you got

caught up in something, too?"

His expression cooled for no reason she could discern. "I was putting together the plans for a new
acquisition."

"You're buying another company?"

Satisfaction flashed in his eyes, but they remained strangely chiled. "Yes."

"Um…congratulations."

"Thank you." He ran his fingers through the short, dark curls on his head, leaving them mussed and
looking way

too enticing for her own good. "Have you had dinner?"

too enticing for her own good. "Have you had dinner?"

"No. I'l stop and get something on the way home." She turned and grabbed her suit jacket off the hook
on the

cubicle wal behind her desk.

As she did so, she realized the sheer white camisole that looked perfectly acceptable under the jacket
was much

too thin for a business environment without it. It had gotten warm and she hadn't even been aware of
taking the

jacket off, but now she wished she hadn't gotten quite so engrossed in her work.

Looking down, she could see the shadow of nipples that had hardened upon her boss's arrival and
was darn sure

he could, too.

"Have dinner with me." His voice betrayed nothing, but he made no pretense of ignoring the display.
Dark indigo



eyes flicked from her breasts to her face. "Wel?"

Sensation zinged through her, making her tight peaks sting and she shoved her arms into the sleeves of
her suit

jacket.

Panicked at how tempting the invitation was and the desperate reaction of her body, she blurted the
first excuse

that came to her mind. "I'm realy not al that hungry."

Her stomach gave immediate lie to her words with an audible growl and she had to bite back a groan
of

embarrassment.

"Are you sure about that?"

"Uh…"

"Look, Tara, I'm simply interested in sharing some company for dinner. I eat enough meals alone to
get tired of it.

Stop worrying. I'm not going to pounce."

That was the second time he'd assured her on that score, but she was beginning to think it wasn't him
pouncing she

had to be concerned about.

"I'm sure you're not short on companions you could cal on." She couldn't keep the cynical conjecture
from her

voice.

"You'd be surprised. I've never found the company of women with dolar signs in their eyes al that
aluring."

She gave him a frank once-over. "Like women are only interested in you for your money."

"Is that a compliment?"

"Yes." She'd never been good at prevaricating. She hated lies, no more so than since she'd been lied
to so



spectacularly by Baron Randal.

"If you find me attractive, why not have dinner with me?"

"Because you are who you are and I am who I am."

"You mean the whole multimilionaire and junior-management trainee thing?" he asked with drol
humor.

She found herself smiling. "Yes, that thing."

"Why don't we pretend to be nothing more than an unattached man looking for the company of a
woman he

admires a great deal for dinner?"

He admired her a great deal? That was a different line than Baron's had been anyway. He'd been so
focused on

her beauty and then her sexual innocence, he'd barely given credence to her brain.

"Al right, but let's keep it simple. It's late."

"Do you have any suggestions?"

She did and couldn't help being surprised when he wilingly let her direct him to a chain restaurant
known for its

quick and friendly service. The food was good, but not exactly five-star. Apparently, Angelo didn't
care about

eating only in the best restaurants.

She liked that and told him so.

He shrugged. "When you have the freedom and finances to eat where you want, why limit yourself?
Besides, this

was one of my dad's favorite restaurants when I was growing up."

"You grew up in the Pacific Northwest?"

"Seattle."

"Wow…I guess I thought al big business tycoons came from New York."



He laughed. "I have an apartment there. Does that shore up your image of me?"

"That depends…do you cal it home?"

"I don't cal anywhere home. I travel too much. I have a house in Palermo that would probably be the
closest

thing."

"Do you speak Italian?"

"Fluently."

"Oh…I took French in high school, but I was always more interested in numbers than languages."

"I'm fluent in several. It comes with the territory, but my mother spoke Italian to me always and we
spent part of

every year in Sicily with her family."

"You said she was Sicilian earlier…is she no longer alive?"

"She and my father died within two years of each other."

"I've heard about that kind of devotion…one can't go on living without the other." She'd always
questioned it

though…wondering if two people could ever realy be that necessary to each other.

His face contorted as if in pain, but then went so blank she had to wonder if she'd imagined the first
expression.

"They loved each other very much."

He said it so coldly, as if he was unmoved by his parents' emotion.

Stil…"Their deaths must have been very hard on you."

"I survived."

She nodded. He was too strong not to have done, but she wondered for just a second what the cost
had been for

him to be so detached about it now.

"My dad walked when I was two." Tara said after a silent pause. "He didn't know the meaning of the



word

devotion." Or commitment. Or love for that matter.

"Did your mother remarry?"

"Eventualy. I had a few uncles who were every bit as alergic to the c-word as my dad before Darren
Colby, my

step-father, came into our lives."

"That doesn't sound like an ideal childhood."

"That's one way of putting it." She laughed, shocked at herself for sharing so much with a man she
was determined

not to get involved with.

The same thing had happened the night before. It bothered her, but a barrier that existed between her
and the rest

of the world seemed to be missing with him. Odd, but apparently it wasn't something she could do
much about.

It was like her normal privacy filter was switched off around him.

Thank goodness he was only in Portland for a visit to his company and would be gone soon.

"Your mother must have had lousy taste in her partners," he said.

"That depends on how you look at it. She's drawn to dynamic, powerful men. Men a lot like you."

"For you to have had several male figures in your childhood, they must have been drawn to her, too."

"For a while anyway. She's beautiful."

"You say that like it's a curse."

"None of the men who dumped on my mom would have given her the time of day if she'd been plain."

"And perhaps Baron Randal would not have been attracted to you if you were not equaly as
beautiful?"

"I prefer not to talk about him."

"But he is the reason you are so reticent about becoming my friend."



"I never said that."

"I never said that."

"Do you deny it?"

"No."

"And the man your mom married, Colby. I bet he was also attracted to her beauty."

"Darren would love Mom if she was fifty pounds overweight and had a mole on her chin."

"He sounds like a great guy, but wasn't he first attracted by her beauty?"

"I suppose."

"So, it isn't always a curse."

"No, but then there aren't that many men in the world like Darren."

"Maybe there are more than you think."

Did Angelo want her to believe he was one of them?

The prospect that he might was even scarier than her own urge to find out.

* * *

Over the next few days, Tara couldn't help feeling he was trying to convince her of that very thing.

Against her wil, she found herself more and more attracted to the business tycoon who admired her
brain and

never criticized the fact she played down her beauty. He was charming to everyone, making Danette
practicaly

faint with excitement when he accepted an invitation to an informal barbecue at her place on Thursday
night.

Under her brazen front, Danette was actualy pretty shy and this would be the first major event she'd
hosted at the

condo her parents had insisted on helping her buy. Members of the city's elite, they had no problem
providing their

daughter with a home most people couldn't afford after working twenty years.



Even so, Danette had been worried about the success of her party and told Tara so. Having Angelo's
attendance

was a major coup, especialy since so many other partygoers would be from Primo Tech.

"And don't you even think about trying to get out of coming now that you know he's going to be there,"
Danette

said seconds after Angelo exited their work area.

"I told you I don't want to end up with another Baron Randal."

"Good gosh, Tara! Are you blind, or something? Not only is Angelo a good ten years younger than
that swine, but

the two men are so different they could be opposite species."

"Oh realy? How are they so different?"

"First of al, it's no secret Baron Randal built his empire using other people."

A piece of information Tara wished she'd been privy to before meeting him.

A piece of information Tara wished she'd been privy to before meeting him.

"Angelo buys and salvages struggling companies. He's gotten where he is through the sweat of his
own brow."

"Please."

"You know what I mean. He worked to build those companies up, just like he worked on this one.
He's earned

his tycoon status, not stolen it. And he's also not a womanizer."

"Oh, realy?"

"Realy. Ray did some checking for me at his newspaper. Angelo hasn't had a steady girlfriend in more
than two

years and he doesn't sleep with other men's wives."

"Like Ray could know that for certain."

"Angelo's newsworthy enough that if he had been caught with the same woman more than once it
would have



made at least one headline."

"The operative word being caught and one of the great benefits of being filthy rich is the ability to buy
a

newspaper's silence."

"Baron Randal is rich too, but there are stil stories about his womanizing ways in more than a few
scandal sheets."

"Maybe he didn't care enough to have them squelched."

"What makes you think Angelo would?"

"Okay, so you've got a point. He's probably not a womanizer. Happy?"

"If you'l cut the guy some slack, yes."

She wasn't going there. "Is Ray going to be at the barbecue?"

"Sure. He's bringing his camera and taking pictures for my scrapbook." Danette smiled dreamily. "It
isn't every day you get such a hunk of a multimilionaire in your backyard eating griled steak."

Tara couldn't help laughing. "You are incorrigible."

Her friend grinned, her eyes filed with infectious laughter. "That's why you like me so much."

"So, are things serious between you and Ray?"

It had been her experience that when her friends started making cooing noises about settling down,
they went into

matchmaker mode with a vengeance and this barbecue invitation couldn't be seen as anything but.

Danette chewed on her bottom lip. "I think so. At least for me. He hasn't said anything about love, but
he spends

al his free time with me."

"That's a very good sign."

"I hope so."

"I hope so."

And if it were true…what did that say about her and Angelo? They weren't dating, but he certainly



managed to fil

up most of her free time.

* * *

Thursday dawned bright and clear, the Oregon sunshine for once unclouded by threats of rain. Tara
walked to

work from the light rail terminal with a smile on her face. It was a good day to be alive.

A strong masculine hand gripped her shoulder before she walked into the building. "You look happy."

She smiled up at Angelo, for once alowing herself to enjoy her body's reaction to the devastating
man's presence.

It wasn't as if anything could happen in front of the building in plain view of the parking lot and the
rest of Primo

Tech's employees. "I love the sunshine."

"It's a great day for your friend's barbecue."

"Yes, it is. Danette wil be pleased."

"Speaking of, would you like me to pick you up on my way?"

"I don't…"

"I'd feel more comfortable arriving with someone."

"I don't see you as the shrinking violet type."

"I'm not." His expression said he couldn't imagine such a thing, either. "But I would stil like to bring
you with me."

They were both going and a car ride there and back could hardly do any damage. After al, she'd been
in the car

with him twice now and come away unscathed. "Sure, why not?"

His hand slid up her shoulder and cupped her nape, sending her thoughts skittering to the four winds.
"I'l look

forward to it."



She watched him walk away thinking maybe unscathed was too strong a term to describe her living on
the edge of

going for another tycoon.



CHAPTER THREE

THE phone was ringing when Tara walked through the door of her apartment at twenty-five minutes
after five. She

sprinted across the smal foyer and picked it up from the hal stand. "Helo?"

"Hey, hon…just wanted to make sure you're not going to dress like a bag lady now that the big boss is
coming."

Danette.

"Sheesh…you caled me to bug me about what I'm going to wear to your casual barbecue? Don't you
have better

things to do?"

"Right…it's casual and that means shorts and a T-shirt. Don't you dare show up in one of your casual-
but-realy-

they-are-for-work-outfits."

Tara roled her eyes. "What difference does it make?"

"Wel, now that's an interesting question. It shouldn't make any difference…to you. I mean, if you're
realy not

interested in the boss, then you shouldn't be bothered exposing a little flesh around him."

The idea of being around Angelo and wearing a pair of hip-hugging shorts and T-shirt that showed a
glimpse of

her stomach when she raised her arms made Tara's body flush with heat…and not from
embarrassment.

"Come on," Danette added, "it's over eighty degrees outside. Be practical."

"I won't show up in a skirt and hose!"

"You'd better not and don't forget your swimsuit." Danette had sole use of the pool area at her condo
complex to

host her barbecue.

Tara loved the water, but if wearing shorts around Angelo made her jumpy, how would she deal with
a swimsuit?



"I'm not going to be swimming."

"Oh, please…did I mention it's eighty-some degrees out there? Of course if you get too hot and want
to cool off, I

could lend you one of mine."

Remembering her friend's penchant for string bikinis that showed more flesh than some bandages,
Tara made a

note to grab her own suit.

Just in case.

* * *

Angelo rang Tara's doorbel with more anticipation than he'd felt for a date in years.

Tara Peters was every bit as beautiful as her photos had shown, but she was also a very intriguing
woman. He had

no difficulty understanding Randal's fascination with her.

Angelo wanted her, too, which made this aspect of his revenge against the other man sweet indeed.

The door to her modest brownstone swung open and his breath suspended in his chest, al thought
ceasing in a

The door to her modest brownstone swung open and his breath suspended in his chest, al thought
ceasing in a

wave of shrieking male hunger that had him wanting to push her back into the apartment and claim her
body as his

own.

Denim shorts clung to her curves, stopping high enough on her thigh to make her wel-toned, honey
tanned legs

look miles long. Her lemon-yelow T-shirt did some clinging of its own, revealing the fact her bra was
so flimsy he

could see her nipples peaking through the soft cotton.

Tara's arms came up and crossed over her breasts in a protective gesture that brought home to him the
fact he'd



been staring at her like a crass teenager watching a striptease.

Angelo's gaze traveled up to her face. She'd puled her hair up into a ponytail. Stil wearing no makeup.
"You look

about eighteen."

A damn sexy eighteen and he was glad he knew she was twenty-four or he would feel like a lecher
with the

thoughts going through his mind.

"And you don't look like a corporate magnate," she said smartly.

He leaned against the doorjamb, interested in the way she backed up a step as if his closeness
bothered her. "Are

you saying my business suits are al that stand between me and mediocrity?"

She laughed abruptly and shook her head. "You could never be an average guy. And I hate to tel you
this, but

most of the men at the barbecue are not going to be wearing Armani T-shirts and Ralph Lauren
shorts."

His brows rose.

She grinned at him. "I used to be a fashion model. Identifying designers is my stock in trade. I can tel
a knockoff

designer bag a mile off."

"I'm not similarly gifted."

Her look said she doubted his words and he almost smiled. Men in his world often knew a great deal
about

women's fashion for the expedient reason that it made it easier to buy gifts a certain type of female
would truly

appreciate.

That sort of woman had never appealed to him.

"Are you ready to go?" he asked.



She nodded, grabbing her tote bag from the floor beside the door.

She waited for him to back up, but he merely shifted his body slightly so she could get by him. Tara
gingerly

stepped around him, as if afraid to touch him, but equaly determined not to show it. He inhaled her
scent, letting it

tease his senses, before stepping back so she could shut the door.

Angelo's position forced her to stand mere inches from his body as she locked up. Then he led her
outside to his

car, where he took pains to invade her personal space buckling her in and adjusting her seatbelt. She
was

breathing in shalow pants, her eyes vague with suppressed desire by the time he straightened and shut
her door.

Good.

She wanted him and it wouldn't be long before he would have her—despite her aversion to wealthy
tycoons.

The thought brought him harsh satisfaction. His revenge against the man who used and discarded
people like trash

was close at hand. However, unlike Baron Randal, once Angelo had Tara, he wasn't sure he'd let her
go.

And that might be the best revenge of al.

* * *

"How many pictures do you need for your scrapbook?" Tara demanded of Danette as the woman's
annoying

boyfriend snapped yet another shot.

Angelo didn't like Ray's preoccupation with Tara, either, and was on the verge of making his
displeasure known in

a very basic way.

Danette shrugged her slim shoulders. "You can never have too many. And you've got to admit, even
without



makeup, you're awfuly photogenic."

About that, Angelo had to agree.

But Tara grimaced. "I think I'm going to rue the day you took up your new scrapbook hobby."

"Hey, we aren't al so focused on work that we don't have outside interests."

"I have outside interests."

"Name one."

"I volunteer at the Boys and Girls club once a week."

That hadn't been in her file, Angelo took a mental note.

Danette snorted delicately. "Right, but you're doing almost the same thing at the club as you do at
Primo Tech."

"Hardly."

"You manage staff resources. How is that different?"

"The staff is made up of volunteers."

Even Angelo could tel Tara was stretching the truth and it made him smile. For a woman dedicated to
work-life

effectiveness, she was lousy at practicing what she preached. "So, you volunteer at the Boys and
Girls club, but

you don't connect with the kids?" he asked.

She turned to face him, her expression mirroring her surprise and some embarrassment. "I didn't
realize you were

there."

He handed her a cranberry spritzer over ice. "Your drink, as promised."

He'd been taking care of her in smal ways like this one since they arrived at the barbecue and she
didn't seem to

know how to take it. Apparently other men in her life had not pampered her. However, he was
inteligent enough



to know that pampering and seduction went hand in hand.

She smiled, her rich chocolate eyes warm. "Thank you."

The snick of another picture came from her left and she jerked her head around. "Do you mind?"

Ray had the sense to look abashed. "Sorry. Photography is a fairly new hobby for me."

Tara sighed expressively. "You and Danette and your hobbies. Give it a rest, would you?"

"Sure."

Angelo gave the man a steely look that had sent more than one boardroom discussion going in the
direction he

wanted it to. "I wouldn't mind getting copies of some of the photos. Would that be possible?"

"You want pictures of the barbecue?" Tara asked, her voice pitched high in surprise.

"Not realy, but there are one or two guests I wouldn't mind having a photo of." He gave Tara a
significant look.

"If you want a picture of me, I've got an entire portfolio ful I'm not using anymore." She said it like a
joke, but he didn't smile.

"I'd love to see them. Maybe you can get the portfolio out when we get back to your place."

Her mouth opened, but nothing came out.

"If you can get her to show it to you, you'l be getting further than most of us. For a former top model,
she sure is

shy," Ray said, sounding put out.

Danette smacked him in the arm, her eyes filed with teasing laughter. "Hey, you are supposed be
interested in

seeing my baby photos, not my best friend's modeling shots."

Ray grinned and shrugged.

Angelo frowned at him and the grin swiftly disappeared.

"Are you going to swim?" Danette asked Angelo, going for a swift change of subject, apparently
realizing he



wasn't as amused by her boyfriend's interest in Tara as she was.

The prospect of seeing Tara in a swimsuit sent his libido into overdrive. He met her wary brown gaze
as he

answered Danette. "I'd like to."

"Good." She grinned at Tara. "How about you?"

"I don't think I wil this time."

"Oh, come on." Danette waved her hand in front of her face like a fan. "It's hot and I know you brought
your suit."

"If you don't want to swim, we won't," he said making it clear he considered them a couple at this
party and had

no intention of participating in activities that didn't include them both.

no intention of participating in activities that didn't include them both.

If anything, her expression turned more wary. "You don't have to refrain from swimming because I
am."

"It's not a problem."

She gave the sparkling water a look of longing and he moved closer, until he could touch her
shoulder.

Her head snapped up and their eyes locked.

"Are you sure you don't want to swim?"

"I…"

"What are you afraid of, Tara?"

She licked her lips and let out a short sigh before averting her gaze. "You."

He hadn't expected her honesty. "I promise not to dunk you."

"That's not what worries me and I think you know it." Tara spoke in a low voice so Danette and Ray,
who were

now arguing over when to start griling the steaks, could not hear.



"A life worth living requires taking a few risks." Somehow, he was even closer than a moment ago.

"I've taken my share."

"Not with me."

"And you want me to believe you're different?"

"I am."

Tara's heart contracted at those two simple words. In a way, he'd already proven that. Other men
would have

tried to dismiss her reluctance to go swimming as trivial. Angelo saw the decision for what it was, an
opportunity

to either keep shutting him out or to let him one step closer to the private Tara Peters.

It represented a wilingness to socialize with him, not only as a couple, but also in a situation that left
her

vulnerable. Few women looked their best with their hair hanging down their back in a wet rattail.
And no woman

put on a swimsuit in front of a man she was hugely attracted to without taking a risk.

Maybe after two years, taking this one smal risk wouldn't be so bad. She might be inviting Angelo
closer, but she

wasn't going to bed with him. She wasn't offering to have his babies or buy his staff presents at
Christmas.

"I'l swim."

He nodded, his expression every bit as serious as hers. "Okay."

* * *

Tara hadn't bothered with a wrap because her suit was pretty conservative, but as she walked toward
Angelo,

who watched her with blatant male appreciation, she wished she had. The navy-blue shorts and halter
style suit

who watched her with blatant male appreciation, she wished she had. The navy-blue shorts and halter
style suit



covered almost as much as her clothes had, but it clung to her curves like a second skin and it was
pretty obvious

her sexy boss liked the view.

When she came within reach, he casualy reached out and placed his hand on the bare flesh between
her shoulder

blades. "Nice suit."

Her breath caught and it took effort to force out a response. "Thanks. It's one of my favorites."

He guided her toward the poolside. "The body beneath it is fantastic."

She stiffened under his hand, the comment catching her off guard.

He gently increased the pressure and kept walking. "Don't tel me you aren't aware of how incredible
your figure

is. You've been a model for years."

"Was a model."

"Semantics shouldn't change your awareness of your own beauty."

"Beauty doesn't mean much in the scheme of life." And in her opinion, it often got in the way.

"Coupled with brains and a passionate nature, it's a pretty potent package."

Was he implying he saw her that way? "Few men care about what's under the surface."

"I'm unique."

"I get that you'd like me to believe that."

He didn't stop beside the pool, but kept walking, until he led her through a glass door into the building
that housed

half of the huge swimming pool. The condo complex was not only exclusive, its luxury amenities
were without

equal in the area. Residents could swim in whatever weather the Oregon skies chose to offer.

Danette had told Tara that was one of her favorite things about her new home.

Since the day was hot and sunny, no one else was availing themselves of the covered portion of the



pool however.

The ilusion of total privacy heightened Tara's awareness of Angelo in a way she wished it didn't.

He paused on the edge of the empty water and looked down at her. The intensity of his gaze burned
away her

awareness of the sounds coming from the party outside. "You're not very trusting are you?"

"If I was after the way I grew up and what I went through with Baron, I'd be an idiot."

"You're far from stupid, but you're also blind."

She opened her mouth to argue, but he pressed his finger against her lips and she had to fight the urge
to suck it

into her mouth and taste his skin. "You can't see beyond your past. I am not from your past. I am right
here, right

now and I want you to see me. "

She reached up and grabbed his wrist, the simple connection feeling too good, too right for comfort.
She tugged

She reached up and grabbed his wrist, the simple connection feeling too good, too right for comfort.
She tugged

his hand away, but kept her hold on his wrist and his fingers somehow went from pressing against her
lips to

cupping her cheek.

Her eyes locked with his. "I can't see anything else."

"Good." He leant down until his lips hovered just above hers. "That's the way it should be."

"You're awfuly arrogant at times."

"I would bore you to death if I were any other way."

Was he right? Did she crave the same kind of man her mother had always been attracted to?
Somewhere deep

down inside she'd always known she did, which was why she'd shied away from men in general. She
hadn't



trusted her own judgment.

Could she now?

"I'm going to kiss you."

He waited, watching her with searing patience. He was giving her plenty of time to pul away, but
right now that

was beyond her. She wanted him, wanted his kiss. She needed to know if the feelings inside her were
a figment of

her imagination, or if connecting to this man would truly be as soul-altering as her senses were teling
her it would

be.

Then he kissed her.

Carefuly.

Slowly.

Thoroughly.

He didn't demand, didn't push for more. However, he stil managed to take gentle possession of her
mouth,

imprinting his taste and the very essence of himself on her consciousness.

The almost soothing press of his lips against hers was not in the least aggressive and yet she felt
completely, utterly

claimed.

The expression in his eyes when he lifted his head said that as far as he was concerned, she had been.

"Are you ready to go swimming?"

The kiss had been so profound that the mundane question did not at first register. When it did, it also
reminded her

that they were not realy alone.

For a woman who hated having her personal life in the spotlight, she'd certainly given the other
partygoers an



eyeful.

However, on closer inspection, she realized that at the place they were standing inside the building,
hardly anyone

could see them even though the door that led outside was made of clear glass. Ray with his annoying
camera,

seemed to be the only one even looking, the expression in his eyes smug.

seemed to be the only one even looking, the expression in his eyes smug.

Obviously he'd gotten a shot of the kiss. She wondered if that picture was going to make it into
Danette's

scrapbook. Considering her friend's sense of humor, it probably would.

The pool looked more inviting than ever. "Yes. I'm definitely ready to get cooled off."

She realized the implication of her words as soon as Angelo's low chuckle reached her ears.
Annoying heat surged

into her cheeks. She'd blushed more around this man than she had since taking her first modeling
contract more

than ten years ago as a gangly adolescent.

"Then shal we go?" Angelo asked, tugging her toward the deep part near where it flowed to the
outside,

obviously intending to jump in.

She puled back. "I'd rather enter at the shalow end."

He turned to look at her, his expression indecipherable. "Why?"

She shrugged. "I guess I'm the cautious sort, but I like to get used to the water a bit at a time."

"That's torturous."

He was right, but she'd never been able to force herself just to jump into cold water.

Something shifted in his penetrating blue gaze.

That was al the warning she got before Angelo swept her up in his arms and tossed her in the pool.



Cold water shocked her system. She sank toward the bottom, legs and arms flailing. Tucking her legs
in, she

executed a neat rol and shot toward the surface. It wasn't far, the pool was only six feet deep to begin
with. She

came to the surface gasping for air and ready to take an inch off his hide.

Impatiently brushing the water from her eyes, she looked around, treading water and ready to yel at
him, but he

wasn't poolside anymore.

A sudden shower of cold droplets from behind her had her spinning around in the water. He was
there, so darn

tal, he could touch bottom and stil keep most of his face above the water. He moved to her right,
ending up not a

foot from her in more shalow water. His expression was so relaxed and mischievous she couldn't
begin to hold on

to her anger.

She didn't think Angelo Gordon looked mischievous very often. Something spasmed in her heart that
she was the

one to bring out this side of him.

She sent a cascade of water directed at his head with the sweep of her hand. "You fiend." But her
heart wasn't in

it and the words came out sounding a lot more teasing than accusatory.

He grinned, not bothering to wipe the water from his face. "Feels good doesn't it?"

"It would have felt better if I'd been able to get used to it before being dunked."

He shook his head. "You would have wasted time playing in the shalows, torturing yourself with
every smal foray

He shook his head. "You would have wasted time playing in the shalows, torturing yourself with
every smal foray

deeper into the pool."



"The shalows aren't always a waste of time."

"They are when diving into the deep end is so rewarding."

Neither of them was talking about swimming and from the seriousness of his expression now, they
both knew it.

"I dove in once before and learned to rue my impetuousness."

"Which doesn't mean you should never go diving again."

"I almost drowned the last time."

He shook his head. "Not you. You got the breath knocked out of you, but you're fighting fit again."

He was right. Baron had hurt her, but her nature didn't alow for walowing in misery. She'd picked up
and moved

on, in every way but her wilingness to risk her heart again.

Angelo tapped her nose. "You're enjoying the water now, admit it."

"Yes, I am." What had felt frigidly cold against skin heated by the sun now felt refreshing.

"Diving into deep waters can be terrifying or rewarding depending on who you do your diving with
and what kind

of water he leads you into."

Oh, gosh. She didn't know if she could handle this. He'd been chalenging her to see him as a unique
individual

since the moment they met, but this was more. This was a direct attack on the way she'd been handling

relationships for two years.

Or rather avoiding them.

"What kind would I find myself in with you?" she couldn't help asking.

Strong fingers curled around her waist under the water and she found herself being puled against him.
"The kind

that wil leave you sated with pleasure."

"I've been sated before, but that didn't make up for the hurt that came later."



"No one can guarantee the future, bella mia, but the present is here for us to enjoy."

There was something extremely intimate about being caled an endearment in his mother's native
language. It made

her feel special to him. Only that was probably wishful thinking. No doubt, he slipped into Italian
with every

woman he wanted to bed. It was sexy.

The cynical thoughts made her angry. Was she going to spend the rest of her life thinking the worst of
every man

who came into it? That made her a victim of her past, not victorious over it and Angelo had been
right. She was a

strong woman, too strong to let her past control her.

"Yes, the present is here for us to enjoy."

"Yes, the present is here for us to enjoy."

When his lips covered hers this time, there was no hesitation, no gentle persuasion. It was al raw
passion and

masculine claim-staking, a sensual demand that she acknowledge his ability and right to give her
pleasure.

And she gave it to him through a mouth that wilingly molded to his.

Lips cool from the water soon heated against hers and his tongue pressed against her mouth, this time
demanding

entrance. With a groan of needs long denied, she opened to him. Unlike Baron's carefuly orchestrated
seductions,

Angelo took her mouth like a conquering marauder. Imprinting himself on every milimeter of the
interior, he

devastated her lips with a carnality that left her weak.

He lifted her more firmly against him, his reaction to their kiss pressing blatantly against her thighs.

Her breasts ached and sweled in the confines of her halter top, while her most secret flesh grew hot
and wetter



than the water surrounding them. She laid her hands against the sculpted muscles of his chest, her
fingers delighting

in the sensation of wet, slick skin covered by curling black hair. The kiss deepened into territory
she'd never

explored and she dug her nails into his pecs. He groaned against her lips.

A shower of water broke them apart, the sound of laughter around them grating on nerves sensitized
by his

lovemaking. And it had been lovemaking even if he hadn't done any more than kiss her. Some of the
other

partygoers had swum through the low arched partition to the outside and were engaging in a game of
tag.

Incapable of the coordination it took to tread water, Tara took advantage of her proximity to the edge
to grab it

with both hands. She hung there while her body struggled for breath and she tried to regain control
over her

emotions.

"Do you want me to apologize?" He spoke very close to her ear.

She shook her head, not looking at him. "I was with you al the way."

"I didn't mean to lose control, stellina. Public displays of affection are not my thing. The thought of
embarrassing a lover leaves me cold."

But then neither of them had expected the other guests in the pool to folow them inside.

"Stellina?" she asked, not ready to dwel on the implication of her own loss of control or his
insinuation she was his lover.

His lips quirked. "Little star."

Thinking of her five-foot-nine stature, she shook her head. "Hardly that."

"It fits you."

"Maybe to a giant like you, but the rest of the world sees me as rather tal."

"How the rest of the world sees you is unimportant to me."



"Your arrogance is showing again."

"And we both know how you feel about that."

"And we both know how you feel about that."

She turned away from the heat in his gaze. "I think your Sicilian blood is showing."

"Maybe a little, but don't chalk that kiss up to my Latin temperament."

"You want me to believe I'm wholy responsible for your passion? Isn't that giving me an awful lot of
potential

power?"

"Why should I attempt to hide what must be obvious?"

This was getting stranger by the second. Baron had always been careful to minimize the effect she had
on him, or

at least her impression of it. He had played control games, wanting her to believe the greater need
was on her

side. He'd spouted platitudes about love while withholding the security of knowing she impacted him
with the same

potency he did her.

Either Angelo was way more sensitive than Baron Randal or he was more confident. The latter was
far more

likely.

She turned her head and gave him a sideways look. "You're a unique man, Angelo Gordon."

"I'm glad you can see that." He waited a beat. "Finaly."

No, no lack of confidence there.

A feminine hand landed on Angelo's shoulder. "You're it." The buxom brunette swam away at speed,
her string

bikini leaving nothing to the imagination.

To Tara's shock, Angelo joined in the game of water tag with enthusiasm and showed that he played
shark in the



water every bit as wel as he did the boardroom.



CHAPTER FOUR

WHEN they climbed out of the pool forty minutes later to eat, Tara was panting from the exertion. She
grabbed

her towel and started drying off. He did the same.

She leaned over to wring her long hair out. "I wouldn't have pegged you for that kind of water play."

"What, you thought I only knew how to swim laps in a pool?"

"I would have thought water polo would be more your style—highly competitive and a definitive
winner at the end

of the day."

"Actualy I was on a team through high school."

She straightened, surprised by the admission. "Were you realy?"

"Yes, but the traveling schedule interfered with my studies and I dropped it my freshman year in
colege."

"I was right then."

He acknowledged it with a slight inclination of his head and then draped his towel around the back of
his neck.

"But I can also play a mean game of tag."

"Definitely." He'd tagged her several times, and unlike some of the men, made no attempt to cop a feel
when doing

so.

He realy was different…from anyone she'd ever known. Even her stepfather…because as wonderful
as Angelo

was proving himself to be, she could sense he had a ruthless streak that would leave even a man of
Darren's

strength in the dust.

That ruthlessness was in evidence when they arrived back at her apartment later that evening. "Invite
me inside."



"I don't think I should." She wasn't sure she was ready to take the next step in their relationship, or if
she ever

would be.

"Because of the kiss in the pool."

"Because of how much I want to repeat the experience."

He got out of the car and came around to her door. He opened it and leaned over her to unbuckle her
seat belt.

He stopped with his face inches from her own. "I won't continue to pay the price for another man's
stupidity."

"You're so sure I don't want this because of what I went through with Baron."

"You do want this." His mouth claimed hers for another kiss that left any spoken denial useless.
"You're afraid of me because of him."

"I told you about my mom."

"She had bad taste in men."

"Apparently so do I."

The chil in his eyes made her shiver. "I resent that remark. You want me."

"I didn't mean to imply you're a bad risk."

"But that's what you believe."

Frustrated anger weled up inside. "Are you saying you're interested in commitment? Marriage? That
you'l stick

around if a business opportunity comes up that makes our relationship impossible?"

"Most men marry someday and I don't do business in the bedroom so our relationship wil never be
compromised

by my commercial interests."

"What do you want from me?"

"Invite me inside and we'l explore the possibilities."



"I don't believe in casual sex."

"There is nothing casual about where you fit into my life." The gravity of his expression and tone
convinced her he

was teling the truth.

As impossible as it might seem, this man was serious about her. He wasn't making any promises, but
he wasn't

denying the possibility of a future either. A very skiled seduction campaign or was he showing the
marks of

integrity she could rely on?

"If I invite you up, it isn't to share my bed."

"I'l settle for some coffee to start with."

"Al right."

Angelo puled back, shocking her by not cementing his victory with another kiss.

They had coffee and to her further surprise, he left around eleven without making a pass. Oh, he
kissed her again

and her lips were stil tingling the next morning from it, but he hadn't tried to get her into bed.

Which had left her confused and unable to sleep for dweling on the implications of everything that had
happened

at and after the barbecue.

* * *

She was yawning the next day when she sat down at her desk and looked over to see Danette doing
the same

thing.

They both laughed.

"Tired?" Tara asked.

"Yes, you look like you are, too, but I bet it's for different reasons."



"Yes, you look like you are, too, but I bet it's for different reasons."

"You're so bad."

"Wel, admit it…you probably went home and worked on a project until bedtime, while I worked on
Ray."

Tara laughed again, this time shaking her head. "You are incorrigible."

"And you aren't answering. Dare I hope you and the boss hit it off last night?"

"I'm sure Ray told you we kissed…I'd say it was pretty obvious we're attracted to each other."

"That doesn't mean a whole lot when it's you we're talking about. You've got more fortitude than
anyone I've ever

known."

"Are you saying I'm stubborn?"

"If the conservative shoe fits…"

Tara just shrugged, not wanting to get into a long discussion about her date with Angelo and knowing
that was

where this conversation was headed if she didn't watch it.

She and Danette worked for a while before her friend piped up with, "Ray thinks you two are a great
couple."

"Ray needs to spend more time focusing on you than what's going on around him. I was ready to throw
his camera

in the pool last night."

Danette gave a gasp of mock horror and clutched at her heart. "He paid a thousand bucks for that
baby. He

would have cried like a lost orphan if you'd drowned it."

"I guess it's a good thing your hobbies feed each other."

The phone rang before Danette could reply to Tara's teasing.

She picked it up. "Tara Peters here."



"Good morning, stellina. "

"Angelo." She turned so her back was to Danette's now avidly curious gaze.

"Did you sleep wel?"

"If I answer that honestly, you'l get a sweled head." Where the flirtatious words came from, she didn't
know.

She'd never been particularly flirtatious and in the last two years, she'd been positively subdued in
her behavior

toward men, but he brought out a side to her she'd considered gone forever.

"I did not sleep." The words were given in such a seductive voice, she about melted in her chair.

"Um…I'm sorry?"

A wicked chuckle made her insides shiver. "I'm not sure I believe you."

A wicked chuckle made her insides shiver. "I'm not sure I believe you."

"You doubt my sincerity?"

"Perhaps I wouldn't if you answered my original question…did you sleep wel?"

"No."

"Ah. I like that. It was because of me."

"Conceited man."

"Am I?"

"Maybe not." She had spent her night thinking about him.

"I need to be back in New York on Monday."

"Oh." Gosh, how original, but what was she supposed to say to that? Don't go?

"My flight was scheduled to leave this afternoon."

"It was?" As in he'd changed it?

"Yes."

She waited in silence, not sure how he wanted her to respond. Hoping she'd interpreted his use of the



past tense

correctly.

"I had it postponed."

Relief surged through her and she knew she was in deep trouble with this man. "You did?"

"I wanted to spend more time with you."

"I like that, " she admitted.

"So, you'l let me take you out tonight?"

"Yes." She was making an irrevocable decision, but maybe it was time she started taking some risks.

If she didn't, she might spend the rest of her life regretting yet another bad choice.

"I'l pick you up at seven."

"Al right."

"You have a date with the boss?" Danette demanded the minute Tara hung up the phone.

"Yes."

Danette's whistle echoed the shock reverberating through her own brain.

Danette's whistle echoed the shock reverberating through her own brain.

* * *

She was stil reeling from her decision to actualy go on a date with Angelo when she dressed for the
evening.

Unlike their business dinner, she had no desire to dress in a way that downplayed her femininity
tonight. Puling a

garment she hadn't worn in a very long time from the back of her closet, she smiled. The
quintessential little black

dress, its spaghetti straps and skirt that hit her midthigh were elegant and sexy despite the simplicity
of the dress's

design.

She brushed her hair into curling waves that reached the middle of her back, slipped on a pair of



black stiletto

sandals and stood to look in the mirror. Oh gosh, she'd forgotten the way it looked. The way she could
look.

Had it always been this sensual? Half of her body was on display and the neckline showed a lot more
cleavage

than she remembered.

Even without makeup, the woman staring back at her appeared ready for a very hot date and she
wasn't sure that

was the image she wanted to provide. Angelo didn't need a whole lot of encouragement in this area.
She was

reaching for the zipper on the back of the dress when the doorbel rang.

He was early.

She looked longingly at the less revealing dresses hanging in her closet and started to jerk the zipper
down when

the doorbel rang again. She puled the zipper back up and after giving her reflection one last
despairing glance,

she headed for the door.

When she opened it, she almost fel backward from the intense appreciation in his gaze. He looked
like he wanted

to eat her alive. Zings of forbidden pleasure arced through her at the thought.

Taking a deep breath, she tried to ignore the incredible reaction of her body to his presence. "Hi."

"Helo." He looked her up and down, his fiery gaze touching her with tactile force and leaving
goosebumps in

unimaginable places in its wake. "I like the way you look."

"Thank you."

He'd changed from a business suit to a v-necked, lightweight, black sweater that molded his muscular
chest and

charcoal gray slacks that emphasized the sheer masculine perfection of his form. "You don't look so



bad yourself."

His smile was more like a wicked invitation to sin. He put his hand out. "Ready to go?"

"I don't have any makeup on yet." Not that she normaly wore it, but this was a date.

Not counting yesterday, which had not been official…it was her first one in two years.

"You don't need it."

She cocked her head to the side and studied him like he was an alien species. Sometimes, like now, it
felt like he

was. He certainly didn't fit the mold of the other males she'd known. "Most men want their dates to be
as

gorgeous as possible."

gorgeous as possible."

"You aren't an ornament on my arm. You look beautiful to me and that is al that should matter."

"Thank you."

"Besides, makeup cannot improve on perfection." It was a corny line, but he said it was such offhand
seriousness;

she couldn't dismiss it as mere flattery.

"Wow…you know just the right thing to say."

"The truth often comes out that way."

"But not always. Sometimes the truth hurts." She didn't know why she said it, maybe as a reminder to
herself.

His mouth set in a grim line. "You're right, but I stil prefer it over dishonesty."

"Me, too." A sudden urge made her blurt out. "Promise you'l always tel me the truth."

He stared at her as if testing her motive for the request, but then he nodded. "I won't ever lie to you."

"I'l never lie to you either." She said it quietly, fervently and he received it without comment.

Taking her arm, he tugged her out the door. "Now that we've established that, let's go eat dinner."

She laughed, a feeling of buoyant happiness bubbling through her. Unless he was the best actor on the



planet, he'd

meant his vow of honesty and she knew she had. No matter how odd the pact might seem to others, it
gave her a

sense of peace and a spark of hope for their future.

* * *

They were in Washington Park before she thought to ask where he was taking her for dinner.

"We're almost there."

To her knowledge, there was no restaurant near where they were, unless you counted the concession
stands in the

Rose Garden. Which seemed to be where they were headed, but she couldn't imagine he was taking
her there.

She saw that she was right about their destination however as he puled the purring Mercedes into a
parking spot

near the gardens. He came around to open her door and the scent of roses washed over her senses.
Midsummer,

the air was laden with their sweet fragrance.

She closed her eyes and inhaled. "It's what I think Heaven wil smel like. So sweet and good."

"I'm glad you like it."

He helped her out of the car and then led her through an archway and down into the gardens. He kept
going until

they reached one of the private gardens enclosed by a tal green hedge. He stopped and she saw a
linen covered

table set with china and lit with candlelight in the center of the smal garden bedecked with a thousand
more

flickering candles. Two antique dining chairs were on opposite sides of the smalish table and he
seated her in one

before taking the other.

A black clad waiter immediately poured them each a glass of champagne and then set starters of



chiled crabmeat

over a bed of lettuce.

She looked at Angelo, too stunned to pretend to be the least bit casual about his efforts. "This is
amazing."

"I wanted tonight to be special."

"Any particular reason?"

"Because what is going on between us is special."

His words seduced her utterly.

Dinner was an incredible experience. They talked about everything including Angelo's plans for
Primo Tech. He

listened to her ideas on the subject and then brought up two more companies he was currently
resuscitating.

That discussion took them al the way to dessert when Angelo said, "Tel me about Baron Randal."

Her muscles tensed. "I already did."

"Only some of it."

"Do you spend your other dates quizzing women on past liaisons?"

"Only when those liaisons are stil impacting the present."

"He doesn't. I'm here aren't I?"

"He does. You're here against your better judgment. Because of your experience with him, you wanted
to write

me off."

"I've been writing all men off for two years. It's not personal."

"It became personal the moment I got lumped in with the rest." And in his arrogant view of the world,
that was

unacceptable.

She almost smiled.



"Your refusal to date makes it sound like you're not over him." He didn't sound pleased at that idea.

"I am, trust me."

She couldn't read his expression, but she wasn't sure he believed her.

"I told you I wouldn't lie to you."

"But if you are lying to yourself, how wil you help it?"

"I'm not that much of a fool."

"I hope that is true."

"I hope that is true."

She wasn't offended by his words. In fact, their urgency touched her. "Trust me. It is."

"How did you meet?"

"At a show." Perhaps talking about it would set Angelo's mind at rest. Goodness knew she felt more
comfortable

sharing her secrets with him than anyone else, though she stil wasn't sure why. "He asked for an
introduction from

my agent and then swept my then naïve self right off my feet."

"He's quite a bit older than you."

"Sixteen years and that was a big part of his success where other men had failed. Not only did he
know just what

buttons to push to get a response from me because of his experience, but I made the mistake of
assuming age

meant maturity. That he knew what he wanted."

"Didn't he?"

"Yes, I guess he did…but in the end, it wasn't me."

"So you broke up."

"Yes."

"He married an heiress within a month of the breakup."



"Don't ask me how he accomplished that. She had to have heard the stories. We were splashed across
every

newspaper. Why would she want a man who had to have been having an affair when they met?"

"He was living with someone else when he met you."

"How did you know that?" She hadn't even learned that juicy tidbit until she read one of the nasty
articles done on

their breakup.

He shrugged. "I read."

"Wel, I didn't know about her until later."

"I see."

"I doubt it."

"You sound bitter."

"The tabloids slayed me…portrayed me as the skirt on the side while Baron had been courting his one
true love.

They dubbed me Tempting Tara when I was the one who'd been tempted and then tossed aside."

"Anyone who knows Baron Randal would know that he's absolutely incapable of having one true
love."

"You know him?"

"We've met." The cold dismissal in his voice left no doubt what Angelo thought of the other man.

"We've met." The cold dismissal in his voice left no doubt what Angelo thought of the other man.

"So, you don't think I'm some sort of floozy, ripe for the picking by another charismatic tycoon?"

"Floozy?"

"You know what I mean."

"Yes, I do and no, I don't."

"But—"

"I want you. That's not a crime."



"No."

"So you think I'm charismatic?"

"On occasion, yes."

"That's good to know."

"I'm sure you think so."

"If it means I get the girl, I do."

"The jury is stil out on that one."

"Then let's see if I can't rig it."

"What?"

He was standing up and his hand was outstretched. "Come for a walk with me and let me turn some of
this

charisma on you."

He was teasing, but it wasn't a joke. The man was way too attractive for Tara's own good. And as
docile as any

lamb, she stil put her hand in his and let him lead her toward the main part of the rose garden—that
had been

closed off for their enjoyment alone. Its lush beauty in the fading light awed her.

"It's incredible here," she said after several minutes of silence.

"I think so, too. It's one of my favorite places."

"Did you visit when you lived in Seattle or discover it when you bought Primo Tech?"

"When I was a kid, we came every summer. It was like a pilgrimage."

And he was sharing this special place and his precious memories with her. That meant something. It
had to.

"My mother loved the Rose Festival and we drove down for it," he continued, "I liked the rides."

"I can't imagine you on a carnival ride."

"I can't imagine you on a carnival ride."



"I was a little boy. Even tycoons had to be children at some point."

"It's hard to picture. I see you trading companies from your crib."

"Actualy I didn't get interested in the business side of things until I was twenty. Before that, I thought I
would be

an engineer like my father had been."

"What changed your mind?"

"Life." He put his arm around her waist and puled her into his hard, warm body. "My father was
technicaly

briliant. He developed several new designs and started his own company."

"I'm surprised he was a success. A lot of engineer types aren't good when it comes to the day to day
operations."

She'd seen it over and over again at PrimoTech.

"He wasn't the greatest businessman, but he made do."

"Whereas you are briliant business wise."

"And a mediocre engineer."

"There are always trade-offs in life."

"Yes, there are."

"What's the name of your father's company?"

"It doesn't exist anymore. It was absorbed into a bigger company."

That surprised her. "I would have thought you would keep it intact. A pride thing."

"I didn't own it at the time."

"I'm sorry." She sensed that caused him a lot of pain.

He turned to face her. "Let's not talk about business right now."

"What do you want to talk about?"

His head lowered. "This," he said as his lips pressed against hers.



It was unlike any of the other kisses had been. This was both tender and passion driven. Desire
vibrated off of

him and against her mouth, but he didn't push for a deeper kiss. When he was done, he lifted his head.
"You are

so sexy, stellina. "

"You make me want to be."

Triumph rippled through Angelo. For two years this woman had wanted to be anything but sexy. She
had avoided

men and intimacy completely, but in his arms, she wanted to be a woman.

She was so close to being his—he could sense it.

"Come on, there is something I want you to see."

She let him guide her toward the lower part of the rose garden. He kept his hand on her shoulder, his
thumb

brushing her nape. Triumph flared through him when she shivered despite the warmth of the air and
shifted toward

him infinitesimaly.

Experience had taught him that often it was the smal touches which seduced a woman, not a blatant
show of

passion. She already knew how much he wanted her. He'd shown her that in the pool. Now he had to
show her it

was okay to want him too…because he knew what to do with her wanting.

He leaned down so his breath caressed her ear when he spoke. "I know how to satisfy your craving to
be a

sensual woman, Tara. It wil be very, very good between us."

"I…" Her voice trailed off as if she didn't know how to respond to his comments.

He wasn't so reticent. "I wil give you more pleasure than you have ever known. Believe it."

This time it was a ful blown shudder that rippled down her spine. "Angelo."



He was not even kissing her, but already her arousal was making her voice husky and her heartbeat
quicken. He

smiled. She didn't know it, but they had just passed first base on their way to a home run.



CHAPTER FIVE

BY THE time they returned to the car, Tara was a mass of throbbing sensation.

Angelo and she had lingered in the garden for quite a while. He had shared a surprising knowledge of
the different

species of roses, having her smel them and feel the softness of their petals as he explained their
differences.

Al the while, he had been touching her and saying things in that husky, deep voice of his that promised
the sun, the

moon and the stars al wrapped up in one ultra masculine package.

As battle strategies went, it had been extremely effective. He'd vanquished her resistance and moved
her toward

surrender with the speed and efficiency of a wel-armed, seasoned campaigner. It was the recognition
of her

comparative lack of experience that made her hesitate to give total surrender.

Could she realy be sure of what she wanted and what was best for her when she was under the
influence of his

charismatic presence? When her hands were literaly shaking with the need to touch him?

She turned toward him as his car slid into a parking spot in front of her brownstone and was struck
anew by his

sheer masculine perfection. So sexy. So strong. So much a man. She wanted him more than she'd ever
wanted

anyone, including Baron.

Which made it al the more imperative that she not dive into an emotional commitment without
knowing where he

was at in that regard.

She could remember al too clearly the times she had said she loved Baron and gotten no response or
an, "I

know." She could see now that he'd only said the words to her when it suited his strategy for



manipulation.

She no longer had such naïve ilusions about love, but sex wasn't a simple slaking of physical needs
for her, either.

It never could be. She needed to know that more than Angelo's hormones were engaged. She wasn't
giving her

body to another man without being sure he saw her as more than an occasional bed partner.

Angelo switched off the ignition.

"I'm not going to ask you up."

He tensed and turned to face her, his jaw set, surprise making his eyes darken. "Why not?"

Time for total honesty. She sensed any attempt at prevarication would only give him the final leverage
he needed

to bring about her surrender. "Because if I do, we'l make love and I'm not ready to do that yet."

He reached out and cupped the back of her head, his thumb tracing the shel of her ear and making her
tremble

even more. "You want me."

No way could she deny it. "Desire isn't enough."

"What is enough?"

She stared at him, nonplussed by the question. She hadn't expected him to want to discuss the
intricacies of a

relationship. Most men shied away from that sort of thing.

But, goodness knew, Angelo Gordon was unlike any other man of her acquaintance. "I don't want to
be treated

But, goodness knew, Angelo Gordon was unlike any other man of her acquaintance. "I don't want to
be treated

like a one night stand."

Which was as far as she'd gotten in her thought process…or as far as she had alowed herself to go.

"I want more than one night."



"How much more?"

"How much more do you want? "

"I'm not sure."

"That's not good enough."

"I can't quantify it."

"Sure you can. What do you want? Protestations of love?"

She, who no longer believed in love, felt her heart rate double at the mention of the word. Was he
saying he was

faling in love with her? How could he be?

"What do you want, Tara? A promise of fidelity, or do you want more?" he went on relentlessly.
"Perhaps an offer

of marriage. Is that what you need to feel good about giving yourself to me? Commitment with a
capital C?"

Was he saying he would give those things to her, or was he testing her, pushing to figure out the
parameters of the

deal?

"I just realized I wanted to pursue a relationship," she said, frustration at being put so firmly on the
spot lacing her voice. "How am I supposed to know what form I need it to take before I'm ready to be
intimate with you?"

"You're too smart not to know your own mind."

Only right now, her mind was muddled by desire and the need to conquer fear. She doubted he ever
got muddled

in his thinking. Probably, he thought he was being extremely reasonable asking her to define what she
needed, but

he wasn't the one with doubts. Somehow, she couldn't see this man ever being the one with the doubts.

Her only defense against his relentless logic was more honesty. "Look, you were right, Angelo. I have
been letting

my past control my present. I don't want to do that anymore, but that doesn't mean I'm ready to jump



into bed

with you. I need time."

His smile was al sensual, predatory, and it confused her, because it wasn't the expression of a man
who had just

been turned down. "Oh, you're ready al right, but you're hesitating because you don't know where it
wil lead."

She throbbed low in her womb and she knew he was right. "Fine. You're right. There aren't a lot of
options for

where sex between us could go."

"This is always true. Those options do not change over time."

"Some of them become less palatable."

"You do not want a one night stand, but I gather you also don't want a few long weekends with us both
moving on

to other partners?"

The mere idea made her shiver with revulsion. She'd never taken sex casualy and the idea of going
into a

relationship that intimate with the expectation of ending it repeled her. "No."

"That leaves two other outcomes…we move in together—"

"No," she practicaly shouted.

His brow raised in question.

She took a deep breath and let it out. "I stupidly went that route once before…even after watching my
mom make

the same mistake over and over again. I won't be controled by my past, but I won't refuse to learn
from it, either."

"Then there is only one alternative left: marriage."

"I—"

"You see, it was not so hard to define. In order to give yourself to me, you want a lifetime



commitment."

"I'm not angling for marriage." But her words came out a mere whisper of sound, the direction the
conversation

had taken shocking her to the core.

"Aren't you?"

"No." She wasn't, darn it. Frustration weled up in her. "If you weren't trying to go so fast, this
wouldn't even be an issue, so don't try putting al the blame back on me. I only said I'm not keen on
having casual sex with a man who

wil disappear from my life very soon."

"I wasn't aware I was trying to blame you for anything and I agree, casual sex is not what I had in
mind."

A maelstrom of emotion churned through her. "We can't get married just because you want to have sex
with

me."

"People do it al the time actualy, but I think we've got a lot more than sexual desire going for us."

"Let me get this straight," she said, feeling more bewildered than she ever had in her life. "Are you
saying you want to marry me? "

"Yes."

Suddenly she felt claustrophobic in the interior of the car. She couldn't get enough air and the world
was going

black around the edges. "You didn't say that," she breathed.

"I don't just want you, I like you, Tara. It's been a long time since I felt that way about a woman. I'm
thirty years

old and I've never been in love. I don't think I'm wired that way. There are a lot worse things I could
do than

marry a woman I want as much as I want you."

She couldn't think of a single thing to say in response. Baron had put off making any major
commitments with a



She couldn't think of a single thing to say in response. Baron had put off making any major
commitments with a

constant stream of excuses. So had her mother's boyfriends. She'd never known a man like Angelo that
wanted to

jump feet first into long-term commitment…except Darren.

Her stepdad had asked her mom to marry him on their second date. But that was because he loved her
and

Angelo had just said he wasn't wired that way. It didn't make any sense.

He sighed at her silence. "I respect your integrity and your inteligence. I enjoy your company and I
think you feel

the same way about me. You probably thought you loved Baron Randal, but look at where that got
you.

Marriage to me would be a lot better for your emotional wel-being than waiting around for another
man like him

to show up."

"If you feel that way about it, we can keep dating…take our time deciding if a future makes sense."

Something came over his expression, the ruthlessness she'd always been sure lurked under his
civilized exterior.

He shook his head decisively. "Some of the best decisions I've made in my life have been spur of the
moment

based on my gut instincts. Those instincts are teling me that a marriage between us would work."

This was beyond anything she could've imagined.

"So, what? You want to fly to Las Vegas and get married tomorrow?" she asked sarcasticaly, trying to
point out

the ridiculousness of his attitude.

"That would work," he said musingly. "I think I could wait one more night to have you."

"You're insane."

"Not even close. I'm merely sure of what I want."



She shoved her car door open, feeling as if she didn't get out of that car immediately, she was going to
lose it. "I

need to think."

"You sure you won't ask me up? I could work on convincing you."

"No!" She clambered from the car. "I don't think that's a good idea."

He didn't appear worried by her rejection. In fact, he gave her another look filed with sensual
confidence. "I'l be

by to take you to breakfast. We'l spend the day together."

She nodded and reeled like a drunk up the walk and into her building. Luckily someone had left the
front door

unlatched because keys would have been beyond her right after she got out of the car.

She wasn't much better when she reached her door on the top floor. The phone was ringing when she
got it

unlatched.

She rushed inside and picked it up, stil feeling dazed. "Helo."

" Stellina. I wanted to make sure you made it inside al right."

"Yes, I'm here." Which was definitely an exercise in the obvious, but scintilating, even inteligent
conversation was

beyond her.

"I do not like the fact your building has only one locked exterior door and I noticed it was left open. It
is old…

even locked, it could easily be broken into."

"This isn't New York, Angelo."

"Bad things happen here, too."

"I'm fine."

"Yes, but I'l be glad when we're married and I can know you are always safe."



She tried her best not to dwel on his use of the word when instead of if. "You mean if I married you, I
could look forward to your hiring me a bodyguard?"

"That's an idea worth considering. I have plenty to go around."

She was stil gasping with indignation and leftover shock when he said goodbye and hung up the
phone.

* * *

Surprisingly she slept wel and woke up feeling refreshed before the alarm went off.

The phone rang as she was getting out of the shower. It was Angelo teling her he wanted to take her to
the beach

and to dress appropriately. He also suggested she bring spare clothes in case they got wet or sandy.
She couldn't

help wondering if he didn't have plans to try to stay overnight, but she found herself packing the
clothes and other

necessities anyway.

Was she engineering her own downfal? His proposal had fried her brain cels.

* * *

Angelo parked his car in a spot near the entrance to the beach. Despite the warmth of the day and it
being a

Saturday, the spot was deserted. It was the reason he favored this beach over others and why he'd
built a

vacation home not far away. He liked the solitude.

He'd take Tara to his house later, when her initial reticence to being alone with him had diminished.

They got out of the car and stopped in unison to take stock of the view before them.

"It's gorgeous," Tara breathed, her voice filed with awe.

Blue water stretched out as far as the eye could see and waves crashed against huge, mountain like
rocks jutting

out of the water a couple hundred feet from the shore.



"Yes." He looked down at her. "But the view isn't the only beautiful thing around here."

She averted her face, but he could see his compliment had pleased her. Once again, she'd gone for a
very feminine

look, wearing a cropped tank top and low rider shorts that showed lots of leg and the smooth skin of
her

stomach. Her sandals were strappy bits of nothing that accented the delicate lines of her feet.

stomach. Her sandals were strappy bits of nothing that accented the delicate lines of her feet.

She'd puled her thick chestnut hair up into a youthful ponytail again, leaving the slender column of her
neck

exposed.

He leaned forward and placed a warm, lingering kiss against the sensitive spot behind one ear. He
inhaled her

fresh, sweet fragrance and nuzzled her. "You smel good."

"Thanks." She puled away with a jerky, nervous movement. "We'd better get down to the beach."

"We're not on a timeline." But he let her lead him away.

He could afford to wait to solidify his advantage. He had no doubts about how this day would
ultimately end. And

he was enjoying the wait.

They walked down a path from the parking lot to the beach. As soon as they hit the sand, Tara stopped
and

puled her sandals off. She let them drop behind a log near the path entrance.

"Are you sure they'l be safe there?"

"Do you see anyone around to steal them?"

There was only one other car in the smal parking area and the only other occupants of the beach were
nothing but

smal dots in the distance. "Point taken."

"You should take off your shoes, too."



He hadn't walked barefoot on the beach since he was a kid, but there was something about an untamed
beach

and sunshine that brought out even a tycoon's need to connect more closely to the elements. He slid his
sports

shoes and socks off and left them next to Tara's sandals.

Then he put his hand out and she took it. They walked hand in hand to the shoreline, their silence
surprisingly

companionable considering the heavy subjects they had been discussing when they parted the night
before.

The sand was warm against his feet, but the heat generated from their palms pressed together was
greater. He got

a primitive charge out of touching Tara in any way. Even the slightest connection sent electric
impulses along his

nerve endings and knowing that making her his took her away from his enemy gave him an equal
charge.

He hadn't been nearly as surprised by his proposal as she had been, but then he knew what lengths he
was wiling

to go to get his revenge against the man who had destroyed the grief-stricken and vulnerable woman
who had

given Angelo his life.

Marriage would be a much more effective tool in removing the possibility of reconciliation between
Randal and

Tara than mere seduction.

"How seriously do you take the commitment of marriage?" Her words told him her thoughts had been
going along

the same course as his own.

"It's the ultimate commitment between a man and a woman."

"Do you consider divorce an easy out if things get difficult?"

"Do you consider divorce an easy out if things get difficult?"



"No."

She stopped and looked up at him, her brown eyes questioning. "What do you realy think about
marriage?"

"I want a companion."

"There's more to life than bed." Their thoughts had been traveling along very similar paths.

"I said a companion, not a bed warmer. I like talking business with you. It's stimulating."

She grinned, a naughty gleam in her dark eyes. "I've never had my opinions described that way
before."

"They're that, too," he said, easily sliding into the game. "You're the first woman to turn me on while
talking about the merits of on-site employee day care."

She laughed, the sound warm and inviting. "What else?"

"Children. I want a family. I've built an empire I have no desire to leave it to some hospital who wil
build a wing

with my name on it." As he said the words, he realized how true they were.

Why not Tara as the mother to his children?

He certainly had no ilusion about faling madly in love and living happily ever after with some dream
woman. And

he'd be destroying his enemy in the process.

She nodded, looking thoughtful. "So you see marriage as pretty much permanent."

"Don't you?"

"Yes. The worst part about growing up was the upheaval every time one of Mom's boyfriends left. I
won't put my

children through it. I want a marriage that is going to last."

"Ditto."

She smiled at that, but didn't say anything else and they walked along the shoreline for several
minutes, the cal of

seaguls and the surf the only sounds around them.



Then she stopped abruptly and leaned down to pick up a red bucket some child must have left behind.
She

looked at it as if the bright plastic somehow held the answers of the universe.

She turned and tugged his hand. "Come on."

"Where?"

"I want to build a sand castle." She led him to the spot where the sand was stil wet but no longer
brushed by

waves from the outgoing tide.

Stunned, he just stared at her when she plopped down to her knees and started scooping damp sand
into the

bucket.

She peeked up at him, her eyes wide behind her sunglasses. "Are you going to help?"

"Why?"

"Why help or why build?"

"Why build?"

She shrugged. "I've always wanted to build one and I never have."

"Never?"

"I grew up in the Midwest. I didn't even see the ocean until I started taking modeling jobs that
required travel. I

moved to Portland for Primo Tech, but I've spent most of my life living in land-bound states."

If someone had told him that seducing a former model included building a sand castle, he would have
dismissed

the idea as nonsense.

"Come on," she cajoled, "don't be a spoil sport. If you can build companies, you can build one smal
sand castle."

It didn't turn out that smal. She wanted turrets and a moat, as wel as a courtyard and a castle that any
royal



family would be proud to live in.

It took them two hours to complete. When they were done, she sat back on her haunches and surveyed
their

handiwork with satisfaction. "Very nice."

"It looks formidable."

"Like a princess could live protected behind its wals al the days of her life." A strange expression
shot through her

brown eyes. "But it's only sand. Just like most fantasies in life, it looks great, but it won't survive the
incoming tide."

"Not al dreams disappear when tested by reality."

"Most of mine have."

"What kind of dreams?"

"Oh, I don't know. I was going to grow up and be a supermodel."

"You were very successful."

"But no Cindy Crawford."

"Why would you want to be anyone else?"

She laughed at that. "It's a girl thing."

"What other dreams got washed away on an outbound tide?"

She sighed and then sat back on her already sand covered bottom, her gaze fixed on the castle. "When
I was a

little girl, I dreamed of having a family. By the time Darren came along, I no longer trusted the
dream." She fiddled

little girl, I dreamed of having a family. By the time Darren came along, I no longer trusted the
dream." She fiddled

with one of the sticks they'd discarded as too crooked to stand atop the turrets as a flagpole. "I'd
moved out

before I accepted he wasn't going to."



"But he didn't."

"No. He stayed with Mom, but then I made the mistake of dreaming of my own future with a man I
loved. It took

almost two years, but eventualy I realized that whole Prince Charming fantasy was just that. It was no
more real

than this." She pointed to the molded turrets and empty moat.

"What exactly are you saying?" Did she want to avoid marriage altogether?

Now that he'd decided it would be the best form of revenge and that marrying her wouldn't exactly be
a hardship,

he would not accept a refusal.

She looked at him then, her dark gaze intense. "I'm not looking for love and a perfect happily ever
after anymore."

"And yet you are hesitant to marry me. Why?"

"I need to know that what we have is more than a sand castle on the beach."

"How many years was Darren your stepfather before you moved out?"

"Six."

"You spent six years wondering if he was real…you could spend just as long wondering about me,
but I am real

and so is my proposal."

Then he did what he was best at and kissed her slightly parted lips.

* * *

Angelo's mouth took possession of hers as he dragged Tara into his lap.

And that fast, she was lost. It al felt so incredibly right. The heat of his body against hers, his uniquely
masculine

scent surrounding her and the spicy warmth of his mouth both comforted and enticed her. The feel of
his rock hard

muscles holding her gave her a primitive sense of security no modern woman would admit to.



As much as her mind told her attraction to this man speled danger in capital letters, her body
responded to his as

if she'd found the other half of her whole. The half she hadn't known was missing until this very
moment.

She wanted to dismiss such thoughts as juvenile and fanciful, but they permeated her being with rock
solid staying

power. Her soul knew this man.

Hard, mobile lips molded hers perfectly and with just the right amount of pressure that she moaned
under the

onslaught to her senses.

He growled in response to the sound, his hand gripping her waist tightly. She felt like she was being
kissed by a

wild predator claiming his mate, not a refined businessman. She responded on a level she had never
alowed

herself to explore before, digging her fingertips into his shoulders and reveling in the leashed power
she sensed

there.

there.

He lifted her by the waist, repositioning her so she straddled his hips and their torsos were pressed
close together.

She could feel the threat of his hardness against her most sensitive flesh and the layers of clothes
between them did

nothing to negate the heat that connection generated.

Jolts of sensual awareness rippled through her body, making her arch toward him and shudder while
his lips

continued to entice her passion to greater heights.

Suddenly his thumb brushed upward from where his big hand rested against the indentation of her
waist. It

caressed her in an up and down motion, teasing at her rib cage just below her breasts before dipping



down over

the curve of her hip.

Her breath suspended in her chest as she waited for him to explore further, to actualy touch swolen
flesh chafing

at the restrictions of her bra. But he didn't and she found herself breaking her lips from his to suck in
much needed

oxygen.

"Angelo," she panted.

She didn't know what else she wanted to say, couldn't form a cohesive thought to save her life.

His hands curved around her in a hold so possessive, she gasped. "This thing between us is good.
Don't dismiss it,

stellina. "

She had no answer, so she remained silent.

He kissed her temple and then the corner of her mouth as if he couldn't help himself before guiding
them both to

their feet. She dusted the sand from her clothes and her legs, while he puled something smal from his
pocket.

It was a mini digital camera. He aimed and took a shot of their sand castle, then took a picture of her
looking at

him.

She wasn't smiling. She had no idea how she looked. Her thoughts were deep and her body was stil
vibrating

with sensual awareness.

"You wanted a picture of our sand castle?" she asked, surprised by the gesture.

"There is more than one way to preserve a dream."

The message in his eyes was one she was terrified of interpreting so she turned away.

He laughed, the sound husky, as she started back up the beach. "I won't let you run from me, Tara."



She didn't answer because if she was honest with herself, she'd have to admit she didn't want to.



CHAPTER SIX

TARA wasn't exactly shocked when Angelo puled his luxury car into a spot in front of a Frank Lloyd
Wright style

house positioned on a cliff overlooking a private beach not far from where they'd built their sand
castle.

She'd half expected him to offer to rent a hotel room so they could shower the sand off before dinner,
but the

privacy and subtle magnificence of the home was beyond anything she would have envisioned.

"Is this yours?" she asked as he turned off the car.

"Yes."

"I'm surprised you keep it considering how little time you must have for vacations."

"I've found it useful in hosting negotiations with West Coast companies."

Ah. That made sense. Seclusion and the home court advantage…both great assets to have on his side
when

working on a business deal.

The inside reflected the stark simplicity of Wright architecture, but the quality of both the house's
furnishings and

minimalist décor pointed to Angelo's wealth.

He led her to a bedroom with a huge plate glass window that overlooked the ocean. "You can shower
and change

in here."

"Thank you."

She watched him walk away, her feelings no more settled than they had been on the beach.

After her shower, she brushed her hair out in front of the mirror in the large en suite bathroom. She
left it down,

shimmering in silky waves over her shoulders, contrasting against her white dress. She'd thought this
dress was



more conservative than the one she'd worn the night before even though it also had spaghetti straps.

It fel to her ankles in a form fitting line that was nevertheless not clingy. However, the row of tiny
buttons that

began at the sweetheart neckline stopped eight inches above the hem, leaving a slit that parted when
she walked.

And it struck her that a man of Angelo's temperament would see the buttons as some kind of chalenge.

She bit her lip, wishing she'd brought something less in your face feminine.

Just then, he walked into the room. The lack of a warning knock said more about his sense of
possessiveness than

it did his lack of manners. She had a feeling the oversight had been very deliberate.

"Ready?" he asked, dressed in a pair of dark chinos and white Polo shirt that set off his dark skin
while

accentuating the sculpted muscles of his chest.

Talk about sexy.

She put her hands out in a stock modeling pose. "What do you think; am I ready?"

His eyes flared with blue heat as he gazed at her. "You look beautiful."

"Thank you." She slipped her feet into a pair of heels. "Now, I'm ready to go."

He put his arm out and she took it, saying nothing when he casualy suggested she leave her things in
the room for

later.

She was curious to see what his plans for the night were. After his comments before they left the
beach and the

way she had responded to him, she wondered if he was considering using sexual intimacy to convince
her of their

compatibility.

She'd made the mistake once of believing great sex meant a great relationship. She wasn't that naïve
anymore, but



she couldn't deny the surge of sexual awareness she had every time he was near, either. Even Baron
had not

impacted her so startlingly with his mere presence.

* * *

Dinner was fabulous and she couldn't help thinking about how Angelo had told her that he enjoyed her
company.

She liked being with him, too.

As much as she wanted him, it wasn't al about sex.

Though that was what was primarily on her mind in the confines of the car as he drove them back to
the beach

house.

"It's late. Do you want to spend the night?" he asked as he puled into the parking spot he'd used
earlier.

"Wasn't that your plan al along?" Her tone wavered somewhere between censorious and teasing.

He shrugged. "It occurred to me, but if you aren't comfortable, we'l drive back to Portland tonight."

At least he was being honest.

"There are multiple bedrooms," she said, knowing even as she made the remark that the likelihood of
more than

one being used was very smal.

"Yes."

"We'l probably end up in the same one, though."

"That is entirely up to you."

And her libido, which was as out of control as it had ever been in her life. Even so, she didn't want to
spend what

remained of the night in the car driving home and then seeing him off at her front door.

She wasn't sure what she did want, but saying goodbye to him was not it.



"It makes the most sense to stay."

"Excelent." He opened his door and swung his legs out of the car. "I wasn't looking forward to
driving back

across the mountains this late."

But he would have done it if she asked him to. That was worth something. Her trust was gently
building without

her realy realizing it.

He built a fire in the great room's fireplace and opened the sliding glass door that led to outside. The
sound of

crashing surf filed the room and cold air rushed in to make the heat from the fire welcome, even
though it was

summer. Not atypicaly on the Oregon coast, it had started getting chily the moment the sun went down.

She slipped her heels off and stretched her toes in the plush carpet before moving to stand near the
floor to ceiling

window beside the open door. She loved summer because of the long days and gorgeous sunsets.

This one was almost over, but it had been spectacular. The deep red and orange reflected off the
water as the light

faded. She didn't know how long she stood there, how long Angelo let her simply watch out the
window, but the

sky faded to a deep purple and then there was nothing but black night out the window. Soon, the moon
would be

out, but for now, the darkness made it seem as if they were alone in the universe.

It gave her a strange feeling, one she needed to counteract, and fast.

She remembered spying a familiar game case on one of the built-in shelves. "Do you fancy a round of

Backgammon?" she asked without looking to see where he was.

There was nothing but silence behind her.

She turned to see why he hadn't answered and ran smack into his chest.



He cupped her shoulders and looked down at her, his expression doing impossible things to her
insides. "I want

you, Tara."

"So, you do plan to try to convince me with seduction." She couldn't quite decipher the change in his
expression

and that made her nervous, bringing out the cynicism she'd used so many times in the past to hide
behind. "Or is it

the other way around? Are you hoping your proposal wil smooth the way for getting me into bed? And
then

maybe tomorrow, or the next day, or whenever you get ready to move on, you start making noises
about how

maybe we aren't realy al that compatible."

Her tone was nothing short of an accusation, her words deliberately offensive, but he didn't get angry.
In fact, he

didn't tense at al. He simply looked at her like he knew something she didn't, something realy
important.

Something she wanted to know but was afraid of finding out.

His mouth came down and hovered just above hers.

"You—" a barely there kiss against her lips "—are—" his tongue flicked out to taste the corner of her
mouth "—

going to—" another kiss, this one more firm "—to have—" again his tongue…this time exploring the
seam of her

lips "—to trust—" his hands landed on her hips and puled her into intimate contact "—me."

He tilted his pelvis toward her, leaving little doubt of the level of his arousal. Then, another kiss, this
one

demanding entry to her mouth while his hands rotated her hips against him. How could being pressed
into such

intimate contact with such blatant male sexuality feel so natural, so right?

Just like on the beach, her body reacted to his nearness as if it had found its sole home in the universe.



She had no

defense against something so profound.

She parted her lips on a sigh of surrender she prayed she would not regret.

His tongue took possession of the heated interior of her mouth and increased the temperature several
degrees. He

tasted so good, better than the slice of banana split cheesecake he'd cajoled her into having for
dessert. Her arms

snaked around his neck and she went up on tiptoe to duel with his tongue in an ancient dance of erotic
desire.

The world tilted and she realized she was being carried. She didn't know where and didn't much care.
She was

too busy trying to devour a pair of sexy, masculine lips that she thought she just might be content to
lock with for

the rest of eternity.

He stopped moving, bent slightly and then no light filtered through her eyelids. Even that reality
couldn't hold her

attention for very long, but when he laid her down on the plush carpet, puling his mouth from hers, her
eyes flew

open and she moaned in protest.

They were in front of the fire, its orange glow the only light remaining in the room. It flickered over
his features like

a magical ebb and flow of ilumination and shadow. She lay on her back staring up at him, her heart
beating wildly

while her lips pulsed with the need for more of his kisses.

He came down beside her, propping himself up on his elbow. So close their bodies touched, his leg
slightly

covered hers, and his chest pressed against her arm.

She felt surrounded by him, completely closed in, and her breaths came in shalow pants.



"Afraid?" he asked, not sounding particularly concerned.

"You said I should trust you."

His dark brow rose, the firelight lending a primal cast to his face. "Do you?"

"I'm working on it."

He smiled one of his rare smiles. "Good."

She said nothing and he brushed her face with his fingertips, leaving a trail of tingling sensation in
their wake. "You

are so beautiful."

Those words had been said so many times to her over the years, they'd almost ceased to have
meaning. However,

he was not seeing her as a body prepared to show some designer's creation off to advantage. He was
looking at

her as a lover and no man had been alowed to do that in two long years.

Even before, Baron's appreciation of her beauty had been wrapped up in his own pride of ownership.
Something

she had never been comfortable with, no matter how much she had thought she loved him.

Angelo looked at her as a man looked at a woman he could not look away from, not a woman he
desired to show

off to others.

The words unfurled inside her with a burst of pleasure and she savored them in silence for several
seconds before

replying. "Thank you." She brought her hand up to trace the chiseled features of his face and down his
neck to his

colarbone. "You are a beautiful man."

The corner of his lips quirked in amusement. "I've never thought of myself in those terms."

"Most men don't." She grinned, feeling ridiculously happy for no reason she could discern.
"However, you can



trust me on this. Aestheticaly you are extremely pleasing. Feature for feature you have the most
masculine beauty

I have ever seen. And I saw a lot of beautiful men in my former profession."

"So, you think I'm the sexiest guy you've ever met?"

"Yes."

"It's those Sicilian genes." The smug arrogance in his voice was more amusing than annoying.

She laughed. "Both of your parents must have been devastatingly attractive people."

"I suppose."

"Don't you know?"

A dark shadow crossed his features and his mouth flattened into a grim line. "Yes, but it isn't
something I've

thought about in a long time."

"You don't like talking about them, do you?"

"No."

"Maybe it would help whatever bothers you so much if you did." She was no amateur psychologist,
but she

couldn't help feeling he kept too much of himself hidden.

Said the pot to the kettle.

She almost sighed, but bit it back. She wasn't any better than him, but she had told him more about
Baron than

she'd even told her mother. And she felt better for it.

He traced the neckline of her dress, alowing his finger to dip into her cleavage for a breathless
second. It felt

amazing, just that smal touch, but she sensed they were on the verge of something more important and
she wiled

herself not to get sidetracked by how good it felt to be next to him.



"Angelo?"

"It's too private."

"Even to share with the woman you want to marry?"

An arrested expression came over his features and his gaze shifted from her breasts to her eyes. "You
want me to

talk about them to you?"

"Yes."

"It's important to you?"

"I think it is."

He sat up, looping his arms around one raised knee and ran his fingers through his hair. "I don't know
where to

begin."

"Wherever you want." She scooted into a sitting position beside him, glad for the warmth of the fire
now that he

wasn't touching her.

Her nipples peaked from the cold air blowing in through the open doorway. She didn't want it closed
however.

The sound of the surf was soothing.

"My dad met my mom when he was in Sicily negotiating a contract." Angelo's voice was void of
emotion…no

remembered pleasure, no residual pain, nothing. "He fel for her like a ton of bricks within minutes of
their meeting.

At least that's how he used to tel it. He went after her as only a brash young man sure of what he
wants can do."

"You wouldn't know anything about that," she teased.

He shrugged, not even cracking a smile at the smal joke. "It's not the same. This was love—the kind
you hear



about in fairy tales I guess."

Something clenched inside her at his words.

He'd falen silent, maybe sensing her inner turmoil.

"Go on," she urged.

"Dad talked Mama into marrying him and returning to the states with him."

"That sounds pretty romantic," she had to admit. She might not believe in love and happily ever after
for herself,

but it sounded like his parents had certainly known what that was al about. "Were they happy?"

Pain spasmed across his face and laced his voice when he spoke. "Yes. They were deeply in love for
al the years

of their marriage, but Dad died of a heart attack when I was twenty. Mama was lost without him."

"I'm sorry."

"I was, too. She didn't know how to run a company and I was stil in school. I wasn't ready to take
over the

reins."

"That would have been hard for you."

"Even harder when I realized what that had cost us."

"What did she do?"

"She hired someone, a man who came highly recommended. He was briliant and seemed to realy
know his

business. I liked him. I worked alongside him at the company during my summer break that year. I
thought he

was teaching me the ropes so I could take over as soon as I graduated." Self-disgust dripped from
Angelo's

words.

"Is he the one responsible for you losing your family company?" she asked with an awful premonition.



"Is he the one responsible for you losing your family company?" she asked with an awful premonition.

"Yes."

"Because he wasn't as good as you thought?"

"Because he was a lying, using bastard who did whatever it took to get what he wanted."

"That doesn't sound good."

"He seduced my mother into seling him the company at half its worth and then dumped her."

The words hung in the air with poison stil capable of causing pain. Tara could feel it. She hurt.

This guy had been worse than Baron. She shuddered at the thought. She hadn't thought they got any
slimier.

"He was ten years her junior, but it didn't matter," Angelo went on, his voice flat now. "She was so
grief stricken, she was easy prey for him and al the while I thought he was being a good friend to her
while I was away at

school."

"You blame yourself."

"Not as much as I blame him."

"So, he just walked away from her after he got his hands on your company?"

"Not before destroying my mother. He mocked her for believing a man a decade younger would want
to marry

her. He ruined her sense of honor and womanhood." His fist hit the floor. "I thought he was my friend,
but when I

found out he'd been screwing my mother, I wanted to kil him."

"You didn't."

"I might have. I was angry enough and there are a lot of primitive urges passed down by my Sicilian
ancestors, but

I was too busy dealing with her suicide."

Horror clawed through her heart and she felt nausea wel up inside. "She kiled herself. Over him?"



"She stil loved my dad when this monster came into her life. He used her loneliness against her and
when it was

over, she felt she'd betrayed Dad's memory. She came from a very traditional Sicilian home and she
couldn't face

what she'd done."

"Did she tel you this?"

"She left a note…wanted to explain to me so I wouldn't hate her. God knows I never hated her, but
she couldn't

live with herself…with the memories, the humiliation and hel, probably the loneliness."

"So she gave up?" At least her mom had kept fighting. No matter how many mistakes in judgment she
made

about men, she'd never given up and abandoned Tara.

"He kiled her." The words came out like bulets and she knew Angelo believed them implicitly.

Tara didn't say anything. In a sense he was right, but in her opinion, his mother had let him down, too.
Women got

hurt al the time by men they trusted. Just look at her own mom…and her own past. His mom's choice
had been

cruely selfish toward her son, but Tara couldn't condemn her…had no interest in doing so.

She saw immediately that Angelo's belief he wasn't wired for the more tender emotions came from a
bone deep

determination never to be at risk to them like his mother had been. His steely determination was
palpable.

"Thank you for teling me."

He looked at her coldly. "No more questions? You don't want to know how she died or what
happened to the

bastard who used her so mercilessly?"

"Only if you want to tel me."

"She took pils. They'd been prescribed by her doctor to help with the grief after Dad's death. She



went to sleep

curled around his pilow and never woke up again."

"I'm so sorry." It was inadequate, but she didn't know what else to say.

Some things were just too big for mere words.

"It's been ten years."

"And it stil eats at you."

"But not for much longer."

"You plan on getting revenge against the guy who did it?"

His gaze became shuttered. "You know me wel. Yes."

Somehow, she wasn't surprised he'd waited so many years to get the guy back. Angelo was a heck of
a

businessman and that meant he left nothing undone. Any revenge plot he devised would have every
angle covered.

"You're Sicilian. It's in your nature," she tried to say lightly, but it came off flat and she sighed. "I
hope it gives you the satisfaction and closure you need."

Angelo's jaw could have been hewn from granite. "It wil."

She bit back an argument. Vengeance wasn't going to bring his mother back or restore his family
company to him,

but maybe it would alow Angelo to move on. She was surprisingly unconcerned by the fact the man
who wanted

to marry her was caught up in a revenge plot.

A dedicated businessman, she was sure he'd choose that avenue for retribution. His empire was built
on saving

failing companies and she didn't see him destroying an empire and al of its employees to crush a
single man. More

likely, he'd take it over. And considering what kind of man Angelo would be taking it from, she had
no trouble



thinking the unscrupulous toad deserved it.

Then Angelo turned toward her and the sensual predator was back gleaming at her from those indigo
eyes.

She sucked in a breath at the swift change. "Angelo?"

"Old grief has no place in our present, stellina. "

She would have replied but he was pressing her back to the carpet, his lips applying pressure to hers,
while sexual

intensity roled off of him in palpable waves. It was so overwhelming, she was shocked by the gentle
way his

mouth explored hers.

She could not imagine what kind of training he had gone through to learn this kind of self-control, but
it awed her.

So did his sexual expertise. She thought she'd known al there was to know from a man experienced in
the art of

seduction, but Baron didn't have a patch on Angelo.

He built her desire with caresses that touched everywhere and lingered nowhere. The fire crackled in
the hearth

beside them, the wind blew in the scent of the ocean to wash over their heated bodies and every nerve
ending she

possessed came to life with stunning power. Surge after surge of electric desire rushed through her
until she panted

and shook with need.

He palmed her breast, his big hand engulfing the swolen flesh. Her nipple, already beaded, now
ached with the

need for more stimulation. Only, the careful pressure of his hand muted by the layers of her top and
bra was not

enough. She arched up into his hand anyway, striving to increase the friction.

He rotated his palm. Sensation shot from her nipple straight to the core of her and she pressed
upward, moaning.



"I want to touch your skin," he whispered in an erotic growl.

"Yes."

He unbuttoned her bodice, one smal button at a time. He paused between each one to place a baby
kiss on the

skin revealed.

"Oh, Angelo…" Her fingers scrabbled in the carpet beneath, vainly trying to find purchase—
something to anchor

herself to with the storm of emotions raging through.

"This is a very sexy dress, sweetheart." He spoke against her chest, the hot air from his mouth making
her shiver in

a response as far removed from being cold as possible.

"Thank you."

"You may wear it again."

She laughed at the sheer arrogance of his statement, the sound strangled.

Finaly, he peeled the front of her bodice away from her body to reveal her white lace bra that
conveniently

hooked in the front. Had she worn this particular bra and panty set on purpose? Had she
subconsciously hoped

he would do exactly what he was doing, which was unlatching the bra with one-handed dexterity she
couldn't

hope to emulate?

He took his time peeling back the bra cups, using each movement of the fabric to increase her arousal,
while

teasing her with what was to come.

teasing her with what was to come.

Oh, gosh…this man knew exactly how to touch her.

He looked down at her naked torso framed by the white fabric of her dress with blatant male



appreciation burning

his gaze. "Bellisima, cara."

"You sound so sexy when you speak Italian," she said on a sigh. "What are you saying?"

"Most beautiful. And you are that, Tara."

He hadn't translated the cara, but even she knew what that meant. Darling. Was she darling to him?

She hoped so because the more time she spent with Angelo Gordon, the more she felt for him.

His fingertip traced circles on her breasts, first one and then the other…back and forth…first left…
then right…but

never touching the hard nubs that ached for his attention.

"Please, Angelo."

"What do you want, cara? Tel me." His voice was thick with passion, the subtle Italian accent coming
out.

"I need you to touch me."

"I am touching you."

"More. I need more."

"What more?"

"You know."

"Perhaps I do, but just to be sure, I want to hear you say it."

"No." Suddenly she felt al too vulnerable. He was wringing a response from her that was greater than
anything

she'd ever known. "Don't make me say the words."

He lifted his hand away from her and met her gaze square on. "Why not?"

She had to suck in air before she could speak. "It gives you al the power."

"No, it does not. Whatever you ask for, I wil give. That puts the power directly in your corner."

"You won't make me beg?"



A feral grin slashed across his gorgeous face. "Only if you want me to."

And he was just the man that could make her want such a thing.

"How could you possibly know I want you to?" Even Angelo was no mind reader.

"You won't ask directly for something. You'l say words like more and please and make me guess
what more it is you want." His voice was every bit as devastating as his touch—so rich and smooth
and ful of erotic promise.

you want." His voice was every bit as devastating as his touch—so rich and smooth and ful of erotic
promise.

"So, anything I ask for you wil give me?"

"Anything."

Baron had never given her that kind of power in bed. She couldn't think of any other man who would.
It took a

tremendous amount of confidence and consideration to make the offer.

"Even if I ask you to stop?" she pressed.

"Especialy if you ask me to stop."

He realy was putting the control in her hands. No man had ever done such a thing. He might seduce
her body, but

he wanted her to give permission with her mind before he did it. It was such a tantalizing concept, she
shuddered

in renewed need.

"I want you to touch my nipples." Heat that had nothing to do with sexual arousal flooded her cheeks,
but

excitement at saying the words out loud also coursed through her body.

"Your wish is my command." He rotated his fingertip on the very tip of her hardened peak.

Excitement crashed over her in wave after wave of incredible pleasure, but it stil wasn't enough.

"Harder, please." Then remembering what he'd said, she husked, "Pinch it."

He did, gently and then more firmly and she couldn't help the soft animalistic sounds rasping out



between her

parted lips. He tortured her with soft then firm touches until the sensitive flesh throbbed with aching
intensity and

her breath was coming out in hitched little gasps. Then he moved to her other breast and did the same
thing while

her head thrashed back and forth on the plush carpet.

"You look like a sensual fantasy in the firelight."

The words shocked her, so lost was she to her feelings. "I feel like a woman on the verge of ecstasy,"
she

breathed out.

His hand moved to the remaining buttons on her dress and started undoing them with the same enticing
kisses

between each button until her lace panties were revealed. He stopped then and brushed across the
front of the

lace and she jumped from the sensation.

He smiled. "Nice. They match your bra."

"Yes." Was that her voice—so husky it was practicaly a whisper?

He finished unbuttoning the dress, baring her completely to him but for the scrap of lace covering the
heart of her.

Her legs parted of their own volition from the heat of his gaze.

He took the silent invitation with a speed that made her cry out as his fingers slid between the lace
and her skin to

dip into the warmth of her feminine center. His mouth moved down her body until it closed over one
distended

nipple and this time her cry was so harsh it made her throat ache.

nipple and this time her cry was so harsh it made her throat ache.

He sucked and she whimpered.



His fingers did magical things to her sensitive flesh. She started gyrating against them, her hands
gripping the back

of his head and keeping him pressed to her breast in frenzied strength. A tension she hadn't known in
two years

built and built until it broke over her like a tsunami wave.

There was no way she could contain it and she bucked against Angelo, crying out his name and
demanding more

with an abandon she had never felt before.

He kept up the nerve-racking touches until her body jerked with each light caress and shook from an
overdose of

pleasure.

She grabbed his wrist. "Stop!" she begged.

He did, cupping her with possessive tenderness that made her eyes sting.



CHAPTER SEVEN

SHE didn't know how long they lay together like that before it occurred to her what she had just
experienced had

been very one-sided. And he hadn't said a thing…had not demanded entry to her body or anything!

What kind of amazing man was he? Certainly, he was unlike any other she had known or heard about.

She reached down with the hand closest to him and brushed the back of her fingers along the rigid
length of his

erection.

A low sound of pleasure rumbled in his chest. "Mmm…that feels good, cara. "

"Do you want to make love, Angelo?"

"We are already making love, but if you are asking if I want to have intercourse…" He paused and
she waited

with bated breath for him to go on.

"Without a doubt, I want you, but I promised you. No seduction. After what just happened between us,
it could

be nothing but."

He was right, but…"Maybe I've changed my mind…maybe I want to be seduced."

"I don't break my word, Tara." Despite the obvious arousal of his body, his tone was absolutely firm.

She respected that. A lot. Only that didn't mean he had to lay here like a statue in sexual agony.

She brushed her hand back and forth, loving the way his big body jerked from the smal caresses. "I
c…could

please you in other ways."

Angelo's only response was a very primitive growl deep in his throat. Taking it as acquiescence, she
turned on her

side, pleased with the way he kept his protective and highly erotic hold on the apex of her thighs. It
felt like they

were connected intimately.



She undid his trousers and slipped her hand inside. He was big and hard against the silk of his boxers,
tenting the

fabric significantly. She gulped at the thought of making love completely, but sensed he would never
hurt her, not

this man who had been so careful to keep his word even when she tempted him not to.

She caressed him and he went even more rigid.

She reluctantly puled his hand away from her and sat up to kneel beside him. She grabbed the
waistband of his

trousers.

He roled onto his knees and then stood so she could slide his trousers down and then the boxers,
taking care not

to catch his hard length on the waistband.

Her breath expeled from her lungs in a long whoosh at the sight of his hard flesh so close to her face.
"You're

um…very prepared."

He chuckled. "I've never heard it put that way before."

She leaned forward, but he reared back. "Please don't. If you put your mouth on me, my good
intentions are going

She leaned forward, but he reared back. "Please don't. If you put your mouth on me, my good
intentions are going

to take a vacation and not come back until I'm buried deeply inside you."

She nodded her understanding and stood. She let her dress slide from her body completely.

His eyes glowed his appreciation.

She smiled. "I want you to take off your shirt, too."

"Hot?"

"You don't know how much."

She choked on a laugh before joining him on the carpet, this time with him on his back and her



snuggled up beside

him.

"That feels good."

"I haven't done anything."

"You don't have to. Just having your body beside mine is a turn-on."

No beautiful Italian speech there, but she appreciated the sentiment and curled her fingers around him
in reward.

"Amazing. You're so soft."

"Soft?" he choked out.

"I mean your skin…like silky velvet. Can there be such a thing?"

"If you say it is, I believe you. Right now, I would believe anything you want me to."

She laughed. "I doubt it, but you just keep saying stuff like that."

He didn't laugh. He moaned as she started stroking him. She listened to the hitches in his breathing
pattern to

determine how he liked to be touched. It was the most incredible experience she'd ever had, having
this powerful

man put himself at her mercy.

"Tara…"

"Yes, cara, yes! Don't stop. "

She didn't and he erupted with a masculine shout that rang in her ears. Her body went stiff against him
as if sharing

an echo of his ecstasy. She'd never felt anything like it and colapsed against his side as if she'd found
her own

completion.

Eventualy, they snuggled in front of the fire for a long time before he got up and carried her into the
bedroom. As



she had suspected, they ended up sharing a bed.

* * *

Tara saw Angelo off at the airport with the promise to have an answer to his proposal by the
folowing weekend.

Tara saw Angelo off at the airport with the promise to have an answer to his proposal by the
folowing weekend.

She couldn't believe she was making him wait, even harder to believe he was letting her.

He'd made it clear he wanted her decision now, but he hadn't pushed for it. It had to be obvious she
wanted him

enough to risk pretty much anything…even marriage. But he had agreed to wait for her decision and
that made her

feel realy good.

Baron had always insisted on having his own way, so had most of the men her mother had lived with.

Angelo wasn't like that. He wanted her compliance sure, but not at the cost of her self-respect and that
meant the

world.

Not wanting to make the same mistake with Angelo, she had with Baron, she spent a good portion of
her off-

hours that week researching him. Everything she found, which wasn't much…the man was very
private, pointed to

him being the opposite of Baron.

He was absolutely ruthless when taking over a company and making it profitable, but he was also
known for his

ability to turn al a company's assets to a profit, including its current workforce. He gave regularly to
charities, was

honest as far as she could tel, and as Ray had told Danette, Angelo was not a playboy.

In fact, there was almost nothing that she could find about him in the social columns. He didn't have
much of a



personal reputation at al.

Everything she could find on him was related to his almost supernatural ability to make money and
turn a dying

company into something great.

She'd searched for information on his father's company, but without knowing its name, she'd had no
luck. And its

loss was never referred to in the articles written about him now. Except for what he'd told her, his
past was

shrouded in mystery.

His present was filed with business, but his life was not littered with people he'd used and discarded
once he'd

gotten what he wanted from them.

The turnover rate in his corporate headquarters was very low. Another good sign, if she needed one.
He was a

trustworthy man.

* * *

Thursday evening, she stood in the grocery checkout line, tiredly waiting for her turn. It had been a
long day, an

even longer week. She'd missed Angelo more than she'd thought possible. How could someone
become so

necessary in such a short time? She'd lain awake every night wrestling with her inexplicable desire to
acquiesce to

his marriage proposal. It made no sense and yet, her heart told her she needed the man.

She didn't trust that organ, but found its promptings impossible to ignore…thus her sleep deprived
exhaustion.

She yawned behind her hand while the checkout clerk argued with the man in front of her over the
sale price on a

can of chili. Someone had to be sent to verify the price listed on the shelf.



Knowing that nothing was going to happen until the matter had been resolved, she let her gaze roam
over the

magazines and weeklies displayed at the check stand. Her eyes skimmed the headlines, noticing two
Elvis sightings

magazines and weeklies displayed at the check stand. Her eyes skimmed the headlines, noticing two
Elvis sightings

and one alien baby claim before she was arrested by a picture that looked like…no it couldn't be.

But it was.

A ful color image of Angelo kissing her in an obviously heated embrace in Danette's pool filed the
front of one of

the weekly tabloids. The headline read, Tempting Tara Takes Another Rich Lover…

Would she never be rid of that awful nickname? Darn it, she wasn't the one who had done the
tempting in her

relationship with Baron, or the one with Angelo for that matter.

The tag line under the photo was worse. Will going to bed with the boss put this former model on the
fast

track to success in corporate America?

She grabbed the tabloid with a jerk that almost tore its front cover and yanked it open. She flipped the
pages with

angry flicks until she found the article. It was a two page spread with more pictures. Lots of them.
Every one

insinuated sexual intimacy between her and Angelo.

One showed them coming out of their hotel room at the coast. Angelo's arm was around her, his body
language

and expression possessive. The implication was unmistakable, but the editorial copy speled it out
anyway.

Like two years before, she was painted as a moneygrubbing whore, only this time with her eye to the
main chance

at Primo Tech. An unnamed source in the management training department was quoted as saying it



looked like

Tara was hoping to gain her promotions via an avenue even older than hard work and perseverance.

It was al there…her affair with Baron, further speculation on her being the other woman when he
courted his oil

heiress. There was even some nonsense about how he'd been keeping her under surveilance since the
breakup

and innuendo that she might be at fault for the rumored possibility of imminent divorce.

Tara's stomach somersaulted and it took a ful minute of shalow breathing before she was sure she
wouldn't lose

what little she'd eaten that day. She'd skipped lunch, trying to get ahead at work so she could take a
half day off

on Friday and keep her weekend free. Angelo was due in early the folowing afternoon.

Had he seen the article? She had no way of knowing. Surprisingly he had not caled her al week. She
had

expected him to at least attempt to sway her decision with frequent phone cals, but he hadn't. She only
knew

when he was due back because he'd told her before leaving when to expect him.

Her gaze re-focused on the article. How many people had seen it?

The weekly didn't have the highest circulation in the country, but it was a national publication.

She couldn't believe this was happening al over again and it made her furious. She hadn't done
anything wrong,

but she was being painted as a scheming tramp who used her body to get ahead instead of relying on
her brains.

That made Tara angriest of al. She'd graduated at the top of her class and was darn good at her job.
She didn't

need the company owner's patronage to get a promotion.

She was perfectly capable of securing one on her own merits, thank you very much.

The whole situation would be ludicrous if it didn't hurt like a knife to the gut. Twisting that knife was



the

knowledge that whoever had sold the picture and information to the tabloid had been at Danette's
party. And one

of her co-workers had been wiling to be quoted, if anonymously, saying something extremely nasty.
Betrayal

burned through her.

She didn't know who she worked with that felt that way, but only one person had gone around taking
picture after

picture at the party. Ray…the budding journalist.

He'd told her he was a serious journalist and that photography was only his hobby. The weekly was
hardly an

impressive example of journalistic solemnity and those photos had been paid for, which made the
little hobby a

job.

An ugly, despicable job…but one that could not be denied. Her stomach cramped again as an even
less palatable

thought assailed her. Had Danette known about it?

Two years ago, a couple of models that Tara had thought were friends had betrayed her to the press.
One going

so far as to tel out and out lies about her, exacerbating the piranha like media frenzy feeding off of her
misfortune.

That had hurt almost as much as Baron's rejection.

So, maybe Tara was being hopelessly naïve now, but she simply could not accept that Danette had
been in on

Ray's scheme. Danette was too forthright and she had too many stars in her eyes when she talked
about Ray.

Which meant she was probably hurting as much as Tara was right now…if she'd seen the article.

It wasn't fair. The rat. The absolute rat! She'd like to see him right now and she'd cut off his tail.



"Miss, it's your turn!"

She looked up, realizing from the expression on the faces around her that was not the first time the
checker had

told her to move forward. Apparently the big chili controversy had been settled.

She tossed the weekly down in front of the checker. "I'l take this, too."

He nodded, his expression bored and then finished ringing her up. She paid and left, anger and hurt
sizzling

through her in alternating waves.

* * *

Those waves took on monumental proportions when she got to work the next day to discover she was
being

fired. She was told the order came from Angelo's office in New York, but she refused to believe it.
First of al, the

man was too smart to fire a woman he'd slept with over getting caught out by the media.

Such an action put both him and his company too much at risk for retaliation and a sexual harassment
lawsuit, if

the woman in question was in the least bit dishonest.

The human resources manager assigned to the task of letting her go had finaly admitted that Angelo
was currently

in Puerto Rico dealing with a natural disaster emergency that had affected one of his supply plants.
Apparently

even phone communication was iffy.

Which explained why he hadn't caled al week.

* * *

* * *

When he didn't arrive that afternoon, or cal, she tried his office. His secretary confirmed that he was
caling in only



sporadicaly for messages. Tara left one, bothered by his absence and her inability to get ahold of him.
And she

had to admit that an emergency like the one he faced in Puerto Rico wasn't something he could
dismiss or

delegate.

She'd made a decision not to be hampered by her past in every judgment she made. That meant
continuing to

believe in the tycoon she missed more than she wanted to.

At least until he proved himself unworthy of her trust.

Wanting to get one issue of trustworthiness resolved, she tried to cal Danette, but got her friend's
home voice mail

instead and was forced to leave a message.

The phone rang the next morning and woke her out of a fitful sleep. She'd spent too many dark hours
thinking

about her best friend and the man who wanted to marry her.

Hoping it was Danette, she grabbed it. "Helo?"

"Tara?"

The voice was familiar, but she couldn't quite place it.

"Yes?" Her voice came out scratchy and she cleared her throat.

"I need to see you, darling."

"Who is this?" she demanded, her sleep fuddled mind sure of one thing.

The voice at the other end of the line was not one of the two men in her life with a right to cal her by
endearments:

Angelo and her stepfather, Darren.

"Don't tel me you've forgotten the sound of my voice. I haven't forgotten anything about you, Tara. I
never could.

Not the sweet way you smel, or the taste of your lips—"



"I am not in any mood for obscene phone cals," she inserted with speed, recognition finaly
enlightening her rapidly

wakening mind.

Baron's laugh was seductive and low, like he thought she was flirting with him. "How about a visit?
Would you

prefer I say these things in person?"

"No! Are you in Portland?" she asked, worried that might be the case and wondering how he'd gotten
her

number.

"Not yet, but I can be. We need to talk."

"We finished talking two years ago."

"Tara, I'm divorcing my wife."

"How fortunate for her," she quipped, unable to help herself. Did he realy think she cared?

"How fortunate for her," she quipped, unable to help herself. Did he realy think she cared?

"I understand your bitterness, darling. I made a terrible mistake two years ago. I want to make it
right."

"You don't know the meaning of making things right. You did me one favor two years ago, Baron. You
walked

away. I'm not about to let you undo possibly the only good deed of your life. You're a user. You suck
other

people dry and smile while you're doing it."

She had no idea how she'd ever loved this man, but after one week in Angelo's company, the
difference between

the two types of tycoons was crystal clear to her.

"I don't want you in my life. I don't want you caling me and I swear that if you show up in Portland
stalking me, I'l

go to the authorities for a restraining order."



"Tara, you're angry, but you don't understand—"

"You're wrong," she interrupted again, not wanting to hear a single line of his con story. He'd
deceived her before

with that tone and his too believable excuses, but never again.

"I'm not angry. I'm disgusted you could think for one second I would want to hear from you again after
the way

you used me and then threw me to the wolves in the press with a steak tied around my ankle."

"I can explain that."

"No. You cannot." She exhaled a frustrated breath. "Leave me alone, Baron, or this time I'l be the one
giving

sympathy producing interviews to the press."

He made a harsh sound. "Tara, you can't trust Angelo Gordon."

So, he'd read the tabloid stories? That was one more thing Ray-the-rat had to answer for. "My private
life is none

of your business."

"I used to be your private life."

What colossal nerve. "That was a long time ago and it is certainly not true any longer. Goodbye,
Baron."

She hung up.

The phone rang five minutes later and when the number only came up as out of area on her caler ID,
she ignored

it.



CHAPTER EIGHT

CHECKING her voice mail after her shower, Tara ground her teeth in vexation when she realized the
second cal

had been from Angelo. But his message gave her her first smile in over thirty-six hours.

He was headed back to Portland and would arrive later that evening. He said nothing about the gossip
stories, but

he did apologize for not caling when he'd been unable to fly out the day before.

She listened to the message three times just to hear his voice and then erased it with a jab of a button,
irritated

with her lame, sappy behavior.

The phone rang again, this time a local newspaper name showed up on the caler ID and she let it go to
voice mail

again. The rest of the day, the phone rang off the hook and the two times she made the mistake of
answering it, a

reporter was on the other end of the line.

She was in the middle of preparing a tray of snacks for Angelo's arrival and muttering to herself about
Raythe-rat

and Baron when something struck her.

What made her angriest about Baron's phone cal earlier had nothing to do with the past. No pain from
his

betrayal lingered to catch at her heart. No longing for what might have been tugged at her thoughts, but
she was

furious he had implied Angelo was untrustworthy.

And she was feeling downright feral that her attempt to avoid another phone cal from Baron had made
her miss

one from Angelo.

Baron couldn't begin to understand, because he didn't have a protective bone in his body, but she was
sure



Angelo wouldn't hurt her. Nor would he alow her to be hurt by others. He was going to be enraged
when he

found out she'd been fired and she had no doubt Ray-the-rat was going to heartily regret making her
and Angelo

the crux of his career advancement…such as it was.

Another sudden, not so welcome thought scorched through her consciousness.

She trusted him.

She realy trusted a tycoon.

That's why she'd given him the benefit of the doubt about her employment termination. That was why
she was

waiting for him to show up with a heart ful of hope instead of a loaded shotgun. Against al odds,
something deep

inside of her had bonded with him and told her she could believe in him.

That was scarier than having Baron trying to come back into her life. Her ex-lover posed no threat to
her

emotional health, but Angelo was something else altogether. She wasn't at al sure how much damage
to her

current happiness letting him go would do, but she had a feeling it wouldn't be negligible.

She did not want to fal in love again. She did not ever want to be that vulnerable.

Before she started hyperventilating, she reminded herself that trust was not love. They weren't
mutualy exclusive

emotions of course, but neither were they absolutely mutualy inclusive.

Were they?

Were they?

How could she have let herself come to this pass? She'd only spent a few days with him. She knew
powerful men

like him weren't innately trustworthy. She hadn't needed Baron to tel her that, but when he'd said it,
she'd been



offended. Was stil offended.

Her heart insisted that Angelo was different. Unlike with Baron, she didn't have to convince herself…
she had to

fight belief. Maybe it was the things Angelo had told her about his past. He hadn't condemned his
mom, but he

was determined to make the man responsible for her pain pay.

That made him protective, even if it was of a memory.

She should never have researched him. Al that stuff about what a ruthless but realy fair guy he was
had turned her

head, or her heart. He'd told her he didn't give up, that he made things work and she had no option but
to believe

him.

And seriously, a man who spent ten years preparing for revenge didn't change his mind on a whim. If
he wanted to

marry her, he planned to make it stick.

Was she trying to convince herself to accept his proposal? Or facing the inevitable?

She trusted him, she wanted him and in a way she did not understand, but could not deny, she needed
him.

The decision she'd been wrestling with al week was realy no decision at al. In a way, Baron's cal had
put it into

perspective. Angelo was nothing like the older man and Tara was sure that if she refused his offer,
she would

regret his leaving much more than she'd ever regretted her failed relationship with Baron.

The buzzer sounded, scattering her thoughts and letting her know she had a visitor. She rushed into the
entry hal

to press the black button which would unlock the front door. Sure it was Angelo, she opened her door
and waited

just inside so she could see down the hal.



Within seconds his tal, muscular body came into view. His eyes looked tired and his skin was pale,
but he strode

toward her, his body vibrating with purpose.

She didn't smile, didn't speak. She just waited.

He reached her and without a word, yanked her into his arms and kissed her with claim staking
intensity. She

locked her fingers behind his neck and kissed him back.

When they finaly came up for air, she was in his arms and he was leaning on the inside of the closed
door to her

apartment. She wasn't going to waste time wondering how they'd gotten there. He made things happen.

This was just one of those things.

Nuzzling her neck, he squeezed her. "I missed you, stellina. "

"I missed you, too, Angelo."

He lifted his head, his gimlet stare enough to make her heart contract in her chest. "Don't ever buzz
your apartment

open without using the intercom to see who it is again."

She laughed, relieved that was al it was. "Al right."

He kissed her again. Hard and fast. "I mean it."

"I know."

He carried her into the living room and sat down on the sofa with her in his lap. His thighs weren't the
only hard

things under her bottom. Heat flashed through her, sensitizing nerve endings already on edge.

"You realy did miss me," she teased.

He didn't smile in response. "I have severely reprimanded my second in command."

"He's the one who ordered I be fired?"

"Yes."



"Then you know about the articles as wel."

"I saw something at the newsstand in the airport."

She cringed at the reminder how widespread was her humiliation. "Did you flip?"

"That's one word for it, but my reaction to the initial article was nothing compared to my fury when I
was told

you'd been fired as a crisis containment measure. If you were a different woman, that kind of crisis
containment

could have blown up in our colective faces."

She knew he'd been too smart to take such a step.

"My managers wil not act so impetuously on my behalf again."

She shivered at the chil in his voice.

"Why did they?"

His brows rose. "What do you mean?"

"It just seems to me that they had to have some reason for believing you would approve their
decision."

"Ignorance."

"Wel, yes, but…"

"They were ignorant because they've never been in this situation before."

She waited in silence for him to continue explaining and was surprised when he did after only a brief
pause.

"They know only that I hate personal publicity of any kind. I've never dated a woman employed by
one of my

companies and I don't usualy make it on the front pages of the weekly tabloids. My last magazine
cover was

Newsweek. "

"I read it. That article had a lot more truth to it."



"No doubt. I'm going to kil Ray." From the way Angelo growled the words, she could almost feel
badly for the

rat.

"So you think it's him, too?"

"Who else could it be?"

"I can't think of anyone, but I'm sure Danette didn't know about it." Fairly sure anyway.

Once again she was operating on the principle of giving her friend the benefit of the doubt. It had
worked with

Angelo.

Looking unconvinced by her assurance, he asked, "Have you spoken to her?"

"No. She wasn't at her desk when security walked me out and she hasn't returned my cal."

"My second in command wil be attending the remedial management training course on human
resource

development."

She felt a twinge of sympathy for the general manager. "That wil be quite the come-down."

"Particularly if you teach it."

She laughed. "I no longer work for Primo Tech."

"This is true." He buried his hand in her hair and brushed his fingers through it to the ends. "That's so
damn silky.

I'm hoping you'l take a position closer to me."

"What?" First he was talking about her hair and then a job offer? "Are you offering me a position in
your main

office?"

"In my life."

"You mean you don't want me working for you?"

"Of course I want you working for me. Do you think I want a brain like yours going to a competitor?"



She warmed at the compliment, but stil wasn't sure what he was driving at. "Um…I'm getting
confused here."

"I'm hoping you'l take your next job…working for me…as Tara Gordon rather than Tara Peters."

She swalowed and then plunged. "Yes."

He looked like he'd been turned to stone. "You wil marry me?"

"As soon as you like."

"You are serious."

"Very."

"No big production?" he asked, sounding very satisfied.

"No, but I'd like my mom and Darren there, and Danette."

"Done." He kissed her again and this time they were both disheveled and missing some clothes when
they came up

for air.

She stil had her bra on, but her shirt was gone and his was completely unbuttoned. His tie hung over
the back of

the couch and his suit jacket was in a crumpled pile on the floor.

He was looking at her like a starving man facing a five-course meal. "I want you."

She rested against the hard warmth of his chest. "I want you, too."

"But we're waiting."

"Until we're married?" she asked, an unnamed emotion making her heart squeeze.

"Yes."

It felt right and she smiled, glad that she'd agreed to marry quickly. She liked the idea he wanted to
wait, but she

didn't think either of their self-control could stand up to a long engagement. "We're going to have one
heck of a

wedding night."



"Count on it."

The buzzer for the front door sounded again.

"Are you expecting anyone else?"

"No." But she got up.

"This time use the intercom."

She pressed the gray button, thinking she should have done it before. Never mind it being some
deranged criminal,

what if Angelo had been a reporter? "Who is it?"

"Tara?"

"Yes."

"It's Danette. Can I come up?"

"Of course, hon." She buzzed the entry lock and then dove for her shirt.

"Button up, Angelo. Danette's on her way up."

"Worried if she sees my manly chest she'l swoon?"

"Maybe." She winked. "But mostly I don't want to advertise what we've been doing for the last half
hour."

"You're a conservative little soul, al things considered."

She shrugged, but bit her lip. "Does that bother you?"

"No. I was raised by a traditional Sicilian woman, you've got to remember. Before my father died,
she defined the

term conservative."

"I wish I could have met her."

His eyes clouded over. "Me, too."

There was a knock on the door and Angelo answered it because he was closer.

Danette stared at him as if she was seeing a ghost. "Mr. Gordon?"



"Angelo. I've eaten meat from your barbecue. That puts us on a first name basis."

At that, Danette's eyes filed with tears and her fist flew to her mouth, but the sound of a sob escaped.

Tara rushed across the room and threw her arms around her friend. "It's okay, hon. Truly. We know
you didn't

have anything to do with it."

She wasn't totaly sure about what Angelo believed, but he wasn't acting al cold and accusatory, for
which she

was grateful.

"But Ray did." And then the sobs escalated.

Tara held Danette until she calmed down and stepped away, wiping her eyes with a handkerchief
Angelo handed

her.

She took a deep breath and then let it out, her eyes wounded pools in her tear ravaged face. "He
doesn't

understand why I'm so angry."

"The idiot. I'm sorry."

"Me, too. I broke up with him." Her lip quivered, but she maintained control. "I can't believe I let
myself love that slimebal."

"Aw, hon…"

Her gaze darted to Angelo. "I quit my job, too. Told Primo Tech what they could do with their
management

training program after I found out you'd been fired."

"I'l get you reinstated," Angelo said without hesitation.

Danette shook her head. "Thank you, but I need to get away. I've lived here al my life and been
protected for

most of it." She bit her lip and swalowed. "I want adventure. I thought Ray was it, but I was wrong."

Tara's heart broke for her friend.



Tara's heart broke for her friend.

"Maybe I could help find you something." Angelo said.

A glimmer of hope sparked in Danette's eyes. "Seriously? You mean it?"

"Yes."

"Aren't you mad at me?"

"You are not responsible for the malicious behavior of your former boyfriend."

"I'l never make another scrapbook page again."

Tara gave her a hug around her shoulders. "Let's not get hasty. One scheming photographer does not
the death of

a hobby make."

Danette gave her a weak smile.

They talked her into staying for dinner. When Angelo discovered she spoke both Spanish and Italian,
he said it

would be a piece of cake to get her a job abroad if she'd like.

Danette left with a smile on her face, despite the sadness in her eyes.

Tara frowned at the closed door Danette had just walked through. "I'd like to punch Ray right in the
nose."

"I've done better than that. I've instigated proceedings against him for getting the photo under false
pretenses."

"I doubt the charges wil stick."

"Maybe not, but I'm doing my best to make sure they do and the experience of going to court and
having to hire a

lawyer to defend his actions definitely wil."

"True."

"So, about this wedding."

"Fly to Reno, get married and check into a swank suite for our wedding night?" she asked, more



convinced than

ever that waiting would be taxing her control on her feminine impulses.

He grinned, his expression more carefree than she'd ever seen it. "We are going to have a very good
marriage,

stellina. You fit me like a glove."

* * *

Angelo looked around the exclusive wedding chapel with satisfaction. A big wedding was out of the
question. Not

only would it take too long to prepare, but he didn't want the publicity that would accompany it to
alert Baron

Randal of Angelo's plans to marry Tara.

When he'd seen the innuendo laden articles with pictures of him and Tara kissing, his first thought had
been the

money he'd paid to bribe Randal's private detective not to mention his involvement with Tara had
been wasted.

The whole flight back to Portland, he'd been worried he would only land to discover Randal had
gotten to her

first.

Randal hadn't gotten to her and Angelo was determined he wouldn't get the chance.

Hence the hasty wedding, but it didn't have to be a shabby, hole-in-the-wal affair. And it wasn't.

He'd offered his second in command a way to get back into his good graces…arrange a wedding fit
for a princess

in less than twenty-four hours. The wedding chapel was actualy outside Reno, in the mountains
toward the more

affluent and less touristy Lake Tahoe.

The cathedral style chapel was decorated inside with dozen and dozens of white and yelow roses and
purple

irises. Lit with candlelight and recessed sconces that made the stained glass behind the altar glow, it



was the

perfect setting for his soon to be wife to walk down the aisle.

Tara's mother and Danette were seated in front on one of the polished wooden pews. Angelo's private

investigator and long-time friend, Hawk, sat across the aisle from them.

The music of a pipe organ sweled, filing the space with the strains of the wedding march.

Angelo's gaze snapped to the back of the church where the open double doors framed Tara, her head
held high,

her dark brown eyes pools of feminine mystery and her hand curled around her stepdad's arm.

They started forward and a wave of something indefinable washed over Angelo.

Possessive desire was certainly part of it. Soon, this woman would be his to have, to hold and to
make love to…

over and over again.

Tara wasn't wearing a traditional wedding gown, but the designer original filmy white concoction she
had on clung

to every single one of her curves. It dipped in the front to reveal the top swels of her creamy, smooth
breasts.

Sexy and feminine, the dress was the stuff masculine fantasies were made of.

Those fantasies vied for his attention with the minister as he went through the wedding service.
Angelo managed to

give al the right answers, however, and smiled in victory when Tara did the same thing.

Afterward, he took everyone out for a celebratory dinner at the five-star restaurant his assistant had
made

reservations at. Al he realy wanted to do was take Tara up to their suite and make her his completely.

The glow on her face made it worth it however. Her mom and Darren were important to her, which
was

something he needed to remember. It had been a long time since he'd had close family.

After his parents' deaths, he'd pushed away his Sicilian family, only going home to visit infrequently.



"You know, when I gave you that information on Randal, I never would have guessed this is where it
would lead

you to," Hawk said from beside Angelo.

Tara's mother and her husband were dancing while Danette and Tara had gone to the ladies' room.

Angelo turned, lifting a sardonic brow. "What better way to ensure he doesn't get his hands on her
again?"

His friend's eyes narrowed. "I know you can be a cold and ruthless bastard, Angelo, but tel me that's
not the only

reason you married her."

"Do you think she would be better off having that egomaniac people user back in her life?"

"Tara doesn't strike me as a woman stupid enough to make the same mistakes twice."

"He can be damn convincing."

"Not enough to get her to agree to be his mistress."

"No, Tara would never agree to that kind of arrangement." But once Randal was divorced, the rules
would

change.

He'd just taken steps to make sure the other man could never again enter the game.

"Do you feel anything for her besides the need to get the better of your enemy?" Hawk asked,
sounding like a man

with a stronger conscience than Angelo had ever suspected.

"I want her."

"Is that al?"

"None of your damn business."

"I'm your friend, Angelo."

"But you aren't my confessor."

Hawk just stared at him, the look disconcerting, even for Angelo.



"I want her. I respect her. I like her. It's enough."

"I wonder."

"I'm not going to hurt her."

"Have you taken any time to consider how she's going to react once she learns about Randal?"

"With any luck, she'l never have to know about Randal. I'm sure as hel not going to tel her."

"I've never been much of a believer in luck."

Angelo wasn't, either.



CHAPTER NINE

TARA was as nervous as a virgin when Angelo carried her into their honeymoon suite, his midnight
gaze burning

hotter than any blue flame. The sexual energy emanating off him had been growing al night until she
fairly sizzled

from the impact.

Despite the elegance of their surroundings, she felt like she was about to be devoured by a mountain
lion. A very

hungry, powerful lion with sharp teeth and claws that could tear through the barriers she had erected
around her

emotions.

That shouldn't frighten her.

She'd married him, after al.

But it did.

He stopped on the other side of the threshold, kicked the door shut and then looked down at her,
predatory intent

and primitive satisfaction exuding from his every pore. "You are mine now, Mrs. Gordon."

"Am I?"

"Yes." Then he kissed her.

It was hot; it was carnal; it was a statement of intent to possess.

His hot mouth molded hers, letting her taste the essence of this man she'd married. Could
determination have a

flavor? Strength? Desire? Inteligence? Masculine dominance? She could taste al of that and the
spiciness of his

need in his kiss. They'd never shared a kiss like this and yet her soul responded to it on a level of
recognition she

could not begin to dismiss.



Swirling sensation spiraled to the core of her and then outward in radiating waves of delight until it
was al she

could do not to cry out.

He carried her to the bed and stood her on her feet at the end of it and then gave her a once-over that
left her

trembling. "You are incredibly beautiful, my wife."

"Thank you. You clean up nice in a tux yourself."

His smile slashed through her with heat, leaving her stomach quivering in a way she'd only ever
experienced with

him.

He reached around her, enveloping her in his warmth and teasing her with his nearness. He started
tugging her

zipper down. His fingertips played along her spine as each new inch of flesh was revealed.

"Angelo?" Was that hesitant, high-pitched voice hers?

"Yes?"

"Other than the other night, it's been two years and then we didn't…you know."

"Make love?"

"Make love?"

"Right."

"You are teling me it has been a long time for you."

"Yes."

"I'm glad."

"Um…that's nice, but I wanted…"

How did she tel her new husband—a man who had married her for the sole purpose of bedding her,
or close to it

anyway—that she needed him to go slowly? It was so obvious that was not what he wanted to hear at



that very

moment.

"What did you want, cara, this?" He leaned down and kissed her shoulder, nibbling at the sensitive
area above her colarbone, before lifting his head. "Or this?" His mouth closed over hers again while
his hands slipped down inside

her dress and cupped her backside with sensual mastery.

He caressed and squeezed her, his fingers dipping dangerously close to the warm, humid spot
between her thighs.

Memories surged through her from their time at the beach. Jolts of pleasure zinged through her
sweetest spot and

her entire woman's flesh. He teased her with his touch, making her want more, making her arch her
spine, pushing

her bottom back, trying to increase the depth of his penetration between her thighs.

But his hand moved with her, stopping her from achieving the intimate caressing she craved. She
moaned against

his lips and tried a new tactic, widening her stance so she was open completely to him. He rewarded
her with a

risqué massage on the highly sensitive flesh of her inner thighs and outer perimeter of her delta.

She groaned at the throbbing pleasure that grew with every tiny caress.

Maybe slow wasn't what she wanted after al. She broke her mouth away, letting her head fal back in
abandon.

"Angelo, please…touch me."

"I am touching you." His voice was laced with masculine amusement and dark gratification.

He liked driving her crazy. He started kissing her again, but this time, he touched everywhere, but her
mouth with

his talented lips.

How could she have wanted slow? She was ready to expire and she stil had her panties on.

It took him forever to get her dress off, every bit of new flesh revealed had to be kissed, tasted and



nibbled until

the silky white fabric lay in a puddle around her feet and she stood shivering violently from her need.
She wanted

to be more active in their lovemaking, but she couldn't make her body cooperate. She was too shaken
by the

feelings roiling through her with the surging power of an electric blast.

"Angelo, I want you."

"Remember what I told you the other night?"

It was al she could do to remember her own name. She franticaly tried to think of what he'd said the
night they'd

It was al she could do to remember her own name. She franticaly tried to think of what he'd said the
night they'd

made each other climax.

"You want me to ask?"

"Yes."

With another man, asking would have made her feel like she was begging, but she remembered what
else he'd

said. "You'l give me whatever I ask for?"

"Yes." The sexual promise in his voice was almost her undoing.

This game made her feel like he was ceding his control to her and when making love with a man like
him, that was

heady stuff.

"I want you to take your clothes off."

He towered over her, his expression dangerously elemental. "You want to see me naked?"

"Oh, yes."

"Then undress me."



She swayed on her feet. "Is that a dare?"

"A request."

One she couldn't and didn't want to deny.

She started with his tie, undoing the bow and puling it gently from his neck. She flipped it on the bed,
an idea for

later forming in her mind.

Then she went to the studs on his shirt, carefuly slipping each one from their hole before leaning over
to set it on

the dresser not far away. The entire time, she pressed into his lower body, swaying side to side every
so often to

caress the hard ridge against her. By the time she had the whole shirt undone, he was making animal
sounds and a

white ring of stress had formed around his lips.

"You have formidable self-control.'

"And you are a born seductress."

She laughed, the sound throaty and sensual. "Perhaps…just for you."

She peeled his shirt off, revealing bronzed skin over sculpted muscle that took her breath away.

"Do you work out?"

"Aikido."

"Martial arts?"

"Yes."

"Yes."

"I wouldn't have guessed that of you." He was such the quintessential businessman, but then it fit with
the aura of

dangerous male animal that always seemed to be hovering under the surface.

She never wanted to be this man's enemy, but she had no fear of totaly infuriating him as his lover—



more proof of

her innate trust of him on a very basic level.

"We have a lifetime to learn one another's secrets."

"True." Her hand dropped to his trousers. "But even though this is one I've seen once before, I would
very much

like to explore it again."

"Go for it."

She laughed at the tension vibrating in each of the three short words. "I plan to and this time I want to
feel it inside

of me."

"Good, because that's exactly what is going to happen." The potent promise in his voice sent warm
moisture

flooding through the core of her.

He'd ceded control, but not power. How much control would he let her have tonight?

He started to help her with his trousers, but she pushed his hands away. "I want to do it al." She
peeked up at

him, her breathing coming in ragged gasps that matched his. "Okay?"

"Whatever you like."

"Realy?"

"Yes."

She leaned over and took the tie off the bed. "Wil you let me tie your hands?"

It was a fantasy she'd had for a long time.

Angelo had gone completely stil. "You want to tie me?"

"Um…yes."

"Why?"

"I want to know you trust me."



"And your trust?"

"If I didn't trust you, I would not have agreed to marry you."

"I could say the converse is true."

"You could, but we both know it's not."

"We do?"

"Yes."

He eyed her for so long, she thought he was going to refuse and she was getting ready to drop the
black tie. She

wouldn't push it. She wanted him and he wanted her and realy, she couldn't blame him for being a
little leery

about her request. It wasn't exactly your average wedding-night foreplay. He didn't understand what
motivated

her—she needed to know he trusted her. Baron had never trusted her, because he knew how
untrustworthy he

was. He always had to be in control.

"Do you want my hands in front or in back?"

Her head snapped up at the question, her mouth dropping open in wonder. "You don't mind?"

"I trust you, stellina. Do what you like."

He was so darn strong…even acceding to her wishes, she sensed that he was stil in control here.

"B—" She had to clear her throat. "Behind you please."

He turned around, his trousers undone and hanging low on his gorgeous hips. Admiration and warmth
flowed

through her at his acquiescence.

"There aren't a lot of men who would be confident or trustworthy, therefore trusting enough to let their
lover do

this," she whispered.



"Not just a lover. You are my wife."

She smiled. "Yes. Your wife."

She puled his wrists together and tied them, securing it with a bow. It would be very easy for him to
undo it, but

the ilusion of his helplessness was more exciting than anything she'd ever done. Because it was
accompanied by a

very real faith in her.

She gently turned him back around and finished taking off his clothes. When she was done, she looked
her fil at

the incredible male perfection before her.

"The other night…"

"Yes?"

"You said if I kissed you there…" She nodded toward his erection. "You would lose control and
come inside me."

"Yes."

"Can I kiss you tonight?"

"Yes." This time the word came out more a growl and the hard male flesh in front of her bobbed its
agreement.

She dropped to her knees and began her exploration with her fingertips. Velvet encased steel. There
was no other

She dropped to her knees and began her exploration with her fingertips. Velvet encased steel. There
was no other

description that she could think of for how it felt in her hands. She curled her fingers around him,
caressed the ful

length and he groaned.

"Does that feel good?"

"You know it does."



"For me, too."

"I'm glad."

She nodded and then leaned forward to press a chaste kiss to the very tip. He smeled so good, she
nuzzled him,

inhaling a fragrance unique to him that affected her every bit as powerfuly as his earlier caressing
had.

Then she tasted him and he made a noise like a bitten back shout. She wanted to hear him realy shout
and set

about making that happen, using her hands and lips and tongue. His body shuddered and he tilted his
pelvis

toward her, making his need more than clear.

"You have to stop," he said in a hoarse voice that told her more about how much he'd been holding
back than

anything else.

She tilted her head back and looked up his beautiful body to his face. Sweat had broken out on his
brow and the

flush of arousal had darkened his skin.

"Do I?"

"Yes."

"And if I don't want to?"

His arms moved and then the sound of a silk bow tie whispering to the carpet could be heard. "I wil
have to make

you."

She would have grinned, but she was too excited and her mouth was too busy trying to suck in much
needed

oxygen. He understood her game exactly.

He had trusted her enough to give her control and put him in a pseudo-submissive position, but he was
also strong



enough to take charge when she needed him to.

"Come up here."

"I can't."

"Why?"

"My legs won't hold me," she admitted, knowing the only reason she was upright was because she
was kneeling.

She felt dizzy even in this position.

He reached down and lifted her under her arms, his big hands clasped around her ribs. He lifted her
al the way

until their mouths were paralel and then he kissed her.

until their mouths were paralel and then he kissed her.

She curled her arms around his head and tried not to faint from a wave of love so profound, she
almost drowned

under it.

This man was perfect for her in every way. Of course she loved him and it would be okay. He was
worthy of her

love.

He laid her on the bed and removed the pretty white underthings she'd worn just for him.

When she told him so in a husky voice unrecognizable to her, he smiled.

"You're welcome to wear them again, but tonight, I don't want anything between us, even provocative
bits of

lace."

She agreed. She wanted nothing between them, either, not even the barrier of unspoken love, but that
was one

thing she could not remove.

She'd gone that route before, admitting her love and leaving herself vulnerable. She was married to
this man. She



had al the time she needed to show him it was safe to love her, too, that she wouldn't leave him
voluntarily like his

mother had done or involuntarily like his father had done.

He made love to her then, starting off gently, but rapidly moving to a passion and urgency that left her
sated and

exhausted in the middle of the huge king-size bed.

Afterward, he wrapped himself around her and they slept in each other's arms, only to awaken twice
more in the

night to make love again.

* * *

Angelo woke to the smel of coffee and the yeasty aroma of cinnamon rols. He stretched, feeling more
depleted

than he ever had from the toughest Aikido session. Remembered pleasure made him groan as he
opened his eyes,

looking for his new wife.

Tara smiled at him from where she was lifting silver lids from the dishes on a room service cart. "I
ordered

breakfast."

"It smels delicious."

"I thought after last night that we both could do with sustenance."

"Wore you out, did I?"

"You made me hungry anyway." She winked saucily and he was reminded of her surprising friskiness
the night

before.

There had been something important to her about tying his hands and he'd worried when he untied
them, he would

be failing her, but she'd liked that part, too.



A charming, enigmatic, surprising creature was his wife. No wonder Baron had not wanted to let her
go. The

thought sent a shaft of annoyance through him and he dismissed it.

thought sent a shaft of annoyance through him and he dismissed it.

She'd never be Baron's again. Tara was his now. That was al that mattered.

Angelo clasped his hands and stretched his arms, then tilted his head from side to side, working the
kinks out. "I

am hungry, too, stellina. "

"Then come have some breakfast," she said breathlessly.

He looked at her and found her beautiful brown gaze riveted to his body. "Ahh…but that isn't what I'm
hungry

for."

She blushed delightfuly and laughed. "That's al that's on offer at the moment. We need fuel. Or maybe
you don't,"

she amended, looking at where the sheet tented from his body, "but I do. Have pity, Angelo, and come
eat with

me."

He shook his head, laughing in a way he could never remember doing with a former lover, as he got
out of the

bed.

She was scandalized when he came to the table naked, but almost fel off her chair with laughter when
he

conceded to her modesty by tossing a napkin down over his lap.

They bantered and made love for the rest of the morning, never leaving their suite until they had to
depart for their

scheduled take-off time at the airport.

Tara was both obviously thriled and sweetly nervous when he informed her they were flying to Sicily
so she could



meet his family.

* * *

"Finaly."

Tara looked up from her laptop. "Finaly what?"

They'd been in Sicily for three weeks, but it hadn't al been honeymoon and sexual intimacy. When she
had

expressed concern over her career, Angelo had been quick to offer her a dream job and set her up
with her own

mini office on the opposite side of the study from him in his vila.

She'd never lived or worked in such an opulent setting. What other junior manager worked at a desk
that was an

original Chippendale and slid her pumps off under said desk to curl her toes against genuine Italian
marble? Not to

mention having a staff of servants available to care for her every whim?

Was it any wonder she adored Angelo? He spoiled her rotten and every day, her love grew. She was
starting to

wonder if she realy needed to hold back the words until he said them first.

Their relationship was unlike anything she had ever known before and he made it obvious he saw her
as an equal,

not a woman to be manipulated into being what he wanted.

Her husband's voice had been so filed with satisfaction when he spoke that she wasn't surprised by
the look of

triumph on his chiseled features.

She smiled at him. "You look like you just bought another company."

"How wel you know me." That seemed to give him as much satisfaction as whatever news he'd just
gotten. "I

haven't, but I'm about to."



Something about the way he said it made her pause.

"What company is it?"

"One I've wanted for a very long time."

"You're taking down the guy who seduced your mom into seling him the family company, aren't you?"
She didn't

know how she knew, just that she did.

A strange light glittered in his eyes. "Yes."

"How?"

"He's gotten cocky. He never thinks his schemes can fail, but he's wrong."

"In what way?"

"His father-in-law leads a group of investors that make up the bulk of his financial house of cards.
Once they

withdraw their support, his highly leveraged company wil be worse off than a lame duck on the first
day of hunting

season."

She shivered at the analogy. "Why would his father-in-law remove his support?"

"His daughter has finaly wised up to what a bastard the guy is and is filing for divorce."

Just like Baron's little oil heiress…only Baron said he was divorcing her, but she was wiling to bet it
was the other

way around. Unless he'd found a richer prospect. Considering the fact he'd caled, trying to see her,
she doubted

it.

Anyway, Baron wasn't who she needed to be focused on right now.

The strange intensity emanating off of her husband was far more interesting to her. "That makes you
happy?"

"Hel, yes. I helped to make sure it happened."



A chil skittered down her spine. "What do you mean?"

"The guy had affairs."

"That kind of man would."

"I took advantage of the fact."

"How?" Then she latched on to his meaning. "You made sure his wife knew about the other women?"

She felt slightly nauseous at the prospect. Angelo's capacity for ruthlessness was way beyond what
she had ever

She felt slightly nauseous at the prospect. Angelo's capacity for ruthlessness was way beyond what
she had ever

guessed at.

"Yes."

"That was cruel."

"Do you realy think so?" His eyes darkened with strong emotions, one of them unmistakably anger.
"Wouldn't you

have preferred to know what kind of bastard Baron Randal was before getting so involved with him?"

"Sure, but that's different…a wife is already involved. She loved him."

"And he would keep hurting her if she didn't face the truth. They could have had children before she
woke up to

what kind of man he is."

"You can't justify such cold behavior with that kind of reasoning. You didn't tel her about him for her
sake, you

did it for yours."

"I didn't tel her anything." He got up and came to lean against her desk. "I made sure she found out
through

friends, that there was always someone there to comfort her as each new layer of his sleazy behavior
was

revealed. If my mom had found out the same way, she would have been saved a lot of humiliation and



might be

alive now."

She wished that were true, but chances were, there had been clues that his mother's lover was an evil
man,

whoever he was. Just as there had been clues to what kind of man Baron was. Things she'd ignored
for the sake

of her love.

"I had friends around me when Baron did his public rejection campaign and trust me, it didn't make it
any easier to

bear."

"You don't know that. You didn't have to face the other."

"No, I didn't, but I did learn that friends can be worse than strangers, or even enemies."

"Do you realy think a wife is better off not knowing of her husband's infidelity?"

"No, that's not what I meant at al." But she could see how it sounded like it. "It just bothers me that
was part of your revenge against him. I pictured you taking over his company, not laying waste to his
personal life."

"No man deserves to be ruined as much as this guy. I'l never forget my mom's sobbing, hysterical
confession, or

her deep shame and guilt because of what she'd done. His cruelty kiled her. You can't get more
personal than

that."

And it had left Angelo in a world where business and vengeance ruled and love had no place. No
wonder he was

so ruthless, but he couldn't go on being that way. If he learned to love her, would he soften…at least a
little?

"He didn't give her the pils," she pointed out.

"No, just the reason for taking them."

"That could have been as much about her grief over your father than over what this guy did to her. She



made the

"That could have been as much about her grief over your father than over what this guy did to her. She
made the

choice, Angelo." She hated saying it, but he couldn't spend the rest of his adult life hating this other
man.

A heart ful of hate had no room for love and she needed his love.

"Why are you defending him?" he asked sounding both confused and strangely wounded by her words.

"I'm not." She laid her hand on his thigh in comfort. "I'm trying to make you see reason."

"In what way?"

"Revenge can consume you and I don't want you consumed." She pleaded with him with her eyes,
hoping he

would read the message there and heed it.

He gave her one of the slashing smiles she'd come to adore. "Don't worry, it's almost over and the
only thing that

consumes me lately is when I get to make love to my beautiful wife next."

"I want that to be true."

"It is. Believe me when I say I spend a lot more time thinking about you than anything else."

That was a huge admission and she gave it the response it deserved, standing up to kiss him with al
the passionate

love beating in her heart.



CHAPTER TEN

"TARA?" They were naked, snuggled against each other on the oversized reading chair in the far
corner of the

study with their legs entwined and stretched out on its matching ottoman.

Angelo had responded to her kiss with flattering enthusiasm, locking the door and then proceeding to
demonstrate

just how much he thought about her during the day.

She nuzzled his hair roughened chest. "Mmmhmm?"

"Why was your breakup with Randal so public?"

The languorous aftermath of their lovemaking dissipated like the steam on a latte. This wasn't
something she'd

talked about to anyone, even her mom. It had hurt too much.

He rubbed her back soothingly. "I'd realy like to know."

"At first, it wasn't. Baron told me he was getting married, but that he wanted to keep our relationship
going."

"You said no."

"Right. Up to this point, everything had been pretty low-key between us media wise. The apartment
we shared

was in the suburbs, we didn't do high profile dating. I thought I was safe from the paparazzi and their
blood

sniffing."

"Something had to happen to change that."

"It did. I had a couple of friends, or at least they were women I thought were my friends, from the
modeling

community. They sold the story of my affair with Baron, along with some embelishments, to the press
after his

marriage was announced. When it became obvious he'd been sleeping with me while courting her, he
had to do



damage control."

It was Angelo's turn to go stiff, his palpable fury enveloping her. "Painting you as his sexpot mistress
who wouldn't

listen to the word no, was it?"

"Yes." She sighed, the pain of her friend's betrayal and Baron's wilingness to destroy her good name
to protect

himself only a dul ache, but stil there as a reminder to what a naïve fool she'd been. "It hurt so much."

"Because you loved him?"

"Because both he and my so-caled friend betrayed me, devastating my life and for what?"

"Money?"

"Right, but it didn't do any of them al that much good. The two models are working fifth string trunk
shows and

hardly living the high life. Baron's divorcing his wife. Their betrayal didn't take them as far as they
expected it to, I

bet."

"What?" His hold on her tightened and he went on before she could answer his question. "How do
you know

about Randal's divorce?"

"He caled me."

"He caled you?" Angelo's fury was incandescent now. He sat up, puling her up so he could see into
her face.

"Why the hel didn't you say something?"

She frowned at his over the top reaction. "I didn't think it mattered."

"Of course it mattered."

"No. It didn't. Listen, Angelo, Baron might have some idiotic notion about renewing ties, but I wasn't
interested."

"You told him no."



"Do you think I would be married to you if I hadn't?"

"What else did he say?"

"He warned me off you as a matter of fact."

Angelo looked a little gray around the edges and she thought that was sweet.

"Don't worry about it. His opinion is the last one I would take on relationships."

"What did you say to him?"

"To leave me alone and then I hung up."

"If he cals again, I want to know about it."

She narrowed her eyes at him. "Don't go al macho controling on me, Angelo. I'm a grown woman and
no one,

not even you, is going to boss me around."

"That's not what you said last night."

They'd played a variation on their favorite game the night before with him doing the directing. She
hadn't minded

one bit, particularly when she'd gone to sleep so sated and exhausted she'd had a hard time waking up
when their

alarm went off that morning.

"It's not the same thing and you know it."

"No, it is not. For that was a game and this is very serious. I don't want you to have anything to do
with Baron

Randal."

"Do you realy think I'm such a masochist I'd want to?"

"So, you believe he could stil hurt you?"

This conversation was taking some very bizarre turns.

"No. I don't care about him, therefore he cannot hurt me."

"You said—"



"It was a figure of speech and don't think you're going to sidetrack me from the original topic getting
al fixated on

it. I'm not your pet dog to order around."

Suddenly she was under him and his lips were hovering just above hers. "Trust me, I see you as
anything but a pet

dog."

* * *

She was relaxing beside their private pool the next day when it occurred to her that Angelo had never
once

mentioned the name of the man he wanted to take down. She didn't dwel on that for very long because
something

else came to mind that had the power to blast al other thoughts from her brain.

* * *

"Angelo…we need to talk."

The urgency in Tara's voice sent dread skating down Angelo's spine. What could be wrong?

He cut his cal short and turned to face her. She was wearing a yelow bikini that set off the sexy lines
of her body

as wel as the tan she'd acquired since arriving in Sicily. However, her expressive eyes showed none
of the latent

desire that usualy shimmered there.

"What is it, stellina? "

"We never talked about kids."

"And this is so urgent because?" Was she pregnant?

The thought sent warmth skirling through him. It had been a very long time since he had been part of
an intimate

family. He liked the idea of her being pregnant with his child very much.

"We haven't been using any form of birth control."



She was just now noticing this? "I know."

"You know?"

"Wel, we were both there." He smiled lazily. "It wasn't something I could miss."

"I didn't notice!" she shrieked, not sharing his humor at al.

"Why are you so upset?"

"What if I'm pregnant?"

"Don't you want to be pregnant?" That prospect had never occurred to him.

There was more of the traditional Sicilian male in him than he thought sometimes.

"That's not the point."

"Then, what is?"

"We didn't even talk about it and for al we know, it's a fait accompli."

"Would that be so bad?"

His question seemed to shock her. "Did you do it on purpose?" she asked accusingly.

He was trying to hold on to his temper, but it was getting harder by the second. "Did you?"

"You know I didn't!"

"Look, honey, the last thing I was thinking about on our wedding night was preventing conception. I
wanted you

so much, you had me tied in knots. Or don't you remember? We were in Sicily before I even thought
of it."

"How could you be so irresponsible?"

"Me?"

" You. The only other lover I've ever had was Baron and that ended two years ago. Birth control
wasn't exactly a

blinking blip on my radar."

"And you believe it should have been on mine?"



"Wasn't it?"

"You're my wife."

"So?"

"So, if you get pregnant, it wil be a celebration."

"It's not the idea of me getting pregnant that has me worried!"

"That's what you came in here going on about."

"It's the fact you didn't even think about it, which makes me wonder how many other times you haven't
thought

about it."

"The answer is never."

"But…"

"Contrary to what you apparently think, I'm no more interested in casual sex than you are and since a
relationship

is pretty difficult to develop when you're working sixty-plus-hour workweeks, I've spent a good part
of the last

decade celibate."

"But you're not the celibate type."

"A man, even a man like me, only has so much energy. I've poured mine into work." Which no doubt
explained his

explosive reaction to her.

"You don't make love like a novice."

"Who the hel said I was a novice?" Where did she get her ideas?

"Don't start yeling at me again."

"I wasn't yeling at you." But he had to lower his voice a few notches or he was going to bring one of
the servants

running.



"If you've been celibate for ten years…"

"I said largely celibate, not…" Suddenly he realized how ridiculous this discussion was becoming.
"Never mind. I

have never had unprotected sex. Al right? You are safe from disease if not pregnancy. By the time I
thought of

birth control with you, we'd already made love many times. If you do not wish to get pregnant and are
not already,

we can discuss forms of birth control."

She deflated like a pricked baloon. "I suppose waiting to discuss it until we know if I'm pregnant
makes the most

sense."

"You're right. Maybe I should get a pregnancy test kit and then we can start making decisions."

"Wouldn't you rather see the doctor and be sure?"

"It takes forever to make an appointment and the test kits are something like ninety-nine percent
accurate."

"I'm sure the family doctor wil be able to see you tomorrow."

"The big reception thingy is tomorrow night. I'd rather wait until the next day."

"I'l have it taken care of."

"Thank you." She turned to go, but then stopped and spun back to face him. "Angelo?"

"Yes?"

"Do you want children?"

"Very much."

She smiled. "Me, too. I would never consider a pregnancy accidental."

"Nor would I. If you are pregnant, it is a blessing."

She seemed to relax. "Yes. And if I'm not, we'l decide if we want our blessings sooner than later."

* * *



"I'm pregnant? You're sure?" she asked the doctor, butterflies taking off in her stomach like Kamikaze
pilots on a

"I'm pregnant? You're sure?" she asked the doctor, butterflies taking off in her stomach like Kamikaze
pilots on a

rampage.

" Sì, signora. It is good we can tel these things so early now, yes?"

"Yes."

She stumbled out of the doctor's office, her mind in a whirl. She was pregnant. With Angelo's baby.
Her hand

dropped to her tummy. She didn't feel any different, but she carried life inside of her, the product of
her marriage

to a very special man.

Angelo was going to be thriled.

In fact, he was ecstatic. "You are pregnant with my baby? Already?"

She grinned at his jubilant response. "Yes."

"I guess I am very potent for you." His Sicilian accent suddenly evident.

She pressed herself against him, feeling evidence of that potency intimately. "Yes, dearest Angelo, I
think you are."

He growled and started kissing her.

* * *

They flew to NewYork two weeks later. Angelo insisted she take settling into her new home slowly,
sleep late

and arrive at the office no earlier than 10:00 a.m. because of her pregnancy. When she argued she was
pregnant,

not an invalid, he told her he wanted to pamper her.

How could she refuse him?

She was eating her breakfast on their balcony that overlooked Manhattan when the doorbel rang. She



got up to

answer it, but Maria, the housekeeper got to it before she did.

She halted in the living room when she heard a familiar voice that made her muscles tense. What in
the world was

Baron doing here?

He walked into the room, his eyes fixed on her in some kind of ludicrous appeal. "Tara."

"You have no business in my home, Baron. You know I don't want to see you."

"I came to save you from a monster much worse than the one you believed me to be." He stood there,
looking as

handsome as he ever had, but she wasn't moved in the slightest.

She just wanted him gone.

She roled her eyes at his dramatics. "Godzila?"

His jaw tautened. "Angelo Gordon."

"My husband is not a monster. Get out of our home. Right now." She caled Maria's name. "This man
is about to

"My husband is not a monster. Get out of our home. Right now." She caled Maria's name. "This man
is about to

leave. Please see him out."

"Tara, you've got to listen to me. It's for your own good."

She totaly ignored him and went back to her breakfast, shutting the terrace door on his voice.

She didn't tel Angelo about the other man's visit when she got to work because she figured later that
night, when

they were home, would be soon enough.

Looking scrumptious in a dark suit and pristine-white shirt, Angelo came into her office and asked if
she wanted to

join him for lunch.



She smiled up at him, wondering how much of what she felt for him glowed in her eyes. "I'd love to."

"Great."

They went to one of her favorite seafood restaurants and she was feeding a seemingly insatiable
craving for rock

shrimp in cocktail sauce when a shadow fel over their table.

"Tara."

She looked up and barely stifled a groan of irritation. "What are you doing here?"

"You need to know the truth about your husband."

"Go away, Baron."

Angelo stood, towering over the older man menacingly. "Leave my wife alone, Randal."

Baron backed up a step, but he didn't leave. "Or you'l do what? Ruin me?" He laughed, the sound
holow. "I'm

already ruined and don't think for a second I don't know who is responsible."

"You are responsible. Everything happening to you right now, you brought on yourself."

What was he talking about? Baron was ruined? And he held Angelo responsible? "What's going on?"
she

demanded.

"Does she know why you sought her out?" Baron asked, nodding toward Tara.

"Our relationship is none of your business," Angelo bit out, sounding so feral, she shivered.

"Neat evasion tactic." Baron sneered. "But since we both know you detest deceit of any kind, it isn't
going to

work. Tel her the truth."

"What truth?" But a sick suspicion was growing like a mushroom cloud after a nuclear explosion
inside her.

"Baron's the man who seduced your mother, isn't he?"

Angelo looked down at her. "Yes. I have more reason to hate the bastard than you do."



Remembering al that he had told her, she could do nothing but agree. "Yes."

But that told her nothing about how she fit into al of it and she was horrifyingly sure she fit
somewhere.

Her agreement seemed to take Baron back for a moment, but then his expression turned ugly. "Maybe.
But that

means she's going to despise you just as much for using her the same way."

Angelo had used her? How?

"You're way off base. Tara didn't have a company I wanted so much I was wiling to drive a woman to
her death

to get it."

The words should have given her comfort, but there was too much tension in them for her to take them
at face

value.

"I didn't kil your mother," Baron snarled. "She was weak. She sold you out for a body to warm her
lonely bed."

Angelo punched him and Baron went down. "Don't you ever speak of her like that. She was worth a
hundred of

you and her only weakness was her inability to see you for the selfish blood sucker you are."

Baron got up, grabbing the table for support and then wiped at his now bloody lip. "You think you're
so damn

good, but what you've done to Tara is no different. You used her to get what you wanted, didn't you?"

Angelo ignored the other man's accusation and put his hand out toward her. "Let's go, Tara."

She shook her head. She'd refused to listen to Baron twice now, but she wasn't walking away from the

accusations this time. Her husband had withheld the name of his enemy and now she knew why, but
she wanted to

know more. Like why Baron was so convinced Angelo was using her.

"What did I have that Angelo wanted?"



"The chance to get revenge on me."

"I already had that," Angelo said deridingly. Then he turned to her again. "It's time to leave. Now."

"But you wanted it al," Baron said before she could react to the chily command in her husband's
voice. "You

wanted to take away everything I valued."

"You didn't value me. You dumped me."

"Tara." It was Angelo again. Demanding.

But she was done doing things his way. "Leave if you want, Angelo, but I'm not going until I have
some answers.

And right at this minute I don't trust you to give them to me."

Baron's look of triumph almost changed her mind. "My marriage was temporary. I planned to come
back to you

and Angelo knew it."

The man was unhinged and incredibly calculating. He'd married his wife planning to divorce her?
Tara shivered in

revulsion. "You're not serious."

But she had the awful feeling he was.

But she had the awful feeling he was.

Deadly so.

"Oh, yes, very serious. Your precious husband went looking for you the minute his private
investigator found out

that I was stil keeping tabs on you."

The room suddenly felt too warm and dizziness washed over her as the ful implication of what was
being said hit

her.

" You were keeping tabs on me? Like some creepy stalker?" She turned to Angelo. "And you knew
about it?"



Angelo's mouth set in a grim line. "He's had you under surveilance since you broke up. His private
investigator

had instructions with the incentive of a bonus to squelch any romantic entanglements you might try to
get into."

She glared at Baron, ready to finish what Angelo had started. "Who do you think you are, the
Godfather?"

"More like a man who doesn't care who he hurts to have what he wants." Angelo's voice dripped
acid.

"How did you know about it?"

"Hawk."

"Your friend from the wedding?"

"His private investigator," Baron replied before Angelo could answer. "Tel her how you bribed my
private

investigator to keep quiet about your relationship with Tara."

"I can't believe you've been watching me al this time. That's ilegal, you miscreant."

He looked at her like he couldn't comprehend why she was hung up on that detail. She could have told
him if he

asked. The truth that was being revealed about her husband's pursuit of her hurt so much, she simply
could not

deal with it. She felt like a milion little knives were shredding every happy emotion inside her.

"Tara, Angelo only went after you to get back at me."

Angelo cursed, a word she'd never heard him use, forcing her to acknowledge his presence and the
pain slashing

at her insides.

She turned from Baron, dismissing him from her mind as if he no longer existed and faced her
husband. "The first

time we met…you used my report as an excuse to see me, didn't you? You already knew who I was
and what I



had been to Baron."

Angelo's jaw set with rock like tension. "Yes."

"I told you."

The sound of Baron's voice was like nails scoring a chalkboard on her nerves. She rose from her
chair, her body

vibrating with unbearable tension and fury, and faced her ex-lover and her husband.

"Listen to me closely, Baron, because this is the one and only time I'm going to say this."

The look of smug satisfaction he'd been wearing disappeared at the tone of her voice.

"According to both you and my husband, he was aware of your bizarre efforts to keep track of me.
That means

that either he or Hawk has sufficient evidence to support charges being brought against you for
stalking. Is that

true, Angelo?" She asked the question without taking her baleful stare from Baron.

"Yes, stellina. True."

She flinched at the endearment, but kept her gaze firmly fixed on Baron.

He had blanched, apparently finaly coming to terms with the fact he had boxed himself into a
dangerous corner

where she was concerned.

"I want you to leave. I don't ever want to hear from or see you again. If you ever attempt to contact me
in any

way or resume your pathetic little game, I wil not only file both civil and criminal charges against
you, but I wil

make darn sure your wife's divorce attorney has al the evidence she needs to paint you in a light so
deranged and

amoral, you'l be lucky to walk away from that marriage wearing socks under your shoes. Do I make
myself

clear?"



"Tara—"

"Do, I, Baron?"

"You've changed."

"And you haven't, but that's not the issue, is it?"

"No, it is not," Angelo answered, his voice colder than an Arctic wind. "The issue is that if Randal
comes near you again, the picture you have painted for him wil seem like the Elysian Fields
compared to what I wil do to him."

"I'm leaving," Baron gritted out, "but ask yourself if you should stay with a man capable of using you
the way

Angelo Gordon has."

The parting words sent wounding shards into her already bleeding heart. She refused to give Baron
the satisfaction

of seeing her hurt, but what made it hard for her to even breathe was that no matter what sick
motivation had

prompted his revelations, he had been speaking the truth.

Angelo had used her to exact revenge against his enemy.

She didn't mean anything to him. Not realy. And that truth tore through her with al the emotionaly
destroying

force of a level ten earthquake. She gripped the table rim in an effort to stay upright.

"Angelo?" she croaked.

He was by her side in a second, his big hands gripping her waist and shoulder. "Yes, stellina? "

"I want to go home now."

She felt like she was being ripped apart. She knew Angelo didn't love her, but to be nothing more than
an

instrument of revenge for the man who owned her heart was more than she could bear.

instrument of revenge for the man who owned her heart was more than she could bear.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

WHEN THEY REACHED the apartment, she went to the bedroom and started packing. She didn't pay
attention to

what she grabbed, she just puled clothes from drawers and dumped them in the big suitcase she'd
tossed on the

bed.

"You are not leaving me."

She didn't acknowledge him with so much as a glance.

Long tanned fingers wrested the top she had just grabbed from her fingers. "No. We are going to talk."

"We have nothing to talk about." Remembering saying those same words to Baron made her flinch.
"I'm not

staying."

"So, you let him win."

She spun to face him at that, fury so intense she was shaking with it, filing her to the brim. "No one
wins in the sick

scenario. Not you. Not him. And certainly not me. You used me, Angelo. You lied to me and you
promised me

you never would."

"I did not lie to you."

"A lie by omission is stil a lie."

"No. It is not. Not unless you ask for the answer and I deny it. You did not ask. Nothing I have said to
you has

been untrue. Nothing."

"Justify it however you like. It won't change what you did to me. Baron is right. You are no better than
he is."

"Like hel. I did nothing to hurt you. I am not rejecting you. I married you!"

"To keep me away from him."



His silence condemned him.

"Trying not to lie to me again?" she asked sneeringly.

"It does not matter."

"You're wrong and you're wrong about me leaving. I'm going and you cannot stop me."

"Damn it, Tara, you are pregnant with my child. You cannot just walk away from me."

"I wouldn't condemn my worst enemy to a father with your moral poverty."

It was his turn to flinch. "You would…" He didn't finish his sentence, but she didn't care.

She just wanted out of there. She realized she didn't need her clothes. She didn't need anything but to
be

somewhere away from him.

She spun on her heel and marched from the room.

He grabbed her shoulder. "Where are you going?"

"Let go of me."

"No."

She yanked her shoulder from his grasp and fel against the wal from the momentum.

His face leached of al color. " Stellina, are you al right?"

"What do you care?"

"I care." He leaned back against the wal as if his legs wouldn't quite hold him up. "You don't have to
go. I'l

leave…stay at a hotel. You're safer here. Please, Tara, let me do at least this much for you."

"No." She couldn't stay where the memories of her doomed happiness with him would haunt her.

He didn't say another word as she walked out of the apartment. She took a taxi to a hotel, checked in
and went

up to her room to cry her heart out.

She stayed in the hotel for three days, eating room service for the baby's sake, ignoring Angelo's cals
on her cel



phone and crying until her throat was so raw, she could barely speak to order food over the phone.

On the third day, there was a knock at her door. Her stupid heart leaped, thinking it might be Angelo,
but then she

told herself it wouldn't matter if it was. She would just send him away. Her heart returned to being a
cold lump in

her chest.

She looked through the peephole and recognized Hawk, her husband's friend from the wedding. His
private

investigator.

"Go away," she yeled through the door…more like croaked.

"I can't do that, Mrs. Gordon."

She didn't have the voice to argue. That's the only reason she opened the door, she told herself.

"What do you want?"

"Are you okay? You sound like you're sick."

She shrugged. She was. Sick at heart.

He was carrying a suitcase. It looked like the one she'd been packing when she left Angelo. Because
she had no

clothes to change into, she'd taken to wearing the terry robe provided by the hotel with her suite. She
was wearing

it now, her hair hanging down around her face in stringy tangles.

He put the suitcase down. "Angelo looks worse than you."

Her eyes widened at that. Her husband never looked less than perfectly groomed.

Her eyes widened at that. Her husband never looked less than perfectly groomed.

"He's worried about you."

She glared, not buying it.

Hawk shook his head, his expression vexed. "You're both a couple of idiots."



"I am not…" Her voice refused to function any more.

Hawk shook his head. "Why don't you let me do the talking?"

Did she have a choice? She shrugged again.

"I know why Angelo came after you initialy. Hel, I helped him do it, but he cares about you now. He
needs you."

She shook her head vehemently.

The big man facing her frowned fiercely. "You walked out and I have been with him in that
mausoleum of an

apartment for three days."

"Not…mausoleum…"

"It is now, with him mourning your loss like a grief-stricken widower. I haven't seen him like this
since his mother

died. It's always a woman," the tal man said with disgust and shook his head. "Do you know he has
not gone to

work since you left him?"

When she didn't reply, Hawk sighed with frustration. "Whether he's too stubborn to admit it, or you
are too angry

to accept it, he needs you. The real question is whether or not you care enough about him to give him
the chance

to prove it to you?"

"I'm not too stubborn." The voice came from the doorway and she turned to look, gasping at what she
saw.

Hawk hadn't been lying. Angelo looked like he hadn't eaten in a week, not a mere three days. His
cheeks were

holow and lined with strain. His jaw line was shadowed with three days of stubble…it was almost a
beard and his

jeans and sweater looked slept in. But it was his eyes that were the worst.

They reflected the tortures of the damned in their indigo depths. "I do need you, Tara. More than I can



ever say

with simple words."

"I thought you weren't coming," Hawk said, as if Angelo hadn't just made an impossible declaration.

"I couldn't stay away. I had to see her." Angelo's gaze was glued to her face.

"Wel, it looks like she's not faring any better than you."

"My fault." Angelo turned away, his proud shoulders slumped. "I should go."

Hawk said something ugly under his breath. "Don't be an idiot, Angelo. Does she look like she'l be
better off if

you go?"

Angelo turned back. "I had Hawk bring your clothes. If you need anything else…" His voice trailed
off, his throat

Angelo turned back. "I had Hawk bring your clothes. If you need anything else…" His voice trailed
off, his throat

working like he was trying to hold in some intolerable emotion.

"You," she croaked, unable to let him walk away.

He'd used her and that hurt. So much. But she'd spent three days grieving that pain and there was more
here than

a man who had calously used a woman to exact revenge. This man was hurting and vulnerable in a
way a man like

Baron never could be.

"Me?" Angelo asked.

"Stay."

"Very good." That was al Hawk said before walking toward the door. When he got there, he looked
back at

Angelo. "Don't screw this up. I'm not baby-sitting you through another day of mourning. Men in love
give me a

stomachache."



Men in love?

* * *

Angelo heard the door click shut, but his attention was fuly on his wife. She looked like hel and it was
al his fault.

He'd hurt the woman he loved and hadn't even known he loved her until he did it.

How could it have taken Baron's revelations and their painful impact on Tara for him to realize he
loved her?

If he lost her over his own stupidity, his heart would turn to stone. For the last three days, he'd thought
it had. He'd

hoped she would cal, but when she didn't…when she ignored his cals to her cel phone, he'd known
what he'd

done had been too heinous for her to forgive.

He didn't know why he'd come, except that like he'd told Hawk, he couldn't stay away.

He needed her.

And she did not know it.

She thought he had married her as an act of revenge and he would give anything to be able to deny that
claim, but

since he had hidden his own feelings from himself with the excuse, it now stood between them like an
uncrossable

chasm.

Only he had to cross it. Somehow.

He had to reach her and convince her of his love because the alternative was unthinkable.

He'd lived three days in hel and he knew he couldn't stand one more.

* * *

Tara stumbled to a chair and sank into it as she considered the possibility Hawk had been right. That
her husband

was actualy in love with her.



He looked like a man who had loved and lost.

He came forward as if drawn by an invisible string and knelt beside her, but did not touch her. "I'm
sorry."

"You used me, just like he did." It hurt to talk, her throat was so dry.

She'd left a glass of juice on the smal table beside the chair earlier. She lifted it now and drank it
down, desperate

for the ability to talk this out with her husband.

"Not like him."

She glared at Angelo, not wiling to accept anything less than total honesty. "Yes, like him."

"He doesn't feel. I do."

She shook her head. "You can't. You married me to keep me away from him."

"I thought so, yes." His voice was low, ful of anguish. "I wanted him to lose everything he valued."

"It worked."

"But I lost more. You never would have gone back to him. I know that now. You are too strong…too
smart.

Because my motives were wrong, you left me and I don't know how to get you back."

"You want me back?"

"Yes." She'd never heard a single word spoken with so much fervency, filed with such desperation
and yearning.

"Because of the baby?"

"Because I love you." Even now, she could tel the words were hard for him to say.

"You don't love me," she whispered in denial, unable to accept that after al the pain and betrayal, he
could

actualy feel what she so desperately wanted him to feel.

"I do. I love you more than my own life, Tara, and I would take back everything I have done that has
caused you



pain if I could."

"You expect me to believe that?"

"I have never lied to you."

"You would undo our marriage if you could?"

"If it would take the expression of pain from your beautiful brown eyes, yes."

He realy meant it…he would give her up if he could undo the past and save her pain.

"The baby, would you undo that?" she pressed.

If he had looked like the damned being tortured before, he looked worse now. "I thought you might…"

If he had looked like the damned being tortured before, he looked worse now. "I thought you might…"

"What?"

"Then I realized you never could. Not you and I was glad and I'm ashamed that I was so relieved not
just for the

sake of our baby, but for my own sake. As your baby's father, I would always have a role in your life.
And yet, if

I could save you this pain, yes…I would make it so we never met, so you never married me and let
me into your

body."

If he meant those words then he had to realy love her. "How can I believe you?"

His face twisted in sorrow and he averted his gaze, strain coming off of him in tangible waves. They
remained like

that, her on the couch, him kneeling before her, for several silent minutes and then he turned to face
her.

"I loved you when I married you even though I did not admit it to you or to myself."

"I wish that were true." It would make the pain so much more bearable.

"Do you remember our prenuptial contract?"

"We don't have one."



"Wouldn't we, if I only married you to spite Randal? I'm a very rich man. If I didn't love you, if I had
the least

intention of ever letting you go, wouldn't I have done something to protect my empire? I'm not a stupid
man…in

the normal course of things anyway."

"You said you wanted the marriage to last. You weren't planning on divorce."

"No, but only love would make me trust you enough to leave something so vital to a man in my
position undone."

She bit her lip remembering the prenuptial contract her mom and Darren had signed. The man had
been top over

tails in love, but businessman first last and always, he'd had one drawn up. It had protected her mom,
too, in a

way, but stil the implication had been the marriage had a chance of ending.

Considering the number of relationships her mom had had between her dad and Darren, his subtle
concern had

been justified, but Angelo had shown no such concern. And he had a lot more to protect than Darren
had.

"You married me to keep me away from Baron."

"I married you to keep you near myself." The urgency in his voice rang true.

"But—"

"Tara, I met you and I wanted you. I got to know you and I knew having your body would not be
enough. I've

spent ten years spurning emotion, staying apart from my family, never letting anyone as close to me as
I alowed

you within a week of meeting."

It had been the same for her. "But the revenge…"

"What revenge? Did I do a single thing to Baron Randal that he did not bring on himself?"

Tara considered her husband's words and his need for revenge and realized that he was right. He



might have

Tara considered her husband's words and his need for revenge and realized that he was right. He
might have

brought the pieces together, but Baron had put them al on the game board. "No."

"If I had met you under any other circumstance, I would have wanted you for mine for al time."

"How can I be sure?"

But even as she asked the question memories bombarded her. Angelo was capable of utter
ruthlessness, but he

had not seduced her when it was obvious he could. In fact, the whole time he had known her, he had
done nothing

to hurt her.

He had given and given and given and that kind of behavior from an alpha guy like him denoted she
had a very

special place in his life.

A place that could not begin to be defined by his need for revenge.

"It is a matter of trust, stellina. If you love me, then you can trust me…your heart wil beat with mine
and know

the truth despite what logic might say." The vulnerable expression in his indigo eyes said more
eloquently than any

words how unsure he was of her feelings, how much she could hurt him right now if she rejected him.

His mom had done that. She hadn't loved him enough to stay and face her own demons, but Tara was
stronger

than that. If they had a chance at happiness, she couldn't bear to let him go.

"I do love you, Angelo. So much."

His throat convulsed. "Enough to stay with me even though I am not the perfect man you deserve?"

"None of us is perfect, my darling, but I couldn't leave you without ripping my own heart out."

The kiss was a mutual melding of their mouths and their lovemaking afterward was beautiful and



tender enough to

make even a stone heart cry. Her heart was not made of stone, so tears seeped from her eyelids and
Angelo

rubbed a wet cheek against her own.

"I have been alone so long."

She held him to her as he loved her with tender, pleasure filed strokes. "You aren't anymore."

"No, I am not." The joy and satisfaction in his voice was unmistakable.

As the pleasure spiraled out of control she cried out, "Angelo, I love you."

His hands cupped her face and he met her eyes, his burning with emotion she'd never thought to see
there. "And I

love you, Tara. My wife. My life. "

* * *

Their son was born on a spring morning. As the doctor laid the superbly healthy infant onto her chest,
Angelo

placed one hand on her head and the other on their baby's back.

"Thank you." He mouthed the words, his voice so low it could not be heard.

She smiled at him, this man who loved her so completely. "We are a family."

"Not alone."

"Never alone."

"I love you, Tara."

"I love you, Angelo."

And their baby made a snuffling sound as if agreeing to the preciousness of the circle of their family.

They belonged together, the three of them and God wiling, one day there would be more children. Her
tycoon

would never again have to live in a world void of love and tenderness.

Men like Baron Randal would never understand that gift, but Angelo did.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN



CHAPTER ONE

MAXIMILIAN ANDREA QUINTANO—Max to his friends—walked out of the bathroom wearing
only a pair of navy

silk boxer shorts. Just the effort of bending to pul them on had made his head spin. He needed air and,
walking

out onto the balcony that ran the length of the suite, he wiled the pain behind his eyes to vanish. It was
his own

fault. It had been his thirty-first birthday two days ago, and although Max owned a penthouse in Rome
and a

house in Venice, he had done what was expected of him and spent the day at the family estate in
Tuscany with his

father, stepmother, Lisa, and other family members.

But on his return to Rome yesterday, after he had taken his yearly medical exam for insurance
purposes, he'd met

up with his best friend Franco and a few others from his university days for lunch. The party that had
ensued had

ended up with Franco belatedly remembering his wife was expecting him home in Sicily. Max, due to
fly there the

next day anyway, had agreed to accompany Franco to the island to carry on the party there.

Finaly, at four-thirty in the morning and feeling much the worse for wear, Max had got a taxi to the
Quintano

Hotel, the hotel he was scheduled to arrive at that same afternoon in place of his father.

Ever since Max's grandfather had built his first hotel on the island, before relocating the family to
Tuscany, it had

become a tradition for the Quintano family to holiday at the Sicilian hotel during the month of August.
For the last

decade Max had rarely visited, leaving it to his brother Paulo and the rest of the family to carry on the
tradition.

A deep frown suddenly creased Max's broad brow as he thought of his older brother's tragic death in



a car

accident just four months ago. When Paulo had enthusiasticaly entered the family business and
become a top

hotelier, Max had been given the freedom to pursue his own interests, and he knew he owed his
brother a lot.

An adventurer at heart, Max had left university with a degree in geology, boundless energy and a
rapier-sharp

brain. He had headed to South America, where on his arrival, he'd acquired an emerald mine in a
game of poker.

Max had made the mine a success and started the MAQ Mining Corporation, which over the last nine
years had

expanded to include mines in Africa, Australia and Russia. The MAQ Corporation was now global,
and Max was

a multimilionaire in his own right. But, as he had been forcibly reminded a few months ago, al the
money in the

world could not solve every problem.

Deeply shocked and saddened by Paulo's death, Max had offered to help his father in any way he
could with the

hotel business. His father had asked him if he would check the running of the hotel in Sicily and stay a
while to

keep the tradition going. The loss of Paulo was too fresh for Paulo's widow Anna and their young
daughters to go,

so of course Max had agreed.

Max rubbed his aching temples with his fingertips. The way he felt at the moment he was glad he had
agreed to his

father's request—he desperately needed the break. Dios! Never again, he vowed. By some miracle,
when he'd

arrived at the hotel just before dawn he had retained enough sense to instruct the night porter to keep
his early

arrival quiet. Nothing and no one was to disturb him….



Max stepped from the balcony into the sitting room. He needed coffee—black, strong and fast. He
stopped dead.

For a moment he wondered if he was halucinating.

A tal, feminine figure with a mass of flowers in her arms seemed to glide across the room towards
him. Her hair

was pale blond, and swept back into a long ponytail to reveal a face ethereal in its beauty. Her
breasts he could

only imagine, but her waist was emphasised by a black leather belt neatly holding a straight black
skirt, which

only imagine, but her waist was emphasised by a black leather belt neatly holding a straight black
skirt, which

ended a few inches above her knees. The simple skirt revealed the seductive curve of her hips, and as
for her

legs…A sudden stirring in his groin said it al. She was gorgeous. 'Ciao, bella ragazza,' he husked.

* * *

Sent up by the hotel manager to deposit the flowers and check the suite before the arrival of its
ilustrious owner,

Sophie Rutherford was startled by the sound of the deep, masculine voice. She jerked her head
towards the open

French doors, the flowers faling from her hands at the sight of the huge man standing before her.

Frozen in shock, she swept her green gaze over him. Thick black hair fel over a broad brow, and
dark, heavy-

lidded eyes were set in a square-jawed, ruggedly handsome face. His bronzed muscular body was
wide

shouldered, with a broad chest lightly dusted with black hair that arrowed down over a flat stomach
and

disappeared beneath his dark shorts. His legs were long and splayed. He looked like some great
colossus, she

thought fancifuly, and her green eyes widened in awe at so much masculine power.



Then he stepped towards her…. 'Oh, my God!' she cried, suddenly remembering where she was and
belatedly

realising he had no right to be there. 'Don't move! I'm caling Security.'

The scream echoed though Max's head like a razor on the bone. He closed his eyes for a second. The
last thing

he needed was someone caling the deity down on him. Then his less than sharp mind finaly registered
that her

words had been spoken in English.

Max slowly opened his eyes, but before he could make a response she was disappearing out of the
door. He

heard the turn of the key in the lock behind her and could not believe it; the crazy girl had locked him
in his own

suite….

Shaking his head in amazement, he picked up the telephone and revealed his presence to Alex, the
hotel manager.

The he ordered some much needed coffee, and strode back into the bedroom to dress. Once he had
shaved and

dressed he returned to the sitting room, to find a maid cleaning away the flowers and Alex placing a
coffee tray on

the table. There was no mistaking the barely contained amusement in Alex's eyes as he greeted his old
friend.

'Max, it's good to see you. I guessed you were the undesirable giant about to rob the place,' Alex said
and he

burst out laughing.

'Very funny, Alex. It's good to see you, too. Now, tel me, who the hel is the crazy girl?' Max asked,
pouring

himself a cup of coffee and downing it in one go, before colapsing onto one of the sofas.

'Sophie Rutherford,' Alex answered, joining Max on the sofa. 'Her father, Nigel Rutherford, is the
owner of the



Elite Agency in London. They handle the arrangements for a lot of our European clients, and Nigel
asked me if his

daughter could work here for a couple of months during her university vacation to improve her
language skils. She

is studying Russian and Chinese, but she also has a good grasp of Italian, French and Spanish. I
thought, given the

international clientele we attract, she could be very useful. She has certainly proved her worth
already in the month

she has been here. She is happy to work anywhere, and nothing is too much trouble for her.'

'If she is as good as you say, then I trust your judgement.' Max grinned at the older man. 'But my guess
is the fact

she is so beautiful might also have affected your decision,' he mocked.

'You would say that.' Alex grinned back. 'But, unlike you, it takes more than a pretty face to influence
me—

especialy at my age.'

especialy at my age.'

'Liar,' Max drawled, a knowing, sensual smile curving his hard mouth as the image of the young
woman flashed up

in his mind. 'Any man with breath in his body can see she is gorgeous, and I for one would like to get
to know her

a whole lot better.'

'Sophie is not for you, Max,' Alex said suddenly serious. 'She is only nineteen, and in the absence of
her father she

is under my protection. Much as I like you, I do not think she is your kind of woman. She is serious
about her

studies and not the type of girl to have an affair—she is more the marrying kind.'

Max could have been insulted, but he wasn't. Alex was like an honorary uncle to him, and knew him
wel. As

much as Max loved women, and they loved him, he had no intention of marrying for years—if ever.



Since Paulo's

death his father had begun to hint that it was time he married, constantly reminding Max that if he
didn't there

would be no male to carry on the great name of Quintano. But Max didn't want to settle down. He
wanted to

travel the world, doing what he loved. And with more money than he knew what to do with, Max was
quite happy

for Paulo's family to inherit their rightful share of his father's estate—as they naturaly would have
done if Paulo had

lived. The last thing Max felt he needed was a wife.

'That's a shame.' His firm lips twisted wryly. 'She is delectable. But have no fear, old man, I promise
not to seduce

her. Now, shal we get down to business?'

Later that afternoon Max walked through the semicircle of trees that fringed the secure hotel beach
and scrambled

over the rocky headland to the smal cove he had first discovered as a boy. He loved to dive from the
rocks, and

it was here that he had first become interested in geology. Today, however, the only rocks that
concerned him

were the ones in his skul, and he knew a swim would clear his head and cool him down.

Just then, a flash of pale gold against the backdrop of dark stone captured his attention. His dark eyes
narrowed

intently as he realised it was the girl from this morning. As he watched she flicked the shimmering
mass of her hair

over one shoulder and stretched herself out on a towel.

Silently Max moved towards her, his body reacting with instant masculine enthusiasm as his dark
gaze swept over

her. The pink bikini she was wearing was quite modest, compared to some he had seen, but the figure
it graced



was the ultimate in feminine alure. Her eyes were closed, and her glorious hair lay in a silken stream
over one high

firm breast. He had been right about her legs—they were long, slender and very sexy—and her skin
was as

smooth as silk, with just the shimmer of a tan. Max couldn't take his eyes off her, and he was instantly
regretting

his promise to Alex to leave her alone.

As he moved closer his shadow fel over her and she opened her eyes.

'Sophie Rutherford, I believe?' he drawled smoothly, and held out his hand. 'I am Max Quintano.' Max
watched

as she shot to her feet as though electrified. 'This morning did not seem to be quite the right time to
introduce

myself. Please forgive me for any embarrassment I may have caused you.' He smiled.

'Sophie, yes…' She blushed and took his hand. 'It is nice to meet you, Mr Quintano, but I think it is I
who should

apologise to you, for locking you in your room.'

Max felt the slight tremble in her hand and looked into her gorgeous green eyes. There he saw
embarrassment, but

also the feminine interest she could not hide—and miraculously his hangover vanished. 'Please, cal
me Max. There

is no need to apologise—it was my fault—I must have startled you. Anyway, it is much too hot to
argue, and as it

happens you are occupying my favourite beach.' He smiled again. 'I wouldn't want to chase you away
—I have

happens you are occupying my favourite beach.' He smiled again. 'I wouldn't want to chase you away
—I have

already done that once today—please stay and alow me to show you that my apology is genuine and I
am not

some giant burglar.'



Sophie puled her suddenly tingling hand from his and almost groaned. 'Did Alex tel you I said that?
How

embarrassing.'

Never before had she felt such instant and overwhelming attraction for a man. She had taken one look
at him this

morning and, shocked witless, had behaved like a terrified child.

Now, desperate to improve his impression of her, she added with a wry smile, 'But, in my defence,
you realy are

very tal.'

'I'm six foot five—and there is no need for embarrassment, Sophie. I can assure you I am not in the
least

embarrassed by it. However, you do look rather red in the face—how about a swim to cool off?' Max
suggested.

Not giving her time to answer, he added, 'Race you to the water!'

Of course Sophie folowed him. He hadn't doubted for a moment that she would; women had chased
him al his

adult life.

Wading into the water, Max turned and splashed her, and saw her smile broaden to light up her whole
face. He

also saw the gleam of mischief in her eyes just before she bent down and splashed him back.

The horseplay that folowed did nothing to cool Max's suddenly rampant libido. Had she any idea that
when she

bent forward her lush breasts were bobbing up and down and almost out of her top? he wondered.

Eventualy Max could stand it no longer, and he scooped her up into his arms. 'Trying to splash me,
are you?

You're going to pay for that, lady,' he declared, and waded farther out until the water lapped at his
thighs.

'Don't you dare!' she cried, wrapping her arms firmly around Max's neck, her green eyes sparkling
with laughter.



'There is nothing I wouldn't do to have you in my arms, Sophie,' Max teased, his dark gaze clashing
with hers.

For a long moment their eyes locked, and the teasing stopped as desire, fierce and primitive, raced
between them.

Sophie's green eyes darkened as for the first time in her life she felt the sudden rush of sexual desire
for a man.

She was intensely aware of Max's arm under her thighs, his other across her back and under her arm,
the pressure

of his long fingers splayed against the side of her breast. Her stomach churned and her pulse raced as
the rest of

the world seemed to stop. She simply stared into his eyes as though hypnotized, and the air between
them grew

heavy and shimmered with sexual tension.

Her gaze fel to his wide, firm mouth, and instinctively her lips parted as she imagined how his lips,
his kiss, would

feel.

The next second Sophie was under the water, swalowing what felt like half the ocean. Spluttering and
gasping,

she stood up and wiped the water from her eyes, to find Max watching her with a strange, almost
regretful look on

his face.

'I think we both need to cool off a little. I'm going to swim to the headland—see you later, Sophie.'
And, like a

sleek dolphin, Max dived out to sea, his strong brown arms cleaving the surface without so much as a
ripple in the

sleek dolphin, Max dived out to sea, his strong brown arms cleaving the surface without so much as a
ripple in the

water.

Only later would she realise that a shark would have been a more appropriate metaphor….



Sophie watched him, helpless to do otherwise. Nothing in her nineteen years had prepared her for a
man like Max

Quintano.

After the death of her mother, when she was eleven, she had been sent to a girls' boarding school by
her father.

By the time she had reached the age of thirteen she had sprouted up like a beanpole to five feet nine
and had

become terribly self-conscious. She'd had few friends, and had spent the school holidays at home in
Surrey, with

Meg the housekeeper, while her father had worked.

A late developer, only in the past year at university had she felt her confidence grow in leaps and
bounds. She'd

been delighted to discover that being tal was no deterrent to making friends of both sexes, and she had
even

dated a few boys.

But never had she felt anything like the stomach-flipping, spine-tingling excitement Max Quintano's
teasing smile

and playful touch aroused in her.

A dreamy smile curved her wide mouth as she walked back up the beach and sat down on her towel,
her

besotted gaze focusing on his dark head, which was now a distant dot in the water. She could stil feel
the imprint

of his arms as he had lifted her, the touch of his fingers against her breast on her heated skin…. Was
this love or

just fascination? she mused, unable to take her eyes off him.

* * *

Max turned in the water and struck back towards the shore, his tumescent flesh finaly quietened by his
strenuous

swim. He had not had a woman since returning to Italy from Australia at the news of Paulo's death.



He had

endured four months of celibacy and was certain that this was the reason for his extreme reaction to
the lovely

Sophie.

Holding her in his arms, he had known she wanted him to kiss her—and he had certainly been aching
to taste her

lips and a lot more. But he had done the right thing and had left her alone, as Alex had requested. Alex
was right.

She was too young.

Feeling quite self-righteous, Max strode out of the water and flicked the hair from his eyes. He could
see that she

was stil there on the beach, and as he approached she sat up and smiled. Al his good intentions
vanished. He was

going to be in Sicily for a while, so what was wrong with a little flirtation with a beautiful girl?

'Come on, Sophie.' He reached a hand out to her. 'You have had too much sun. I'l walk you back to the
hotel.'

As she rose to her feet Max pressed a swift, soft kiss on the curve of her cheek. He heard the sharp
intake of her

breath, saw the sudden darkening of her incredible eyes his kiss had provoked, and before he made a
complete

fool of himself added, 'I'l show you the secret of the maze.'

* * *

As one week slipped into two Sophie didn't know if she was on her head or her heels. She was
hopelessly in love

for the first time in her life. Just the sight of Max Quintano set her heart aflutter, and when he spoke to
her she was

breathless. He treated her with a teasing friendliness, but his casual invitations to join him for a swim
or a walk

breathless. He treated her with a teasing friendliness, but his casual invitations to join him for a swim



or a walk

when she was off duty were enough to send her into seventh heaven. Of course she agreed like an
eager puppy,

and though they were not realy dates they were both an agony and an ecstasy to her foolish heart. Max
was the

perfect gentleman at al times, and as much as Sophie wanted him to he never progressed past a kiss
on her

cheek.

Two weeks after first meeting Max, Sophie walked out of her bedroom and into the sitting room of the
chalet she

shared with her friend Marnie, the head receptionist of the hotel. Sophie was sure that tonight would
be the night

al her dreams would be fulfiled. Max had asked her out to dinner at a restaurant in Palermo—at last, a
proper

date!

'So what do you think, Marnie?' Sophie asked as she made a quick twirl. She had bought the
sophisticated green

silk designer gown from the hotel boutique that afternoon, hoping to impress Max.

'Let me guess—you are meeting Max Quintano?' Marnie quipped.

'Yes.' Sophie beamed. 'But do I look okay?'

'You look stunning! Max wil be knocked for six. But are you sure you know what you are doing?'
Marnie asked

with a frown. 'I've warned you before about Max and his women. I even showed you a magazine
article,

remember? I can understand how you feel, but he is a lot older than you, and a sophisticated,
experienced man.

You're young, with your education to complete. Don't throw it al away on a brief affair—because that
is al it can

ever be.'



Sophie stiffened. 'I know, and I've heard al the rumours, but I'm sure those stories are vastly
exaggerated.'

'Believe what you like—teenagers usualy do,' Marnie said dryly. 'Al I am saying is be careful. Max is
a

multimilionaire with a matching lifestyle. He rarely stays here for more than the odd weekend. The
only reason he

is here now is to fil in for his father and his family after the death of his brother. But that is about to
change,

because I heard today the rest of the family are coming soon—and when they do, Max wil not hang
around for

long.'

'You don't know that for sure,' Sophie said, her heart plummeting in her breast at the thought of Max
leaving.

'No, I don't. But Max and his father do not have the closest relationship in the world. I understand that
although he

gets on wel with his extended family, the person he cares the most about is his stepsister, Gina. It's
wel known

that they have had an on-off relationship for years. Some say she tolerates his other women because
she is

dedicated to her career as a doctor and not interested in marriage. But rumour has it that Old Man
Quintano told

Max ages ago he would not countenance such a relationship. As far as he is concerned they are
brother and sister,

and anything else between them is unthinkable. But circumstances change, and Max is very much his
own master,

and if and when he does decide to marry I wouldn't be surprised if Gina was his bride. So be warned,
Sophie,

and don't do anything foolish.'

Sophie was saved from responding by the ringing of the doorbel, but her happiness of five minutes
ago had



vanished. However, it returned the moment she opened the door and saw Max, starkly handsome and
elegantly

clad in an immaculately tailored suit. His tal figure oozed sex appeal, and Sophie's already pounding
heart leapt in

her breast.

Max turned a smiling face towards the open door and looked at Sophie. For a moment he was struck
dumb. Her

mass of blond hair was swept up in an intricate knot on top of her head. Her exquisite face was
delicately made

mass of blond hair was swept up in an intricate knot on top of her head. Her exquisite face was
delicately made

up to enhance her superb bone structure and fabulous green eyes. As for what she was wearing—the
mid-thigh-

length sheath of emerald-green silk outlined every feminine curve and lay straight across her high firm
breasts.

Damn it, he was getting aroused just looking at her.

'You look amazing—and remarkably you're ready,' he said, thinking that she wasn't the only one—he
could have

quite happily ravished her there and then.

'Yes.'

She smiled at him and the breath left his body. Max had to remind himself once again that he had
promised Alex

he wouldn't seduce her—but the trouble was, Sophie intrigued him on every level. She made him
laugh, she was

clever beyond her years and she was a great companion. As for her physical appearance—he only
had to look at

her to want her. He should never have asked her out tonight, he realised, because he did not trust
himself to keep

his hands off her.



Sophie sensed none of Max's doubts, either during the short car ride or as he took her arm and led her
into the

restaurant—she was simply too excited.

Max ordered champagne, and when their glasses were filed he raised his and said, 'To a beautiful girl
and a

beautiful night.'

Sophie's face heated at his mention of night. Did he mean what she hoped he meant? Was he at last
going to move

their relationship to the next level? Kiss her and then make love to her? Yes, she decided as his deep,
dark eyes

smiled into hers and they touched glasses. With that simple exchange, the mood had been set for the
evening.

Sophie let Max order for her, and as course folowed course and the champagne flowed freely she fel
ever

deeper under his spel. They talked about everything and nothing, and Max punctuated their
conversation with a

smile or the touch of his hand on hers. He fed her morsels of food she had never tried before,
watching her every

reaction with amusement and something more. By the end of the meal Sophie knew she was totaly in
love with

Max.

'That was a perfect meal.' She sighed happily as Max paid the bil.

Perfect food, maybe, Max thought. But pure torture for him. He was white-knuckled with the strain of
keeping his

hands off her. He must have been mad to think he could have just a mild flirtation with Sophie, and
when he

slipped an arm around her waist and led her out of the crowded restaurant it was nearly his undoing.
She was tal,

and when she leant into his side they were a perfect fit, her hip moving sexily against his thigh.



'I am so glad you brought me here.' She turned her head to smile up into his face. Her teeth were even
and briliant

white against the light golden tan of her skin and he felt his body tighten another notch.

He was no masochist. This had to stop or he was in real danger of losing control—not something he
ever did.

Dropping his arm from her waist, Max opened the car door for her—but it did not stop his heart
hammering in his

chest. She looked so utterly exquisite and so damn naïve she hadn't the sense to hide her feelings.

'My pleasure,' he said, and abruptly slammed the door.

By the time he slid behind the wheel and started the car he had his body under control. As he
manoeuvred the

vehicle along the winding road back to the hotel he glanced at Sophie and realised he had no right to
be angry with

vehicle along the winding road back to the hotel he glanced at Sophie and realised he had no right to
be angry with

her. It wasn't her fault she had the looks and the body of a temptress and stopped men in their tracks,
he thought

dryly as he brought the car to a halt outside her chalet.

After their laughter and intimacy over the dinner table Sophie sensed Max's mood had inexplicably
changed, and

when the engine stopped she glanced up at him and wondered what she had done wrong.

'Home again,' she said inanely, and blushed as she realised she was way out of his league in the
sophistication

stakes. But in the next moment he proved her wrong.

'Ah, Sophie,' he drawled huskily. 'What am I going to do with you?'

She saw the sensual smile that curved his firm lips as he reached to slide his arm around her waist
and pul her

close to the hard wal of his chest. He growled something softly, something she did not understand,
and then his



mouth covered hers and she didn't care.

It was as though a starburst exploded in her brain, sending shock waves to every nerve-ending in her
body. He

slid his tongue seductively between her softly parted lips, exploring the sweet, moist interior, and her
hands

involuntarily reached up to clasp around his neck. His kiss was more than she could ever have
imagined, and

Sophie closed her eyes and gave herself up to the wonder of his embrace. She felt his hand stroke up
to cup her

breast, and as his thumb grazed the silk-covered, suddenly taut peak, a fiery wave of desire scorched
through her

veins.

' Dio! How I want you,' Max groaned.

Sophie's fingers were tangled in the sleek dark hair of his head, and her tongue—at first tentatively
and then

tenaciously—dueled with his as an ever-increasing hunger consumed her.

Max heard her moan when he finaly lifted his head, and saw the passion in her dazzling green eyes.
He knew she

was his for the taking. He almost succumbed—after al, he was not made of stone, and denying his
body was not

something he was used to. But he had made a promise to Alex, so he had to rein in his carnal
impulses.

Gently he pushed her back against the seat, and got out of the car, drawing in a few deep, steadying
breaths as he

walked around to open her door. 'Come on, cara.'

Hazy-eyed, Sophie glanced at the hand Max held out. It took an enormous effort on her part to stil the
shaking in

her own hand and take the help he was offering, and step out of the car.

She looked at the staff chalet and back at Max, her body stil strumming with excitement, not sure what



to do,

what to say.

Sensing her uncertainty, Max curved an arm around her waist and led her to the door. Once there, he
turned her

in his arms and narrowed his dark eyes on her bemused face—he would make it easy for her.

'Thank you for a lovely evening, Sophie. I won't come in. I have some international cals to make—
different time

zones, you understand.' He brushed his lips against her brow and said regretfuly, 'I am leaving
tomorrow, but

maybe we wil dine out again the next time I am here?'

Max wanted her, but he had a growing suspicion that once with Sophie would never be enough. He
didn't believe

in love, but he was astute enough to recognise that what he felt for Sophie and how he lost control
around her

in love, but he was astute enough to recognise that what he felt for Sophie and how he lost control
around her

could very easily become dangerous to his peace of mind.

'Thank you—I would like that,' she murmured.

Max saw the naked adoration and the hurt in her eyes, and much as he wanted Sophie he knew Alex
was right—

she wasn't for him. He had watched her with the guests, the staff and with the children she quite
happily looked

after whenever she was asked. She was so caring and everyone adored her. Sophie deserved the very
best, and

he was far too much of a cynic to believe in love and happy ever after—whilst she was too young and
too much of

a romantic for the kind of affair he enjoyed. The timing wasn't right. Maybe in a few years, when she
had

completed her studies, and if she was stil single…who knew…?



'Good night, sweet Sophie.' Because he couldn't resist touching her one last time, he lifted a finger
and traced the

outline of her lips, saw her smile. 'That's better. A young girl like you should always be smiling,' he
drawled softly,

his dark eyes enigmatic on her beautiful face.

He opened the chalet door, and with a hand at her back urged her inside with a wry twist of his lips.
She was

temptation on legs, and far too responsive and eager for her own good—not every man had his self-
control.

'And be careful,' Max warned her as frustration rose up in him. He spun on his heel and left. His
decision was

made. He would take a flying visit to Russia, to iron out a few problems with the manager of his
Russian

operation. As he recaled, the company's receptionist, Nikita, was a very inventive lover. With the
arrogant

confidence of a wealthy man in his prime, he told himself the world was ful of beautiful women more
than wiling

to share his bed. He didn't need Sophie, and he would dismiss her from his mind.

* * *

Sophie watched Max walk away, wishing he would at least look back and give her some sign that he
cared. But it

was in vain.

Later that night, when Marnie found her curled up on the sofa, red-eyed from weeping and looking
miserable, she

gave Sophie the benefit of her opinion.

'What did you expect after one dinner date? An avowal of love? Cheer up, girl. Max Quintano can
have any

woman he wants and he knows it. You were a pleasant diversion while he was here.' She shrugged.
'Who knows?



If he returns he might take you out again, and if he does just remember what I told you before: a brief
affair is the

best any woman can hope for from him.'

Marnie's words didn't help, but at least they made Sophie face up to reality. Her first ever crush on a
man and it

had to be on Max Quintano—a much older, super-rich mining tycoon, and a womaniser by al
accounts. Where

had her brain been? He was as far out of her reach as the moon. Her mistake had been in mistaking a
teenage

crush for true love, she told herself flatly, and she had to get over it. At least she hadn't slept with
him….

But somehow that thought gave her no comfort at al.



CHAPTER TWO

Seven years later

ON SATURDAY afternoon Sophie parked her ancient car on the drive and, taking her suitcase from
the back she

breathed a sigh of relief as she entered her old home. Timothy, her brother, ran down the hal to meet
her and,

dropping her suitcase, she swept him up in her arms and kissed him.

'Helo, darling,' she said as she carried him into the elegant living room to find his mother and their
father.

Sophie looked at her stepmother, Margot, and then at her father. Immediately she sensed the tension in
the

atmosphere and wondered what was wrong.

'Oh, good you have arrived,' Margot said.

No, Hello—how are you? Sophie thought dryly, and sat down on the sofa, stil holding Tim.

'I suppose we should be honoured you can spare the time to visit your brother with your jet-setting
lifestyle.

Where is it this time?'

'Venice, for a three-day international conference on global resources. But I don't have to leave until
tomorrow

night, so I have more than enough time to babysit this little man.' Sophie hugged Timothy closer on her
knee and

added, 'Why don't you and Dad make a night of it and stay at the hotel until tomorrow? I don't mind.'
That should

put a smile on Margot's face, she thought.

Two hours later Sophie was sitting in the stainless steel kitchen of the house she had been born in,
feeding Tim his

favourite tea of fish fingers and muling over how her life had changed.



Five years ago, when she had graduated from university, Sophie had taken a year off to go
backpacking around

the world. On her return she had discovered that her father's new secretary was also his pregnant
girlfriend.

Marriage had folowed, and Meg the housekeeper had departed at Margot's request—much to Sophie's
disgust.

And four months later her adorable young brother had arrived.

Sophie had been besotted with Tim ever since, and if she was honest he was the main reason she
tended to go

along with whatever Margot wanted. He was why she had agreed to Margot's last-minute request for
a babysitter

so they could attend a glamorous charity bal at a top London hotel.

Sophie glanced around the ultra-modern kitchen. The family home in Surrey had been totaly renovated
by

Margot, and she barely recognised the interior any more. But at least, with the help of a smal legacy
from her

mother, Sophie had her own apartment, overlooking the sea in Hove. The commute into London was
not

something she would like to do every day, but then she didn't have to. She was a briliant linguist, and
her work as

a freelance translator took her al over the world. She had built up an impressive list of corporate and
private

clients.

She had spent the last eight weeks with a trade delegation, traveling around China, and before that six
weeks

working in South America. This weekend was the first time she had been home in months. It wasn't
that she

disliked Margot—after al, she was only two years older than Sophie—in fact they should have had a
lot in

common, but unfortunately they didn't. Margot was a social animal who loved the high life—the best



restaurants

and the right places to go and see and be seen. But to give her her due Margot, for al her love of
society and

designer clothes, was a good mother and would not leave Tim with anyone she didn't know.

designer clothes, was a good mother and would not leave Tim with anyone she didn't know.

Much as she loved her brother, it was with a sense of relief that Sophie left the next afternoon to catch
her flight to

Venice. She wasn't imagining it—the atmosphere between her dad and Margot realy had been no
better when

they'd returned at lunchtime than it had when they'd left the evening before. Something was not right in
their

relationship. But as long as it didn't affect Tim, she wasn't going to worry.

She had enough to worry about going to Italy again for the first time in seven years. The very thought
brought

back a host of unwanted memories of her one and only love affair—and of what a complete and utter
idiot she

had been. She had falen for Max Quintano like a ton of bricks, and when he had left the hotel in Sicily
where she

worked, she had been hurt. But when he had returned a week later she had falen into his bed without a
moment's

hesitation. After he had taken her innocence she had leapt at his proposal of marriage, and had even
agreed to

keep it a secret until he could meet her father.

For al of two days she had been deliriously happy—that was until she had discovered the kind of
open marriage

he had in mind….

A cynical smile twisted her lush lips. Stil, she had learnt a valuable lesson from the experience—men
were not to

be trusted. That lesson had been reinforced over the years as she'd seen how a lot of them behaved as



soon as

they arrived at a conference wel away from wife and family. Sophie had lost count of the number of
times married

men had hit on her, and she had developed an icy stare and a cool put-down to perfection.

* * *

The folowing Tuesday evening Sophie walked into the balroom of a top Venetian hotel on the arm of
Abe

Asamov. Abe was a fifty-something, barrel-chested and bald-headed Russian who barely reached her
shoulder.

She had been delighted to see him arrive at the hotel this morning, for the second day of the
conference, because

his was a friendly face amongst a sea of strangers.

Abe was witty, and took great delight in fostering a ruthless reputation. Only Sophie knew he was
devoted to his

wife and family. In her last year at university she had spent her summer vacation in Russia, teaching
his four

grandchildren English.

When Abe had asked her to be his partner at this gala dinner-dance, she had agreed. The company she
was

temporarily contracted to had been overjoyed, because Abe Asamov was a bilionaire oilman and
owned a great

deal of Russia's resources. Sophie wasn't sure she believed Abe's claim that he spoke only Russian,
but she didn't

care because she was glad of his company.

'You realise, Sophie, that they wil al think you are my lady-friend.' Abe said in his native Russian,
grinning up at

her as the waiter showed them to their table. 'No ordinary man could look at a beautiful blonde like
you and

imagine you have a brain.' He chuckled. 'I think I wil enjoy fooling people tonight.'



'Watch it, Abe.' She grinned, knowing he was no threat to her. 'Remember you are a married man—
and if that

was meant to be a compliment it was a bit of a backhanded one.'

'You sound just like my wife.' Abe grinned back, and they both laughed as they took their seats.

Seated comfortably and with a glass of champagne in her hand, Sophie glanced around the room,
taking in the

other guests there that evening. Many she knew through her work. There was the ambassador, Peter,
and his wife

other guests there that evening. Many she knew through her work. There was the ambassador, Peter,
and his wife

Helen, and next to them a couple who worked for the Italian government—Aldo and his wife Tina.
There were

also two Spanish men—Felipe and Cesare—whom Sophie was seated next to. Very pleasant
company, she

decided, and, taking a sip of her drink, she began to relax and look at her surroundings.

The dinner tables were set around a smal dance floor, and at one end on a raised dais a jazz band
played

background music. The evening was a glittering showcase of the powerful elite of Europe. The men
looked

immaculate in dinner suits, and the women were dressed in designer gowns and jewels worth
milions. But Sophie

did not feel intimidated. Over the years she had worked and mingled with some of the richest people
from al

around the world—even crowned heads of countries. As a result, she had acquired the social skils
and

sophistication needed in such company.

At home, jeans and a sweater were her favoured form of dress, but she had amassed what she caled
her

'business wardrobe'. The black satin Dior gown she wore tonight was one of her favourites, as were
the crystal



necklace and earrings. She knew she looked good and could hold her own in any crowd.

Feeling relaxed, Sophie glanced across the dance floor as a group of late arrivals took their seats and
her green

eyes widened in appaled recognition…Max Quintano and his stepsister Gina. Her shocked gaze
skimmed over

his hard, handsome profile and moved swiftly away. She was almost sure he hadn't seen her.

With her heart pounding, Sophie manoeuvred her chair so she could turn her back slightly towards his
table and

hopefuly remain unnoticed.

She turned to Cesare, seated on her left, and asked in Spanish, 'So, what do you do?' On hearing his
response

she focused al her attention on him. 'An earth scientist? How interesting.'

Fool that she was, Sophie could not believe she hadn't made the connection between global resources
and Max

Quintano before now.

* * *

Across the other side of the room Max Quintano smiled at something Gina said, not having registered
a word. He

had recognised Sophie Rutherford the minute he had entered the room. Her blond head was
unmistakable, with

the fabulous hair swept up in an elegant pleat, revealing her long neck and the perfect set of her bare
shoulders.

The cut of her gown displayed the silken smoothness of her back and the slight indentation of her
spine. A spine

he had once trailed kisses down. His body tightened at the memory.

He saw the exact moment when she recognised him, and watched as the cold-hearted bitch turned
away in fright.

He had despised her with a depth of passion he had not known he was capable off when they had
parted, and the



way he had dealt with it had been to ruthlessly blot her out of his mind for many years. Then, on the
death of his

father four months ago, due to a massive heart attack, the name of Rutherford had reared its ugly head
again in the

shape of Nigel Rutherford. Surprisingly, two months later on a brief trip to South America, Sophie
Rutherford had

been the object of much speculation. Twice in as many months he had been confronted with the very
name he had

tried to forget.

As executor of his father's estate, and with his stepmother distraught at her husband's death and in no
fit state to

concentrate on the running of Quintano Hotels, naturaly Max had stepped in to help. An audit of the
family's

business had disclosed that it was running at a very healthy profit, but there were one or two bad
debts

outstanding. The largest one was the Elite Agency, London—Nigel Rutherford's firm. Max had soon
discovered

that they were not just slow at paying their clients' accommodation bils, they had not paid at al for
almost a year.

that they were not just slow at paying their clients' accommodation bils, they had not paid at al for
almost a year.

How it had been overlooked Max could only surmise. Maybe his father had been in failing health for
some time

without believing it. He could relate to that feeling, because he had done the same thing seven years
ago. When

Max had been told he might have cancer he hadn't wanted to believe it, and a couple of nights in the
lovely

Sophie's bed had fed his ilusion of invincibility. How wrong he had been…. So he could not blame
his father for

doing the same.



On further investigation into the bad debt he had discovered that Quintano Hotels was not the only
firm owed

massive amounts of money by Nigel Rutherford. Max had joined with the rest in caling for a creditors'
meeting,

which was to be held next Monday in London. However, Max had no intention of going—he was
leaving it to the

lawyers and accountants to take care of. He could not care less if the Elite Agency went under, along
with its

owner, as long as Quintano Hotels got paid.

But now, with the beautiful but shalow daughter only thirty feet away, sipping a glass of champagne
and smiling as

if she hadn't a care in the world, a different scenario sprang to mind. If he attended the meeting in
London he

knew he would have no trouble convincing the other creditors to bankrupt her father's firm; he was a
very

persuasive man.

Sophie was occupied at the moment, but next week he would make it plain to Nigel Rutherford that he
wanted to

meet his daughter again! He had already waited years, so a week or two longer wouldn't matter. With
ruthless

cynicism Max decided it would be interesting to watch Sophie squirm when she realised who was
responsible for

her father's downfal, and very satisfying to see how far she would go to save him.

Sophie Rutherford was the only woman who had ever walked out on him, and it had taken him a long
time to get

over the insult. Now fate had once again put her back in his life—and in his power, if he wanted to
use it. With his

body hardening at the mere sight of her he knew he did, and the iniquitous plan took root in his mind.

* * *



It had been an appaling trick of fate that had sent Max dashing back to Sicily and Sophie seven years
ago. He

had returned from five days in Russia to his apartment in Rome stil celibate, and stil resolved to stay
away from

Sophie. He had caled an old girlfriend and arranged to have dinner that night, and also arranged to
have lunch

with Gina the folowing day—Friday.

His date had not been a success, and he had gone to his office early the next morning and finaly caught
up with

the personal items of mail his PA had not opened. A casual glance at the report from the medical he
had taken a

couple of weeks earlier had told him there was a query about one of his results and that he would
need to contact

a Dr Foscari.

Two hours later Max had been sitting numb with shock as Dr Foscari informed him that his urine test
had revealed

irregularities in his testosterone levels—a sign of testicular cancer. The doctor had gone on to explain
that it was

the most prevalent form of cancer in males between the ages of twenty and forty-four, but was easily
treated. He'd

told Max not to worry, because the test wasn't certain, but as a precaution he had made an
appointment with a

top consultant at the best hospital in Rome for the folowing week.

Max had walked out of the clinic with fear clawing at his gut. But he had been furious at the mere
suggestion he

could be il, and had determined to seek a second opinion. Gina was an oncologist; she would know
the leading

specialist in the field. He would talk to her over lunch, tel her his fears, knowing she would keep his
confidence.

specialist in the field. He would talk to her over lunch, tel her his fears, knowing she would keep his



confidence.

By the time lunch had been over Max had known more than he'd ever wanted to know about his
suspected

ilness. Gina, in her forthright manner, had immediately caled Dr Foscari, and after speaking to him
had told Max

not to panic. She had explained that there might be other causes for the irregular testosterone levels,
and that

anyway there was now a ninety-five per cent success rate in the treatment of testicular cancer. At
Max's insistence

she had gone on to outline the worst-case scenario if it was cancer. She had asked him if he had
noticed any little

lumps, if he was feeling unusualy tired or suffering any loss of libido—al of which he had vehemently
denied.

When she had then begun to explain in detail the treatment and the side effects—the possible loss of
virility, the

freezing of sperm as a precaution against infertility—Max had actualy felt sick. To reassure him, Gina
had offered

to contact a coleague at a clinic in America who was a renowned specialist in the field, in case a
second opinion

was needed.

He had suggested flying straight to America, but she had told him not to be so impulsive and added
that as nothing

was going to happen in the next few days he should try to have a relaxing weekend.

Max hadn't been able to ignore Gina's opinion because he trusted her completely. He had done since
their parents

had married, when he was four and she was five, and they had instantly become as close as biological
siblings,

with a genuine liking for each other that had lasted into adulthood. She had supported him in his
ambition to be a

geologist, and he had done the same for her in her medical ambition and in her personal life.



'Max? Max!'

The sound of his name intruded on unpleasant memories of the past. He looked across the table at
Gina, and the

other two people in their party—Rosa and her husband Ted.

Gina and Rosa were lovers, and had been for years. Ted had his own reasons for keeping the secret
—Rosa was

the mother of his two children, and Max knew he had a long-term mistress. As for Max, he kept the
secret

because Gina wanted him to. She was convinced that their parents would be horrified if they knew the
truth, and

that the potential scandal of the relationship might harm her career prospects.

'Sorry, Gina.' He smiled. Personaly, he thought Gina was wrong, and believed that not many people
were

bothered about a person's sexual preference in the twenty-first century, but it wasn't his secret to
reveal.

'You have seen her? Sophie Rutherford?' Gina prompted. 'Are you okay?'

'Yes, fine.' He saw the concern in her eyes and added, 'I can't say I am impressed by her choice of
partner.' He

cast a glance at the blond-headed Venus in question, his mouth curling in a cynical smile. 'But I'm not
surprised.'

Always a man of action, Max was not given to moods of reflection. But now, as he ate the food put
before him,

he found it hard to concentrate on the present when the woman responsible for so many painful
memories of his

past was seated just a few yards away. Seeing Sophie again had brought to mind in every vivid detail
perhaps the

worst episode in his life al those years ago….

Max had left Gina outside the restaurant, his mind in flux, and slowly walked back in the direction of
his office. For



a self-confident man who prided himself on always being in control, a man who made business
decisions involving

milions on a daily basis and never doubted his course of action, it had been sobering to realise he
was just as

susceptible as the next man to the unfamiliar emotions of doubt and fear. He enjoyed his work, was
very

successful and very wealthy, and he had gone his own way for years with very little thought to the
future. But now

successful and very wealthy, and he had gone his own way for years with very little thought to the
future. But now

he'd been forced to face the fact he might not have one, and suddenly everything he had achieved
didn't amount to

much.

If he dropped dead tomorrow his family and a couple of friends might grieve for a while, but
eventualy it would be

as though he'd never existed.

A few days before Max had thought he had al the time in the world, that marriage and children were
something he

wouldn't have to consider for years. He had thought in his arrogance that the timing had not been right
for an

affair with Sophie—that he didn't need her. But with the threat of serious ilness hanging over him time
had

suddenly become vitaly important.

Impulsively he had caled his pilot, and an hour later had been flying back to Sicily—and Sophie.
Alex be damned!

He needed Sophie's uncomplicated company, her open adoration, her stunning body, and he wasn't
going to wait.

He was going to have her—and she might just be the last woman he had in this life.

Max had glanced around the familiar view of the hotel gardens. His dark eyes had narrowed on a
group of three



young boys in the swimming pool, playing water polo with a girl. The girl had been Sophie, and as
he'd watched

she had hauled herself out of the water and flopped down on a sunbed, the young boys sprawling on
the ground

around her.

The mere sight of her in the familiar pink bikini had knocked any lingering doubt from his brain and
he'd felt his

body stir and strode towards her.

'Helo, Sophie. Stil playing around, I see,' he drawled mockingly, and tugged lightly on the long wet
braid of her

hair faling down her back.

Her head turned and her green eyes widened to their fulest extent. 'Max—you're back! I didn't know.'
And the

rush of colour and the welcoming smile on her face were al Max could have hoped for and more.

'Dare I ask if you are free for the evening?' Of course her answer would be yes. He never doubted it
for a

moment. And the events of the morning in Rome were pushed to the back of his mind as his dark gaze
lingered

over her scantily clad form. 'I thought a drive along the coast, and a picnic, perhaps?' He wondered
why he had

denied his own desire the day he met her, three weeks ago.

'I'd love it,' she said, a smile curving her luscious mouth, and he couldn't resist puling her into his
arms and kissing

her.

Lifting his head, his brown eyes dark with need, he searched her lovely face. Dio! How he wanted
this woman.

There was certainly nothing wrong with his testosterone levels. In fact, if he didn't get away fast the
rest of the

guests around the pool would be wel aware of that, too.



He sucked in a deep, steadying breath and gently puled her away from him. 'I'l pick you up at eight.'
And he

turned and walked away.

Sophie watched Max's departure, her eyes drifting lovingly over him, the misery and doubt of the last
week

forgotten in her euphoria at seeing Max again.

Later that evening Max helped her out of the car and, lifting a hamper from the back, he took her hand
firmly in

his.

his.

'Where are we?' Sophie asked. He had stopped the car at the harbour of a smal town, and she glanced
around

her with pleasure. Coloured lights danced in the darkness, folowing the curve of the harbour that had
a dozen

yachts bobbing in gently lapping water.

'La Porto Piccolo,' he said, looking down at her with a reminiscent smile on his starkly handsome
face. 'It was a

favourite haunt of my friend Franco and I when we were younger. We bought our first yacht together
when we

were nineteen and hoping to impress the girls. We have always kept it here, away from our families'
prying eyes. It

is smal, but we had some great times.' Taking her hand, he helped her on board.

Sophie wasn't sure she liked the implication in his words. Was this some kind of love boat? And just
how many

girls had Max entertained on board? But then she spotted a table and two chairs set out on the
polished wood

deck. 'We are eating here?' she asked.

'Yes.' He placed the hamper on the table and drew her gently into his arms. 'It is a beautiful night, and
I thought



you would appreciate dining on the deck.' He brushed his lips against her hair. 'You have no idea how
much I

want to please you, in every way.' His lips lowered to brush gently against her mouth and she was
stunned by the

gentleness in his gaze.

Max cared, he realy cared for her, and involuntarily Sophie raised her hand to rest on his broad chest.
'You

already do,' she said with blunt honesty. 'I missed you so much when you were away. I missed your
unruly black

hair, your teasing smile…' She flicked a silken lock from his brow. 'I'm glad you are back.'

'You can show me how much later.' Max covered her hand on his chest with his own and bent his dark
head so

that his mouth lightly nuzzled her neck. Sophie shuddered when she felt the flick of his tongue against
her sensitive

skin. 'But first a tour of the yacht, and then food,' he prompted.

With his arm around her waist, his fingers splayed across the soft skin of her midriff, Sophie was too
aware of the

magic of his touch to notice the boat. She had a fleeting view of one smal cabin, and heard Max's
comment about

'two berths', and then he was opening a door into the only other cabin.

'Duck your head,' he instructed, ushering her inside and closing the door behind them. The cabin was
tiny, and lit

only by the lights of the harbour, which were casting flickering shadows on the double bunk that
almost filed the

space. 'It is only for sleeping,' he murmured, his breath warm against her brow.

Sophie had never felt less like sleeping. And when Max's hand tightened on her waist and turned her
to face him

al she felt was breathless. She looked up, every nerve-ending tingling at the close proximity of his
great body, and



stared as if mesmerised by his glittering dark eyes, any thought of caution vanished.

Then his mouth found hers, his tongue moving within it with a deeply erotic passion, and Sophie was
lost to

everything but the incredible sensations shooting through her body.

He lifted his head and looked searchingly down at her. 'You want this?' he prompted huskily, his
voice barely

audible as he gently brushed a strand of silken hair from her cheek.

'Yes,' she gasped, and in moments they were naked on the bed.

A long time later Sophie lay colapsed on top of him, breathless and shaking—she had never known
such pleasure

existed. Max gently lifted her chin with his index finger. 'You should have told me I was your first.'

existed. Max gently lifted her chin with his index finger. 'You should have told me I was your first.'

'And my only,' she sighed. 'I love you so much.'

'Oh, Sophie, I adore you. You are truly priceless—don't ever change,' he drawled softly.

'I am changed now, thanks to you,' she whispered.

'I know.' Max kissed her swolen lips again—he couldn't help himself. 'But it is I who should be
thanking you. You

have given me something precious and worth much more than you can ever imagine.'

Never before had he made love to a virgin, and never before had he met with such a wild reciprocal
passion. He

had lost touch with everything but the incredible agonising pleasure he had felt as he came inside her.

But that was the problem. He had done just that—forgotten protection. He looked into her happy love-
lit eyes,

about to tel her, but couldn't bring himself to spoil the moment. Instead he heard himself say, 'Marry
me.' And

realised he meant it…. Whatever the future held, Sophie was to be his and his alone….

* * *



With anger simmering just below the surface, Max cast a hard, cold glance at the catalyst of his trip
down memory

lane. With the benefit of hindsight he realised his proposal had probably been a simple gut reaction to
the massive

blow his male ego had suffered at the thought of testicular cancer. But at the time, after having sex
with her, he had

deluded himself into believing it was something more and asked her to marry him.

Max glanced across at Sophie again, and this time his gaze lingered, his dark eyes narrowing as he
saw her smiling

and charming the men either side of her. He saw Abe Asamov stroke her cheek with one finger, and
his mouth

curled in a bitter, cynical smile—a smile that was strained to the limit as she got up to dance with the
man. The

easy familiarity between Sophie and Abe was unmistakable.

Dio! Sophie was certainly sleeping with him, and it could only be for one reason—money. Disgust
churned his gut.

When he saw them leave the dance floor, and watched her kiss the fat Russian on the cheek, he
dismissed any

notion of waiting a week or two to speak to her. In fact another minute was too long, and he changed
his plan

accordingly.

It was said that revenge was best taken cold, and Max told himself he felt nothing but ice-cold anger
for the

beautiful Sophie and what she had become. He rose to his feet and excused himself. He had once
thought the

timing wasn't right for an affair with Sophie, and then changed his mind. Two days later he had been
dumped

unceremoniously by the heartless witch. Now he had changed it back again, and this time he would be
the one to

walk away. But not until he had sated himself in her gorgeous body….



CHAPTER THREE

EVERY SELF-PROTECTIVE instinct Sophie possessed was teling her to turn and run. She'd known
coming back to

Italy was not a good idea, and seeing Max confirmed it. But she knew she had to get through this
dinner—if only

to prove that she was a true professional and Max Quintano meant nothing, in fact less than nothing, to
her.

Luckily for Sophie, Abe had asked her to interpret Cesare's conversation and she readily agreed; if
she kept her

eyes on Cesare and Abe she could almost pretend that Max and Gina didn't exist.

Back at university, after her brief affair with Max, it had been hard—but with the help of her friends
and by

throwing herself into work she had finaly got over him and convinced herself she didn't care. Now it
was galing to

have to admit that it stil hurt to see Max with Gina.

For the next hour Sophie ate, drank and smiled in al the right places, but she was intensely conscious
of Max

Quintano's powerful presence. She felt as though his eyes were on her, and that made the hair on the
back of her

neck stand on end. It took every bit of wil-power she had to chat normaly and avoid glancing back at
the hateful

man. The realisation that just the sight of him could upset her so much after al this time gnawed away
at her. To

compensate she sparkled al the brighter with the clearly admiring Cesare, so much so that Abe picked
up on her

distress.

He raised a finger to her cheek and stroked her jawline. 'Sophie?' She looked into his shrewd blue
eyes. 'You are

trying too hard—whoever it is you are trying to avoid, my dear,' he murmured, 'use me, not young



Cesare. You

could hurt him. But I have broad shoulders, and I don't mind playing the game.'

'You see too much,' Sophie sighed, and when Abe asked her to dance she managed an almost natural
smile and

rose to her feet, going gracefuly into his arms.

Surprisingly, for al his bulk, Abe was a good dancer, and Sophie relaxed into the music, her tal,
graceful body

drawing the eye of many appreciative males—and one in particular.

'You're a very beautiful woman, as I've told you before,' Abe said as the music ended and with a
guiding hand

around her waist he led her back towards the table. 'Whoever he was, he was a fool, and he didn't
deserve you in

the first place. You are worth the best, and don't you forget it.'

She looked at Abe's hard face and realised that not only was he an extremely nice man, but also
extremely astute

—no wonder he was a bilionaire oil mogul.

'You're right.' She smiled and kissed his cheek. 'Thank you.' Why was she wasting her time getting
upset al

because she had had one disastrous love affair with a womanising bastard? It was time she moved on
with her life,

she thought determinedly.

'Excuse me,' a deep, dark voice drawled mockingly, and Max Quintano appeared in front of them.
'May I claim

your partner for the next dance?'

Abe looked up at Max, not in the least intimidated by his great height, and slowly let his eyes inspect
the man,

before quirking an enquiring brow at Sophie and demanding in his own language to know what had
been said. She



was too shocked by Max's sudden interruption and request to think of lying, and she told Abe.

'Ah.' He looked back at Max. 'You want my woman?' he managed in English, and his blue eyes
danced with a

wicked light.

wicked light.

Sophie knew Abe was enjoying himself, and she glanced up at Max through the thick veil of her
lashes. The look

of cynical contempt on his harshly handsome face infuriated her. Abe had implied that she was his
lover, and it

was obvious Max believed him. He had a nerve to sneer at her, when he was the one with a legion of
lovers and

his long-term lover sitting at the other side of the dance floor. So why was he insisting on dancing
with her given

his obvious distain?

'I hope you wil alow me the pleasure of dancing with your charming companion. Sophie and I are old
friends.'

His dark eyes narrowed chalengingly on Abe.

Abe let go of her waist and threw up his hands in a theatrical gesture. 'I am not her keeper—ask her.'
Abe

suddenly seemed to know a lot more English than anyone had given him credit for—Sophie included.

Max's dark head turned and his gaze captured hers. 'May I have this dance, Sophie? Your partner does
not seem

to mind,' he opined, with a sardonic curl of his firm lips.

'Max—what a surprise,' she said coldly. Words couldn't begin to describe the anger that had sweled
up inside her

as the two men talked over her as if she wasn't there. 'I didn't know you could dance. Did Gina teach
you?' she

asked pointedly. The two-timing toad had the nerve to take a dig at her in front of everyone, and stil
demand that



she dance with him.

'As a matter of fact she did. Amongst other things,' he said, grinning.

Shock kept her silent for a moment, his brazen reply adding insult to injury. Then, realising that
standing in silence,

sandwiched between two men on the edge of the dance floor, was arousing the antennae of the
company around

them, she said sweetly 'I'm sure she did. And, given she is your companion for the evening, shouldn't
you be

dancing with her?'

'No, Gina has other things on her mind,' he replied with an amused glance across at his table.

His calous indifference amazed her, and she alowed her gaze to rake angrily over him. He hadn't
changed much.

His black hair was cut shorter, and liberaly sprinkled with grey, and the lines bracketing his mouth
were slightly

more pronounced. There was a hard edge about him, which was in direct contrast to the laughing,
teasing man she

had known, but he was stil strikingly attractive.

'I'm surprised you want to dance with me,' she finaly said bluntly.

Max moved closer and held out his hand. 'You shouldn't be, Sophie. After al, we were once extremely
close

friends.' His glittering eyes mocked her, and for a moment she hesitated. But she didn't trust him not to
blurt out

something even more compromising if she refused, and the gossip it would cause was not something
she wanted.

'I'd be delighted to dance with you, Mr Quintano,' she said with a coldly polite social smile, and put
her hand in

his.

Max sensed she hated the idea but was too polite to say so, and he deliberately linked his fingers
through hers and



felt the slight tremble in her hand. 'Now, that wasn't so hard,' he said, dipping his dark head to murmur
in her ear

as he led her onto the dance floor. He had won the first battle without her putting up much of a fight

As he stopped, he caught her other hand and deliberately held her at arm's length. 'You are looking
wel.' He

As he stopped, he caught her other hand and deliberately held her at arm's length. 'You are looking
wel.' He

alowed his dark gaze to sweep insolently over her. She was. Sophie Rutherford had turned into an
exquisitely

elegant lady—even if she did have the morals of an aley cat. 'More beautiful than ever, in fact. But
I've been

watching you, and some things never change. You are stil as eager as ever where men are concerned
—and Abe

Asamov is quite some catch! You do realise he is a married man?' Max prompted cynicaly, and did
what he had

been aching to do since he'd first set eyes on her tonight. He puled her close against his hard body and
guided her

expertly around the floor to the slow music.

The brush of his long legs against hers, the familiar warmth and scent of him, sent a tremor of what
Sophie hoped

was revulsion down her spine. His calous reference to her pathetic eagerness with him so long ago
was making

her squirm inside at how naïve she had been. A lamb led to the slaughter sprang to mind…But she
didn't let it

show. That girl was long gone. She was now a confident, sophisticated woman who could hold her
own in any

situation.

'So?' she said, with a casual shrug of one shoulder, even whilst tensing against the inevitable close
body contact.

'I'm not looking for a husband.'



'No,' Max drawled, glancing down at her with hooded eyes. 'I more than most should know that you
want wealth

and pleasure. But the stress and strain of marriage, of caring for a husband—' he gave a wry grimace
'—is

certainly not for you.'

'You know me so wel,' she said sweetly, and felt his strong hand stroke up her naked back and press
her closer,

until she was in contact with his broad chest. Much to her dismay, she was helpless to control the
sudden

tightening of her nipples, or the leap in her pulse-rate.

'You've got that right.' He slanted a glance down at the soft curve of her breasts revealed by the low-
cut neckline

and a sardonic smile twisted his firm lips. 'And I wouldn't mind getting to know you al over again.
What do you

say, Sophie?' he queried arrogantly. 'Me instead of the ape Abe? You know we were good together,
and they do

say a woman never forgets her first lover.'

With a supreme effort she hid her shock at his statement. Max was certainly direct, if not downright
crude, and it

seemed impossible to her now that she had ever thought she loved this man.

'You're disgusting,' she finaly said bluntly, attempting to lean back from him. Being so close to him
was playing

havoc with her nervous system. Age hadn't dimmed his powerful animal magnetism, and even though
she despised

him she was drawn to him like a moth to a flame. She felt exactly the same as the first time she had set
eyes on

him, and she hated the powerless feeling he ignited in her.

'Maybe.' She felt his lips brush against the top of her head. 'But you haven't answered my question.'

'It isn't deserving of an answer.' She looked up into his hard face, her green eyes turbulent with the



mixed

emotions of fear and anger—at her own weakness almost as much as with him. 'I don't know why you
even asked

me to dance, given when we parted you never wanted to set eyes on me again. Or why I alowed good
manners

to influence me to agree, because you certainly have none.'

That Max thought she was capable of having an affair with Abe was bad enough, but that he actualy
had the

nerve to suggest she swap lovers! 'I have not seen you in seven years, and if I don't see you again in
seven times

seven years it would stil be too soon.'

'My, Sophie, what a shrew you have turned into—and here I was, trying to be kind,' he said silkily. 'I
may not be

quite as wealthy as Abe, but I can certainly keep you in the manner to which you have become
accustomed. The

gown is Dior, but your lover has short-changed you. As my mistress you would be wearing diamonds,
not crystal,

I promise you,' he ended mockingly.

'Why, you…' Words failed her. She didn't have to put up with this, she wasn't a star-struck nineteen-
year-old any

more, even if her traitorous body was stil excited by the man. That he should endow her with his own
despicable

morality was the last straw, and she attempted to wriggle out of his grasp.

'Stop it,' Max warned, and his hand moved up her back to hold her firmly against him, his long fingers
splayed just

below her shoulder blades. 'For your sake more than mine, I would prefer us to reach a mutual
beneficial

agreement without the avid interest of this crowd.'

'Agreement! What the hel are you talking about?' she demanded, beginning to feel like Alice in



Wonderland when

she fel down the rabbit hole…. No, more like the Mad Hatter, she amended.

When the music thankfuly stopped, Sophie placed her hands on his chest to push him away, but his
other arm

tightened about her and she was unable to move.

She looked bitterly up at him, saw the flare of raw anger that hardened his eyes and watched his dark
head lower.

He wouldn't dare kiss her in public, she thought—just before his mouth brushed over hers in a brief,
hard kiss.

She was too surprised to resist, and her hard-won icy control shattered into a milion pieces as the
awareness she

had been trying to deny from the moment she saw him again heated her blood and coloured her face.

When he lifted his head her hands were resting on his chest. She didn't know how they had got there,
but she was

humiliatingly aware that to anyone watching it must look as if she had consented to his kiss. 'God!
You have no

scruples at al, you bastard.'

'Where you are concerned, no. And now maybe Abe wil have got the message. You were mine before
you were

his, and you wil be mine again.'

'Have you lost your mind?' Sophie asked, but with her head spinning from the dizzying effect of his
kiss it was her

own mind she was worried about. 'I wouldn't have you gift-wrapped with bels on.'

'Yes, you wil.' He disentangled his arms and laid a hand on her waist. 'Your reaction told me al I
needed to

know,' he said as he led her back to her table, his head bent solicitously towards her as he continued
talking. 'I

have heard glowing reports about you from a friend of mine in South America. Apparently, your
career has realy



taken off. It seems you are in great demand—and not just for your language skils,' he drawled
sardonicaly.

'You've heard?' She was horrified to think Max Quintano might know some of the people she worked
for, but

suddenly she realised how blind she had been. Of course he moved in the same sphere as a lot of her
clients—

why wouldn't he?

'The Chilean ambassador's son—a fantastic polo player—was quite besotted with you. Apparently
when you

arrived at his last cup match he couldn't take his eyes off you, and as a result he fel off his horse and
broke a leg.

But needless to say you didn't rush to his side.'

Sophie remembered the incident, and the gossip it had caused—which had shocked her because she
barely knew

the man in question. But she shrugged off his comment with a terse, 'So what?'

the man in question. But she shrugged off his comment with a terse, 'So what?'

'I also heard your father is married again and you have a little brother.'

'Yes,' she answered mechanicaly. It was taking al of her wil-power simply to walk beside him, when
al she

realy wanted to do was run and hide. Away from him—and the curious eyes that were watching them.

'If you value their security, you wil meet me tomorrow for lunch to discuss it. I wil cal at your hotel at
noon,' he

commanded, as they reached the table.

'We have nothing to discuss,' she muttered, as he puled out a chair for her to sit down. She looked up
into his

taut, cynical face and wondered why on earth he wanted to see her again when he had the doting Gina
—and what

it had to do with her family.



'Be there,' he said with a silky smile. 'And thank you for the dance. It was very iluminating.' But the
smile never

reached his eyes and she watched numbly as he turned and said, 'Thank you, Abe,' his narrowed eyes
glittering

with triumph as they met the older man's.

Abe took a long time to answer, his cool blue gaze holding Max's, and then he shook his bald head. 'I
do not need

the thanks,' he said dryly. 'You have my…' He turned to Sophie and asked for the word for sympathy.
She told

him and he repeated it. 'My sympathy.'

'What do you mean by offering Quintano your sympathy?' Sophie asked Abe as soon as Max had
walked away.

'I thought you were my friend. I can't stand the man, and I'm certainly not having lunch with the
arrogant devil.'

'The Ice Queen cracks.' Abe grinned. 'And if you don't know why I offered the man sympathy, then
maybe I am

wrong and al is not lost,' he answered crypticaly. 'In which case Quintano does not need my sympathy
and we

shal continue the game.' He caled the waiter and ordered more champagne, toasting Sophie and
teasing her with,

'My wife wil be delighted when I tel her the story. We have been waiting for this for a long time—
you are far too

lovely to be alone.'

Sophie denied she had any interest in Max Quintano, and tried her best to appear unaffected by her
encounter

with him, but it was an uphil struggle. She sipped the champagne and joined in the conversation, but
her emotions

were al over the place.

She felt angry with Max for intruding into her life again and deliberately humiliating her by kissing
her in front of a



crowd of people—but also angry at herself for letting him. He was stil with Gina, and if he had been
serious about

propositioning her then he was also stil a womaniser and beneath contempt. But then she already
knew that, and

the only thing to do was to dismiss him from her mind. As for his demand that she should have lunch
with him—in

his dreams!

She drained her champagne, and when Abe suggested coffee she agreed. They left shortly after.

Max watched them leave, his dark eyes burning with an unholy light. Abe Asamov would never get
another

chance with Sophie, he decided with ruthless implacability. He had the power to make sure she was
his again for

as long as he wanted her delectable body, and he was going to use it.



CHAPTER FOUR

BACK AT THE HOTEL Sophie stripped off her clothes and headed for the bathroom. She washed,
then removed her

make-up, and after brushing and braiding her hair puled on a cotton nightshirt and slipped into bed.
She was

weary beyond belief and, sighing, she closed her eyes and snuggled under the covers.

But sleep was elusive. She moved restlessly, turning onto her stomach and burying her face in the
pilow, trying to

block out the image of Max from her brain—but it was no good. Meeting him tonight had stirred up a
host of

memories that she had tried her damnedest to forget.

From the first day she had met Max she had been totaly besotted with him, and when he'd left the hotel
two

weeks later, after their one and only dinner date, she had been devastated. But with Marnie's help she
had almost

convinced herself it was for the best. Max Quintano was streets ahead of her in every way. As a
mega-rich mining

tycoon he was too old, too worldly and too wealthy to be tempted by an innocent young student, and
she had

begun to recognise that she had been extremely foolish to imagine otherwise.

That was until he had returned unexpectedly a week later. Al her doubts and reservations had
vanished like

smoke in the wind when he'd asked her out again.

Much later, when trying to account for what had happened next, Sophie would realise she had been
set up and

seduced by an expert. But when he'd taken her to his yacht—a boat he'd actualy told her had been
more or less

bought for the purpose—she had made no complaint. When he'd led her to the cabin, stripped her
naked and laid



her on the bed she had made no protest. Naked before a man for the first time in her life, she should
have been

nervous—but with Max she hadn't been. And when he'd joined her and begun to kiss her face, her
eyelids, the

soft curve of her cheek, she had reached for him.

Sophie could see his smile in her mind's eye even now, al these years later. His heavy-lidded eyes
molten with

desire as he took her mouth in a deeply passionate, hungry kiss—then her breasts, her stomach,
everything else,

until she was moaning and writhing, her whole body shaking. She had never felt such pleasure, and
he'd taken her

into realms of sensuality she had never known existed.

When he had discovered she was a virgin he had stiled for a moment, then moved again slowly. With
erotic

caresses from his hands and mouth he had driven her ever wilder, and thrust even deeper, until they'd
moved

together in perfect rhythm. Finaly, with more powerful strokes, he had filed her to the hilt and driven
her over the

edge into a delirious climax, and, crying out, had joined her.

Stifling a moan, Sophie squirmed in the bed. Whatever else Max was, there was no denying he was a
magnificent,

considerate lover. She doubted that any woman had ever had a more incredibly satisfying initiation
into sex—one

that had been topped off with a proposal of marriage. Delirious with happiness, she had accepted
immediately,

and agreed that their engagement would remain secret until he had spoken to their respective fathers.

Wryly, she conceded that at the time she would have accepted black was white if Max had said so.
But her state

of euphoria had lasted just one more night, and their final day was etched into her brain for al time….



Eyes closed, she could picture Max perfectly as he had walked out of the hotel dining room after
lunch on the

Sunday afternoon.

Casualy elegant in pale chinos and a loose cotton shirt, Max had moved with a lazy grace to lean
against the

reception desk, where Sophie had been helping out for a few hours, his gleaming dark eyes holding
hers and a

reception desk, where Sophie had been helping out for a few hours, his gleaming dark eyes holding
hers and a

sensual smile playing around his lips.

'I was hoping we could enjoy a siesta,' he said, his long, tanned fingers closing over hers on the
desktop Even after

two nights of Max's incredible lovemaking and their secret engagement she stil reddened. 'No need to
blush,

Sophie.' He chuckled. 'It is what al engaged couples do—in fact it is a tradition here in Sicily. And
you would not

want to upset the locals,' he teased, tongue in cheek.

'You are insatiable, sir,' she teased back. 'And I am not off duty until four.'

He glanced at his wristwatch, and then his knowledgeable eyes met hers again, a wealth of tenderness
in their

depths. 'Two hours—I suppose I can wait that long, but it wil be hard,' he said, with a tilt of one
ebony brow and

a wicked grin, and Sophie burst out laughing.

But Sophie's laughter faded as someone distracted him by caling his name. He spun around, and she
watched in

surprise as Max dashed to the smal, gamine-looking woman with close-cropped black hair
approaching the desk,

swept her up in his arms and kissed her on both cheeks. A tirade of Italian folowed for the next five
minutes,



interspersed with much hand waving, before Max turned to walk back to the desk with his arm firmly
around the

other woman.

'Sophie, I want you to meet my sister Gina,' he declared. 'She decided to make a surprise visit.' And,
smiling

down at the other woman, he said, 'This is my friend Sophie.'

Sophie smiled shyly at Gina and held out her hand to the woman who would be her future sister-in-
law. 'Pleased

to meet you.'

Gina acknowledged her with a bright smile. 'The pleasure is al mine. You're very lovely.' She shook
her hand,

then immediately turned back to Max. 'Staying true to form, I see. It would take a buldozer to flatten
you!' She

laughed, and although Sophie didn't get the joke, she thought to herself that Gina seemed friendly
enough.

'Sophie, be a dear and order a light lunch and coffee to be sent up to my suite. Gina hasn't eaten yet,
and we have

a lot to discuss. I'l catch you later.'

Sophie watched Max walk away and enter the elevator with his arm stil around Gina—and without a
second

glance for her. Slightly disturbed by his offhand manner, she felt her happy mood sink a little as she
rang through to

inform the kitchen of Max's requirements. Only after she had replaced the receiver did Marnie's
warning come

back to haunt her.

Gina wasn't his sister but his step sister—and the woman it was rumoured that Max had been having
an affair with

for years. Suddenly Sophie's shining confidence in her lover, her fiancé, took a nasty knock.

It didn't help when Marnie came in at four to take over from her. When she told her that Gina had



arrived

unexpectedly, the sudden pity in her friend's dark eyes simply increased Sophie's doubts. Feeling
dejected and

suspicious, she returned to the staff chalet and stripped off her uniform and took a shower. Grasping a
big fluffy

towel, she dried her body—and grimaced at the teltale stain.

Maybe it was the time of the month that was making her feel jealous and moody, she thought as she
walked back

into the bedroom and dressed casualy in Capri pants and tee shirt. It also meant no lovemaking for a
few days,

which lowered her mood stil further.

Too restless to settle, she prowled around the chalet, her eyes constantly drawn back to the telephone.
Surely

Max would ring soon, stepsister or no stepsister. He knew she was off duty at four.

When it got to five she could not stand to be cooped up inside any longer, so she decided to go for a
walk around

the gardens to the maze where Max had taken her the first day they met.

Sophie roled over onto her back and squeezed her eyes tight to hold back the tears that threatened,
even now,

after al these years. She could hear their voices as clear as if it had been yesterday.

'Max, you have to tel the girl, if you realy do intend to marry her. Young women are much worldlier
nowadays;

she might handle the situation without so much as batting an eyelid.' Sophie recognised Gina's voice,
and the

urgency in it, and slowed her pace a little.

'Do you think so? I'm not so sure. She is very young, and not very worldly at al—unlike most women I
know.'

What situation? Sophie wondered, al her earlier feelings of jealousy and doubt flooding back as she
walked



slowly towards the end of the hedge—and, if she had but known, towards the end of her dreams…

'In that case, why are you even contemplating marrying her?'

'Because, among other things, I was careless and didn't use any protection. She could be pregnant.'

Sophie heard his response and froze in her tracks. So bewitched had she been by the wonder of his
lovemaking,

his proposal, it had never crossed her mind she might get pregnant. How could she have been so
dumb and blind?

It was obvious Max had realised the implication of unprotected sex straight away. Was that why he'd
asked her to

marry him? Was that the real reason for their secret engagement, which obviously wasn't secret where
Gina was

concerned? He had told Gina he had asked Sophie to marry him, and mentioned the words careless
and

pregnant, but the word love, the most important reason for marriage, had never passed his lips.

Sophie's heart squeezed in her chest and she had trouble breathing as pain sharp as a knife sliced
through her.

Max had told her he adored her, he had said she was priceless— but, sickeningly, she realised he had
never once

mentioned love.

Was the secrecy he had insisted upon less to do with informing her father and more to do with Max
keeping her

sweet until he discovered if she was pregnant?

'I might have guessed.' Gina's scornful voice cut through her tormented thoughts. 'I warned you not to
do anything

impulsive, but no. You reacted like most men do at the sight of a wiling woman. Wel, whatever
happens, you

can't marry her without teling her. She hardly knows you, and in my opinion she is far too young to
marry anyway.

She hasn't even finished her education. And she has the right to choose whether she wants to be



involved in this

situation. So if you don't tel her, I wil.'

To Sophie, it was another nail in the coffin of al of her hopes, and that Max should submit to such a
scolding from

a woman without any comment stunned her. He thought very highly of Gina, that much was obvious,
and she had

to be very sure of her standing in his life to lecture him in such a way.

'Sophie might be dumb enough to fal into bed with you—what girl wouldn't? Even I can't keep count
of the

number. I've given up trying,' Gina drawled angrily. 'But from what you have told me about her
academic

achievements she cannot be that stupid. She would soon guess something was wrong if her new
husband kept

achievements she cannot be that stupid. She would soon guess something was wrong if her new
husband kept

disappearing from the marital home on a regular basis, probably overnight, and then when he did
return did not

have the energy to make love—which we both know is almost inevitable.'

'I wil tel her—I wil,' Max declared. 'But not yet. It has only been a couple of days.'

'Ah, Max, I do love you. But you are a typical man—impossible!' Gina replied.

'I know,' he chuckled, 'and I love you. I don't know what I would do without you. But look on the
bright side—

with any luck I may not need to tel Sophie anything at al.'

Suddenly, with blinding clarity, Sophie saw it al.

Marnie had been right. Max and Gina were lovers, and the only reason Max had proposed marriage to
Sophie

was because he might have made her pregnant. He had never even mentioned the possibility to her,
his so-caled



fiancée, and telingly she realised he had been careful to use protection every other time. What did he
intend to

do? She answered her own question—wait and see. And if she wasn't pregnant he would use her, then
drop her

like he did al the other women in his life.

If she was pregnant the pair of them were discussing how Sophie might handle their ongoing love
affair as the

pregnant wife left at home. She couldn't even blame Gina. She was al for teling the truth; it was Max
who was the

devious, lying one of the pair.

Pain and anger such as she had never felt in her life before consumed her. Tears pressed against the
backs of her

eyes, but she refused to let them fal. She wanted to rage and scream at the man who had seduced her
so

completely, stolen her heart and her innocence. How could she have thought he loved her? She was as
dumb as

Gina had said she was for faling for Max's charm, and the knowledge was soul destroying.

It took every bit of wil-power she possessed to carry on walking to the entrance of the clearing.
Maybe, just

maybe, she was mistaken and there was some other explanation, her foolish heart cried. But the sight
that met her

eyes was the death of any hope that she might be wrong.

They were sitting on the bench, their arms around each other, their whole body language screaming
long-term

intimacy, and her heart turned to stone in her chest.

From somewhere she got the strength to move forward, and it was pride and pride alone that alowed
her to

declare, 'You are right, Max—you don't need to say a word. I heard everything, and—' You don't
need to marry



me. But she never got the chance to say it as Max cut her off.

'You heard everything?' He jumped to his feet. 'I'm sorry. I should have told you the truth. I didn't
mean you to

find out this way.' He walked towards her, a regretful, almost shameful smile on his handsome face.
But she held

up a hand to ward him off.

'No need to be sorry…. Gina's right. I am far too young to marry, and your situation does not appeal to
me at al.

I am leaving at the end of the week anyway, as my two months are up, so I'l say goodbye now. And
wish you

luck.'

'No, Sophie, you can't mean that!' he said, reaching for her. She took a step back; she couldn't bear for
him to

touch her. 'It is not as bad as it seems. Come and sit down, and we can talk it over with Gina. '

Not as bad! Disgust curled her mouth. It probably wasn't that bad in their sophisticated, decadent
world, and that realisation was enough to numb al feeling in Sophie. 'No.' She shook her head, her
green eyes glistening with

anger, sliding contemptuously over him from head to toe. Her hero…her lover…The conniving, lying
rat actualy

had the gal to suggest she sit down with him and his lover and discuss—what? A three-way
relationship? Career

woman or not, parental disapproval…whatever! Why Gina put up with him she had no idea.

'I have heard it al and there is nothing more to say. It was an interesting experience, but under the
circumstances

not one I wish to continue. I am not in the least interested in the kind of future you have mapped out,
and luckily

for me I discovered today there is no chance I am pregnant, so you have nothing to worry about except
yourself.'

She almost added as usual.



Max had never realy cared about her. Even his love for Gina was not something Sophie recognised as
true love.

And she finaly realised Max was the most arrogant, manipulative, selfish man she had ever had the
misfortune to

meet.

Sophie saw him straighten his massive shoulders and tense. For a second she imagined she saw a
flash of raw pain

in his dark eyes, but she must have been mistaken because when he looked at her his handsome face
was a taut,

expressionless mask.

'You are not the girl I thought you were. And you're right, there is nothing more to say—except there
is no need

for you to stay until the end of the week. Please oblige me by packing as soon as possible. I wil
square it with

Alex and have your flight tickets waiting at the desk. I never want to set eyes on you again.'

Thinking about their parting now, Sophie saw again the hostility in Gina's eyes, and the hard, cold
anger in Max's,

and wondered why she had let the memory bother her for so long. They deserved each other, and she
was wel

out of it. As for meeting Max for lunch—not likely…And on that defiant thought she finaly fel asleep.

But the next day, at the end of the morning conference, as she was deep in conversation with the
organiser, Tony

Slater, her defiance dipped when Max Quintano suddenly appeared in the foyer.

'Sophie.' He nodded his head in her direction and held out his hand to Tony Slater. 'Good to see you
again, Tony.

Sorry I could only make the dinner and not the meeting, but I hear the conference has been a great
success. I

believe that some very positive ideas have been formulated, which may be put into practice in the
future. Maybe



we can get together and discuss it further?'

Sophie's mouth fel open in shock. She could not believe the nerve of the man, interrupting their
conversation, but

if the expression on Tony's face was anything to go by he could not believe his luck—the great Max
Quintano,

suggesting a one-to-one, with him!

'Yes, that would be great.' Tony beamed, much to Sophie's disgust.

Max's dark triumphant eyes flicked mockingly over her and he chuckled softly as he addressed Tony
again.

'Sophie and I are old friends and I am taking her out for lunch. I believe there are only closing
speeches this

afternoon, so please do me a favour and make Sophie's apologies to any interested parties for her
early exit from

the conference. I would like to show her something of Venice before she leaves tomorrow.'
Withdrawing a card

from his pocket, Max added, 'This is my number. Give me a cal in the morning and we can arrange a
meeting.'

Sophie tried to object; she had to fulfil her contract, and that meant staying until the end. But with the
organiser of

the conference declaring it was not necessary, that he would square it with her clients, before Sophie
knew what

the conference declaring it was not necessary, that he would square it with her clients, before Sophie
knew what

had happened Max's hand was at her elbow and he was leading her out of the hotel. A male
conspiracy if ever

there was one, Sophie thought bitterly, with the sound of Tony's eager suggestion to enjoy her lunch
ringing in her

ears.

She shrugged off Max's hand as soon as they made the pavement and spun around to face him. 'I
suppose you



think you're clever, manipulating Tony Slater into excusing my absence? Where do you get off,
interfering in my

work?' she snarled, so angry she wanted to hit him.

He was staring down at her from his great height, al arrogance and powerfuly male. The autumn sun
was

gleaming on his black hair and highlighting his chiseled features. Clad al in black—black jeans and a
black

cashmere sweater—he looked like the devil himself, she thought. But she was too mad to be
frightened of him.

'Wel, I have news for you, Quintano: I am not having lunch with you. Not today, not ever.' And, puling
her

shoulder bag a little tighter over her shoulder, she added facetiously, 'But, hey, thanks for the day off.'
And,

swinging on her heel, she walked away.

Max let her go, because she was moving in the right direction. His motor launch was tied up fifty
yards along the

canal, and, although he was quite prepared to drag her kicking and screaming onto the launch,
watching Sophie

stride along was a lot more interesting. Her hair was loosely pinned with a mother-of-pearl clip at the
nape of her

neck and flowed like a curtain of pale silk down her back. Her pert bottom in a slim-fitting, short
navy wool skirt

was a pleasure to watch, and her legs—covered, he guessed, in silk stockings—were a pure joy.

Sophie didn't look back—she didn't dare! She was marching along the side of the canal,
congratulating herself on

her easy escape, when suddenly an arm snaked round her waist and she was lifted bodily into the air.
She let out a

surprised yel and began to struggle—only to be dumped unceremoniously onto a leather seat in the
back of a

boat. Before she could rise fuly to her feet Max started the engine and cast off, which sent her



crashing into the

bottom of the vessel.

'You're crazy,' she yeled at Max's broad back. 'Stop this boat this minute, or I wil have you arrested
for

kidnapping!' And to her utter astonishment, he did. She heard the engine die and, lifting her head, saw
that Max

had turned around and was leaning against the wheel, gazing down at her, his handsome face hard.

'If anyone is to be arrested it wil be your father, Nigel Rutherford, for fraud.'

What the hel was he talking about now? Sophie thought furiously, tilting back her head to face him. A
frisson of

fear slid down her spine at the implacable intent in the cold black depths of the eyes that clashed with
hers as he

added, 'Unless you do exactly as I say.'

'You're mad! You can't threaten me or my father,' she blustered. Suddenly she recaled Max's comment
last night

about her family. She had thought nothing of it at the time, but now she wasn't so sure. Unease stirred
inside her—

how did he know her father was married again and had a son?

'I don't have to,' he responded calmly.

'Then why?' she asked, and stopped. She could read nothing in his austere features, but she knew for a
fact that

her father did not know Max. When she'd returned from Italy seven years ago her father had asked her
if she'd

enjoyed the break. In the conversation that folowed he had revealed he had only met the owner,
Andrea

Quintano once, but he knew Alex. She supposed Alex might have mentioned her father's marital state.
She had to

wonder what else Alex might have mentioned.



wonder what else Alex might have mentioned.

Did Max know something about her dad's business? Was there something wrong? The tension
between Margot

and her father had been glaringly obvious at the weekend. Worriedly, she gnawed at her bottom lip—
maybe they

had money problems she knew nothing about. Dear heaven, the way Margot spent money it was
certainly

possible.

She was beautiful, Max acknowledged. With her skirt riding up around her thighs, her long legs
splayed out in

front of her, he saw he'd been right about the stockings—he could see the ribbons of her garter belt.
The jacket of

her suit was open, and the white silk blouse she wore underneath fitted over the high, firm curve of
her breasts,

revealing an enticing glimpse of cleavage that encouraged the eye to linger.

Reluctantly he raised his eyes to her face and saw the exact moment when she realised he was not
joking. The

angry glitter faded from her incredible eyes and her smal white teeth nibbled at her ful bottom lip. His
body

tightened—very soon he was going to nibble on her lush lips, and a lot more, and he did not intend to
wait much

longer.

'Because the law wil, when his creditors get together next week,' he drawled sardonicaly. 'Unless I
help you, of

course—and that comes at a cost.'

'His creditors? And what do you mean—help me?' Suddenly realising she was at a distinct
disadvantage sprawled

at his feet, she struggled to sit up on the leather seat.

'I think you know. If you don't, have a guess,' he said with mocking cynicism, 'while I take us to lunch.'



And with

that he turned his back on her and started the engine.

For a moment Sophie stared at his back and wished she could stick a dagger in it, but it wasn't an
option. Instead

she ran their conversation over and over again in her head, and the more she thought the more worried
and angry

she became. But she did not dare argue with Max—not yet—not until she knew exactly what was
going on.

Sitting on the edge of her seat, incapable of relaxing, she tried to focus on the beauty of her
surroundings rather

than the oppressive presence of Max at the wheel.

Venice in mid-October, cooler and with the worst crush of summer tourists gone, was a magical
place. The sun-

washed buildings edging the canals, the various crafts skimming through the water, the intricate
bridges arching

over the smaler canals—she should have been fascinated. And in any other circumstances she would
have been.

But she was too tense and too aware of Max to concentrate on anything.



CHAPTER FIVE

SOPHIE heard the tone of the engine change and, lifting her head, realised they were approaching a
landing stage.

She glanced up and saw a large, elegant pale-pink-washed house with a massive stone stairway
leading up to it

from two sides. She saw the huge double doors open and a man run down one side of the steps to
catch the rope

Max threw to him. Within seconds the launch was tied up.

She began to rise to her feet, and Max took her hand to help. She tried to pul free, but his fingers
tightened. For a

moment his eyes flared with anger, and when he spoke his voice was dangerously soft. 'Sophie,
behave. I wil not

have you embarrassing me in front of my staff—understand?'

Glittering green eyes lifted to his. 'I don't want to be here. So we can solve both our problems if you
just let me

go,' she drawled facetiously. He had the nerve to laugh.

'Nice try, but no.' A moment later, with Max's arm firmly around her shoulders, she'd been introduced
to Diego,

his factotum, the man who had tied up the launch, and was walking up the steps to the impressive
entrance doors,

Diego leading the way.

The house was incredible; Sophie stood in the great entrance hal and simply stared.

The floor was a magnificent marble mosaic in cream and earthy tones, the wals magnolia, with
elegant gold

mouldings and works of art tastefuly displayed al around. Marble columns formed a framework for
the huge

reception hal, an open door between two of them revealing a long dining table laid for lunch. She
tilted her head



back to look up at the ceiling and gasped at the centre dome, painted to rival the Sistine Chapel, and
the huge

chandelier that had to be Murano crystal. It took her breath away. The impressive steps outside were
mirrored,

and outclassed only by the fabulous marble staircase inside, which swept up to a central landing and
divided again

to a vast galery that she presumed led to the bedrooms.

'Welcome to my home, Sophie.'

Awestruck, she glanced at Max. 'It's amazing!' she exclaimed. 'But I never knew you lived in Venice.'
The

Quintano family had been a constant source of gossip in the hotel when she'd worked there. She knew
Max had

an apartment in Rome, but no one had ever mentioned Venice. If she had known she would never have
set foot in

the city.

'When we first met I had just bought this place. It was a rundown palazzo, and I had it faithfuly
restored to its

original style. Do you like it?'

'Like it? You are joking—it's fabulous.' She smiled, forgetting her animosity towards him for the
moment, but she

was brutaly reminded of it two seconds later.

'Good. Then you wil have no problem with living here for a while,' he said smoothly.

'Wait just a damn minute. I—' She never got the chance to reiterate that she didn't even want to stay
for lunch,

because he puled her possessively into his arms.

His dark eyes glittered golden with some fierce emotion, and his mouth settled on hers with a
passionate intensity

that caught her completely off guard. She flattened her hands against his chest, trying to push him
away, but he



simply puled her tighter against him so she could not move. It was a kiss like nothing she had
experienced before

—a ravaging, possessive exploration that horrified her even as she shuddered at the fierce sensations
he

—a ravaging, possessive exploration that horrified her even as she shuddered at the fierce sensations
he

awakened.

Sophie closed her eyes and tried to wil her body not to respond. As the kiss went on and on and he
plundered

her mouth, one hand swept feverishly up and down her spine, urging her into ever closer contact with
his hard

thighs. His other hand dipped below the neckline of her blouse to cup her breast, long fingers slipping
beneath the

lace of her bra to stroke a burgeoning nipple. An ache started low in her stomach and snaked down to
her loins as

a long-forgotten passion ran like wildfire through her veins.

When he finaly alowed her to breathe, she was gasping for air, shaking al over with the shock of her
arousal. He

didn't give her time to recover but began to trail kisses down her throat, sucking on the vulnerable
holow where

her pulse beat madly.

She never heard the discreet cough, only felt Max's head lifting and glanced up to see anger and
desire mingling

beneath his heavy-lidded eyes as he told Diego they'd be there in a few minutes.

'What do you think you are playing at?' she demanded, fighting for breath and trying to move out of his
arms

without much success.

'Tasting the merchandise,' Max said with brutal honesty. 'If I am going to bail your father out of debt,
then I need



to know it wil be worth my while.'

Finaly the penny dropped, and she realised his living here comment made horrible sense. Sophie
looked at him

with wide, appaled eyes. 'You actualy imagine I wil stay with you to get my father out of a fix?' she
murmured.

'That is what al this is about?' She shook her head as if to clear it, fury rising inside her to give her
eyes a wild

glitter. 'Sorry to disappoint you, but my father is a grown man. If he is in any trouble—which I very
much doubt—

he is old enough to get out of it on his own,' she said with bitter sarcasm, hating Max with a depth of
feeling that

was almost frightening.

'He is your father. You should know.' He set her free and she took an unsteady step back, relieved he
had given

up on his demeaning proposition. But her relief was short lived. 'Maybe being bankrupted wil do him
good—

though how it wil affect your young brother remains to be seen.' He shrugged. 'But you probably know
that better

than I.'

'You bastard.' Sophie was goaded to retaliate at the mention of Timothy. 'You make me sick. If my
father needs

money I wil wilingly give him al I have, even borrow for him—there are plenty of ways of doing it.
But take

money from you? Never.'

His dark eyes narrowed cynicaly on her flushed furious face. 'Never is a long time, and your father
only has a few

days until the creditors' meeting. You should also know I got a cal a couple of hours ago from your
friend Abe.

He knew I was having lunch with you and he asked me to say goodbye for him and told me to look
after you. Of



course I said I would. Apparently he's flying to the Caribbean to join his wife and family on his yacht.
So if you're

counting on running to him for money, forget it.'

She swalowed the sudden lump that rose in her throat. How like Abe to put his mischievous oar in.
She wouldn't

mind betting he was laughing al the way across the Atlantic. But she wasn't laughing. Anger raged
inside her that

Max had had the arrogance to tel Abe he would look after her—as though she was a parcel to be
passed around.

But with the fury came an underlying sadness that Max, whom she had once thought she loved, could
happily live

in such a moral vacuum.

in such a moral vacuum.

'Nothing to say?' he asked smugly.

She shook her head in disgust. 'I take it you're not married yet?' He couldn't be. Surely not even Max
would have

the gal to bring her here if he was? 'But, just out of curiosity, what would Gina say if I did agree to
your

disgraceful proposition?'

'There is nothing she can say—though obviously she won't be very happy, after last time. But as my
mistress you

won't need to meet her.'

She almost pitied Gina. Max's calousness appaled her. For one wild moment she considered walking
out of his

house, taking a water taxi to her hotel and then the next flight back to England, back to sanity. But the
thought of

Timothy held her back.

Max Quintano was not the sort of man to make mistakes—at least not in business. Much as she would
like to, it



would be foolhardy to just assume he was wrong about her father and dismiss the man. She needed to
know the

facts.

Max saw the indecision on her beautiful face and knew what she was thinking. 'If you don't believe
me, cal your

father and ask him.' He indicated the telephone on a console table. 'Be my guest.'

He wanted Sophie more than any other woman he had ever known, and he had finaly faced that fact
when fate

had put her in his path again last night. It had made his blood boil to see her with Abe Asamov, to see
what she

had become. The idea of the fat Russian enjoying her body—a body that he had initiated into sex—
had sent a

totaly alien streak of possessively charged sexual desire raging through him.

Sophie was the only woman he had ever asked to marry him, but luckily he had discovered in time
that she was

the type to be economical with her wedding vows. As he recaled, the old English vow was With all
my worldly

goods I thee endow. She was obviously al for that but when it came to in sickness and in health she
didn't want to know. She had dropped him like a shot when she'd heard he might have cancer.

It had taken him a while to recover from the cancer, and it had taught him to be a lot more circumspect
in his sex

life. But it hadn't stopped him wanting Sophie in the most basic way the minute he had set eyes on her
again.

Sexual desire took no account of the character, or lack of it, in the object of desire. It was simply
there, twisting

his gut.

He had denied it for seven years, because seven years ago he'd had more to worry about than her
betrayal, but

now he was damned if he was going to let her get away with deserting him unscathed. Now he was
going to



indulge his passion until the desire faded and he could look at her with nothing but the contempt she
deserved.

Sophie looked at him standing before her, overpowering and arrogantly male, with an aura of silent,
deadly

strength that was decidedly threatening. 'I'l use my celphone,' she said, determined to exert what little
bit of

control she had left over the situation. 'And I would like some privacy.'

'I wil wait for you in the dining room,' Max drawled, and she watched him turn before she retrieved
her celphone

from her bag.

* * *

Sophie switched off her phone and switched off her life, as she knew it, for the foreseeable future.

Surprisingly, she had contacted her father easily at home. When she'd told him she had bumped into
Max

Quintano at dinner last night, and he had told her there were rumours in the hotel trade that his
company was in

trouble, her dad had been amazingly frank. A group of creditors were due to meet next Monday,
varying from

airlines to hoteliers. Apparently he had delayed payment of clients' money and spent it.

He'd been sure he could put it right if he sold the house and rented something smal until he had a
chance to

straighten out his business, but Margot hadn't accepted the fact so he had been trying to raise money
from the

banks. Last week Margot had finaly accepted the house had to be sold, but she wasn't happy about it.
The

reason he was at home in the middle of the day was because he was expecting the estate agent.

Hence the atmosphere last weekend, Sophie thought bitterly, moving reluctantly towards the dining
room. Her

father's last comment was ringing in her head: 'I'm sure I can convince the creditors to hold off until I



sel up, but

whatever you do, don't upset Max Quintano. His father died a few months ago, and it was only when
he looked

into the family business that the discrepancies in payment came to light. If he had left his mother, who
ran it with

her husband for the last few years, in sole charge then this would not have happened so fast.'

Her father had never had a high opinion of women in the business world. Being such a chauvinist, it
was surprising

he alowed Margot to push him around.

She entered the dining room. Max was sitting at the top of a long table, with the light from the window
catching the

silver streaks in the gleaming blackness of his neatly styled hair. No sign of the errant locks that used
to fal over

his brow, or the teasing briliant smile that had haunted her dreams long after she'd left him.

He had changed; he was leaner, harder, more aloof. But he could stil make her pulse race just by
looking at her.

Sophie's stomach muscles clenched into a tight knot of tension as she stared down the length of the
table at him.

'Did you speak to your father?' he asked.

'Yes.' She made herself walk forward until she reached the place-setting Diego had laid on Max's
right. 'And you

are correct.' She watched as he rose and puled out the chair for her, ever the gentleman. She almost
laughed at

the hypocrisy of the man; why treat her like a lady when he was intent on turning her into little better
than a

prostitute? But she said nothing and sat down.

'I usualy am,' he drawled, arrogantly resuming his seat, and at that moment Diego entered with a
champagne

bucket and placed it beside Max. 'Thank you, Diego. I wil do the honours.' Taking the bottle, he



uncorked it

expertly and filed the two fluted glasses on the table. He held one out to Sophie.

'Take it, Sophie. A toast to old friends and renewed lovers,' he said sardonicaly.

'I haven't agreed to anything,' Sophie protested, but it was a weak protest and he knew it.

'Your very presence at this table tels me you have agreed,' he declared, his eyes lit with mocking
amusement

'Otherwise you would have been out of this house in a heartbeat.'

He was right, damn him! Hot, angry bitterness swept through her, but she was not prepared to give up
without a

fight. 'My father is putting the family home on the market as we speak. Given time, he can clear his
debts,' she said

defiantly. But deep down she knew she wasn't going to see her little brother homeless and her father
ruined.

defiantly. But deep down she knew she wasn't going to see her little brother homeless and her father
ruined.

'He does not have time,' Max asserted softly, his firm mouth twisting with cynical derision. 'I made
sure of that this

morning.'

'You…But how?' Sophie demanded tensely, green eyes flaring across the table at him.

'I had a very productive morning and bought out your father's creditors. I am now his sole creditor,
and as such

his fate is in my hands.' An ebony brow arched sardonicaly. 'Or yours…'

'You swine!' she exclaimed. 'You realy expect me to sleep with you to pay my father's debt?'

'Sleep is not what I have in mind,' he said with silken emphasis. 'And outraged virtue il becomes you
when I know

Abe Asamov was the most recent in no doubt a long line of lovers.' Dark, insolent eyes mocked her
fierce tension,

and he lifted the glass again. 'Take this. You look like you need it.'



Sophie could feel angry colour rising in her cheeks at his casual destruction of her character. But with
her father's

warning ringing in her head she fought back the fury that threatened to engulf her and took the glass he
offered

from his outstretched hand. The slight graze of his fingers on hers made her flinch, and her skin tingled
with a

multitude of sensual yearnings that shamed and inflamed her. She raised the glass to her lips and took
a large

swalow of the sparkling liquid—she did need it!

Max was so damn arrogant, so confident in his ability to get what he wanted in business and in his
private life.

Look at the way Gina stil clung to him. Yet he must have hurt her a thousand times with his decadent
lifestyle—a

lifestyle he was intent on dragging Sophie into.

'No argument, Sophie?' he queried, leaning back in his chair, the trace of a satisfied smile quirking his
wide mouth.

She affected a casual shrug, but inside she was seething with a mixture of emotions—the uppermost a
burning

desire to knock the smug look off his face. 'I don't believe in fighting. A reasoned debate is more my
style,' she

said cooly.

'So sensible, Sophie,' Max opined mockingly. 'But are you able to pay your father's debt by next
Monday?' he

demanded, his chalenging gaze capturing hers.

Tension crackled in the air, and suddenly Sophie felt seriously threatened. He quoted a figure slightly
over a

milion, and she stared at him in mute horror. The amount was nothing to a man of his wealth, but a
fortune to most

people—herself included. The house in Surrey had been the family home for thirty years and, given
the



astronomical rise in property prices in London and the home counties recently, the sale might fetch
that much, but

her father would be left with next to nothing.

Minutes earlier she had been determined to play it cool, but now every vestige of colour drained from
her beautiful

face.

'I take your silence as a no. And, that being the case, you wil agree to be my lover until such time as I
tire of you

or your father repays me.'

'Not if… when, ' Sophie asserted vehemently, but a chil was invading her body, and with it the
growing certainty

that she had no escape. How long would it take to sel the house in Surrey? she wondered. Set in an
acre of

garden, it was a highly desirable residence, with five bedrooms and five bathrooms, thanks to
Margot's expensive

modernization. The irony of the situation didn't escape her. It was an easy commute to London, and it
should sel

modernization. The irony of the situation didn't escape her. It was an easy commute to London, and it
should sel

quickly.

How hard could it be to have Max as a lover for a month or two, maybe three? Milions of women
would leap at

the chance…. If she could get over the fact she despised the man it might even cure her of her helpless
physical

reaction to him. Then afterwards she could move on with her life and maybe meet and marry a decent
man, have a

family….

'Then we are agreed?'

Reluctantly she nodded her head, just as Diego arrived with a silver platter and proceeded to serve



the meal.

She picked at the mushroom risotto, her stomach churning in sickening protest at the bits she tried to
swalow. The

veal cutlet that folowed she ignored, while Max tucked in to everything with obvious enjoyment. The
only words

spoken were a few conventional comments on the food. On the inside Sophie was almost
overwhelmed with a

sense of frustrated anger at her situation, and her hatred of Max was building with every passing
minute.

'More wine? Or would you prefer coffee?' Max asked. 'Then we can get down to business.'

She glanced at her half-empty glass, realising she had drunk too much already on a near empty
stomach, and

clipped back, 'Nothing, thank you.'

'I must say, Sophie, you have surprised me,' he said, subjecting her to a long, lingering scrutiny that
roamed over

her face and then down, to pause over the proud thrust of her breasts. 'I didn't think you would accept
my

proposition quite so quickly.'

The arrogant devil knew damn wel that she'd had to. With her nipples hardening simply at his glance,
she was

shamed and furious at the same time.

She had dated and kissed a few other men over the years, but none had aroused her enough to want to
do

anything more. Yet with just a look this man could make her body react like the dumb teenager she
had once

been. It wasn't fair…. But then life wasn't fair, she thought bitterly, or she wouldn't be here now. She
glanced at

him, big, dark and dangerous. A couple of hours in close proximity to Max had strained her nerves to
the limit, but



he was so arrogantly sure of himself that she decided to strike back.

'Wel, as you said, Abe has left for the Caribbean, and my father tels me time is of the essence.' She
smiled

slightly and deliberately let her eyes roam slowly over him before adding, 'You're not a bad
alternative, I suppose.'

She drained her glass. 'Now, as you said, we should get down to the nitty-gritty.' Filed with Dutch
courage, she

continued, 'As wel as settling my father's money problems, I would like to know how much you are
going to pay

me. I have a wel-paid job, and I stand to lose a lot if I have to hang around with you. I'm not sure of
the going

rate for a mistress, so I wil have to trust your wealth of knowledge on the subject.' She saw his
thunderous frown

and warmed to her theme. 'Do I have to stay here, or do I get my own apartment? I need to know al
these things,

and obviously I need it in writing.'



CHAPTER SIX

BAITING a man like Max Quintano was a stupid idea, Sophie realised almost immediately. To say
her response

had infuriated him was an understatement. He leapt to his feet, grabbed her wrist and hauled her to
hers, then spun

her around to face him in one fluid movement.

' Dio! You would tempt the devil himself with that smart mouth,' he grated, his dark eyes glittering
with inimitable

anger. 'You obviously need some training in how to be a mistress. For a start it is bad form to mention
past lovers.

My study—now.'

Sophie took a deep, steadying breath as he almost dragged her from the room and into another that
was obviously

his domain. Books lined one wal, and a state-of-the-art computer set-up stretched along another.
There were

armchairs either side of a large fireplace, and in front of the window there was a massive desk with a
winged-back

chair behind it.

His hand tightened briefly on her wrist, and then with a muffled oath he thrust her into an armchair.
'Stay there and

don't move.' She cringed at the force of his barely leashed fury as he strode over to the desk and flung
himself

down in the hide chair. 'You want it al legal? Then that is what you shal have,' he declared, and
picked up the

telephone.

* * *

An hour later he dropped a document on her lap, but Sophie was past caring. She was thoroughly
disgusted with



the whole affair. She had always known Max was a ruthless man, but she had never realised quite
how brutaly

blunt he could be.

He had caled his lawyer and the man had appeared within fifteen minutes. The folowing conversation
had been

the most shaming in her life. Max, as her father's only creditor, had agreed not to demand payment of
the debt and

bankrupt the company if in return Sophie would live with him until he decided to end the arrangement.
At that

point the debt would be wiped out. In other words, Sophie was the colateral for her father's debt. At
her

insistence, a clause had been added to say that she was free to go immediately if her father repaid the
debt. This

clause was unnecessary, according to the lawyer, but she didn't trust Max an inch.

She had tried to brazen it out, and had suggested again that men usualy provided a mistress with an
apartment,

and did not have her living in their own home. Only to have Max respond that with her track record he
didn't trust

her out of his sight. She had shut up after that.

The lawyer had presented the finished document and signed it, and witnessed her total humiliation
along with Max.

But she had signed it, so what did that make her?

'Satisfied?' a laconic voice drawled, and she looked up to see Max towering over her like some great
avenging

angel.

Getting to her feet, she picked up her shoulder bag. 'Yes, you have made my position perfectly clear.
Now, if you

don't mind, I need to go back to the hotel and consult my diary, make some cals and rearrange my
schedule for a



week or two. I'l get back to you tomorrow,' she informed him coldly.

'No. You can do that from here. Now it is time for my satisfaction.' Without another word he swung
her into his

arms and carried her up the stairs, oblivious to the blows she landed on his broad chest.

arms and carried her up the stairs, oblivious to the blows she landed on his broad chest.

'Put me down,' she snapped. 'I am quite capable of walking.'

'You're not getting the chance,' he asserted as he shouldered open a door and lowered her slowly
down the long

length of his body until her feet touched the floor. 'Because your first lesson as my live-in lover starts
here,' he

declared, his dark gaze hard and chiling in its intent as he closed the door behind him. 'A mistress is
always ready

and wiling for her man.' He reached for her, his hands catching her shoulders. 'And she never strikes
him.' He

paused. 'Unless asked to in the pursuit of pleasure of course,' he mocked.

In that moment the enormity of what she had agreed to finaly hit her. She glanced wildly around the
luxuriously

appointed room, her eyes widening in fear at the enormous bed. 'Oh, my God. What have I done?' she
groaned,

her gaze lifting to the man holding her.

'Nothing, so far.' His sensuous lips curved in a sardonic smile. 'But that is about to change.' He
pushed her further

into the room and stopped by the bed. 'Take off your jacket,' he demanded, his hands sliding down her
shoulders

to the curve of her hips. 'And the rest—except for the garter belt. I rather like the idea of removing
that myself.'

'How do you know—?' But he cut her off with a finger to her lips.

'Sprawled in the boat. But no more questions now.' He moved back and sat down on the edge of the
bed. 'I want



to inspect the goods and see if you are worth what I am paying.'

He wanted to humiliate her—as if he hadn't done that enough already. But for the first time in hours
Sophie began

to think clearly and wonder why. She let her gaze roam over him. He was aggressively male, with a
fantastic

physique and rugged good looks; he could have any woman he wanted. So why blackmail her into his
bed?

Because basicaly that was what he had done, by using her love for her family against her. Why was he
so mad

about it?

They had parted years ago. She supposed technicaly she had jilted him, but under the circumstances
he had

nothing to complain about. Yet she could sense the latent anger lying beneath his apparent casual
control and she

could see no reason for it—unless it was some dubious desire for revenge. Maybe she had bruised
his ego by

walking out on him—not many women would, if any—but why bother after seven years?

'Did you plan this? Did you know I was going to be in Venice?' She asked the questions she should
have done at

the beginning, her gaze lifting to his, searching for the truth.

'No,' he said smoothly, and the expression in the eyes that held hers was contemplative. 'The first time
we met, my

brother had died four months earlier. This time my father died four months ago. The Japanese
consider the number

four unlucky—the devil's number. I am not superstitious, but you seem to have a knack of appearing in
my life

after a tragedy.' He shrugged his broad shoulders. 'Fate or sheer chance—take your pick. I saw you
with

Asamov, looking more beautiful than ever and obviously more experienced, and—knowing the state
of Nigel



Rutherford's finances—I decided to have you.'

'And that is why you are doing this?' She drew a deep, unsteady breath, a snippet of conversation
from years ago

coming back to her.

Gina had told him she'd warned him not to do anything impulsive when he had revealed he might have
got Sophie

pregnant. Max obviously hadn't changed that much—he stil took what he wanted on a whim. Suddenly
she felt

heart sick, because the realy sad thing was that deep down, in the sensual part of her being, a part she
had denied

heart sick, because the realy sad thing was that deep down, in the sensual part of her being, a part she
had denied

for years, was a secret longing to be back in his arms…and even now she didn't want to believe he
was as cruely

amoral as he appeared.

Max saw the puzzlement in her eyes, noted the palor of her face and grimaced. She looked like some
virgin being

led to the sacrificial altar. Hel! She was doing it to him again—tricking him with her aura of
innocence when

underneath she had the heart of a bitch.

A cynical smile twisted his lips. 'I'm not doing anything. I am waiting for you to perform.'

Who was she trying to kid? Max had no finer feelings. Wel, if he wanted a whore he could have one.

Fueled by anger, she shrugged off her jacket and slipped the blouse from her shoulders. She unzipped
her skirt

and shimmied out of it, and stood hands on hips brazenly before him. 'Do you like what you see?' she
prompted

scathingly. He could look, but she was damned if she was going to lie down and surrender without a
fight.

Max more than liked it…Her lush breasts were cradled in gossamer white lace, high-cut white lace



shorts—so

much more sexy than a common thong—enhanced her incredibly long legs, and the matching garter
belt was al he

had imagined and more.

He lifted his gaze to her face. 'So far, I do.' She looked sinfuly sexy, her green eyes glittering with
defiance, and

slowly he rose to his feet. 'Except the picture is not quite right. The rest has to go—but first…' he
reached for her

shoulders and curved one hand around her neck '… this has to go.' Deftly he unfastened the clip that
held her hair

and ran his fingers through the pale silken mass. 'I prefer your hair loose.' He puled the soft strands
down over

one shoulder and traced the length over her breast. 'Try to remember that.'

A shiver snaked down Sophie's spine and she tensed, her moment of bravado over, suddenly fiercely
aware of his

hand on her bare shoulder, the knuckles of his long fingers grazing her breast. 'Yes,' she murmured,
lowering her

eyes from his intense gaze, appaled at the ease with which her body responded to his slightest touch.

' Yes is good.' He drew her closer. 'You're learning fast,' and Max was fast losing what little control
he had left.

She felt his fingers gripping her shoulders and glanced up through the shield of her lashes to his
mobile mouth. She

knew he was going to kiss her.

She wouldn't respond. She would not, Sophie silently vowed, her hands curling into fists at her sides.
But when

his lips found hers her resolve was strained to the limit. His kiss was hungry, punishing, and
passionate. She didn't

struggle, but neither did she respond. He lifted his head, his hands dispensing with her bra, and she
stifled a groan



as he palmed her breast.

'There is no escape now, Sophie. You wil only delay the inevitable and hurt yourself in the process if
you try to

deny me.'

His voice was implacable, and a shiver ran through her. Max saw this and snaked an arm around her
waist. He

drew her against him, his mouth finding hers again, and he kissed her with such power that it made her
senses

swirl. Together, the caress of his hand against her bare breast and the demanding power of his mouth
conspired to

defeat her resistance, and helplessly her traitorous body surrendered to the heat of arousal surging
through her.

A whimpering cry escaped as his mouth left hers to bite the curve of her neck, his hand stroking over
her ful

breast, cupping the firm flesh with his fingers, teasing the sensitive peaks into aching buds of need. He
lifted his

breast, cupping the firm flesh with his fingers, teasing the sensitive peaks into aching buds of need. He
lifted his

head, his dark eyes burning down at her, and she grabbed his shoulders, afraid she would fal as her
bones turned

to water. But the arm around her waist held her firm, his fingers edging beneath her lace briefs.

'I swore I would make you strip, make you squirm,' he rasped. 'But somehow it does not seem
important any

more.'

She saw the savagery in his glittering gaze and for a second she was afraid. But with a low groan
Max captured a

rigid rosy nipple in his mouth and she was past al conscious thought. He licked and suckled with
tormenting

tender bites that sent quivering arrows of need cascading through her body.



'Yes, tremble for me,' Max grated and, lifting her off her feet, he swung her onto the bed and
wrenched her briefs

down her long legs. 'This is how I pictured you,' he growled, his eyes devouring her. The white lace
garter belt and

silk stockings were her only covering, and her glorious hair tumbled around her shoulders. Desire
raged through

him, and swiftly he dragged off his clothes, al the time feasting his eyes on the sensual splendour of
her spread out

before him.

Breathless and lying on her back, Sophie widened her eyes in helpless fascination on his tal tanned
body. He was

totaly aroused—al hard, urgent male, and she wanted him with the same passion, the same eagerness,
as the first

time they'd made love. She knew later she would hate him again, but now she was not even
embarrassed by their

nudity.

'Look al you like,' Max said, with a low, husky laugh of masculine pleasure as he knelt on the bed
beside her. He

reached to brush her hair from her shoulders, and somehow his words hit a nerve—was she stil so
obvious to

him?

'I wil—and don't forget protection,' she said, in an attempt to reassert some control, remembering the
first time

she'd been with him and the awful aftermath. 'I want no repercussions from this sordid affair.'

'I'm not that careless. I don't know where you have been,' he lashed back. For a second his hands
tightened on

her shoulders, his dark eyes blazing down at her with a contempt he did not try to hide. He felt a
primitive

determination to drain every ounce of satisfaction from her exquisite body, to imprint his mastery
over her so al



her past lovers faded into oblivion. But first he reached for the bedside table and protection.

'Be my guest,' he drawled, sinking back on his knees and holding it out to her.

'I…' She stretched out her hand and then dropped it. 'No…you.' And the heat that coloured her skin
was not so

much sexual as a total body blush.

He offered her a mocking smile and leant over her to brush the hair away from her brow. He saw the
tumult in her

green eyes. 'Not so forward now.' Actualy, Max was amazed she could stil blush—but it didn't make
any

difference to the need pounding away in his blood, the need to dominate and captivate this sexy siren
who had

haunted his dreams for far too long. With that in mind, he dipped his head to claim her mouth, al of
her…

At the touch of his lips on hers Sophie was once again swept away on a wave of sensuality. His
tongue tasted her

mouth, and when the need to breathe moved him his lips brushed down her throat and bit gently on the
madly

beating pulse he found there, then moved lower to her taut breasts.

She touched him then, letting her hands slide over his shoulders to feel the tension in his mighty body.
She stroked

her fingers down his back, lost in the wonder of him, of his satin-smooth skin beneath the pads of her
fingers. His

her fingers down his back, lost in the wonder of him, of his satin-smooth skin beneath the pads of her
fingers. His

tongue licked her breast and she groaned, her fingers digging into his skin as he took the aching bud
into his mouth

and suckled with fierce pleasure, first one and then the other. The feel of his tongue, hot and wet, sent
a renewed

explosion of passion though every part of her.



Max lifted his head and knelt back, so her hands fel from his body. He stared down at her, his heavy-
lidded eyes

glinting with fiercely leashed desire.

'Patience, bella mia. ' His hands stroked tantalisingly slowly up from her ankles over her silk-clad
legs to settle on

her thighs. He parted them and moved between her legs, bending his dark head to kiss the band of
naked skin

above her stockings, and she groaned out loud, her thighs quivering at the subtle caress. She needed to
touch him

and tried to rise, but Max placed a hand on her stomach and pushed her back down. 'Not yet.'

Helplessly Sophie watched him gaze down at her naked thighs, at the golden curls guarding her
femininity, with

dark, intense eyes. His fingers slipped beneath the two white suspenders, flicking them open with
hands that were

not quite steady, then very slowly he peeled the stockings down her legs. And then just as slowly,
with hands and

mouth, he stroked and kissed his way back up, until she was a trembling mass of mindless sensation.

She gasped as his fingers reached the short golden curls to part the soft velvet folds beneath. His head
dipped

again, and she cried out as his teeth grazed the nub of her sex, then lost al control and gave herself up
to the

wondrous torment of his lips and tongue.

Her hands stretched out to clutch at his shoulders, her fingers feverishly stroking up into his thick
black hair. She

felt him tense and pul back.

' Dio! The taste of you is so sweet,' Max groaned, and slipped his hands beneath her thighs, kissing
his way up her

quivering flesh to her stomach, her breasts and finaly her lips.

As his tongue plunged deep into her mouth he parted her thighs wider and in one smooth thrust entered



the hot,

pulsing centre of her. Sophie winced at the slight pain—he was hard and thick, and it had been so
long—but her

legs and arms instinctively locked around him. And when he moved inside her time stopped. There
was only the

rapture, the ecstasy, of his awesome body possessing her.

She cried out as he moved in her with ever deeper powerful strokes, until she was sobbing his name
over and

over again. Her inner muscles clenched around his throbbing length as she was swept into a violent
climax, and

before her orgasm had time to subside he joined her, his great body shuddering uncontrolably with the
powerful

force of his release.

Max lay over her, his head on the pilow beside her, and Sophie held him, her slender hands stroking
down his

broad back, glorying in the weight, the scent of him, the heavy thud of his heart against her breast. For
a while the

real reason for her presence in his bed was completely forgotten. But she got a rude awakening when
Max roled

over and slid off the bed.

Unashamedly naked, he stared down at her, his black eyes glinting with pure male satisfaction. 'The
chemistry is

stil there—you stil want me. That wasn't bad to begin with,' he drawled, in a deep, dark voice, and a
chil

invaded Sophie's bones at the mocking tone. 'But I never did get to take off your garter belt. Stay
where you are

until I get rid of this, and then we can continue.'

She watched him walk across to a door on the far side of the room—the bathroom, she guessed. The
afternoon



sun shone through the windows, gleaming on his big bronzed body, and stupid tears burnt the back of
her eyes.

sun shone through the windows, gleaming on his big bronzed body, and stupid tears burnt the back of
her eyes.

What had she expected? Tenderness? Caring…? Blinking hard, she slid her legs off the bed and stood
up. No

way was she going to wait for him like some besotted fool. Been there, done that….



CHAPTER SEVEN

THE NEXT MORNING Sophie opened her eyes and yawned, and for a moment she was blissfuly
unaware of her

surroundings and her situation. She stretched languorously and flinched, as muscles she hadn't known
she had

ached, reminding her of the humiliating truth. She had given herself to Max as she had done when she
was nineteen

—but it had been very different.

Because after seven years of celibacy, and with Max presuming she was vastly more experienced
than she realy

was, he had subjected her to a lesson in eroticism and introduced things she had never imagined were
possible.

Worse stil was the knowledge that she had responded with an eager mindless sexuality that she had
no control

over. She glanced across the huge bed. The only sign that Max had been there was an indentation in
the pilow,

and the lingering scent of him on the bedlinen and her body.

She drew in a deep, steadying breath and sat up, puling the sheet around her neck. The clock on the
bedside

table said eight. She glanced warily around, as if she expected him to leap out at her at any moment.

She couldn't face him…not yet. Slowly she swung her legs off the bed and stumbled to the bathroom.
She

stepped into the huge circular shower stal and turned on the water, flinching as a dozen powerful jets
pounded her

body. She let her head fal back and closed her eyes—and a kaleidoscopic picture of the last twenty-
four hours

whirled in her head….

Max returning from the bathroom, his tautly muscled body stil totaly naked…The ease with which he
had



changed her mind and removed the garter belt…Her breasts sweled at the memory.

The tender lovemaking of her youth hadn't prepared her for the ful force of Max's sexual expertise—
or the wild

woman she had become in his arms. She didn't know herself any more…. Turning off the shower, she
stepped out

and wrapped a bathsheet sarong-style around herself, and a smaler towel around her hair, then
padded back into

the bedroom.

She didn't want to think—to remember the humiliation when later Max had accompanied her back to
the hotel to

colect her belongings, or his brooding silence over dinner. When she had tried to speak, tried to
assert some

independence and insist she had to return to England to make arrangements for her apartment to be
taken care of,

he had coldly dismissed her suggestion and taken her back to the bed that was the scene of her earlier
downfal.

At one point, buried deep inside her, driving her mad with a torturous pleasure, he had stopped.
Sophie had

begged him to continue, arching up, her nails digging desperately into his firm flesh, but he had
resisted her every

effort. And she had opened her eyes and registered the triumph in his molten black gaze, his taut
features, as he'd

grated, 'Did Abe make you feel like this?'

She'd given him the 'no' he wanted, and seen the glitter of masculine supremacy in his eyes as he took
her over the

edge.

Glancing at the rumpled bed now, she twisted her lips wryly as she recaled Max pointing out, as he'd
left, that this

was her bedroom. Where his was she had no idea. At least she didn't have to actualy sleep with him,
she thought, determined to try and be positive about their arrangement. But oddly the thought was not



as much comfort as it

should be.

Bending her head, she began to ferociously towel-dry her hair, in the hope of knocking every image of
her

shameful capitulation of him out of her mind.

shameful capitulation of him out of her mind.

'Here—let me do that.'

She jerked upright in surprise at the sound of his voice. 'Where did you come from?' she demanded.
Six feet plus

of arrogant male was standing in front of her, dressed casualy in navy pants, a navy shirt and leather
jacket. But to

her shame the instant picture in her mind's eye was of the same body naked. His dark gaze met hers,
and the

gleam of sensual knowledge in his send a red tide of embarrassment over her pale face.

'I'm sure you would like to think I had sprung up from hel,' he drawled sardonicaly. 'But nothing so
dramatic. This

is the master suite. We share the bathroom and dressing room. I'm surprised you did not notice the
connecting

doors.'

Of course she had—the same way she'd seen the up-to-the-minute bathroom, al white and steel, with
two vanity

basins and a massive circular pedestal bath. But it had not registered. In fact, nothing much had
registered in her

head since yesterday afternoon, except the dynamic, powerful presence of the man standing before
her, and it had

to stop.

But, before she could formulate a cutting response, Max took her unresisting hands from her head to
slide them



gently down her sides. Catching her shoulders, he puled her close, and to her amazement began drying
her hair.

For an instant she was tempted to rest her head on his broad chest and let him continue. But what little
pride and

self-respect she had left after her helpless surrender to him in the physical sense would not let her.
Planting her

hands on his chest, she pushed him away and he was left holding the towel.

'There is no need for that. I can use a hairdryer.'

His hooded eyes ran slowly over her wild tumbling hair, and lower, to the towel that slanted across
her breasts.

'Need—maybe not. But want—wel, want is a very compeling emotion.' To her surprise he chuckled,
making a

deep, sexy sound. 'And with that towel threatening to fal at any second, it is one emotion I am
becoming very

aware of.'

'What?' She glanced down and saw the towel sliding, and grabbed it up around her breasts as his
arms captured

her. His mouth came down to cover her own. She couldn't struggle, not without losing her only
covering, and as

his tongue stroked over hers she didn't want to. Her body melted against him as though tuned to his
touch, and the

familiar heat flared up inside her.

'Much as I would like to continue,' Max murmured, taking his mouth from hers, 'we have a flight to
catch at ten.'

'A flight?' she exclaimed in confusion.

'Yes.' His hands fel from her. 'We have an appointment with your father for lunch. I arranged it last
night, before

dinner.' He looked at her stunned face with a gleam of mockery visible in his dark eyes. 'You have
kept your part



of the bargain more than adequately so far. Now I have to keep mine. But I want to meet the family
who drove

you to be so—obliging,' he said in a deep, cynical voice. Stepping back, he turned and walked over to
the door,

opened it, then stopped to fling over his shoulder, 'I'l see you downstairs in forty-five minutes. Don't
keep me

waiting,' and then left.

Sophie found the dressing room, and her few clothes neatly hanging in a wardrobe. It took her less
than thirty

minutes to get ready, she was so angry. After refusing her request yesterday, to return home to sort out
her

minutes to get ready, she was so angry. After refusing her request yesterday, to return home to sort out
her

apartment, he had some nerve arranging to meet her family. But why was he doing it? To humiliate her
further?

She gave a quick glance at her reflection in the mirror. Her hair was tied back with a red scarf, she'd
applied

minimum make-up and was wearing the same navy suit as yesterday. Someone had obviously pressed
it, and,

teamed with a red cotton top and flat red loafers, it gave a more casual effect. Her choice reflected
her new status

as a scarlet woman, she thought wryly—but she hadn't much choice. She had packed sparingly for her
trip: a

business suit, an evening dress and a selection of tops. The only casual item she had with her was a
tracksuit she

wore to run, or to lounge around in. Somehow she couldn't see the sophisticated Max appreciating his
mistress in

a tracksuit. She tensed at the thought. When had her mind accepted she was his mistress?

She remembered reading the definition of the word in her mother's dictionary years ago, when Meg
had



mentioned her father's latest mistress. By definition a female paramour— a woman courted and
beloved. If only,

she grimaced. It certainly wasn't the connotation most people put on the word today— kept and paid
for was the

common assumption, and unfortunately in her case it was the truth.

Teling herself she didn't care, she straightened her shoulders and, with a defiant tilt to her chin,
walked downstairs.

Max was waiting for her, and though she had told herself she would be perfectly composed, her
stomach

somersaulted as he let his gaze rake blatantly over her.

'A punctual woman.' His sensual mouth twisted with amusement. 'Or were you just keen to see me?'
he mocked.

'No,' she said grimly. 'But I am keen to know why on earth you would want to meet my father with me
in tow.

Surely it's enough you wil see him at the meeting next week? Even you can't be such a bastard as to tel
him the

truth about our arrangement.'

He shot out a powerful arm and yanked her against him. 'I've warned you before about your smart
mouth.'

Sophie was trapped by the savage briliance in his dark eyes. Her heart raced as his head dipped,
taking her

mouth in a deep, powerful kiss that was meant as a punishment.

She wanted to pul away, but the familiar musky scent of him teased her nostrils. Her toes curled with
pleasure and

with a wil of their own her hands lifted to curl around his neck. She kissed him back, hungry for the
taste of him.

Then, without warning, he pushed her away.

'Cal me al the names you want, but you do want me,' Max drawled, his dark eyes scanning her flushed
face with



cruel amusement. 'You worry too much.' He didn't bother to hide the derision in his tone as he added,
'Given the

circumstances, your father wil be delighted to see you, I have no doubt.'

'But what—?'

'What am I going to tel your father?' he said, reading her mind. 'The truth, of course.'

'Are you crazy?' she declared, eyeing him in horror. 'You can't possibly do that! He may not be the
greatest dad in

the world, but I am his daughter. He'd probably kil you!'

To her amazement, he laughed in her face. 'Ah, Sophie.' He shook his dark head. 'When I said the
truth, I meant

my version of it.' He reached an arm around her waist, and once again his dark head bent to take her
mouth with

his.

She shuddered beneath the brief, forceful passion of his kiss, and it took her a while to register what
he was saying

after he took his mouth from hers.

'We met and became friends years ago, in Sicily, and again in South America, and then again in
Venice. For want

of a better word—you are now my girlfriend, and as such I can't see you upset over your father when I
can

help…'

'You're definitely crazy. My father is not likely to believe that.' But bitterly she realised that Max was
smart; there

was just enough truth in his words to make them plausible.

'Yes, he is—because he wil want to. I understand that as a widower he was quite a ladies' man, and
spent

generously on his woman. According to my information, his present wife costs him a fortune. I think
we can safely



say he wil swalow the story whole, as long as you give me your ful co-operation.'

Max was right about her father. In the years after her mother's death she would have had to be blind
not to notice

his penchant for the ladies. She had tried not to let it bother her, and mostly she had succeeded. How
Max knew,

she had no idea—and she wasn't sure she wanted to find out. In a way, they were two of a kind, she
thought

bitterly.

Letting none of her feelings show, she glanced coldly up at him and asked, 'What exactly do you mean
by that?'

He grasped her chin between his fingers and looked deep into her eyes. 'You shal play the part of the
eager and

besotted lover—you did it once before to great effect, so you shouldn't find it too difficult. Especialy
after last

night.' He pressed one last brief, punishing kiss on her mouth before, with her firmly held to his side,
they walked

out to where Diego waited with the launch.

An hour later Sophie, tense and trying to marshal her turbulent thoughts, sat in his private Citation X
jet.

According to Max, his enthusiasm evident, it was the world's fastest business jet, and could fly close
to the speed

of sound. It alowed up to eight people to travel the world and hammer out business deals at the same
time. Talk

about toys for the boys—multimilion pound toys, in this case, she thought dryly as the jet winged its
way to

London.

She glanced at Max in the seat next to her. He was wearing glasses and al his attention was on the
papers he had

withdrawn from a large briefcase—and had been since they took off, over an hour ago. Nervously she
chewed on



her bottom lip; they would be landing in another hour, and she stil wasn't convinced the story Max had
outlined to

tel her father would work.

'Max,' she said beginning to panic, 'my father is not a fool—though he behaves like one at times,' she
amended

with feeling, stil not able to fuly grasp the ramifications of her dire situation. 'Are you sure…?'

His dark head turned towards her, and he slipped the glasses from his nose and rubbed his eyes.

'I never knew you wore glasses,' she said, diverted by his action.

'There is a lot you don't know about me, Sophie.' His mouth twisted cynicaly. 'But you have plenty of
time to

learn. As for your father, he wil believe what we have already discussed. He is an experienced man
with eyes in

his head.' Curving a hand around her nape, he captured her mouth with his in a deep kiss. 'And you,
Sophie, have

the glow of a satisfied woman,' he drawled with silken satisfaction.

Did it show? Sophie wondered, flushing as she remembered last night. His last sentence effectively
silenced her—

as did the habit he seemed to have developed of kissing her without a second thought.

* * *

Seated to the left of her father, with Timothy beside her, Sophie tried her best to appear happy. But
with Max and

Margot opposite she was fast losing the wil to live….

From the moment they had arrived from the airport by chauffeured limousine, and seen the 'For Sale'
sign at the

entrance to the drive, Sophie had been walking on eggshels. She'd had a brief respite when Timothy
had

demanded a ride in the limousine, and Sophie had gone with him while Max spoke privately with her
father. She



had shown the chauffeur the way to the vilage pub and back again, but when they had returned so had
her

tension.

Apparently Max had boldly announced to her father that he wanted to help him out of his present
difficulties

because he could not bear to see Sophie worried about her family, and a deal had been made.

Everyone was happy—especialy Margot, who had taken one look at Max and started to flirt
shamelessly. Max

had cleverly fielded her innuendos and played the ardent suitor to perfection, keeping Sophie pinned
to his side,

and only letting her go when Margot had told them where to sit at the table.

Before the main course was finished, and after far too many personal questions from Margot, Max
smoothly

explained that he had had a soft spot for Sophie ever since he had first met her, when she was
nineteen. He went

to explain that they had met up again, purely by chance, in South America a few months ago—which
wasn't

strictly true. They had both been there; they'd just never met up.

Sophie could almost marvel at the way he avoided teling a direct lie, and when he said that their
relationship had

become serious in Venice, he turned his shining brown eyes to hers to add, 'Isn't that right, cara?'

'Yes.' What else could she say? She blushed scarlet at the gleam of mockery only she could see in
Max's gaze,

and that blush confirmed the story for her father.

It got worse when Margot asked her to help with coffee and cornered her in the kitchen.

'My goodness, you are a dark horse. I can't believe you've puled a man like Max Quintano—but thank
heaven

you have. Play your cards right and he might even marry you. You want children, so get pregnant. That
way even



if he won't tie the knot you wil be made for life.'

Sophie had often wondered if Margot had got pregnant deliberately, and now she knew—but she
couldn't be

angry because she loved Timothy so very much.

Sophie began to say, I am quite happy with my life as it is, but stopped, realising it would be a lie.
She had only

been happy until she had met Max again.

Margot shook her head and loaded the coffee tray. 'At least we get to keep the house. Whatever you
do, don't

upset the man until your father's debts are settled.'

'No, Margot, you don't understand. The house stil has to be sold.'

'Don't be ridiculous. You're as bad as your father. Even if the house is sold, after the mortgage is paid
off it won't

make a fraction of what is owed. But for some reason Max fancies you—maybe you are good in bed.'
She cast

Sophie a brief doubting glance. 'I have heard he is a great lover. Maybe the attraction is in teaching
you…But,

whatever it is, one word from you and he wil not see your family home sold to strangers. So start
talking, quit

worrying and pass me the cream and sugar.'

Trailing behind Margot back into the dining room, Sophie barely glanced at the others as she resumed
her seat.

She drank the coffee Margot poured without lifting her head. From the couple of months she had
envisaged as

being Max's mistress, her sentence seemed to have become open-ended. She knew that on the death of
her

mother the mortgage on the house had automaticaly been paid off by joint insurance—her father had
told her so.

It had never entered her head that he would remortgage it. How stupid was that? But with a young and



expensive

wife like Margot it was inevitable, and she supposed she should have guessed.

Barely two minutes after serving the coffee, Margot was leaning towards Max. 'More coffee, Max?'
Her avid eyes

were almost eating him alive. 'Let me fil you up—or perhaps you would prefer something else?' she
prompted

with an arch look, before adding, 'A cognac, or champagne to celebrate?'

Sophie could stand it no longer; she pushed back her chair and dragged Timothy out of his. 'Come on,
Tim, you

have sat stil long enough. We wil leave the adults to their drinks and go for a walk.' And she was out
of the dining

room and into the kitchen like a shot.

Opening the back door with Tim's hand in hers, she walked out into the crisp autumnal air. She took a
few deep

breaths, trying to cleanse her mind and her body from the shame she felt about what she had done and
what was

happening inside.

Tim tugged at her hand. 'Can we climb to the tree house?' he asked eagerly.

Looking down into his happy, innocent face, her heart sweled with love and she knew she had made
the right

decision. She would do anything to keep her brother in a happy home, with both parents, and if that
meant saving

her dad from bankruptcy, so be it….

Margot was young, attractive. Sophie didn't see her as the type to stay with a much older husband who
was

broke. Cynical, she knew, but realistic.

She smiled at Tim. 'Yes, of course, darling.' They set off down the path that wound round sculptured
flowerbeds



and manicured lawns to where a box hedge half hid the lower garden of fruit trees and pasture. A
wel-used child's

swing and a slide stood in a clearing among the apple trees, and at the bottom was a hawthorn hedge
with a large

beech tree at the end. It had been Sophie's favourite place as a child. She had an abiding memory of
her mother,

pushing her high in the air on the swing, and sweeping her up in her arms as she careened to the foot
of the slide.

Moisture hazed her eyes as they approached the beech tree and the rickety platform built across a fork
in the

trunk that Tim euphemisticaly caled the tree house. Sophie had built it with her mother's help when
she was eight.

She had reinforced it last year. Now, giving Timothy a hand up, she climbed up behind him.
Memories, she

thought wistfuly, looking at Tim's happy and excited face. They had no price. She knew she had done
the right

thing in accepting Max's dishonourable proposition.

'Realy, Sophie, what must poor Max think? Climbing trees at your age.' Margot's tinkling laughter
brought

Sophie's attention down to the ground where Margot, clinging to Max's arm, was leading him down
the path and

smiling up into his face. 'I swear sometimes Sophie is more a child than Timothy, and I've told her
over and over

smiling up into his face. 'I swear sometimes Sophie is more a child than Timothy, and I've told her
over and over

again not to let him climb.' She shrugged her elegant shoulders as they stopped beneath the tree. 'But
she takes no

notice of me.' She flicked a glance up at Sophie. 'Come down this minute.'

Seeing Sophie, her hair spiked with a few autumn leaves, tumbling free from the scarf that fought to
contain the



silken mass, her skirt around her thighs, didn't make Max think of her as a child—quite the opposite.
She had the

little boy firmly in her hold, and the two of them looked very similar, he realised. Sophie also looked
childishly

guilty.

'You heard what your mother said, Sophie,' Max prompted, tongue in cheek, his dark eyes glinting
with

amusement.

'I'm not her mother,' Margot said indignantly, and Sophie had to stifle a laugh.

Max ignored Margot and tipped his head back, his eyes taking in Sophie's lovely face and the humour
twitching

her lips. 'Come down this minute,' he commanded sternly, his gaze flickering over her slender body
on the

precarious perch, before lingering on her thighs, straddling the planks. 'Better stil—hand me Timothy.'
He held out

his hands and glanced up, a briliant smile slashing across his face. 'Then I wil come and get you.'

His smile was so natural and so unexpected that Sophie laughed and handed Timothy into his arms.
Before Tim

was on his feet Sophie had swung out of the tree and was standing firmly on the ground.

Sliding a casual arm around her waist, Max puled her into his side. 'You are a strange mixture,
Sophia.' He

drawled the Italian version of her name as he scanned her exquisite features. 'A beautiful, elegant
woman—and yet

you can act like a child.' His dark gaze held hers with compeling intensity. 'I have settled with your
father—you

have nothing to worry about. After seeing you with Timothy, I understand you a little better.'

Sophie very much doubted that—he thought she'd had a host of lovers, for a start—but with his arm
around her

waist she felt oddly protected, and she wasn't about to argue with him.



But she did argue with him when her stepmother suggested they stay for dinner and the night and Max
accepted.

'No—we can't possibly.' She shot Max a vitriolic look. He was seated on the sofa next to Margot in
the drawing

room, his long legs stretched out casualy before him, looking perfectly at home, with a glass of brandy
in his hand.

'I have to check on my apartment and make sure everything is okay with my neighbour.' Stiffly she
rose from the

armchair, and crossed the room to stare down at Max. 'If that is okay with you, Max?' she said, with a
brief

attempt at a smile.

It was a novel experience for Max to be looking up at Sophie. A Sophie who was actualy asking his
opinion

instead of spitting defiance at him. For a moment he was tempted to deny her request just for
devilment. But as his

gaze slid appreciatively over her, and his body responded predictably, something stopped him. His
tal, beautiful

lover looked positively fragile. He saw the tension in her slender shoulders, the strain on her lovely
face, and

realised she was near breaking point.

'Yes. Of course.' He rose to his feet and read the flicker of relief in her guarded green eyes as she
stepped back a

little. He moved to slip a protective arm around her waist and took his celphone from his pocket. 'I'l
cal the

driver.' She glanced up at him and he felt her relax slightly. 'Ten minutes and we'l leave…okay?'

'Thank you,' she said softly. 'I'l just go and freshen up.' She slipped from his hold. He watched her
walk to the

door, saw the effort she made to straighten her shoulders and hold her head high as Margot objected.

'Realy, Sophie, we hardly ever see you. And that little apartment of yours can look after itself, for
heaven's sake.



You and Max must stay.'

He saw her head turn. 'No, I'm sorry, Margot. We must go.' She carried on out of the door, and for the
first time

since he had set eyes on Sophie again Max questioned what he was doing.

He looked at her so-caled parents, and realised that two more self-centred people would be hard to
find. He

recaled Sophie teling him that her mother had died when she was eleven and she had gone to boarding
school.

Her father cared for her, but not enough to disrupt his lifestyle, and he was quite happy to take Max's
offer to save

his skin without so much as a private word with his daughter to ascertain how she realy felt.

Max flicked open his celphone and made the cal, the realisation that he had behaved in just as
cavalier a fashion

—if not worse—making him feel as guilty as hel. Not an emotion he appreciated.

Sophie didn't go back downstairs until she saw the car arrive, and their goodbyes were mercifuly
brief. Her father

kissed her cheek and Margot kissed air. Only Timothy was realy sorry to see her go. She lifted her
brother up

and hugged him, smothering his little face in kisses and promising him he could come and stay with
her again by the

sea next summer, as he had before. She then slid into the back seat of the car.

'Are you okay?' Max asked, noting the moisture in her eyes as he slid in beside her, after teling the
driver to make

for Hove.

She brushed a stray tear from her cheek, before looking bleakly at him. 'Of course. You have solved
my father's

problem in a day—I couldn't be happier. What do you expect me to say?' she prompted, with a
negative shake of

her head. And, not expecting an answer, she looked away.



Max had never seen her look more disgusted or more defeated, and unexpectedly his conscience
bothered him.

He had buldozed his way into her life and into her bed without a second thought. He had taken one
look at her

with Abe Asamov and a red-hot tide of primitive possessiveness had blinded him to everything
except a burning

desire for revenge on the only woman who had ever walked out on him. But now he wasn't so sure…

' Thank you would be good, but not necessary.' Max caught her chin and made her face him. 'But I
consider it not

beyond the bounds of possibility that you might be happy with our arrangement.' He watched her
green eyes

widen in disbelief. 'Our sexual chemistry is great—' the slight colour rising beneath her skin
encouraged him to

continue '—and, contrary to the impression I might have given in the last day or two, I'm not an ogre.
And with a

bit of goodwil on both sides we could rub along very nicely.' Bending his dark head, he took her
mouth in a

quick, hard kiss. 'Think about it during the journey, while I get on with some work.' Parting his legs
slightly, he

lifted his briefcase to his lap, extracted the latest mining report on a new excavation in Ecuador and
began to read.

Rub along very nicely— was he for real? she asked herself, her lips stil tingling from his kiss. The
only thing

rubbing around here was his thigh against hers, with the motion of the car, and nicely was not an
adjective she

would use— naughty, more like. She cast a sidelong glance at his granite profile; he was so cool, so
calm, so in

control. How did he do that? she wondered. He was far too ruthless, too lethaly male to ever be
associated with

the word nice, and she was surprised it was even in his vocabulary.



As for goodwil on both sides! She edged along the seat to put some space between them. She could
just imagine

how that would play out. An al-powerful, arrogant male like Max would consider his wil good for
both of

how that would play out. An al-powerful, arrogant male like Max would consider his wil good for
both of

them…. He certainly had so far.

Yawning, she closed her eyes. She had barely slept for two nights, and she was bone-weary and tired
of thinking.



CHAPTER EIGHT

'SOPHIE…SOPHIE, wake up.' She heard the deep voice from a distance and slowly opened her eyes
—to find

herself with her head on Max's chest. Her arm was burrowed under his jacket and her fingers grasped
the back of

his shirt, while his arm was looped across her shoulders and under her other arm.

She jerked her head up. 'I fel asleep,' she murmured, stating the obvious and blushing scarlet.

'With you plastered to my chest, I did notice,' he quipped, his eyes smiling down into hers. 'But we
have arrived.'

Pushing on his chest, she scrambled back to a sitting position and ran her fingers through her hair,
straightening her

skirt over her legs. 'I am sorry. I must have stopped you working,' she said, too embarrassed to look at
him.

'Don't be. It was my pleasure,' he chuckled, and stepped out of the car.

Her apartment was on the first floor of a double-fronted detached Victorian house on a main road
overlooking the

beach and the sea.

'Great view,' Max remarked, glancing around as he took her hand and helped her from the car.

Standing on the pavement, it suddenly struck Sophie that she didn't want Max in her apartment. It was
her private

sanctuary, and when this affair was over she wanted no spectre of Max hanging around her home.

'There is no need for you to come in.' She slanted a smile at him that faded slightly as she met with
intense dark

eyes, studying her curiously from beneath lush black lashes. He realy was incredibly attractive, and
for a moment

her intention wavered as she enjoyed looking at him.

She blinked rapidly and continued fighting back the blush that threatened. 'Why don't you have the
driver show



you around the area? He can't park here anyway, and Brighton is just along the road and very
interesting,' she

pointed out, with admirable cool. 'It won't take me long to pack a few things, and I have to visit my
neighbour.

You would be bored.' She tried to casualy free her hand from his.

An ebony brow arched sardonicaly. 'You cannot be serious, Sophie.' In an aside he quietly dismissed
the driver

for the night and tightened his grip on her hand. 'I have had enough of driving around for one day.'

Sophie fitted her key into her front door lock and walked into the elegant wood-paneled foyer.

'I live on the first floor,' she murmured, and was very aware of Max's eyes on her as she walked in
front of him up

the enclosed staircase, and unlocked the door at the top that led into her halway.

'Not quite up to your standards,' she said bluntly, as she led him into the sitting room. Without thought,
she heeled

off her shoes, dropped her bag on the usual sofa table and turned to face him. 'But I like it.'

Max gaze skimmed over her. She was bristling with defiance, and he knew she did not want him here.
'I'm sure

you do,' he said smoothly, glancing around the room. 'It is charming.'

It had a sophisticated elegance, with its high ceiling and light oak floor. A grey marble fireplace
housed an open

fire, and a deep wide bay window that overlooked the sea was fitted with a comfortable window
seat. The décor

was mostly neutral, with a touch of colour in the rug and the sofas, and on one wal a waist-high long
mahogany

bookcase was filed with books. Above it a group of paintings were displayed.

bookcase was filed with books. Above it a group of paintings were displayed.

'Would you like coffee, or a glass of wine?' Sophie asked, uncomfortable with the growing silence.

'Wine, please. Your English coffee is terrible.' Max stroled across the room and, shrugging off his



jacket, draped

it on the arm of the sofa and sat down.

'I left a bottle of South African chardonnay in the fridge, but I can't guarantee it wil be better than the
coffee,' she

responded dryly.

The sight of him sprawled at ease in her home, looking as if he belonged there, confirmed Sophie's
worst fears.

She'd never get the image of him out of her head, she just knew it, and she was glad to escape to the
kitchen-diner

off the main hal.

She took off her jacket and hung it over the back of a pine chair. Taking the bottle from the fridge, she
opened it

and filed two large crystal glasses. She took her time, sipping a little of the wine, feeling reluctant to
face him, and

then realised her mistake—the quicker she got him out of here the better. She drained her glass and
replaced the

bottle in the fridge.

Moments later she walked back into the sitting room and placed the crystal glass on the table. 'Enjoy
—the bottle

is in the fridge if you want a refil. I'l just go and pack—it won't take me long. A quick cal to my
neighbour and

we can be gone.' She knew she was babbling, but he made her nervous.

A strong hand wrapped around her wrist, and with a jerk he puled her down beside him.

'What did you do that for?' she demanded, struggling to sit up. Another tug puled her back, a strong
arm clamping

around her shoulders.

His dark eyes made a sweeping survey of her mutinous face, and he just grinned. 'Relax, Sophie; you
have a



lovely home—unwind and enjoy it. We are not going anywhere tonight. When you decided after lunch
that you

had to come here, I gave my pilot the rest of the day off—he started at ten, and he is only alowed to
work twelve

hours.'

His hand was warm through the fabric of her top, his thumb and fingers idly kneading her colarbone,
making her

achingly aware of the dangerous sensuality of his touch. Her breath caught and she had difficulty
speaking for a

moment. She swalowed hard, determined not to give in to his overpowering sexual attraction. She
glanced at the

clock on the mantelpiece. They'd left Italy at ten, and they could be back by ten if they hurried.

'It…it's just six.' She couldn't help the stammer, but carried on urgently. 'I can pack, and we can be at
the airport

by seven if we hurry. It is only a two and a half hour flight—we can be there by nine-thirty.'

'I'm flattered you are eager to return to my home, and your mathematical attempt on my behalf is quite
impressive.

Unfortunately, cara, you haven't alowed for continental time being an hour ahead.' Max looked at her
mockingly.

'So it is not possible.'

'You can't sleep here.' Her eyes widened on his in appaled comprehension—it was her own stupid
fault he was

here at al. It was bad enough having him in her sitting room, but it would be a hundred times worse
having him in

her bedroom.

'Would you mind teling me why not?' Max enquired smoothly, his hand stroking up the side of her
neck and his

'Would you mind teling me why not?' Max enquired smoothly, his hand stroking up the side of her
neck and his



long fingers wrapping around her loosely tied hair.

His wide shoulders were angled towards her, and she was strikingly aware of the virile male body,
the glimpse of

golden skin beneath the open-necked blue shirt. She blurted out the first thing that came into her head.
'You have

no clothes.'

'You are wrong. Surely you know that I am always prepared? Not that it matters—remaining naked
with you wil

do just fine.' He grinned. 'Come on, Sophie, we both know the game is over and I won.' He tugged on
her hair

and tilted her head back, his glinting dark eyes capturing hers. 'Cut out the pretence. You're mine for
as long as I

want you—here or anywhere.'

'Only until the house is—' She tried rather futilely to deny his assumption, and was silenced by his
abrupt bark of

laughter.

'After meeting Nigel and Margot, I know that is never going to happen unless I make them. And I
won't.'

That he had seen so easily through Margot didn't surprise her, but, forcing herself to hold his gaze, she
said,

'You're probably right. But it does not alter the fact I'd rather we didn't stay here. A hotel…'

'A hotel?' His brow pleated in a frown. 'Afraid I wil discover signs of your last lover in your
bedroom?' His

amusement vanished.

'No, of course not,' she shot back, incensed, and then wished she hadn't as his expression became
strangely

contemplative.

'So something else is bothering you?' His piercing black eyes narrowed shrewdly on her face and
suddenly she



was afraid.

'I've been away since Saturday—there is no food in the house,' she said, swiftly tearing her gaze from
his,

frightened he would see more in her expression than she wanted him to know.

'Is that al?' She sensed rather than saw the smile an instant before his lips brushed hers. 'I am a big
man, and I

need my food, but there must be a restaurant around here. We won't starve.'

Her green eyes focused on his starkly handsome face, saw his mouth curved in a sexy smile, and for a
moment she

was transported back in time, to the laughing, teasing Max of her youth. She felt again the heavy beat
of her heart,

as though it would burst from her chest, the incredible lurch in her stomach that accompanied her
every sight of

him, and it terrified her.

'You're right.' She forced a smile to her lips. 'Drink your wine. I need to shower and change,' she
managed to say

steadily. 'Climbing trees is a messy exercise.' She indicated the TV remote control on the table.
'Watch the

television, if you like. I might be a while.'

Intense dark eyes skimmed over her face and lingered for a moment, then he calmly lounged back on
the sofa as

she rose unhindered to her feet. 'I'd rather share your shower,' he prompted softly.

'It isn't big enough,' she said without turning around and she walked slowly out of the room, closing
the door

behind her.

She leant against the wal, physicaly and emotionaly drained. It had hit her like a thunderbolt when she
had

She leant against the wal, physicaly and emotionaly drained. It had hit her like a thunderbolt when she
had



mentioned Saturday and made the excuse about food. Five days—it had only been five days, and her
life had

changed for ever. His easy dismissal of her excuse about food and her reaction had shocked her to her
soul.

Suddenly she realised the futility of trying to keep him out of her bedroom. It wouldn't matter where
or whom she

was with; the image of Max would always be in her mind.

Making herself move, she walked down the hal and into the bathroom. She stripped off her clothes
and felt a chil

down her spine as she realised with a sense of inevitability that she was in very real danger of
becoming addicted

to Max's undoubted sexual charisma al over again. She refused to cal it love….

Turning on the shower, she puled on a shower cap and stepped under the spray, her thoughts in
turmoil. She had

tried to dismiss her feelings for Max as a teenage crush the first time they'd been together, and had
convinced

herself—until last night. Now her mind was at war with her body, and the internal battle was tearing
her apart.

That she was Max's mistress was a huge blow to her pride, her self-respect, but the pleasure she had
felt at the

touch of his lips, his hands on her body, the wonder of his possession she could not deny. She could
not fool

herself anymore—she wanted him with a ferocity that frightened her, and he must never find out.
Because if he did

that would surely destroy what little self-respect she had left.

Stepping out of the shower, she dried and dressed, wondering al the time how was it possible to lust
after

someone when she hated the kind of man he was—and certainly didn't trust him.

Dressed in jeans and a sweater, Sophie was stil asking herself the same question when, forty minutes
later, she



walked back into the sitting room. Max was stil seated on the sofa, his briefcase open beside him and
some

papers in his hands. He looked up as she entered.

'Quite a transformation.'

'Not realy. I always dress like this when I am at home.' She flicked a cold green glance his way. 'If
there is a

dress code for a mistress you should have told me.'

Max knew she was angry with him for forcing her into this situation, and in a way he didn't blame her,
but on

another more cynical level he didn't see what she had to complain about. She was no longer a starry-
eyed virgin,

not by a long way.

'Not that I am aware of. An un dress code, yes. Any time I say so,' he stated bluntly, his dark gaze
skimming over

her. She looked stunning—her long shapely legs were covered in close-fitting blue denim, and a
deeper blue

sweater clung to the firm thrust of her breasts. The pale blond hair was swept back into one long
braid and

reminded him forcibly of the teenager he had first known—and of the reason they'd parted.

He reached for her, his hands palming each side of her head, and looked deep into her angry, resentful
eyes.

Infuriated, he took the lush mouth with his own in a bitter, possessive kiss. If anyone had a right to be
angry it was

he; she had walked out on him without a second thought, at the lowest point in his life.

He felt her fingers link around his neck, the softening of her gorgeous body against his, the response
she could not

deny. And, disgusted with himself as much as her, he lifted his head and pushed her away. 'Where is
the

bathroom? I need a wash.'



As rejections went, it was a bad one, and Sophie learnt a valuable lesson. Sucking in a deep breath of
air, she

forced her chin up, her face expressionless. If she was to get through the next weeks or months she
had to be as

cool and emotionless as Max. 'First door on the right along the hal,' she replied.

* * *

Max heard the laughter as he approached the sitting room door minutes later. Light and sexy, it ripped
open a

Pandora's box of memories he could do without. For a moment he stood in the open door, watching
her. She was

sitting in the window seat, her lovely face wreathed in smiles.

'Oh, Sam, you are impossible.'

At the name Sam, Max stiffened and stepped into the room. He must have made a sound, because she
turned her

head towards him and the smile vanished from her face.

'Look, I can't talk now, but I promise I wil try my best to get back in time. Okay?' She put the
telephone down

and rose to her feet.

'Sam is a friend of yours, I take it?' he prompted, and sat down on the sofa, swalowing the bitter taste
that rose in

his throat. How many men had sampled Sophie's luscious charms? he wondered. It was not something
that had

ever bothered him with his other women, and the anger surging through him felt suspiciously like
jealousy.

'Yes. We spent a year backpacking together when we finished university.'

'How nice.'

Sophie glanced at him. So the word nice was in his vocabulary—but by the tone of his voice and the
way he used



it it was anything but. 'Yes, it was briliant,' she said defiantly. Letting him know she hadn't pined for
him was a

good idea. 'Now, if you're ready, it is quite a pleasant night. I thought we could walk along the
seafront to my

favourite Italian restaurant. It is probably not in your class, but the food is great.'

'I'm relieved to hear you appreciate something about Italy,' Max grated, rising to his feet.

With him looming over her, big and threatening, she bit back the comment that sprang to mind. It was
only Max

she didn't like. Instead she said, 'If you don't mind, I'l cal on my neighbour on the way out to tel her my
change

of plan. It won't take a moment.'

He raised an ebony brow mockingly. 'Lead on. I am in your hands.'

* * *

It was after eleven when they left the restaurant, and Sophie was feeling quite relaxed for the first
time in days—

though it might have had something to do with the three glasses of wine she had consumed with the
meal.

Max took her hand and tucked it under his arm. 'Are you okay to walk, or shal I get a cab?'

'You should be so lucky.' She grinned up at him. 'The pubs close at eleven—this is the rush hour for
cabs. If you

haven't booked one you have no chance.'

Of course he proved her wrong, by flagging one down two seconds later.

'You were right about the food—it was good. And I have never had such fast and efficient service in
my life.

Though I think that had more to do with your presence than mine,' Max said dryly, looping an arm
around her

Though I think that had more to do with your presence than mine,' Max said dryly, looping an arm
around her



shoulder in the back seat of the cab. 'You seem to know the family very wel; you must go there a lot.'

'Oh, I do—two or three times a week when I'm at home.'

'The owner's two sons, Benito and Rocco, seem to be very friendly with you.' Friendly wasn't the
word he realy

wanted to use. Fixated would be more appropriate. The two young men were clearly completely
besotted with

her, and, as he glanced down at her now, it wasn't hard to see why. It had been an eye-opening
experience for

Max.

Ironicaly, Max had been cross-examined by the owner as if he was Sophie's father—something Nigel
Rutherford

should have done earlier, but hadn't. As for the two sons, they had virtualy ignored him except to
shoot dagger

glances at him when Sophie wasn't looking. They were much the same age as Sophie, and entirely too
familiar

with her for Max's liking.

'Yes, we are great pals. Sam and I met them when we were in Australia on our world travels, and
they linked up

with us for the last six months of our tour. We al came back to England together, and we have stayed
in touch

ever since.'

Dio! She had a trail of men lusting after her; they might have already had her for al he knew. 'That
does not

surprise me,' he snarled, his hand tightening on her shoulder at the unpalatable thought. He saw the
surprise in her

eyes, and with a terrific effort of wil he reined in his temper. But he couldn't resist touching her, and
he tilted her

chin, slid a hand around the nape of her neck to hold her head.

She was a beautiful, vibrant young woman, and he had introduced her to sex—unlocked her



passionate nature in

what had turned out to be the most sensualy exciting experience of his life, he had to admit. It was
only natural she

had taken other lovers after they'd parted; she wasn't cut out to be celibate.

The Abe Asamovs of this world he could deal with, but seeing her tonight, with two young men of her
own peer

group, so obviously relaxed and at ease with them, he'd been forcibly reminded of how much older he
was than

Sophie. He realised he should be thanking his lucky stars he had got her at al—she truly was
priceless.

He caught her lips beneath his and explored her mouth with long, leisurely passion, before trailing a
teasing path

down to the beating pulse in her throat.

The cab stopping halted any further exploration, but Max kept an arm around her waist as they walked
up the

stairs and into her apartment. As soon as the door closed behind them he turned her in his arms.

'Your bedroom, Sophie,' he demanded, and saw the hectic flush of arousal in her face. He nipped
playfuly on her

lower lip. 'Quickly would be good, cara. '

He stared down at her and, held against his big, taut body, Sophie realised that what was to folow
was as

inevitable as night folowing day. With every cel in her body crying out for what he was offering—
why fight it?

And, easing out of his arms, she reached for his hand and linked her fingers with his, leading him
along the hal to

the door opposite the sitting room and opening it.

Max laughed out loud, a rich, dark sound in the stilness of the utterly feminine room. The carpet was a
soft ivory,

and along the wal furthest from the door was a four-poster bed, draped in yards and yards of white



muslin tied

with pink satin bows. A delicate dresser and matching wardrobes in antique white, delicately painted
with roses,

with pink satin bows. A delicate dresser and matching wardrobes in antique white, delicately painted
with roses,

plus a matching chaise longue were arranged around the other wals. But it was the big bay window
that amused

him.

'How on earth do you sleep with al those eyes watching you?' The window seat was lined with a
startling array of

dols in every form of dress, and on the floor in the bay was a Georgian-style dols' house.

'Very wel, as it happens,' Sophie declared, abruptly recovering from the sensual daze he had evoked
in her.

Puling her hand from his, she said, 'And what has it got to do with you, anyway?' He was never going
to come

here again, if she could help it.

Dark eyes glinting with amusement sought hers, and a predatory smile revealed briliant white teeth.
'I'm intrigued

as to why a woman of your inteligence and sophistication would have a bedroom like this.'

'The dols' house was my mother's, and as for the dols—some I have had for years, and I've got into
the habit of

colecting others from every country I visit,' she said defensively. 'I do have another bedroom you can
use. I'l

show you.' She grasped the chance and turned to leave. But he stopped her, his arm snaking around
her waist to

keep her clamped against him.

'No, Sophie, this wil do just fine,' he informed her softly, and he bent his head just enough to brush his
lips against

her own.



She jerked her head back in rejection. 'In Venice you have your own bedroom. At least let me keep
the same

distinction in my home,' she demanded.

'Remember our deal—sex anywhere, any time, my choice,' he drawled, and he caught her mouth again
and this

time didn't stop.

Helplessly her eyelids fluttered down, and she raised her slender arms to wrap them around his
shoulders, her

body arching into his. Her tongue traced the roof of his mouth and curled with his, her blood flowing
like liquid

heat in her veins. His hands were al over her; his long fingers finding the snap of her jeans and
sweeping up her

spine under her sweater to open her bra, then sweeping around to find the thrusting swel of her
breasts.

Her hand darted down to tear at his shirt, and she whimpered when his mouth left hers. Her eyes stil
closed, her

slender body shaking with need, he lifted her onto the frily white coverlet and with a deftness that
underlined his

experience she was soon naked.

At the touch of cool air on her skin her eyes opened, and her gaze fixed on the masculine perfection of
Max

standing by the bed. Big and formidable, his muscular, hair-roughened chest was rising not quite
steadily, and his

lean hips and hard thighs framed the great dynamic power of his sex.

How often had she lain in this bed with the image of a naked Max haunting her dreams? The erotic
fantasies she

had built in her mind of him appearing and declaring his undying love while she drove him mad with
desire had left

her sleepless and frustrated.



'Max,' she murmured throatily, her fantasy now a reality, and her green eyes darkened as with a slow,
seductive

smile she lifted her arms to him.

He chuckled a deep, sexy sound that vibrated across her nerve-endings and, leaning over her, curved
his hand

around her throat. He looked deep into her eyes. 'Yes, Sophie—say my name.'

His hand slid down over her breast and her stomach to settle between her legs. He held her gaze as a
finger

slipped between the soft folds and stroked once, twice, and she shuddered, groaned out her frustration
when he

stopped. Then he was beside her on the bed, his dark head dropping, his mouth taking the groan from
her throat

as his tongue stroked hers in a wicked dance of desire.

Lost between fantasy and reality, Sophie reached for him, her slender hand curving eagerly around his
neck and

raking into the silken hair of his head. Her other hand stroked down over his broad chest, her subtle
fingers

grazing a pebble-like nipple on their descent down his sleek, muscled body to his flat bely. She
touched him

where she had never touched him before, her hand closing around the long, hard length of his erection,
a finger

stroking the velvet tip. She felt his great body jerk in response, heard his groan and gloried in it as her
hand moved

inquisitively down to the root of his male essence. Then abruptly he caught her straying hands and,
rearing back,

placed them on either side of her body.

'Now you want to play?' he growled, his dark gaze sweeping over her body, lingering on the perfect
rose-tipped

breasts, and lower, to the soft blond curls at the apex of her thighs, then dropping to her spectacular
long legs and



moving back to her face. ' Dio, you are exquisite.'

His compliment fed her fantasy as his avid glance seared her flesh. Sophie was on fire for him, liquid
heat pooling

between her thighs. She reached for him again, her hands stroking over his wide shoulders.

He looked down at her, his sultry smile a sensual promise, and parted her thighs to move between
them. He took

her mouth once more in a fiercely passionate kiss, his hand cupping her where she wanted him, his
long fingers

easing again between the sensitive folds.

She clung to him, the tantalising movement of his clever fingers driving her wild with want, and when
his mouth

dipped lower, to draw on her straining nipples, she cried out. 'Please, Max, please,' her whole body
quivering with

need.

At her cry, Max groaned hoarsely and lifted his head. Her green eyes glazed with passion, she was so
wet and so

ready. Lifting her hips, his great body taut with strain, his breathing harsh, he plunged into her. She
was tight and

hot, and, using al his skil and self-control, he moved—sometimes with shalow strokes, and then more
intensely,

with long, ful strokes ever deeper. He wanted to make this last. He wanted to blot out every other
lover from her

mind.

Sophie had never known such almost painful pleasure existed as he swept her along in an ever-
increasing

ferocious tidal wave of tense, torturous desire.

Max roled onto his back and lifted her above him, his strong hands firm on her waist, crazy with need
as she

hovered on the brink and stared down into his dark face. He was watching her with a feral light in his



night-black

eyes, and he stiled for a second whilst she rushed headlong towards her climax. She cried out at the
tug of his

mouth on her rigid nipples, and at the same time the power of him filing her to the hilt with ever more
powerful

strokes sent her over the edge into a delirious climax. She was wanton in her ecstasy, pushing down
hard on him

with every increasing spasm. She felt his great body buck and shudder, and he caled her name once in
a voice

that was close to pain as he joined her in a cosmic explosion of raw, passionate release that was
completely

beyond their control.

Sophie colapsed on top of him, breathless and shaking, burying her head in the soft curls of his broad
chest. She

had never known such intense sensations were possible. For a few blissful moments while she lay in
the circle of

had never known such intense sensations were possible. For a few blissful moments while she lay in
the circle of

her arms she could almost believe it was love: the familiar scent of him, the weight of him, the
pounding of their

hearts almost in unison. Then he moved her over onto her back and flopped down beside her, and the
fantasy

vanished as the silence lengthened.

Suddenly she felt cold; there was no love, only a primitive lust. Of course it was great…Max was an
expert at sex,

and so he should be…he'd had plenty of practice, by al accounts, she reminded herself. She clenched
her fists at

her sides, to prevent her weaker self reaching for him again.

The movement of the mattress told her he had stood up, but she didn't look; she couldn't, in case he
saw the hurt



in her eyes. She heard the door open, and moved to slip beneath the covers, a shiver of revulsion
assailing her at

what he had made her. A wiling slave to her sexuality, nothing more….

She puled the lace-covered duvet up around her chin and buried her head in the pilow. She heard the
door close,

and then nothing…. He had probably found the spare bedroom. It was no more than she expected, and
she had

to learn to live with it….

'Sophie.' He drawled her name softly and she turned, her eyes widening in surprise. He was standing
by the bed

stark naked, with two wine glasses in one hand and the half-ful bottle of wine in the other.

'A nightcap? Or perhaps a drink before the second round?' he prompted with a wicked grin. And she
couldn't

help it—she grinned back.

* * *

Sophie yawned and opened her eyes. She blinked at the sunlight streaming through the window, and
then blinked

again as a dark head blotted out the sun.

'Max,' she murmured, and she was intensely aware of his long body against her own. 'You stayed al
night.'

'I had nowhere else to go.' He dropped a swift kiss on her softly parted lips. 'Unfortunately I do now.'
His hand

curved around to cup her breast and she sighed. 'I know,' he said, and his thumb grazed her rosy
nipple.

'Unfortunately we haven't any time. My pilot has a take-off slot in eighty minutes.' Withdrawing his
hand, he roled

off the bed. 'Come on—the car wil be here any moment now.'

Twenty minutes later, washed and dressed in a short red and black kilt-style skirt, with a soft black
mohair



sweater puled hastily over her head and her feet pushed into red pumps, Sophie slid into the
limousine.

She was stil trying to make sense of this new, relaxed Max when they boarded his jet and a steward
served

breakfast.



CHAPTER NINE

DIEGO WAS WAITING with the launch as they exited the airport at noon, and their return to the
palazzo was swift.

Entering the elegant hal, Sophie was shocked to see a group of six smiling adults lined up to meet
them. She was

surprised to discover as Max made the introductions that Diego did not run the house on his own.
Maria, his wife,

was the cook, Tessa, their married daughter, was the maid and her husband Luke was the gardener…
quite the

family affair.

'I didn't know you had a garden,' Sophie said as the staff dispersed.

'Obviously you need a tour. Diego wil take your luggage upstairs while I show you around.' Max
waved around

the ground floor. 'Dining room, study and morning room and grand salon. Beneath is the kitchen,
utility room and

Diego's apartment, and beneath that the celars.'

Of course—the massive steps to the entrance concealed the fact this was actualy the first floor, and
not the

ground, she realised as he led her around the back of the staircase and opened a large double door.
To her

surprise inside there was a fuly equipped games room and gym, with a swimming pool half in and
half out of the

house. The exterior part had glass wals and a roof that opened to the sky. Steps led down into a waled
garden.

'Feel free to use this whenever you like.' Striding back to the reception hal, he added, 'I have some
work to catch

up on, so I wil leave you to your own devices—but remember lunch is at one-thirty.'

She saluted. 'Yes, oh master.' But he was not amused. The Max of last night, who'd drunk wine in her
bed, was



gone, and the autocratic tyrant was back.

'That is exactly what I am, and don't you forget,' he replied stiffly, and without another word
disappeared into his

study.

Sophie made her way upstairs to her bedroom just as the young maid Tessa was disappearing through
the open

door of the dressing room with the smalest case in her hand. 'No—please, I can unpack myself,'
Sophie said with

a smile. From what she had seen so far there was precious little else for her to do around here—
except await her

master's bidding.

But she was too late. After Tessa had left she occupied her time by placing a few personal items—her
make-up,

jewelery box and perfume—on the smal, ornate antique dressing table. It was just for show, however,
because

she had no intention of using the dressing room for anything other than storing clothes now that she
knew she

shared it with Max. And at that moment he appeared.

'I forgot to give you these,' he said as he walked towards her. Stopping at her side, he dropped
something on the

dressing table. 'I have opened an Italian bank account for you, as agreed, and that is your credit card.'
He glanced

at her. 'After lunch we are going out, and much as I like that short, flirty skirt I don't want you wearing
it in public.

Get changed.' And, swinging on his heel, he left as abruptly as he had arrived.

What did he want her to wear? Sackcloth and ashes? Sophie fumed as she stripped off and headed for
the

shower. She had lived on her own and been her own boss for years. Kowtowing to a man was not in
her nature



—especialy not to an arrogant, ruthless man like Max.

She frowned as she stood under the soothing spray. Sophie knew herself wel. She was not cut out to
be a

mistress; she was far too independent. But the trouble was, until her father's business was secure she
had no

mistress; she was far too independent. But the trouble was, until her father's business was secure she
had no

choice.

Deep in thought, she walked back out of the bathroom and into the dressing room. What she needed
was a

strategy for living with Max that would not leave her an emotional wreck when they parted.
Inexperienced as she

was, she knew Max was right: they were sexualy compatible, dangerously so, and it would be very
easy for her

to become addicted to the man. She had to guard against that at al costs.

Slipping into white briefs and a matching bra, she opened the wardrobe door, her hand reaching for a
pair of

denim jeans, and stopped. She wasn't at home; this palazzo would never be her home. Max had told
her that a

mistress agreed with her man at al times, and an inkling of an idea occurred to her.

She entered the dining room half an hour later, dressed in a sage-green double-breasted jacket with
only a bra

beneath, and a matching slim-fitting skirt that ended just above her knees. She had scraped two
swathes of hair

back and fastened them in a loop at the back of her head. The rest she had left loose, to fal down her
back. Her

make-up was perfect, but a lot more than she would usualy use, and on her feet she was wearing
three-inch-

heeled stilettos.



Max was standing by the drinks troley, a glass in his hand, and turned as she walked in. His hard,
dark eyes

swept slowly over her from head to toe, lingering on the plunging V of her jacket and even longer on
her legs. He

was examining her like some a master in a slave market. She could feel angry colour rising in her
cheeks, but she

fought it down.

'You have taken my advice, I see. Would you like a drink?'

'Yes, please.' Her temper rising at his arrogant certainty that she would do as she was told, she had
almost said

no. But, mindful of the part she had decided to play as she had dressed, she agreed. Hadn't Max told
her a

mistress always said yes? The beginnings of a smile twitched her lips. This might even be fun.

'Do you always eat in here?' she asked, and smiled up at him as she took the glass of wine he offered
her. It was a

large, elegant room, but her preference would be to eat somewhere less formal.

'Yes, when I am here. Which is not that often.'

'Wel, if you don't mind, when I am on my own would it be al right for me to eat somewhere smaler—
the kitchen,

perhaps?' she asked.

'If you like.' Max puled out her chair for her as Diego entered with the first course, then took his own
seat.

As the meal progressed Max grew puzzled. Sophie had changed from the tiny skirt into an elegant suit,
as he had

suggested, but it did not help him much. Because although her legs were halfway covered, he could
see her

cleavage—and he was pretty sure she wore nothing under the jacket. She had left her gorgeous hair
loose, and

she was smiling and talking perfectly politely, agreeing to everything he said. So why did he get the



feeling

something was wrong?

'So, where are you taking me this afternoon?' Sophie asked as she took a sip of coffee, the meal over.

Max knew where he wanted to take her—straight to bed. But he reined in his baser impulse; there
was something

different about her and it infuriated him because he could not pinpoint the change. 'I am taking you to
the jewelers

to fulfil my side of the bargain,' he said, shoving back his chair and standing up. 'I promised you
diamonds instead

to fulfil my side of the bargain,' he said, shoving back his chair and standing up. 'I promised you
diamonds instead

of crystal.'

'Oh, yes. I forgot.' Sophie stood up as wel. She didn't want his damn diamonds, but in her new role
she had to

agree. 'But there is no hurry,' she couldn't help adding.

'I'm a busy man, and I am never usualy here on a Friday. As I am here, I want to get the matter settled
now.'

Sophie bit down hard on her bottom lip. 'Yes, of course,' she replied and headed for the door before
she lost her

cool and landed him a slap in the face. He was talking to her as if she was some blond bimbo. But
then that was

what he thought she was….

'Sophie?' Her skin prickled at the way he drawled her name, and a long arm slipped around her waist,
halting her

progress. 'We don't have to go out….'

She glanced up at him, saw the intention in his dark eyes. The warmth of his arm around her waist
was making her

temperature rise—and with it her temper.



'Yes, we do,' she said sweetly, and her plan to say yes to everything suddenly seemed very easy.

Half an hour later, when they walked into the jewelers, it was not quite so easy. The jeweler saw
them seated

and then presented a staggering array of diamond necklaces, earrings and bracelets for their perusal.

'Do you like this set?' Max indicated a stunning waterfal of diamonds.

'Yes,' she said, and continued to say yes to everything he suggested.

'Oh, for heaven's sake, chose one,' Max snarled, finaly losing his patience, and he saw her luscious
lips curve in a

secretive smile.

She turned wide, innocent green eyes up to him. 'You choose, Max. After al, you are paying for it so it
has to

please you.'

Then it hit him. The little witch had been saying yes to everything, agreeing with everything he said,
since the

moment she'd come down to lunch. It was every man's fantasy to have a lover who said yes to
everything, so why

did it feel so damn irritating?

Indicating the waterfal set, he bought and paid for it, ignoring Sophie, and then, taking her arm, he
puled her to

her feet and they left the shop.

'I am on to you, lady,' he drawled, turning her into his arms, his dark eyes gleaming down into hers.
'Wil you jump

into the canal for me, Sophie?' He felt her stiffen in his arms. 'Or kiss me, here and now?' And he saw
the guilt in

her green eyes. She knew she had been found out. God, she was a stubborn creature—but beautiful
with it. He

made it easy for her. 'Say yes to the latter. You know you have to,' he chuckled.

The broad grin and the laughter in his eyes were Sophie's undoing. 'Yes,' she laughed, and he bent his



head, taking

advantage of her open mouth to slip his tongue between her parted lips. Her hands slipped up around
his neck—

and that was how Gina found them.

'Max? Max—what on earth are you doing?'

Max lifted his head but kept an arm around Sophie's waist. 'Gina.' He grinned. 'You're a doctor—and
you don't

know?' He felt the sudden tension in Sophie and tightened his grip. She had to face his sister some
time—the one

witness to her brutal dismissal of him years ago. 'I didn't know you had stayed in Venice.'

'Even doctors are entitled to a holiday. But I am surprised you are stil here. Though I can see why,'
she said

droly, with the lift of a delicate brow in Sophie's direction.

Sophie looked at the smal dark woman and her companion, another slightly older woman, and wished
the ground

would open up and swalow her whole. To be caught kissing in broad daylight was bad enough, but to
be caught

by Gina, his ex-lover—or maybe not ex—was doubly embarrassing.

'You know Sophie, of course,' Max said suavely, and glanced down at her. 'And you remember Gina,
cara?'

As if she could forget. 'Yes,' she said slowly, and gave Gina a polite smile. 'Nice to see you again.'
Why on earth

had she said that? She couldn't give a damn if she never saw either her or Max ever again.

'Nice to see you, too,' Gina agreed. 'This is my friend Rosa.' She made the introduction. 'We thought
we would

do some shopping, then stop for a coffee at Florian. What are you and Max up to?'

'The same.' Max answered for her. 'Except we have finished our shopping.'

'My God, Sophie, I don't believe it—you actualy got the world's worst chauvinist to take you



shopping!' Gina

laughed. 'If you hang around longer this time he might even become halfway human.'

Confused by Gina's obviously genuine laughter, and the lack of malice in her tone, Sophie gave a wry
smile. 'I

doubt it.'

A husky chuckle greeted her words and Max glanced at his stepsister. 'Watch it, Gina. I don't want
you

frightening Sophie off with your biased view of me.' He drew Sophie closer to his side.

'So it would seem,' Gina said, slanting an amused look at the pair of them. 'It is to be hoped—'

'Are we going for coffee or what?' Rosa intervened. 'I need my caffeine fix.'

'Yes—sure. Why don't you and Sophie join us, Max?' Gina asked.

* * *

An hour later, when they left the coffee shop, Sophie was none the wiser about Max and Gina's real
relationship.

On the launch going back to the house she replayed the meeting in her mind. Surprisingly, the
conversation had

been easy. Rosa, she had discovered, was married with two boys—who sounded like holy terrors
from the

anecdotes she had shared with them. It was obvious Max and Gina were close, and totaly at ease with
each

other, but whether it was sexual Sophie didn't know. She had sensed under their apparently friendly
conversation

and laughter a kind of tension—and it wasn't just the tension she always felt around Max. It was
something more,

but she couldn't put her finger on it.

'Rosa was funny—and Gina was quite pleasant,' she said slowly as they entered the house.

'Were you surprised?' Max asked with a sardonic lift of an ebony brow. 'You shouldn't be—she
almost always is.'



'Yes, if you say so,' she murmured.

With his finger and thumb he tilted her chin. 'Have I missed something?' he demanded. His dark eyes
narrowed

intently on her upturned face. 'Or are we back to the yes game again, I wonder?' His astute gazed
dropped to the

lush curve of her mouth and his hand tightened slightly.

She knew his intention, felt it in the sudden tension between them.

'No to both,' she said hurriedly, and lowered her lashes to mask her own reaction.

'You look tired. Have a rest before dinner.'

'I know your kind of rest,' she said with biting sarcasm, and, shrugging off his hand, she headed for the
stairs.

But she didn't escape completely.

She was standing in front of the dressing table, having kicked off her shoes and shrugged off her
jacket, and was

about to remove her make-up when Max walked in.

'You forgot this.' He stroled over and dropped the jewelers box on the table, his cold dark eyes
meeting hers in

the mirror. 'The deal is finalised. I always keep my word—just make sure you keep yours.'

* * *

Over breakfast the next morning Sophie could barely look at him. He had come to her bed last night
and made

her wear the diamonds while he made love to her—no, had sex with her. And she had never felt so
demeaned in

her life.

'I am going to the family estate this morning,' he informed her coldly, rising from the table. 'Since the
death of my

father I need to help out with the running of the Quintano hotels. I'l be back Sunday night. In the
meantime, if you



want to go out you are not to go alone. Diego wil accompany you at al times—understood?'

* * *

It was a very different Sophie who, six weeks later, looked in the same dressing table mirror and
slipped a

diamond drop earring into her earlobe. They were going to a charity dinner, and she could hear Max
moving

around in the dressing room. He had returned an hour earlier, from a week-long trip to Ecuador, and
they were in

danger of being late because he had joined her in the shower….

Max was an incredible and determined lover, and she had long since given up on trying to resist him.
He was also

very generous—her lips twisted at her reflection in the glass. The Versace emerald-green evening
gown revealed

more than it concealed, a pair of designer green satin shoes were on her feet, and the large diamond
Van Cleef

earrings with matching necklace completed the look. Yes—she looked what she was: a rich man's
mistress.

In bed, she had no defence, and only a strong sense of self-protection stopped her revealing her ever-
deepening

feelings for Max. But paradoxicaly her image in the mirror satisfied her, because it made it easier to
play the part

of a cool sophisticate around him.

Surprisingly, it seemed to work, and they did—to use Max's words— rub along quite wel. Every
night he was in

Venice he came to her bed and aroused her with a slow, deliberate eroticism, aware of every nuance
of her

Venice he came to her bed and aroused her with a slow, deliberate eroticism, aware of every nuance
of her

response until she cried out for release and he tipped her over the edge into ecstasy. Sometimes he
came with her,



and sometimes he folowed her. Either way, they ended up breathless and spent—but also silent.
Sophie didn't

dare speak, and she guessed Max had no reason to; he had got what he wanted. As often as not he
stayed til the

morning and they made love again. And sometimes when she was locked in his embrace she almost
believed it

was love instead of lust….

Over the weeks she had developed her own routine to make life bearable, and the kitchen had become
her

favourite room in the house. She got along wel with Maria, Tessa and her three children, and she took
great

pleasure in teaching the young ones English—the adults benefited as wel.

She had quickly realised Max worked incredibly long hours. Sometimes he was here, in his study, but
he was just

as likely to fly halfway around the world for a couple of days. When he was at home he spent at least
two or three

days a week—always including Friday—at his head office in Rome.

Sophie had traveled to Rome with him only once, about a month ago. He had worked al day, taken her
shopping

in the evening, then to dinner in an intimate little restaurant, and finaly to bed in his penthouse
apartment. She had

thoroughly enjoyed the experience; somehow in Rome she had not felt like a mistress.

But the folowing morning, after Max had left for the office she had again. She'd taken a shower and,
looking in the

bathroom cabinet, hoping to find a toothbrush, had discovered a bottle of perfume and various other
female

toiletries—plus a large black hairslide and a bottle of prescription medicine in Gina's name. The
slide she knew

could not be Gina's—the woman had close-cut hair.



The next time Max asked her to accompany him to Rome she refused, with the excuse that it was the
wrong time

of the month.

Sophie frowned now, as she clipped on the other earring. He had dismissed her excuse as irrelevant
—saying there

were many routes to sexual pleasure—and it had only been when she'd insisted she felt il that he had
given in. She

had seen in his sardonic smile as he'd said, 'Have it your way,' that he didn't believe her.

Sophie knew from Maria that she was the only woman Max had brought to live in the palazzo. To the
romantic

but conservative Maria that meant they would marry, and Sophie didn't like to disilusion her. Sophie
now

accepted that Max shared her bed—honesty forced her to admit she couldn't resist him—but she
couldn't accept

sharing his bed in Rome. Not when he had al his other lovers.

Sophie spent quite a lot of time on her own. Max, she presumed, continued to go and visit the family
estate—

though he had never told her so since that first time—or perhaps he stayed in Rome. The fact that he
never asked

her to accompany him again didn't bother her. At least that was what she told herself. And when he
telephoned

her occasionaly she never asked him where he was; she was afraid to show too much interest.

She enjoyed the freedom to explore Venice—not that she was entirely free; Diego had strict
instructions to

accompany her when she went out. But, on the upside, Diego was a fount of information. She had
visited St

Mark's and sat outside the Café Florian, sipping coffee and watching the world go by. They had
visited the

Guggenheim and the Accademia, and many more smaler art galeries, which she would never have
known existed



without Diego, plus countless churches filed with stunning masterpieces that one would not normaly
expect to see

outside a museum.

The city itself was probably the most beautiful and romantic in the world—but how much better it
would have

The city itself was probably the most beautiful and romantic in the world—but how much better it
would have

been to explore the tiny aleys and hidden piazzas, to linger in the smal cafés with someone she loved,
she thought

sadly. Someone like Max….

If she was honest she missed him when he was away—she kept teling herself she hated him and it
was just sex,

but it was becoming harder and harder to do. He occupied her thoughts al the time. Like now, she
realised, her

forehead pleating in a frown.

'Why the frown?' a deep, dark voice drawled.

Sophie turned her head to see that Max had emerged from the dressing room and was watching her
with a look of

genuine concern in his eyes. Her heart squeezed in her chest. He had his dinner jacket in one hand and
was

wearing black trousers and a white evening shirt that contrasted briliantly with his tanned
complexion. He looked

staggeringly attractive. But then he always did to her. And it was in that moment she knew she loved
him. She

could fool herself no longer. She loved him, probably always had and always would, and the
knowledge terrified

her.

Sophie looked back at her reflection in the mirror, to give herself time to get over the shock of
realising how she



truly felt about Max and to try and compose herself. 'I was wondering if these earrings were too
much,' she finaly

answered, turning back to him with her face a sophisticated calm mask—she hoped.

'Not a bit—you look exquisite,' he declared, dropping his jacket on the bed, His gaze swept
appreciatively over

her. A slight smile quirked the corners of his sensual mouth and she saw the gleam of gold in his dark
eyes and

recognised that look. Given it was no more than half an hour since they had indulged, and given the
scary

knowledge that she loved him, she resented the ease with which he aroused an answering response in
her own

body.

She lifted her chin—an angry sparkle in her green eyes. 'You paid for it,' she snapped, and his eyes
narrowed

fractionaly at her sudden outburst.

'True,' Max said, and stepped towards her. 'I also pay for your services.' He stretched out his arm.

'We haven't time,' she gasped, taking a step back.

'Oh, Sophie, you realy do have a one-track mind—not that I am complaining,' he mocked. And,
grasping her

hand, he dropped a platinum cufflink in her palm. 'Fasten this for me.' He shook his outstretched arm,
amusement

dancing in his dark eyes. 'I can never manage the right as easily as the left.'

Her lips twitched. 'You, Max Quintano, can and do manage everything,' she said, but fixed the
cufflink, admiring

the fine dark hair on his wrist as she did so.

'And that is what irks you, my beauty.' Slipping an arm around her bare shoulders, he brought her into
close

contact with his hard body. His mouth closed over hers in a long deep kiss. 'How about we skip this
party and



stay here? I have been away too long, and I have not had nearly enough of you yet.'

'You're actualy asking my opinion?' she prompted, with the delicate arch of a fine brow. 'Now, that is
a first. You

usualy do as you like.'

'True,' he said, al arrogant virile male, his hand sliding down over her bottom. 'But you also like.' He
smiled as he

felt her shiver.

felt her shiver.

'Maybe.' She recognised the sensual amusement in his dark gaze. 'But you're crazy if you think I got al
dressed up

like this just for you to undress me.'

'Crazy about you—yes,' he said, with a wry smile that completely stunned her. It was the closest he
had ever got

to hinting that he cared, and a tiny seed of hope lodged in her heart. He moved his hand to curve it
around her

waist and added, 'But I promised to attend this charity dinner, so the undressing wil have to wait until
we return.'

He ushered her towards the door. 'Though maybe we can fool around in the launch on the way. What
do you

think?' he asked, with roguish lift of his black eyebrows.

He looked like a swashbuckling pirate, Sophie thought, and, shaking her head, she laughed. She
couldn't help it.

At moments like this she could almost believe they were a happy normal couple.

* * *

The dinner-dance was a select affair held at Hotel Cypriani, and with Max's hand linked in hers she
walked into

the elegant room. The first person she saw was Gina, in a group of half a dozen distinguished-looking
people. She



turned her head and laughed at something that had been said, then caught sight of Max and came
rushing over.

'Max, caro. ' She grabbed his arm and stood on tiptoe, her body pressed against his side, to give him a
kiss ful on

his lips. Stil clinging to his arm, she turned to Sophie.

'Sophie, I'm surprised to see you here. I didn't think this was your thing. But we do need al the support
we can

get,' she said with a smile, and turned back to Max. 'It's weeks since I've seen you. I am so glad you
could make

it.'

Gina could not have made it plainer that it was Max who interested her and she only tolerated
Sophie's presence

at his side, Sophie thought, her new-found love making her hypersensitive as jealousy, swift and
painful, sliced

through her. When had the conventional public kiss on both cheeks developed to a ful-blown kiss on
the mouth?

Then, out of the blue, a distant memory hit her like a punch in the stomach. Old Man Quintano had
strongly

disapproved of Max and Gina's relationship, but now he was dead there was no one to object to them
marrying.

Suddenly Max's desire to have her as his mistress made more sense, and the blood turned to ice in her
veins as

the reality of the situation sank in. Max was a highly sexed man—as Sophie knew al too wel. One
woman would

probably never be enough for him. As a teenager she had been the prospective bride, because she
might be

pregnant, and Gina the lover; now the situation was reversed, and she was cast in that role.

'You're right—this isn't my thing.' And Sophie didn't mean the dinner. She meant Max and Gina's
relationship. 'In

fact, I wil quite happily leave.' Sophie saw no reason to pretend any more. A ménage à trois had



never been and

never would be for her, and she tried to pul her hand from Max's.

Max's jaw tightened in anger. Enjoying Sophie's exquisite body, he had almost dismissed the reason
she had left

him, excusing her behaviour by teling himself that she had been young and naturaly frightened of the
prospect of

tying herself to a sick man. Now he knew better—she didn't give a damn about anything but her own
pleasure.

What kind of man did that make him? Lusting after a heartless woman who had quite happily been
Abe Asamov's

mistress and heaven knew how many more?

He gave her a hard look, saw the beautiful, expressionless face and the cold green eyes, and said with
chiling

He gave her a hard look, saw the beautiful, expressionless face and the cold green eyes, and said with
chiling

emphasis, 'This is Gina's night—her cancer charity.' He smiled coldly and twisted Sophie's hand
around her back

to pul her against him in what looked like a loving gesture. 'You wil stay and be civil to everyone,' he
murmured

against her ear. 'You wil act the part of my loving consort—something I know you are good at. After
al, that is

what I pay you for,' he reminded her with sibilant softness. He felt her tense, and simply tightened his
grip.

Then he turned his attention to Gina. 'I am sure your night is going to be a great success. Don't mind
Sophie. She

did not mean to offend you. Did you, cara?' His hard black eyes turned on her.

'No, it was a joke,' Sophie said feebly. But the joke was on her. She had finaly recognised in her heart
and mind

that she loved Max, only to find out half an hour later nothing had changed.



Sophie sank into the seat Max held out for her, glad to be finaly free of his restraining hold. But it was
only in

memory of her mother that she sat down at al. She was sick to her stomach and simmering with anger.
From the

teasing lover of an hour ago, he was once more the ruthless, autocratic swine who had forced her to
be his

mistress. She hadn't missed the threat in his words, and he couldn't have spelt out more clearly exactly
where his

loyalty lay. And with that knowledge the faint seed of hope she had nurtured earlier of something
more than sex

between them died a bitter death.

She straightened the slim-fitting skirt of her gown over her thighs, fighting to retain her composure,
and when she

did lift her head her lips twisted cynicaly as she noted the seating arrangement. Gina was seated on
Max's left and

she was seated on his right—now, why didn't that surprise her?

She forced a smile to her lips as introductions were made al round, and realised they were mostly
medical

professionals. She accepted the wine offered and did her best to ignore Max. It wasn't hard, as Gina
engaged him

in conversation—for which Sophie was truly grateful.

As course folowed course and the wine flowed, the conversation became more animated. But Sophie
took very

little part. These people were probably al very good and clever, but she was in no mood for talking.

Beside her, Max wore the mantle of dominant and sophisticated male with ease, his input into the
conversation

witty and astute. His occasional comments to Sophie were smoothly made with a smile, and to any
onlooker he

appeared a caring partner, with a touch on her arm, an offer to fil her glass. Only she could see the
restrained



anger in his gaze, and it took al her wil-power simply to respond to him civily. The way she felt right
now, she

couldn't care less if she never spoke to him again.

She'd got over him once and she would again, Sophie vowed. But although she tried to ignore it, the
pain in her

heart refused to go away.

For the rest of the meal she avoided his glance, with her head bent down, concentrating on her food,
although she

had never felt less like eating in her life.

It was when coffee was served that the conversation realy became boisterous. Sophie gathered the
discussion

was about ways of raising money for cancer research and involving patients at the same time. But she
wasn't

paying much attention; it was taking every atom of self-control she possessed simply to stay seated at
the table

with Gina and Max. Her mind was reeling at the thought of them together—and heaven knew how
many other

women had shared the pleasure of his sexual expertise.

'Why not have an auction, with the beautiful Sophie seling kisses?' a voice declared loudly, and at the
sound of

her name Sophie raised her head. A man sitting opposite her, whom she had noticed earlier staring at
her cleavage

her name Sophie raised her head. A man sitting opposite her, whom she had noticed earlier staring at
her cleavage

and ignored, was ogling her again. 'The patients could buy them as wel. I know if I was seriously il a
kiss from a

gorgeous woman would do me good.' Everyone laughed, and al eyes were on her.

'That would never work.' Gina chuckled. 'Sophie is a beautiful, decorative woman, but not cut out to
visit the sick.



She'd probably give them a heart attack. Isn't that right, Sophie?' Gina quipped, and everyone laughed.

It was a hurtful thing to say, and for a moment Sophie was struck dumb. Gina knew nothing at al about
her—and

yet she felt able to pass comment on her. She glanced around the table; nobody here realy knew her,
she thought,

so why bother to argue?

'If you say so,' she murmured.

'I wouldn't alow her to anyway,' Max drawled, and reached for her hand.

But she avoided his hand and his glittering gaze by picking up her glass and draining it before she put
it back

down. She wished she was anywhere in the world but here.

A veined hand patted hers on the table. 'It was just a joke. We medical people en masse tend to lose
our

sensitivity a little—don't take it to heart.' It was the professor seated next to her who spoke, quietly
seeing what

no one else had noticed.

Sophie was touched and grateful for his intervention, as it alowed her to turn her back on Max and
look up with

moisture-filed eyes into the old man's face.

'Thank you,' she said, trying to smile. 'But it is an emotive subject for me,' she explained quietly. 'My
mother died

of breast cancer when I was eleven. For two years before that I did my best to nurse her, but I was stil
a child

and obviously not up to these people's standards.' She attempted to joke.

'Forget it, and do me the honour of this dance.' The professor stood up. 'If you do not mind, Signor
Quintano?' he

asked Max over the top of Sophie's head.

Max glanced at him, and sharply at Sophie. Her body was angled towards the professor, al her



attention on the

older man. The witch had the nerve to ignore him and then captivate the eminent Professor Manta,
right before his

eyes. The old fool was grinning al over his face as if he had discovered the cure for cancer. How the
hel did she

do it?

'Be my guest.' He couldn't do much else with Gina tugging on his arm again. Since when had his sister
become

such a chatty type? he wondered in exasperation as he watched Sophie and the professor take to the
dance floor.

'Feel better now?' the professor asked Sophie, his brown eyes twinkling into hers.

'Yes—yes, I do.' She relaxed in his formal hold. 'I am not usualy so emotional, but the comment about
me not

being cut out to visit the sick caught me on the raw and I didn't see the joke. You see, the anniversary
of my

mother's death was the twenty-fifth of November—three days ago.' And also she had realised she
loved a man

who didn't deserve to be loved.

'You are a lovely, emotional little woman—and that is nothing to be ashamed of,' he reassured her
gently.

Sophie did smile at that. 'Hardly little.'

Sophie did smile at that. 'Hardly little.'

'Maybe not, but you are extremely feminine. Something, I am afraid, that in my experience can
sometimes get

knocked out of female doctors over the years.'

'Feminine I like,' she chuckled, appreciating the distinguished-looking man more by the minute—even
if he was a

bit of a chauvinist.



'Good. Now, a change of subject is caled for, so tel me about you. Are you on holiday here? And
what do you

normaly do when not visiting our fair city?'

Whether he knew of her connection with Max or not she didn't care. Because she instinctively knew
the professor

was a gentleman.

'I am visiting a friend for a while, but I'm a linguist and I work as a translator. Sometimes I teach, but
at the minute

al I do is teach English to the cook's grandchildren.'

With his next words, much to Sophie's surprise, Professor Manta was offering her a job. Apparently
he was on

the board of governors at the private school that his grandchildren attended, and they were looking for
a language

teacher—someone to fil in for the rest of the term, as the present teacher was on extended sick leave.

'I'm flattered, though I'm not sure it wil be possible,' she said, but she took the card the professor
offered and

promised to ring him tomorrow, to let him know one way or the other.

Max couldn't believe it. He saw her take the card from the old goat as they approached the table and
he had had

enough. He rose to his feet and, with a stiff smile for the grinning professor, wrapped his arm tightly
around

Sophie's waist.

'It is time we left now.'

Sophie felt his proprietorial arm around her and tensed, but refused to look at him. Instead she said
good night to

the professor, and a general good night to the rest of the company. Gina she ignored. But Max's
prolonged

goodbye to his stepsister more than made up for Sophie's lapse in manners.



CHAPTER TEN

'YOU are very quiet, cara. ' He dipped his head towards her as they exited the room. 'Upset that I took
you away

from your latest conquest?'

His words were soft, but she heard the angry edge in his tone, and when she tilted her head back she
saw his eyes

glittering hard as jet.

'The professor is not a conquest but a gentleman,' she snapped. 'Something you would know nothing
about.'

'Maybe not,' he said, his smile cruel. 'But I do know you're no lady. The fact is you are available to
the highest

bidder, and at the moment it happens to be me. So hand over the card he gave you—he is not for you.'

'God! Your mind never lifts above the gutter!'

She stared at him. His face was a mask of barely contained anger, and for a fleeting moment she
wondered if he

was jealous. No…for that he would have to care, and al he cared about was getting his money's
worth. He had

just said so.

'It just so happens that Professor Manta offered me a job. Not everyone sees me as just a body. That
distinction

appears to be a peculiar trait of you and Gina.'

'A job?' he sneered. 'We both know as what. But I hate to tel you, cara, distinguished as he is, he
cannot afford

you.'

She was about to snap back with the truth, but they had reached the foyer and a member of staff
arrived with their

coats.

What the hel? Why bother to explain? It wouldn't make a blind bit of difference to the way Max felt



about her.

He saw her as an experienced woman with dozens of lovers, thanks to Abe, and tonight there was no
longer any

point in teling him the truth. Because she no longer cared.

She looked at him, tal, dark and stony-faced, as he held out the rich sable coat—another one of his
presents she

realy didn't appreciate. He had dismissed her arguments on wearing real fur in his usual autocratic
manner.

Venetian women in winter all wore fur. Maybe he was right, and she had actualy seen children in fur
coats, but it

didn't make her like it—or him, she thought as he helped her to slip it on, keeping his arm around her
shoulders.

It was a miserable night—a thick fog had descended, along with drizzling rain. Luckily the launch
was waiting, and

she stepped on board, shrugging off Max's restraining arm, and walked down into the smal cabin and
sat down.

She heard Max talking to Diego and hoped he would stay on deck. Sophie let her head fal back and
closed her

eyes; she could feel the beginnings of a tension headache—hardly surprising, under the circumstances.
It was

impossible to believe she had left the house with a smile on her face a few short hours ago, confident
she could

handle her relationship with Max, fooling herself that they got along wel and he was genuinely
beginning to care

for her. Only for the evening to turn out an unmitigated disaster. It had opened her eyes to a reality she
didn't

want, couldn't accept, and made her realise she had been in danger of succumbing to living in a fool's
paradise.

Wel, no more….

Rising from the seat, she exited the cabin. Max was leaning against the roof, with Diego at the wheel.



Diego's head

turned. 'Wel timed, Signorina Sophie.' He grinned at her as he swung the boat in to the landing stage.

turned. 'Wel timed, Signorina Sophie.' He grinned at her as he swung the boat in to the landing stage.

She smiled back, ignoring the looming figure of Max. It was Diego's hand she took as she stepped off
the boat,

and she didn't wait but ran up the steps and into the house. She slipped the sable from her shoulders,
not caring

where it fel, and she didn't stop until she reached her bedroom and closed the door behind her. She
kicked off the

kiler heels and, withdrawing her earrings, walked to the dressing table and dropped them in a box.
The necklace

quickly folowed. She stepped out of her dress and slipped on a toweling robe. With the outward signs
of Max's

ownership gone, she heaved a deep sigh of relief.

She picked up a sliver of lace that in Max's opinion passed for a nightgown and, walking into the
bathroom,

locked both doors. Now al she had to worry about were the inward signs of his ownership, and she
had a nasty

suspicion they would be a lot more difficult to deal with. She puled on a shower cap, had a quick
shower, twisted

her hair into one long braid over her shoulder and slipped on her nightgown and robe again.
Unlocking both

doors, she walked back into her bedroom—only to find Max standing there, a glass of whisky in his
hand.

'Running scared, Sophie?' Max fixed her with an unwavering glare. 'Or an act of defiance?'

'Neither,' she said flatly, ignoring the angry tensing of his jaw as she met his gaze. 'Just an
overwhelming desire to

be clean after an evening spent with you and Gina.'

'What the hel do you mean by that?' he demanded, and she shivered, her stomach muscles knotting at



the anger

evident in his dark eyes.

Max saw her tremble, and for a moment the fury inside him subsided, his eyes narrowing astutely on
her flushed

but stern face. Thinking back, he recaled other times when Sophie had made remarks about Gina.
Given that

Sophie had only met her a couple of times, it made no sense. He drained the glass of whisky and
crossed to put it

on the bedside table before walking back to stare down at her.

'Tonight you made your distaste plain the moment we arrived. I can understand that the thought of
cancer scares

you—I know it does a lot of people,' he prompted. 'But what have you got against Gina?'

Sophie paled. Good, Max thought savagely, he was on the right track. 'I want the truth, and I am in no
mood for

any more of your sly innuendos.'

Pale with fury at his sanctimonious comment about understanding her fear of ilness, Sophie threw him
a venomous

glance—the only sly person around here was Max, and she had had enough.

'Oh, please,' she drawled, her eyes spitting fury. 'What do you take me for? An idiot? You and your
sainted

stepsister Gina have been having an affair on and off for years and everyone knows it.' A short laugh
of derision

left her lips. 'My God, she flung herself into your arms tonight and the pair of you kissed like long-lost
lovers. It

was disgusting.'

' Basta,' he roared, and she took an involuntary step backward. But it was futile. In one lithe stride
Max had

narrowed the space between them. Steely hands caught hold of her arms and hauled her hard against
him, his dark



gaze sweeping over her swift and savage.

'Oh, no, you don't,' he grated, and his eyes narrowed as she began to struggle. 'Stop!' he commanded
furiously,

and his fingers bit into her soft flesh.

'You're hurting me.'

'You're hurting me.'

'Right at this moment I don't damn wel care,' he swore. 'I would flatten any other person without the
slightest

hesitation for even implying what you have just said,' he revealed harshly.

Sophie stared at him defiantly. 'You can't face the truth, that's your trouble.'

Max saw the determination and conviction in her eyes and realised she actualy believed what she was
saying. For

once he was speechless. He heaved in a strangled breath. 'You actualy believe I…' He couldn't say it,
and with a

shake of his head he shoved her away. 'That is some sick opinion you have of me.'

'Not an opinion. Fact.'

'Fact—Gina is my stepsister, period. She kissed me because she was pleased to see me—a quite
common

occurrence in my culture. As for anything more, that is only in your head.' He looked at her lovely
face, saw the

childish braid over her breast rise and fal as she took a deep breath and wondered how anyone so
beautiful could

harbour such evil thoughts. Maybe it was jealousy. For some reason that did not seem so bad, if a bit
extreme. 'If

you're jealous—'

'Jealous?' Sophie cut him off. 'Don't flatter yourself—and don't bother lying.' She swalowed
nervously. 'I was

there, remember? Seven years ago. The stupid teenager with the enormous crush on you. Marnie



warned me

about you. She told me about your legion of women and I refused to listen. She even showed me a
magazine

article about you, with photographs of some of them. Finaly she told me about your affair with Gina,
and the fact

that your father didn't approve of the relationship. But I stil refused to believe what kind of man you
were. I was

the dumb kid you seduced and asked to marry because you thought I might be pregnant.'

Her eyes filed with anger. 'The idiot who believed you—until I walked through the maze and heard
you and Gina

talking about me. To give Gina her due, at least she said you had to tel me about her if you realy
intended

marrying me. I heard you both discussing whether I was worldly enough to accept the situation—and
you cal me

sick?'

Sophie didn't see the colour drain from his face; she was swamped by memories she had tried to
suppress. But no

longer. 'What a joke!' She laughed—a raw sound. 'And when Gina asked why you were marrying me
your

response was a real eye-opener— because you were careless and I might be pregnant. Then came her

descriptive account of how life would be for the pregnant bride, with a husband who took off at
regular intervals

to stay overnight with his lover and then came back too tired to make love to his dumb wife.

'My God, it was a revelation,' she spat at him. 'And how could I ever forget your comment that it had
only been a

couple of days, and with luck you wouldn't have to tel me anything at al. Wel, you got lucky,' she
mocked

bitterly. 'I wasn't pregnant. And I had no intention of joining a three-way relationship then and I
haven't now. So



don't try and fob me off with Italian culture or any other excuse.

'As I walked round into the centre of the maze I heard you say you loved each other, and I found you
in each

other's arms. Last month in Rome I found her medicine in the en suite bathroom cabinet, along with
signs of your

other women.' She paused, then added with a shake of her head, 'The only thing that amazes me is why
Gina puts

up with you. I have no choice—as you so often remind me. You are a despicable excuse—' She
raised her eyes,

and for a heart-stopping moment she thought he was about to strike her. His face was contorted with
rage, and

she shivered at the cold black fury in his piercing gaze.

'Shut up—just shut up.'

Max had listened with a mounting horror that had quickly turned to red-hot rage. He wanted to grab
hold of her

and shake her. He couldn't believe that Sophie, the woman he had made love to for weeks, had al the
time been

harbouring these cancerous thoughts about him. No pun intended, he thought blackly. And that stopped
him. His

brain rerunning what she had just said, recaling the conversation, the circumstances at the time, he
could begin to

see why, fed by gossip, she had jumped to the wrong conclusion.

'Dio mio!' Max curved a hand around her neck. He could feel the rapid beating of her pulse against
his fingertips,

and he looped an arm around her waist and hauled her hard against him. 'You actualy believed that
rubbish?' he

snarled, his dark eyes sparking with outrage. 'You crazy fool! You listened to gossip and believed the
worst of

me.'



'The magazines didn't lie.'

'I was over thirty—of course I had slept with a few women.' His hand tightened on her throat. 'But as
for the rest

—you got it al wrong in your stupid juvenile mind.'

'I heard you, remember?' Sophie shot back, refusing to be intimidated by the towering proximity of his
great body

bristling with outraged fury.

'You said you heard everything, but you didn't.'

'I'm—'

'Shut up and listen,' he roared, his hand moving higher to grasp her chin, turning her face to his,
forcing her to meet

his eyes. 'The day you overheard me talking to Gina we were not talking about a three-way
relationship. I have

never had one in my life. Nor have I ever had anything other than a brother and sister relationship
with Gina. Her

preference is for her own sex, as it happens—Rosa is her partner. You should have had more sense
than to listen

to the idle gossip of a middle-aged woman like Marnie.'

'She said it was common knowledge,' Sophie defended, but the revelation that Gina was gay and Rosa
her

partner…wel, it made sense of the odd tension she had felt when they'd al had coffee together. Her
voice lacked

a little of her earlier conviction as she added, 'She had no reason to lie.'

'In her dreams,' he grated. 'What you actually overheard was Gina comforting me as a sister should—
because

two days earlier I had been told I probably had testicular cancer. At the same time she was advising
me, as a

doctor, that I couldn't marry you without teling you the truth, because you would be bound to find out
when I



went for treatment. Is that plain enough for you?'

He studied her face closely and then smiled mirthlessly. 'The reason she is a little restrained around
you is because,

as a caring professional, she believed from what you said that you wanted no part of me as a sick man
or—in your

words—the future I had mapped out. She is a serious woman, and she thinks you are beautiful but too
superficial.

You can't blame her. Her joke tonight at dinner was perhaps a little crass, but from her past
experience perfectly

valid.'

At the word cancer her stomach had plunged, and shock held her rigid. His dark eyes were cold and
hard on

hers, but she couldn't look away as a dozen conflicting thoughts whirled in her brain. The overriding
one being that

surely no man, and certainly not such an arrogantly masculine man as Max, would lie about testicular
cancer.

surely no man, and certainly not such an arrogantly masculine man as Max, would lie about testicular
cancer.

But then again it was stil hard to believe, given he'd had no problem making love to her years ago.
And his sexual

prowess in the bedroom certainly had not diminished over the years—quite the reverse.

'Are you sure you were il?' She stared at him. 'You seemed remarkably fit to me.'

'Yes, I was.' He met her gaze with sardonic chalenge and continued. 'But don't worry—I got over it,
and I'm fine

now.'

She eyed him uncertainly, remembering that conversation on the fatal day verbatim. Dear heaven, she
had run it

through her head over and over again after they'd parted, to remind herself what a bastard he was in
the hope it



would cure the hopeless love she felt for him. Could she have been mistaken? Max's explanation
made a horrible

kind of sense. And if Gina was gay, as he said…She saw again Max reaching his hand to her at the
end, when

she'd told him she was leaving.

'When you asked me to talk with you and Gina, you meant about your ilness?'

'Correct. It was that one-track mind of yours that thought otherwise.'

Appaled, she looked at the face only inches from her own. 'You realy did have testicular cancer?' she
murmured.

'Yes,' he said, a curious blankness in his dark eyes, as though he looked through and beyond her to
some bad

memory.

'Oh, my God!' Al the blood drained from her face. 'I'm sorry—so sorry. What must you both have
thought of

me?' No wonder Gina was offhand with her. And as for Max, the anger she had sensed in him since
they'd met

again was now easily explained. He wanted her body, but he thought she was heartless. 'If only I had
realised…'

Green eyes ful of compassion fixed on his. She wanted, needed to tel him—what? That she would
never have left

him? That she loved him? No, she didn't dare. 'If I'd known you were il I would—' But he cut her off.

'It would have made no difference,' he said flatly. 'It was caught very early, quickly treated, and I've
been clear for

years. I don't need your pity.' Drawing her closer to him, he slowly ran his hand down from her throat
to lightly

cup her breast. 'Only your body. That hasn't changed.' For interminable seconds he stared down at her
in total

silence, then gave a mocking laugh. 'And before you go beating yourself up over it—you were right. I
did set out



to seduce you. I heard the bad news in the morning and took you to bed in the evening to reaffirm my
manhood.

Apparently it's a common impulsive reaction with most men, according to Gina.'

'Thanks for that,' she snapped. 'Glad to be of service.' From feeling heartsick and sorry, she was
suddenly angry

—and yet aroused as his hand slipped inside her robe.

'My pleasure,' Max said sardonicaly. 'So we both made a mistake years ago? It doesn't matter—I
much prefer

what we have now.'

She stared at him with huge pained eyes. She knew exactly what he meant; he had never wanted a
teenage wife—

or any other kind—he much preferred a mistress. Nothing had changed…including her devastating
physical

awareness of him. But it wasn't enough, would never be enough for her….

As if he knew what she was thinking, he gave her a slight arrogant smile, his head lowering.

'No…' she murmured. 'No,' she said more forcibly, and, shoving hard at his chest, she twisted. But he
quieted her

'No…' she murmured. 'No,' she said more forcibly, and, shoving hard at his chest, she twisted. But he
quieted her

by capturing her hands in his and folding his arms around her.

'Yes,' he mocked.

She flung her head from side to side, but he backed her to the bed, and then she was faling.

His impressive body came over her and his mouth covered hers. She tried to keep her lips sealed, but
he circled

them with his tongue and bit gently, until with a helpless sigh she opened for him. He clasped her
head in his hands

and kissed her with a deep, possessive passion that stole the breath from her body.

'Forget the past,' he murmured, and stripped off her robe, his dark gaze skimming over her thinly



covered slender

body. 'The present is al I am concerned about.'

'But—' she started, but he bent his head and kissed her again and again, until she groaned with
pleasure. And

when he left her for a moment, to strip off his clothes, she simply watched with dazed, hungry eyes.
He came back

to her and divested her body of the scrap of lace to cover it with his own.

* * *

Much later, lying in his arms as the aftermath of passion subsided, Sophie hugged him close and
stroked her hands

up his chest, her earlier burst of defiance forgotten as she thought of what he must have gone through.
Her heart

filed with love and compassion for what he must have suffered.

She murmured, 'I am truly sorry you were il, Max.'

A barely stifled oath left his lips, and abruptly he roled off her and the bed. 'I told you—I don't need
your

mawkish sympathy,' he said coldly. 'I never did.' And he left.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

SOPHIE GOT OUT OF BED late the next morning after a restless night, and felt sick. Hardly
surprising: the enormity

of her mistake about Max and Gina haunted her. Dear heaven, what a fool she had been at nineteen—
and she

wasn't much better now. Because, being brutaly honest, last night, with the original cause of mistrust
between

them resolved, she had nursed a secret hope that he might grow to love her as she loved him. Wel, he
had

certainly disabused her of that notion. When was she going to learn?

He was a giant of a man in every way—enormously rich, successful and supremely confident in his
abilities to

defeat anything or anyone who stood in the way of what he wanted. A silent laugh escaped her. Given
his stamina

in the bedroom, not even cancer had dared dent his virile power. But he had not stayed in her
bedroom last night,

and that said it al….

It was Friday; he had probably left for Rome. It crossed her mind to wonder whether he would tel
Gina the truth,

and realised bitterly it didn't realy matter. She was stil the mistress and would never be anything
more.

She dressed and went down to the kitchen, and poured herself a cup of coffee from the pot on the
stove. She

took a sip as Maria came bustling in through the back door.

'That is my job. You should have rung,' Maria scolded her. 'Now, what would you like for breakfast?'
And she

told her to sit down.

Sophie puled out a chair and sat down, a bitter smile curving her lips. Everyone had a job but her,
and being a



lady of leisure was realy not her scene. Even the coffee tasted bitter, she thought, but drained it down
to the

dregs. Unless she did something about the sybaritic lifestyle Max had ordained for her, she was in
danger of

becoming bitter through and through.

She picked up a banana from the fruit bowl in the centre of the table and rose to her feet. 'Don't
bother, Maria,

this wil do,' she said, and left the kitchen to run back up to her bedroom.

She found the card Professor Manta had given her….

The revelations of last night had changed nothing—except now she knew what Max had realy thought
of her

when they had met up again. Not only had he seen her as a promiscuous woman with a string of
lovers, but also

as the kind of heartless girl who would walk away from sickness. Her heart ached to think of him
suffering, but he

had told her quite bluntly he didn't want her sympathy. More chiling, he had also told her what deep
down inside

she had always known: he had deliberately seduced her years ago, simply to confirm his masculinity
when it was

threatened.

He didn't want her caring or her compassion. There was nothing more to do except play out the
charade of being

his mistress until he tired of the sex. And, going on his past record, that shouldn't be long.

But in the meantime she had had enough of bowing to his every order. She sat on the end of the bed
and took out

her celphone to dial Professor Manta's number. When she rang off, she had made an appointment to
meet him

outside the school.

Much to Diego's annoyance, she flatly refused to use the launch, insisting she was going out on her



own and

wanted to try the vaporetto, the public transport. Before he could stop her she left.

The sense of freedom was exhilarating. She met Professor Manta, and after a short interview with the
principal of

The sense of freedom was exhilarating. She met Professor Manta, and after a short interview with the
principal of

the school accepted the job of teaching two mornings a week until Christmas.

Professor Manta insisted on buying her a coffee at Florian before he had to leave for his hospital
clinic, and that

was where Max found her….

* * *

Last night Max had been furious when he'd discovered the depths of depravity Sophie thought him
capable of.

But, rather than discuss the rage and resentment burning inside him, he had swept her into bed and
made

passionate love to her—the only sure way he knew they could communicate.

Even in his wildest days he had never kept two women at the same time. He had demanded fidelity in
his

relationships for however long they lasted. His affair with Berenice at university had taught him that,
after he'd

discovered she had slept with half of his friends as wel as him.

But this morning, in the early light of dawn, his anger fading, he had finaly begun to think straight. He
had walked

back into Sophie's bedroom, determined to talk to her, but she'd been sound asleep. He'd clasped the
sheet and

puled it down, intending to wake her, but had stopped. She'd looked so precious, with her knees
tucked up like a

baby to her stomach, the childish braid faling over her shoulder and across her breast, and he hadn't
had the heart



to waken her.

He'd watched her for a long time and realised he had no right to be angry with her. She had been
young and

innocent. Because of his wealth and lifestyle he'd always been the subject of gossip. It had never
bothered him,

but to an impressionable young girl it must have been a cause for insecurity. A half-heard
conversation and she

had leapt to a conclusion based on that gossip. But he was older and wiser, and should have known
better. He

should have insisted on teling her the truth, made her listen, but instead, because of his own problem,
uppermost

in his mind, he had told her he never wanted to set eyes on her again.

His perception of her as heartless had coloured the way he had treated her over the last few weeks,
and he wasn't

proud of his behaviour. He had left her sleeping this morning with one thought in his head—to try and
make it up

to her.

With that in mind he had given Maria strict instructions that she wasn't to be disturbed, and had spent
two hours in

his study, clearing up some work. He'd caled Rome, and the hospice he helped out at every Friday,
and told them

he couldn't make it. Then he'd made an appointment with his lawyer for lunch, intent on having the
humiliating

agreement Sophie had signed destroyed. That done, he hoped maybe they could start again. Finaly he
had

hotfooted it to the jewelers. He wanted to buy her a present; he wanted to surprise her….

But it was he who was surprised. Max stood in the shadow of the buildings for a while and simply
watched. She

was sitting outside the coffee house sipping coffee and smiling at Professor Manta. Elegant in a
mulberry-coloured



trouser suit, her silken hair loosely tied back with a velvet ribbon, her face delicately made-up, she
looked relaxed

and happy.

His hand turned over the smal velvet box in his pocket. He was going to surprise her al right. Not
with a gift, but

with his presence. He had been an idiot to think differently of her, but that did not mean he was going
to give up

what he had got. She was his very sexy mistress, and at the minute a disobedient one. He was damn
sure he

wasn't going to lose her to some old professor. Straightening up, a look of grim determination on his
face, he

walked across the square.

walked across the square.

'Sophie. I didn't expect to see you here this morning.' He saw her head lift and a guarded look come
into her eyes.

'Max what a surprise. I thought you had gone to Rome. You always do on a Friday.'

He barely had his temper under control after the shock of seeing her with the professor. But he saw
she was

nervous, her hands clenched and twisted in her lap, and he thought, You have a damn good right to be.

'Obviously not,' he drawled. 'I have a luncheon appointment with my lawyer.' He turned to Professor
Manta.

' Buongiorno, Professore,' he said, and, indicating a chair, ' Permesso?'

' Prego,' the professor said, and stood up. 'How is the hospice going these days? Stil expanding?' he
asked Max.

'Yes,' Max said shortly.

'Good work.' Patting Max on the back, he added, 'I have to leave now. I'l give you the pleasure of
escorting

Sophie home. You're a very lucky man. I can't tel you how grateful San Bartolomeo is to have secured
her



services.

Arrivederci.'

Max looked at Sophie for a long, silent moment. 'Explain.'

Sophie drew in a shaky breath. Dressed in a charcoal-grey business suit, and a paler grey shirt and
tie, he looked

tal, dark and austere—and decidedly dangerous. He was staring at her with cold dark eyes, but she
refused to be

intimidated.

'I told you. Professor Manta asked me if I was interested in a job.' She gave him a sweetly cynical
smile.

'Teaching languages at his grandsons' school—San Bartolomeo. They need someone to fil in for a
language

teacher who is on extended sick leave until Christmas.' She picked up her coffee and drained the cup.
'I caled him

this morning and said I was interested. We have just been to see the principal. I start work next week,
Tuesdays

and Thursdays. Is that okay with you, oh lord and master?' she mocked.

He was taken aback by her vehemence, but he couldn't realy blame her after what he had implied last
night about

the professor. The man actualy had offered her a job. He wondered what else he had got wrong about
her. But

he wasn't about to let her get away with openly defying him. 'Where was Diego while al this was
going on? I told

you not to leave the house without him. You deliberately disobeyed my orders.'

She pushed back her chair and stood up. 'He is probably at your house, where I left him. As for your
orders—I

forgot,' she said lightly. 'Now, I am going to catch the vaporetto and return—if that is okay with you?'

His face grim, he got to his feet and grasped her arm. 'Such meekness. But I wil escort you back, and
we wil



discuss your idea of working later.'

'There is nothing to discuss. I have accepted the job at San Bartolomeo.'

'You already have a job. Me,' he reminded her succinctly. 'You also have credit cards and a generous
alowance.'

'A salary, don't you mean?' Sophie heard herself snipe, very conscious of Max's steely grip on her
arm as they

walked to the landing stage.

walked to the landing stage.

'Cal it what you like, but spend the damn money. Shop, lunch, do what other women do. You don't
have to teach

a bunch of kids.'

'But I love children—and I hate shopping.'

Max hand tightened on her arm. 'In my experience every woman likes shopping with unlimited money.
Try it and

see,' he drawled cynicaly.

'Your kind of woman, yes, but not me.' Her head lifted fractionaly, and her voice was remarkably
calm as she met

his dark gaze. 'You realy don't know me at al, Max.' The vaporetto had arrived and people were
disembarking.

'Contrary to what you and Gina think for whatever mistaken reason, I do care about people. The only
reason I

stayed at that dinner last night after being the butt of Gina's so-caled joke was not because you
threatened me but

for my mother. She died of breast cancer, and for two years Meg and I nursed her. The only reason I
am here

now is because I care for my brother Timothy. If you had the least interest in me in any way other than
sexual you

might have realised that.'



His hand fel from her arm and she saw a muscle jerk in his cheek. He didn't like that, but she was sick
of

pandering to what Max liked.

'I finaly realised last night exactly how you see me. In your mind I am an experienced woman of the
world, out for

what I can get from any man and without a caring bone in my body. And do you know what realy
sickens me?

Even believing that, you stil had no scruples about enjoying my body. So what does that make you?'

Not waiting for a response, she walked on board the vaporetto, went inside the cabin and sat down.

A few moments later a stony-faced Max sat down beside her, the warmth of his hard thigh seeping
into hers.

'I thought you had a lunch appointment,' she gibed, trying to move along the seat, but she was pressed
up against

the window already.

' Non importante,' he said, with a wave of his hand. 'You and I need to talk.'

'I know your idea of talking. A few brief commands that usualy involve me being horizontal,' she said
bluntly. 'But

you're wasting your time today. Every Friday afternoon Tessa brings her children over. I give them an
English

lesson and we al have dinner together. My life does not stop when you're not around.'

She looked at him. His starkly handsome face was dark and taut, and she could feel the tension in the
long

muscular body so close to hers. 'And if you are going to tel me I can't accept the job at San
Bartolomeo, forget it.

The way I feel at the minute, the thought of working is the only thing keeping me sane. For two pins I
would say to

hel with you and my father and get back to my own life. So don't push it.'

'No, I don't mind you working at San Bartolomeo at al,' Max said swiftly. The very idea of her
leaving him was



not something he could bear to contemplate.

'Just as wel,' she muttered, the wind taken out of her sails. Maybe Max was getting tired of her. That
was her next

thought. She turned her head and looked out of the window, for some inexplicable reason moisture
glazing her

eyes.

'This is our stop.' He took her arm and led her off the boat.

'Are you sure?' she glanced around. 'This is not where I caught the vaporetto. '

His hand tightened momentarily. 'This is quicker.' And, holding her arm like a vice, he strode
forward. She

stumbled to keep up with him. He never once slackened his pace, and he almost puled her up the steps
to the

house.

'Where is the fire? she asked breathlessly, trying to shake off his hand as they entered the hal.

He stood looking down at her for a moment, towering over her, his eyes glittering with some fierce
emotion. 'In

me,' she thought she heard him say. But at that moment Diego came dashing from the kitchen.

' Signor, you are back.'

'Yes, and I want a word with you.'

With Max's attention diverted, Sophie slipped upstairs to her room. She kicked off her shoes as usual,
took off

her suit and replaced it with the pink tracksuit she favoured for visiting the gym and hanging around
the kitchen

with Tessa and the children.

Her stomach rumbled and she realised she was starving; she had eaten only a banana at breakfast. She
had her

hand on the door to go back downstairs when suddenly it was flung open. Instinctively she put her
other hand to



her face and went staggering back against the wal.

'Sophie!' She watched with eyes that were watering as Max dashed into the room.

'You could have broken my nose, you great oaf.' Blinking, she shoved the door back. 'As it is, my
knuckles wil

be black and blue for weeks. Are you raving mad? Have you never heard of knocking?' she yeled,
straightening

up and rubbing her bruised hand with the other.

She was not aware of the fierce tension affecting Max's tal frame. She was too busy checking out her
own; her

back wasn't feeling too great after its sudden contact with the wal.

'Yes, I am mad—about you,' Max said fiercely, and suddenly he was in front of her, his hands
reaching for her,

roaming gently over her head and her shoulders, down her arms. ' Dio! If I've hurt you I wil never
forgive myself.'

Wide-eyed, Sophie stared up at him and saw such pain, such passion in his dark eyes, her breath
caught in her

throat. She couldn't believe what she was hearing—what she was seeing.

'I'l cal the doctor,' he declared, his hands moving feverishly over her. 'My love, I couldn't bear it if I
lost you.'

'What did you say?' she asked, stunned.

The austere, sophisticated mask Max usualy presented to the world had cracked wide open, and he
looked

absolutely frantic.

'The doctor. I'l cal the doctor.'

'No—after that,' she prompted, a tiny ray of hope lighting her heart as she saw his slight confusion.
'Tel me again.'

'No—after that,' she prompted, a tiny ray of hope lighting her heart as she saw his slight confusion.
'Tel me again.'



She needed to hear him say my love so she could start believing it might be possible.

His hands stopped their urgent search and settled on her waist, his dark eyes holding hers. 'I couldn't
bear it if I

lost you,' he said, in a voice husky with emotion.

Sophie saw the vulnerability in his eyes and was amazed that Max, her handsome, arrogant lover,
could be so

unsure of himself.

'I did once, and I never want to make the same mistake again.'

'And why is that?' she asked, hardly daring to breathe, the ray of hope growing bigger and brighter by
the second.

Max tensed, his hands tightening on her waist, a flush of colour burning under his skin as he looked at
her. 'Oh, I

think you know, Sophie.' Even now he had difficulty saying the words. Even when he knew his
happiness, his life,

depended on convincing the woman in his arms to stay with him. 'My love.'

He had said my love again; she had not imagined it. Sophie was suddenly conscious of the erratic
pounding of her

heart, and it took every shred of courage she possessed to ask the next question. 'Am I realy your love,
Max?

'Yes.' Max gulped, his eyes burning into hers. 'I love you, Sophie. I know I have given you no cause to
believe

me, but it is the truth. I love you.' From not being able to say the words, Max suddenly had no trouble
repeating

them. In fact he would tel her a milion times over if he thought it would convince her to stay with him.

It was the answer she had prayed for, and Sophie drew a shaky breath. Only then did she raise her
hands to

touch him. She ran her fingers through his hair and cradled his head in her palms. 'You love me?' She
paused, saw

the answer he made no attempt to hide in his dark luminous gaze, and added, 'As I love you, Max.'



She finaly told him the truth she had held in her heart for years. Because the impossible had happened;
Max loved

her. Tears of emotion misted her vision, a smile of pure joy that reflected her inner radiance lighting
her beautiful

face.

'You love me? You realy mean that, after al I have done?' he asked roughly, and his doubt squeezed
her heart.

'I fel in love with you the first moment I saw you. I stil love you and always wil.'

Max saw the truth in the glittering green eyes that met his intense gaze.

'Ah, Sophie. I don't deserve you,' he groaned, and kissed her with a deep tender passion. She clung to
him and

returned the kiss with al the love in her heart. His arms tightened around her and he lifted her off her
feet to lay her

gently in the middle of the bed. Quickly he shed his clothes, but Sophie was almost as quick puling off
her

tracksuit and panties.

Max groaned, faling down beside her and scooping her into his arms. Their limbs entwined, she
glimpsed the

deep, throbbing desire in the depths of his smouldering eyes as his mouth met hers. She gloried in the
hungry

passion of his kiss and reciprocated with a wondrous abandon. He loved her, and she cried out his
name as his

mouth found her breasts, his caressing hands arousing and exploring until her every nerve was taut
with quivering,

aching desire—and more. Love had freed the hungry yearning inside her. Urgently her hands roamed
over his hard

muscled body, from his wide shoulders down to lean hips.

'Sophie,' he groaned, and he slid his hands under her back. Franticaly she locked her legs around him
as he



'Sophie,' he groaned, and he slid his hands under her back. Franticaly she locked her legs around him
as he

surged into her with a primitive and powerful force that reached to her very core. In a wild wonderful
ride, their

mingled cries echoed a mutual pleasure of cosmic intensity as they reached nirvana, that joining of the
souls with

creation as one.

They lay, a tangle of welded bodies, breathless, shuddering and speechless, until Max raised his head
to say,

'Sophie, my love,' and kissed her with a tenderness so profound her eyes filed with tears of
happiness.

Eventualy, as their breathing grew steadier, he withdrew from her, then wrapped her in his arms to
cuddle her into

his side.

'I thought the first time I made love to you was the most intense sexual experience of my life,' Max
said thickly,

staring down into her flushed face. 'But now…' He was lost for words. ' Dio, how I love you.' He
gave up and

kissed her love-swolen lips, slowly, gently and with aching tenderness. He swept a damp tendril of
hair from her

brow. 'I know I have treated you abominably in the past, and I also know that if I apologise to my
dying day it wil

not be enough.'

'Shh…it doesn't matter,' Sophie murmured, placing a finger on his lips. 'As long as I know you love
me now, that

is al that matters.'

'No.' Max took her hand and saw the red knuckles, gently brushed them with his lips. 'You're hurt, and
I know I

have hurt you in other ways. I need to talk—to explain.' He dropped her hand and she stroked it
teasingly up his



chest.

'You're sure about that?'

'I need to talk. And I am not going to give in to temptation again until I have,' he said with a wry
smile, and

recaptured her hand.

'Spoilsport,' Sophie teased

'Maybe.' He grinned and lay back, his deep, husky voice serious. 'But for too long I have used sex as
the only

way to communicate with you. Now I am determined to tel you the truth.'

'That sounds ominous.' Sophie pushed up on her elbow to stare down at him and threw her other arm
over his

broad chest, her fingers stroking through his curling chest hair. 'Are you sure you wouldn't rather do
something

else?'

'Witch.' He grinned again. 'I know what you're trying to do, but I refuse to be sidetracked.'

'Pity!'

He clasped her hand on his chest. 'I am serious, Sophie.' The determination and the intensity of his
dark gaze kept

her silent. 'From the minute I first set eyes on you in Sicily I wanted you. But Alex warned me off you;
you were

too young and under his protection. I accepted that, as up until then I'd preferred mature women who
knew the

score, not dewy-eyed romantic teenagers.' Sophie stiffened. 'Please don't be offended—I am trying to
tel you the

truth as I saw it at the time.'

'Okay,' she murmured. She was not pleased to think that Alex had warned Max off, but it did explain
Max

refusing to touch her at first, and she had to admire his restraint.



refusing to touch her at first, and she had to admire his restraint.

'I very quickly realised I couldn't keep away from you. I told myself there was no harm in having a
light flirtation

with a beautiful girl, and I had no intention of taking it any further. I liked my freewheeling lifestyle.
But that night

when I took you out to dinner, in the car after, I very nearly…Wel, suffice it to say it took every bit of
wil-power

I possessed and then some not to folow you into the chalet and make love to you. I left the next day,
determined

not to see you again.

'In my conceit, I thought there were plenty of wiling ladies around without getting embroiled with a
teenager. I

even convinced myself that the time wasn't right, but if I bumped into you a few years later it would
be okay.'

'That was some conceit,' Sophie could not help saying.

'Yes, I know. But a few days later I was already weakening,' he said with a wry smile. 'I went to
Russia intending

to get rid of my sexual frustration with a lady there. But I didn't. I returned to Rome and made a date
with an old

flame for that night. I left her at her door, stil frustrated.'

'I'm not sure I like such determination,' Sophie murmured.

'Nothing happened, I swear,' Max said quickly. 'On the Friday morning I went though my personal
mail in the

office and there was a letter informing me to get in touch with the clinic I had attended earlier for a
medical. There

was some doubt about a sample I had given. I made the appointment the same morning, and it was
then I

discovered I might have cancer. I'd already arranged to meet Gina for lunch, and she filed me in on
the facts. It



was easily treatable, with a very high success rate, and did not necessarily affect a man's virility. But
as a

precaution I should freeze some sperm just in case I couldn't father a child naturaly.'

'Oh, my God! You must have felt terrible!' Sophie said, blinking back the tears pricking at her eyes
and squeezing

his hand. But he let her hand go. He stil wasn't prepared to accept her sympathy, she realised sadly.

'No, what I felt was furious—and scared. I couldn't believe it was happening. From thinking I had al
the time in

the world, I was wondering if I had any. It seems selfish now, but the one thought in my head was that
if I was

going to die I was going to make damn sure I had you first. And I ordered the plane to take me to
Sicily.'

How like her impulsive, arrogant, but adorable Max, Sophie thought, a husky chuckle escaping her.

'It wasn't funny,' Max chided her. 'When I saw you by the pool al I could think of was making love to
you. I

suppose I did deliberately seduce you. But when we made love it was the most wonderful experience
in my life.

Until now.'

Max reached up and tenderly outlined her lips with one long finger, his dark eyes burning into hers. 'I
would like to

say I knew I loved you then, but l have to admit that afterwards I did wonder if it was a subconscious
reaction at

the thought of having cancer—a need to prove there was nothing wrong with me as a man. Al I do
know is that

when you lay asleep in my arms I thought I wouldn't mind if you were pregnant. And when I asked you
to marry

me I did mean it. Later, of course, when Gina arrived, it al fel apart. And now we know why.'

Sophie could understand his uncertainty, but she chose to believe he had loved her from the start.
Raising her



hand, she gently stroked his cheek, her green eyes gleaming with love. 'That was my fault. I should
have listened to

you.'

'No. No, it was mine. I was older and should have explained. Instead I dismissed you as a heartless
young girl. I

'No. No, it was mine. I was older and should have explained. Instead I dismissed you as a heartless
young girl. I

was determined to put you out of my mind and concentrate on getting better. The latter I succeeded in
doing quite

easily. But forgetting you was not so easy.'

'Good, I'm glad.' She let her hand stroke over his shoulder and moved closer, to stretch one long leg
over his

thighs.

'Yes, wel…I am trying to confess here, Sophie, and you are trying to do something else.' His mobile
mouth

quirked at the corners. 'And it is not going to work. At least not yet.'

She responded by slumping on top of him, her breasts against his chest. 'Okay, go on.' She wriggled,
and he

laughed.

'When I saw you again at that dinner, looking so beautiful with Abe Asamov, I saw red.'

'I was never with Abe, the way you mean. I spent a summer vacation from university in Russia with
his wife and

children, teaching them English. He is just a friend,' she explained quickly. 'I hadn't seen him for ages,
and he just

acted like that for fun.'

'Yes, wel, it doesn't matter now.' Max believed her—he had to, for his own peace of mind. 'But at the
time I think

I went a little crazy. I had been helping out with the hotel business, and your father's name had come
up—as you



know.' He grimaced. 'I decided it was fate. I should never have forced you into being my mistress, but
once I had,

and you were so responsive in my arms, I told myself that was al I wanted. Until last night. I stormed
from this

bed because I didn't want your sympathy. But I came back and watched you sleeping, and knew then
that I loved

you quite desperately. Because I wanted so much more. I wanted back the love you once said you felt
for me.'

'You should have wakened me, then,' Sophie said softly

He smoothed a hand over her cheek and swept back the long swathe of her hair, his dark eyes holding
hers. 'No.

I was determined not to make mistakes this time. I arranged to meet my lawyer for lunch, to cancel
that

demeaning contract I made you sign, and then I went out to buy you a present—to surprise you, to ask
if we

could start again. But you surprised me. I saw you with Professor Manta and I was mad with
jealousy.' His lips

curved in a self-deprecatory smile.

'But it got worse. I discovered he realy had offered you a job teaching, and then came your revelation
about your

mother, your flat refusal to spend your time and my money shopping, like al the other women I have
known.'

She didn't like all the other women, but she let it pass. He was hers now.

'I had misjudged you over and over again. You were right when you said I didn't know you at al. I
stood for a

moment, paralysed with fear, and watched you board the vaporetto, certain I was going to lose you. I
folowed

you on board determined to make it my life's work to remedy that and keep you at any cost.'

'You've succeeded,' Sophie said, her voice husky with emotion. That Max, her arrogant, magnificent
lover, should



bare his heart to her had convinced her beyond a shred of doubt that he realy did love her. She looped
an arm

around his neck. 'If you've finished talking…' she smiled, a slow, sensuous curve of her lips '…can I
do what I

want now?' And she pressed her lips against his throat, then to the holow of his shoulder blade, whilst
her slender

fingers traced his silky chest hair and she teased a hard male nipple.

'It depends what you want,' Max said, on a strangled groan.

'It depends what you want,' Max said, on a strangled groan.

Pushing on his chest, Sophie sat up, straddling him. Tossing her head back, her green eyes gleaming,
she said, 'I

want to make love to you. I always want to; it is just what you do to me.'

Max had never heard, felt or seen anything more seductive in his life. Her beautiful face was flushed
pink, her

glorious hair faling in a tumbling mass around her shoulders, playing peek-a-boo with her lush
breasts, and as for

her thighs gripping him…

'Feel free,' he murmured.

In the silence of the afternoon, with the sun pouring through the window, Sophie did just that. She was
like a child

in a candy shop as she kissed and licked her way down his great torso, tracing his bely button and
lower, stroking

his thighs, and by the time she was kneeling between them he was painfuly aroused. Fascinated, she
stroked her

hands up his inner thighs.

'I never knew a man could be so…beautiful,' she said, glancing up at his taut, dark face. She grinned a
broad,

beautiful smile. 'You are perfect.'



For a long moment Max stared at her with the strangest look in his eyes, and then said, 'What about
Sam?'

Sophie frowned in confusion. 'What about Sam? I'm going to be her bridesmaid in February,' she
murmured.

' Her bridesmaid—Sam is a woman?' he choked. 'Tel me, Sophie, how many lovers have you had?'

'Wel…' She pretended to think as it dawned on her that Max was very definitely jealous, and had
been from the

minute they'd met again. First Abe, and now Sam. 'Let me see, including you—one.'

He puled her down to take her lips with his in a fierce, possessive kiss, and then, grasping her thighs,
he thrust up

into her sleek wet heat in a paroxysm of passion.

Sophie colapsed on top of him, her heart pounding fit to burst as she felt the lingering spasms of their
mutual

climax in every nerve-ending of her body. With his arm wrapped securely around her, his hand gently
stroking her

hair, calming her down, she closed her eyes.

'Are you al right?' Max asked.

She heard his huskily voiced question and opened her eyes, looking up at him, a languorous smile
curving her ful

lips. 'Surprised, but never better,' she sighed.

'Surprised… Surprise!' he exclaimed, and pushed her away. He leapt off the bed and picked up his
trousers.

It was time they surfaced, she supposed. Heaven knew what the staff must think. And she swung her
legs off the

bed—only to see him drop his trousers again.

'Max?' she queried, and to her amazement he fel to his knees and grasped her left hand.

'I almost forgot your surprise.' He opened a velvet box and held up a magnificent emerald and
diamond ring. 'Wil



you marry me? I swear I wil love and cherish you to my dying day.'

His starkly handsome face, taut with strain, filed her vision, and tears of emotion flooded her eyes.
'This was my

His starkly handsome face, taut with strain, filed her vision, and tears of emotion flooded her eyes.
'This was my

surprise?'

She swalowed the sob in her throat. He wanted to marry her—he had already bought the ring.

'Yes,' he said, and, taking her hand, slipped the ring on her finger. He stood up, puling her with him.
'Now, al you

have to do is say yes.'

'Yes,' she cried, and their lips and hearts met in a kiss like no other—a kiss that was an avowal of
love and a

promise for the future.

* * *

'Are you sure about this?'

Sophie fingered the pearls at her throat, her wedding gift from Max, and glanced up at him with a
wealth of love

and laughter in her sparkling green eyes. Today was her wedding day, and with her family and friends
from

England, and Max's family and friends in attendance, they had married, in a moving church service in
Venice.

Sam and Gina had been her bridesmaids, and Timothy a pageboy. Gina, on learning of the gossip and
the trouble

caused by her hiding her sexuality, had come out, and her mother had accepted the fact.

The wedding breakfast had been held in an elegant restaurant near the church, and now they were
going home by

gondola, to change and adopt a more modern form of transport to fly to Paris for a short honeymoon.

'Trust me,' Max said huskily. He had never seen Sophie look more exquisite, in a long white velvet



gown, her

magnificent hair loose, entwined with a crown of rosebuds, and a velvet muff decorated with the
same flowers on

one wrist. She looked like some fey medieval princess and she took his breath away. She already had
his heart.

He caught her hand and helped her into the gondola. Sitting down, he drew her to his side. 'It is a
tradition that

Venetians travel in a gondola on their wedding day.'

'You're not Venetian,' she pointed out teasingly, and a great cry went up from the crowd gathered at
the landing

stage as the vessel, covered in garlands of flowers, began to move.

'True—but we would never hear the end of it from Diego and Maria if we didn't,' Max offered,
looking down at

his beautiful blushing bride.

'You're such a pussycat, realy, Max Quintano.' Sophie laughed.

'And you, Sophie, are my wife—Signora Quintano,' he said, with pride and heartfelt satisfaction. And
he couldn't

resist; the kiss in church had not been nearly enough. Closing his arms around her, he kissed her again.

The gondola rocked and the crowd cheered again, but the two locked together heard nothing but the
pounding of

their two hearts as one.

* * *

Much later that evening, after they had consummated their marriage, they lay with their limbs
entwined in the huge

bed of the bridal suite in a luxurious Parisian hotel, and Sophie gave Max her wedding gift.

'You know you told me Gina insisted you freeze your sperm just in case you couldn't father a child?'
She felt him

tense and kissed his jaw. 'Wel, there was no need. I'm pregnant.'



He grasped her hand and their eyes met, and she was sure she saw moisture in the luminous depths of
Max's.

'That's incredible—a miracle. But are you sure? How? When?'

'Wel…' She linked her fingers through his and cuddled up to him, secure in his love for her. 'A certain
guy walked

into my bedroom and laughed at my dols, and then he made love to me and left for a while. Then later
he

returned, with a bottle of wine and two glasses and nothing else, and he made love to me again.' She
knew the

exact moment, and as he remembered his mouth curled in a broad smile.

Max chuckled, and the grip on her hand tightened. 'It must have been al those eyes watching me that
made me

forget protection.' He drew her to him, the look in his eyes one she knew very wel.

'Or maybe I should have mentioned that a couple of the dols I colected on my travels are fertility
symbols.'

He threw back his dark head and laughed out loud. 'Ah, Sophie, amore mia, you are truly priceless
and al mine

—now and for ever.' And he proceeded to show her what he meant, with her enthusiastic co-
operation.

ISBN: 1-55254-608-X

BEDDED BY BLACKMAIL BUNDLE

First North American Publication 2006.

Copyright © 2006 by Melanie Milburne, Lucy Monroe and Jacqueline Baird.

Al rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole
or in part in

any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including
xerography,

photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, is forbidden without
the written



permission of the publisher, Harlequin Enterprises Limited, 225 Duncan Mil Road, Don Mils,
Ontario, Canada

M3B 3K9.

Al characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the author and have no relation
whatsoever

to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual
known or

unknown to the author, and al incidents are pure invention.

This edition published by arrangement with Harlequin Books S.A.

® and TM are trademarks of the publisher. Trademarks indicated with ® are registered in the United
States

Patent and Trademark Office, the Canadian Trade Marks Office and in other countries.

www.eHarlequin.com

About the Authors

Melanie Milburne

It was while she was supposed to be studying for her final high school exams that Melanie Milburne
read her first

Mils & Boon novel. She was 17 and decided right then and there she would continue reading romance
novels,

and not only that, she would settle for no less than a tal dark handsome hero as her future husband.
Wel, she's

not only stil reading romance but writing it as wel! And the tal dark handsome hero, you ask? She fel
in love

with him on the second date and was secretly engaged to him within six weeks.

They moved to Scotland so he could work and study for his M.D. in surgery, and two sons later,
arrived in

Hobart, Tasmania —the jewel in the Australian crown. Once their boys were safely at school,
Melanie went back



to university and upgraded her teaching qualifications to a bachelor's and then master's degree.

As part of her final assessment she conducted a tutorial in literary theory concentrating on the
romance genre. She

had the tutorial room decked out with hearts and champagne and roses and was standing at the front of
the room

reading a paragraph from the novel of a prominent Harlequin Mils & Boon author when the door
suddenly burst

open. The husband that she thought was safely tucked away in an operating theater doing what
surgeons are

supposed to do was actualy standing there dressed in a tuxedo, his dark brown compeling gaze
centered on her

startled blue one. He strode purposefuly across the room, hauled Melanie into his arms and kissed her
deeply and

passionately before setting her back down and leaving without a single word. The lecturer gave
Melanie a High

Distinction and her felow students gave her jealous glares! You can see by now her pilgrimage into
romance

writing was more or less set!

As wel as writing ful-time, Melanie is also a keen athlete. She enjoys long-distance running and is a
nationaly

ranked top-10 master's swimmer in Australia, holding several individual state records. She learned to
swim as an

adult, so for anyone out there who thinks they can't do something—you can! Her motto is "Don't say I
can't; say I

CAN TRY."

Melanie loves the pace and passion of the Harlequin Mils & Boon Presents series and hopes fans
enjoy reading

her stories as much as she loves writing them.

Lucy Monroe



Award-winning and bestseling author Lucy Monroe lives in the gorgeous Pacific Northwest,
surrounded by a

plethora of pets and children (her own, the neighbors, her sisters…). She finds inspiration for her
stories

everywhere as she is an avid people-watcher. So much so that she disconcerted her husband upon
first meeting

him when she watched the other dancers as much as she watched him. He thought she wasn't
interested…sily

man.

She believes there is no stronger emotion than love; that it truly can overcome pain, past rejection and
the

chalenge of finding happiness despite the hardest things life has to offer. She believes in the
victorious conclusions

found in today's romance. To her, the passionately sensual romance novel is a beautiful expression of
the reality of

love, packaged in a fantasy readers can enjoy.

When she's not writing, Lucy likes to read—big surprise, that. She can't tel you the latest show going
on

television, but she loves romantic movies, action adventure and the theater. She adores her family,
and is a

smatterer when it comes to hobbies…a little of this, a little of that.

Since seling her first book to the Harlequin Presents line in September of 2002, she has sold more
than thirty

books to three publishers and shows no signs of slowing down in the near future.

Visit her web site to read about al of her books and see flash movies for select releases, including her
Harlequin

Presents title. She truly loves to hear from readers.

Jacqueline Baird

When Jacqueline Baird is not busy writing she likes to spend her time traveling, reading, and playing



cards. She

enjoys swimming in the sea when the weather alows. But a knee injury has put an end to her sailing
days.

With a more sedentary lifestyle, she does visit a gym three times a week and has made the surprising
discovery

that she gets some of her best ideas while doing the mind-numbingly boring exercises on the weight
machines.

Jacqueline lives with her husband, Jim, and two grown sons in Northumberland, the Border Country
of England.

Coming Next Month

If you enjoyed the eBook you just read, then you'll love what we have for you next month!

ON SALE IN OCTOBER 2006

THE MIGHTY QUINNS: MARCUS by Kate Hoffman, Blaze

ASKING FOR TROUBLE by Leslie Kelly, Blaze

THE PLEASURE CHEST by Julie McBride, Blaze

JUST DARE ME… by Stephanie Bond, Blaze

THE MAVERICK by Rhonda Nelson, Blaze

A WHISPER OF WANTING by Jamie Sobrato, Blaze

MASTER OF PLEASURE by Penny Jordan, Presents

THE PLAYBOY BOSS'S CHOSEN BRIDE by Emma Darcy, Presents

PURCHASED FOR REVENGE by Julia James, Presents

HOLLYWOOD HUSBAND, CONTRACT WIFE by Jane Porter, Presents

THE RICH MAN'S ROYAL MISTRESS by Robyn Donald, Presents

AT THE SHEIKH'S COMMAND by Kate Walker, Presents

THE MILLIONAIRE'S LOVE-CHILD by Elizabeth Power, Presents

THE FRENCH COUNT'S PREGNANT BRIDE by Catherine Spencer, Presents



BLACKHAWK'S BETRAYAL by Barbara McCauley, Desire

THE PART-TIME WIFE by Maureen Child, Desire

THE MORNING AFTER PROPOSAL by Sheri WhiteFeather, Desire

REVENGE OF THE SECOND SON by Sara Orwig, Desire

THE BOSS'S CHRISTMAS SEDUCTION by Yvonne Lindsay, Desire

24 HOURS BUNDLE by Jo Leigh, Kimberly Raye and Cara Summers, Blaze

THE WRONG BED BUNDLE by Jennifer LaBrecque, Joanne Rock and Mara Fox, Blaze


	CHAPTER ONE
	CHAPTER TWO
	CHAPTER THREE
	CHAPTER FOUR
	CHAPTER FIVE
	CHAPTER SIX
	CHAPTER SEVEN
	CHAPTER EIGHT
	CHAPTER NINE
	CHAPTER TEN
	CHAPTER ELEVEN
	CHAPTER ONE
	CHAPTER TWO
	CHAPTER THREE
	CHAPTER FOUR
	CHAPTER FIVE
	CHAPTER SIX
	CHAPTER SEVEN
	CHAPTER EIGHT
	CHAPTER NINE
	CHAPTER TEN
	CHAPTER ELEVEN
	CHAPTER ELEVEN
	CHAPTER ONE
	CHAPTER TWO
	CHAPTER THREE
	CHAPTER FOUR
	CHAPTER FIVE
	CHAPTER SIX
	CHAPTER SEVEN
	CHAPTER EIGHT
	CHAPTER NINE
	CHAPTER TEN
	CHAPTER ELEVEN

