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Could love take away her bitter memories?

Natalie's fairy-tale marriage to millionaire Ryaraitdhall ended after only
three months, when her growing suspicions of Hidefity drove her to take
refuge at her father's home. There she had Ryhits ¢

Natalie had vowed never to have anything more twitlo Ryan for the rest
of her life. Now she had no choice but to contagriRfor help in financing
an operation to save her father.

Ryan agreed to advance sufficient funds. But heatel®ad Natalie and his
child as collateral!



CHAPTER ONE

THE sun was a distant glowing orb in an azure skyh witne of its promised
heat evident at this relatively early morning hour.

Natalie leaned back against the cushioned headrestendeavoured to
conjure some interest in the panoramic vista beythred smoke-tinted
window as the bus eased on to the Gold Coast higlav&outhport and
began its smooth run towards the centre of SufRaradise.

This coastal stretch of south-east Queensland mésdolden, with sand
the colour of clover honey. High-rolling waves dred to its shores in
spuming magnificence, providing sought-after sgfoonditions, which,
coupled with record sunshine hours, brought an ddwice of tourists and
holidaymakers throughout the year. Innumerable tmge high-rise

buildings lined the foreshore, bearing evocativenes that stirred the
imagination and tempted an alternative lifestyle.

With an impatrtial, slightly jaundiced eye, Natatleserved the changes that
had taken place during her three-year absence. Wffathg houses along the
highway had gone, and in their place stood modexmtacturally-designed
high-rise that added to a rapidly growing concjetele.

The faint hiss of hydraulic brakes coupled withdhiger's announcement of
arrival prompted Natalie to her feet, and she jdittee general exodus of
alighting passengers.

A quick glance at her watch confirmed that she wodhve time for a
much-needed cup of coffee.

It had been hours since she had checked out tiate¢in Brisbane, and her
stomach demanded sustenance even though her sereased rejection.

The decision to return had taken considerable geyrand for the
umpteenth time .she damned fate for being so cAuslow gnawing fear
manifested itself and played havoc with her compms@iven a choice, she
would gladly have opted out of the whole wretcheltesne— but there was
no choice. It was a case of 'damned if you do, dahihyou don't'! she



conceded wryly. Like it or not—and she didn't, raitall —she was
committed to confronting a man she had vowed n@vieave anything to do
with for the rest of her life. All her instinctsreamed for her to escape while
she could, and only determined resolve forced h&r a nearby coffee
lounge, where she ordered coffee and a light jsnack

'‘Are you on holiday?’

Natalie glanced up as the young waiter placedabd before her. 'No," she
disclaimed shortly, directing him an icy glare frosmoky-grey eyes.
Heaven preserve her from a self-assured male omé#hke!

'Would you like cream for the cappucino?' He wassigéent, his smile
openly speculative as dark Latin eyes, liquid veittmiration, roved slowly
over hex delectable curves.

'No—nor do | need anything else.' She spoke witteptve softness, but
her meaning was unmistakable, and with a philosgbtshrug he moved
away.

The coffee was aromatic, and she sipped it appreeip, aware of a
soothing effect which, coupled with a serving addted bacon and cheese
fingers, calmed her digestive juices and helpedtboher morale.

A few minutes after nine o'clock she emerged ihtorhorning sunshine and
turned towards the main street. The office buildehg sought lay three
blocks distant, and she deliberately set a brigle pablivious to the frank
admiring glances her diminutive five-feet-threekhirfiorm received.

Slim, with curves in all the right places, she mssed an enviable
peaches-and-cream complexion that moulded a delcate structure. Eyes
that lightened or darkened with each change of me@erk an intriguing

feature, and were fringed with thick dark lashesngd. shoulder- length
blonde hair resembling liquid silk shot with streak gold owed nothing to
artifice and swung softly with every move she made.

A slight breeze tempered the sun's warmth as sbssed the street,
zig-zagging her way between traffic, and on reaghime pavement she



paused momentarily to draw a calming breath. Alné&aer lay the towering
edifice housing the offices of Marshall Associatasd with a glint of
defiance she moved towards the electronically-otiett glass doors.

The elegant marble fagade echoed the luxuriousbpiaped interior, its

design and decor a visual masterpiece, and sheierped a. sense of icy
fatalism as she crossed the foyer and entered|évater. Selecting the
appropriate button, she jabbed it with unnecesdarge, and was

immediately transported with swift precision to klesignated level.

Heaven help her, she hadrived Celestial assistance was never more
warranted, she decided grimly, and summoning hatufes into a cool
polite mask she crossed the thick-piled carpet tdgveeception.

'Mr Marshall, please.' Her voice held clipped detaent, and she met the
receptionist's quick assessing stare with equayimit

'May | have your name?'

'Maclean—Natalie Maclean," she responded evenlyl her stomach
muscles tightened as the girl picked up an intéc®fphone. If Ryan
Marshall refused to see her, her task would be rdadbly difficult.

'Mr Marshall has several appointments this morniig young girl related
efficiently. 'However, there's a possibility tha¢ lsan fit you in around
midday. Will that be suitable?’

The reprieve couldn't be ignored, and Natalie nedi her head in silent
acquiescence. She had come too far to wreck whaténamce she had by
demanding instant attention. "Thank you.'

Her self-confidence descended to artigie low as she turned and walked
towards the elevator. Dear God, three hours tanfill

On reaching the ground level she stepped out h@onmarm sunshine with
no definite purpose in mind. There were not a gneatber of people around
at this relatively early hour as March was not akp@urist season, and she
wandered idly window-shopping, explored a new agc#ltbn entered a new



complex where she spent her time leisurely browsingeveral exclusive
boutiques. With a further hour until midday, shergmased the daily
newspaper and thoroughly scanned its pages ovierecof

It was five minutes to twelve when Natalie presdrterself at the reception
desk, and this time she was directed to a sumplytusished lounge with
views over the Nerang River.

'Please take a seat. Mr Marshall shouldn't be long.

Natalie selected a velvet-upholstered sofa postionear an expanse of
plate-glass. Every minute seemed an hour, deshbdewide variety of

magazines provided, and the slightest sound suedeed sending her
stomach into a series of painful somersaults.

'Miss Maclean? If you would care to come with me, Warshall will see
you now.' The smile was perfunctory, and Natal®dtto her feet, dazed by
the effort it took to control her wayward nerves.

Marshall—she hated the name, almost as much as she hataththe/ho
bore it.

Her entire respiratory system seemed out of cantraking breathing
difficult as she followed in the secretary's wa&eg each step taken down
that long carpeted corridor seemed to acceleratenher tension.

'Miss Maclean.' The announcement was professioualliyered, and with
the actions of an automaton Natalie moved intorttoen, hardly aware of
the almost silent click of the door as it closetibd her.

Like a magnet her eyes swept to the tall frametjposd indolently at ease
behind a central executive desk. Three years hadgt little change—if
anything he appeared more dynamic than ever. Bsbadlders tapering to
slim taut hips exuded leashed strength beneatlacgsuelegantly tailored
attire, and there was a rugged, almost animalsticse of power—an
inherent vitality, that was unequalled. Thick, wglbomed light-brown hair
held no hint of grey, and the dark golden, almagtrish, eyes wore an



expression of deliberate insolence as they sulgetter to a slow
encompassing appraisal.

'‘Maclean?'Ryan Marshall taunted with dangerous softnessNatdlie felt
an unaccustomed frisson of fear slither its way niber spine.

'It is my name,' she managed with deceptive calsjreasd saw the edge of
his mouth twist with sardonic cruelty.

'l seem to recall you acquired another.’

She swallowed with difficulty, feeling intensely lmerable—exposed
beneath the intense, almost electric masculinigyrttan projected. It took
incredible effort to instil a semblance of steadménto her voice. That's
something I try very hard to forget.’

One dark eyebrow rose in wry cynicism. 'Are youcassful?'

No, damnyou! she wanted to scream. She had spent too mwakgful
nights remembering to ever be able to forget. Alalte indicated with
infinite civility, 'l don't want to take up too mbof your valuable time.’

He shifted slightly, moving with lithe pantherisihage round the desk to
lean on its edge. His eyes bored into her owngedissgy and assessing, as if
they possessed a licence to her soul.

"Your reason for instigating this—confrontationrigties me.' He indicated
one of several deep- seated armchairs with anentisiveeping gesture. 'Sit
down.'

Determination, coupled with an inborn sense of mess, lifted her chin as a
stoic denial left her lips. 'I'd prefer to stand.’

The edge of his mouth formed a wry twist. 'Therabguming a position of
near-flight?'

The first stirring of anger darkened her eyes gicamy grey. 'You're not
making this very easy,' she began, and he demamittedeceptive softness,



'My dear Natalie, are you daring to suggest tisitould?’

Resentment washed over her, leaving a tide of wessi Personalities,
however provocative, mustn't be permitted to irdee: '‘My father is ill," she
stated flatly. 'A terminal disease that requiresgsety and expensive
treatment.’

There wasn't so much as a flicker of emotion apyaire those rugged
features, and the ensuing silence seemed to reagebaround the room.
Natalie was conscious of every breath she tooke ghat the loud
hammering of her heart must be audible.

Ryan Marshall's regard was swift and analytical,dyies never leaving hers
for a second. "You have my sympathy.'

'‘But not your support,’ Natalie stated with a timgditterness, recognising
no relenting in his manner.

'l wasn't aware that it had been requested,’ heteced silkily, and she drew
a deep calming breath.

'I didn't want to come here, much less appeal &p.hHer eyes regarded
him steadily. 'You are my last resort, believe me.’

'How—flattering," he acknowledged sardonically, astte met his gaze
unwaveringly, seeing the inflexibility evident, ahdted him afresh.

'‘Must | beg?

"‘Would you?'

'Is that what you want?' she demanded bitterly.

There was a swift gleam in those tigerish eyes,anghical smile twisted

the edge of his mouth. The inclination to see yowour knees is almost
impossible to ignore.’



'My God, you're despicable!" Natalie asserted widhsiderable force, and
her eyes flashed as she rounded on him. 'l ne\aggiimad it possible to hate
anyone as much as | hate you!

'Have you finished?' he drawled imperturbably. @lih there was a
warning softness evident that she refused to heed.

'Yes, damnyou!" Anger set her features alive, her entireybseeming to
reverberate-with it. 'l was mad to come heiasaneto think | might
succeed.' She turned towards the door, filled asthncredible silent rage.

'Not so fast.' Somehow he was there before hewvartng formidable wall.

At such close proximity he was unsettling, the apkere between them
charged with electrical force, and the knowledgs tie still possessed the
power to disturb her rose like bitter gall in herdat.

"You walked out of my life," Ryan essayed softly-rgarously, and it took
all Natalie's courage to stand quiescent beneatfotice of his silent anger.
'Disappeared, seemingly without trace,” he contnweninously. 'No
word— nothing, for three years.' One eyebrow liftedilent mockery. 'And
now you expect a simple "yes" or "no" answer to twamounts to a
considerable sum of money?'

Put like that, it sounded ludicrous—something she lecognised from the
start. Except that Andrea’s subtle persuasiongidgervance of her father's
steady decline into ill-health, watching him deteate almost daily, had
swept aside any misgivings.

'l should never have come,' she declared with mesign. Now, more than
ever, she was convinced of it. With as much digagyshe could muster she
made to move past him.

"There is a solution.'

Ryan's drawling tones brought her to a halt, ardssbwly lifted her head.



'l hardly dare ask.' Her grey eyes were openlyisi®fs, and she schooled
her composure to appear outwardly calm—an impasdédsk when her

pulse-beat was accelerating crazily, and she ldtédnd to her throat in an
attempt to hide its visible thudding.

'It's relatively simple,” he related quietly as $ubjected her to a slow
sweeping appraisal, his gaze fixed disturbinglytlos soft outline of her
mouth. 'We effect a reconciliation.’

Some inner voice screamed an agonised refusafpa@dwild moment she
thought she had cried out that single monosyllaleigation. All vestige of
colour left her features, leaving them pale andéeit took every reserve of
strength to remain civil, and the words came oifflyst-'I'm not that
desperate!’

Ryan's eyes darkened until they resembled chipspaiz, and she felt an icy
shiver scud down her spine at his dangerous comgedkpression. Only a
fool would dare cross a man such as he—yet shelcodaren't agree to
his proposition. Suddenly she was frighteningly eavaf her own
vulnerability—sure in the knowledge of his anged dime lengths to which
his power could extend.

'‘No?'

That softly-voiced demand brought a momentary retiiranger:No!' Dear
God, this was a thousand times worse than shevedreagined possible.

'So emphatic,’ Ryan mocked quietly, and withouutiia her hand flew to
his face, the sound as it connected seeming ursedgsloud in the
stillness of the room.

The ensuing silence seemed interminable. A muscised along his jaw,
the only visible sign of his temper, and she woadeat her own temerity in
providing provocation.

'l think I'd better leave," she evinced in a sttadgwhisper, fear of
subsequent retribution making escape imperative.



'If you don't,’ Ryan bit out tersely, 'I'm liable do something regrettable.’

How she managed to vacate the building withoutapsiing into an
unenviable heap seemed a minor miracle. Inwardiyveas shaking like a
leaf, her composure torn to shreds at what hagpread, and in a trance she
retraced her steps to the bus depot, purchaseddtessary ticket and
caught the next bus back to Brisbane where sheabasto connect with
another to Sydney.

Natalie reached the small country town of Castertiocated on the
south-west Victorian border, utterly weary in boibdy and spirit. Having
spent the past forty-eight hours travelling in gp&aeh conditions and with
insufficient rest, the thought of having to impéatiure to her optimistic
stepmother was almost the last straw. Andrea had e positive an appeal
to Ryan would succeed—the mere transition nothésg than a necessary
formality.

A drawn-out sigh left Natalie's lips as she scarthedadjacent car park. It
would have been nice to have been met, but thegyunad been expensive
enough without the additional expense of a trunlkncaifying her arrival. A
taxi was out, for she didn't possess sufficient eydior the fare. In fact, she
hadn't eaten since early that morning in an efforconserve her funds.
Calculating the evening's approaching dusk, shewetn foot, confident
she would reach home before nightfall.

The wooden gate creaked as she passed througithefighted windows
ahead were a welcoming sight as she mounted tps. ste

Andrea's response to the doorbell was instantanedlatalie!" Her
perfectly-moulded features reflected an avid ciuiypglemanding instant
knowledge. 'How did you get on?'

Natalie had trouble summoning even a ghost of gstbion't | get offered a
restoring cup of coffee first?' she countered watid reproach. The last
meal | had was breakfast." She entered the smalgl and made for the
kitchen. 'Is Dad asleep?"



'Likewise Michelle." Andrea was right behind hefaimt murmur of apology

on her lips. 'There's nothing left from dinner—didit know when to expect
you.'

"'l make do with a sandwich,' Natalie concededracting a few slices of

bread and selecting a filling from the refrigeratm Andrea set about
making coffee.

'Well?'

Natalie met her stepmother's anxious gaze acrestaltie and first took a
bite from her sandwich, then a reviving gulp ofsteng coffee.

There was no delaying the inevitable, and littleinp in embroidering
unpleasant news. Tm sorry," she said quietly, pative disbelief that
flickered across Andrea's face.

'You saw Ryan?'

'Yes, | saw him,' she agreed wearily.

'‘And herefused?’

'It wasn't a pleasant meeting.'

'But, dear God, he's your husband!" Andrea dec|aepklled.

'We're separated, remember?' Natalie corrected/wryl

"You're still his legal wife," her stepmother renéal her unnecessarily. 'If he
knew about Michelle--'

'He doesn't,’ Natalie interjected quickly, fixinget older woman with a
warning look. 'And as long as | live, he'll nevat ghe opportunity to lay
claim to her.'

"You're a fool," Andrea disclaimed vehemently. dd@ dismisses wealth in
favour of poverty.'



Natalie felt weary beyond measure, her head a@mtishe needed to catch
up on some much- needed sleep. 'How has Dad bien?oice almost
cracked with tiredness, and for a moment Andreantet.

'Worse. | had to call the doctor twice while yourgv@away. If he doesn't
have surgery soon--' her voice trailed to a wreddiadt, and Natalie saw the
shine of unshed tears before the older woman marntagmntrol them. 'For
heaven's sake, go to bed—you look as if you'regyordrop with fatigue.
We'll talk tomorrow.'

The attic at the top of the narrow flight of staisd been converted into a
suite of rooms for Natalie more than seven yeagsgipusly when her father
had remarried. An only child, she had been semsitdvthe relationship
between her father and new stepmother, and enjdlyedfeeling of
independence in having her own private niche. m@ased a sitting-room,
bedroom and adjoining bathroom, and she had bdeelgmesponsible for
the decor, and during the past three years shadwas been more grateful
for the retreat it offered.

Loath to disturb the sleeping child, Natalie didgwitch on the light, and she
quietly gathered up a nightgown before moving thfoto the bathroom
where she showered, then, refreshed, slipped bewredap cool sheets to
drift within minutes into sweet oblivion.

Having been granted a week's leave of absencenekiefew days were
busy, for Natalie found a veritable pile of workaiting her return. Her desk
overflowed with it, necessitating minimum lunch &ke and often as much
as an hour or two added on to her usual finishing.tHer employer was an
elderly solicitor of indeterminate age, whose dafishe ran with
single-handed efficiency. He had been so good abgranting
compassionate leave that she could hardly refusetk doubly hard in an
effort to bring her work up to date.

Consequently the time spent at home during Miclsellaking hours was
minimal. There wasn't much opportunity to do mdrant look in on her
father for more than ten minutes in the morningj anfurther fifteen at



night. If John Maclean had deduced a reason bdfisnxdaughter's sudden
desire for a short vacation he gave no sign, armelgnenquired if she had

enjoyed herself. He appeared to tire more easilgagat day passed, and
watching him slowly fade filled her with a sensehefpless rage.

Saturday morning dawned bright and clear, promisingshine in a contrary
southern autumn climate, and after completing arf@jor chores Natalie
strapped Michelle into the car-seat, then drove tiowvn to pick up essential
groceries.

It was a weekly ritual she enjoyed, although trawey each aisle with an
increasingly mischievous two-year-old child haddme something of an
endurance test, requiring unlimited patience afidrahand!

Having lived all her life in this small town—apdrom a disastrous three
months—Natalie knew every resident by name, andaasthe pattern with
country towns, knowledge ofe everyone's business wammonplace.
Shopping in the town's centre was never a simgdhkarafs it inevitably

involved several exchanges of conversation fromstiage of her father's
health, Michelle's new tooth, a neighbour's rheisnatto the state of the
world in general.

Consequently it was almost one o'clock when shegedtbe small, rather
careworn Mini into the garage and began unloadargphlirchases. Michelle
had become fractious, the result of hunger andniss, and it took almost
an hour before order was restored and blissfulgoesigned as the little girl
slept.

'Coffee, or a cool drink?"

'‘Coffee,’ Natalie answered without hesitation, mvia faint smile as she
regarded her stepmother across the kitchen tableed reviving.'

'I'll have one, too," Andrea agreed, standing tdéet. Til make it. You look
tired.'

'l didn't think it showed that much,’ she murmuwéth self-mockery. They
had just finished a light lunch, and suddenly nogder father's tray wasn't



resting on the servery, Natalie moved away frontale with the intention
of retrieving it.

‘John isn't here," Andrea said quickly. 'He's bie&en for a drive.’

Natalie stopped in her tracks, surprise uppernisshat wise? He was in a
great deal of pain this morning.’

The kettle whistled and Andrea poured boiling wateer instant coffee,
then placed the cups on the table.

'Sit down, Natalie.'

Something in her stepmother's tone brought a slightn, and Natalie gave
her a sharp look. 'What's the matter?' Her eya®wad, then widened with
sudden disbelieving comprehension. 'You didn't--'

‘Contact Ryan?' her stepmother completed deferysivas. Two days ago.'

"You had no right!" The words tumbled from Nataligds in a rush of anger,
and she saw the older woman's mouth tighten iketermined line.

'| consider | had ever right," Andrea insisted, aadk down into a chair, her
fingers shaking as she extracted a cigarette ftepeicket and lit it, then she
exhaled a stream of smoke as if the nicotine atonkd supply a measure of
courage. Her eyes beseeched Natalie to understantt you see | had no
choice?"

"You could have told me first!'" Natalie cried indantly, only to hear her
stepmother's voice say quietly,

'So that you could run away—again? Eventually yout out of places to
hide. Then what?' she queried a trifle grimly. '‘Ry&s a right to know of
Michelle's existence,' she added, her eyes ghteniith indignation.

'Rightd’ Natalie demanded in utter condemnation. 'Whatuaky rights?
Don't they deserve some consideration?"



Andrea released an angry puff of smoke and thremwstepdaughter an
angry glare. 'We've sheltered you for three yeldedalie—fabricated lies
concerning your whereabouts during the initial engsi Ryan made after
you'd left him." Her eyes softened slightly, silgrleading. 'You've had
every support we could offer. Now | have to thirikyour father.'

‘At my expense,' Natalie declared bitterly, thealddave bitten her tongue.
'I'm sorry," she apologised, instantly contritehd@ was a selfish thing to
say.'

A long-drawn-out sigh left the older woman's lifigyan rang this morning
while you were out, confirming arrangements he imadie for your father.
Late this morning an ambulance transported Johtiné¢onearest airport,
where he'll be flown to Sydney and admitted to taspBy this evening
he'll be in the care of one of the finest mediealts in the country.’

Natalie felt as if a hand was tightly squeezing eirt. "You'll follow Dad,
of course,' she said matter-of-factly.

'l fly out tomorrow," Andrea revealed slowly. 'Ileaa sister in one of the
inner city suburbs with whom | can stay.'

'How will you get on for money?' It was a questiatalie had to ask, even
though she already knew the answer.

For an instant her stepmother wavered, then defewitd hardly a trace of
guilt, 'Ryan has advanced sufficient funds to re¢e@e of any worry.'

Natalie felt her stomach contract, and her wholdyldzegan to ache with an
inexplicable pain. 'In return, he gets Michellehe spronounced through
white lips.

'Don't be ridiculous,’ Andrea protested. 'He cabduct her.'

Natalie directed the older woman a levelling glanGan't he?' Her voice
was totally sceptical. 'Ryan Marshall is a law unimself!'



'He struck me as a fair-minded man,' Andrea deféndied Natalie gave a
derisive laugh.

'He's hard, and totally without any scruples,' ddelared.
'‘Nonsense. | don't believe--'

'‘Michelle is mine and nobody, not even Ryan, is going to take exya
from me.' Natalie stood blindly to her feet. 'I'mimg to pack, and leave—
now."' Plans raced willy-nilly through her brain."The NMiryou won't need
it for the next few months--'

The insistent peal of the doorbell provided an ringation, sounding
unnecessarily loud to her tautly stretched neraesl she swung back
towards Andrea, her eyes stark with fear.

'You're too late.' There was an element of regréte older woman's voice,
a sense of concern, and her eyes clouded as Nsaadibitterly,

‘Thanks, Andrea. Your timing is lousy!
'Won't you at least let him in?' Andrea entreated.

‘The hell I willl" she refused vehemently. 'It'suydnouseyoulet him in. I'm
going upstairs." She had almost left the room winendoorbell pealed a
further summons, and Andrea stood to her feet, #medoher hair, then
attempted to ease some of the tension from heauriesat

'Michelle's asleep,’ she warned quietly, and Nathirdly paused as she
crossed the hall and ascended the stairs.

'With the battle about to be fought,' she shotgssly, 'l imagine she'll wake,
regardless!’

On reaching her suite of rooms she quietly clogexl door and leaned
against it, momentarily shutting her eyes in aerafit to dispel the blind
panic that drained her face of any vestige of aolou



Slowly she opened her eyes and for a moment tlpieasion was blank,
then she stirred herself sufficiently to walk irttee bedroom where her
daughter lay sleeping in a white-painted bed béniat window.

A fierce protectiveness filled her breast as sheedadown at the child,
cherubic in sleep. Light wispy blonde hair and paieamy skin, she was
Natalie in miniature—except for a pair of knowingldrhazel eyes that,
when open, were entirely Ryan's.

A short double knock on the outer door jolted Iéo awareness, and with a
deep steadying breath Natalie slowly moved from bedroom to the
cheerfully-furnished sitting-room.

Just as she reached the door it swung open, ardiéNfit a frisson of fear
slither down her spine at the sight of the mamfillits aperture. Of its own
volition her chin lifted in silent defiance, and fone unguarded second she
glimpsed naked savagery in his expression befor@as$ successfully
masked.

Silence rebounded around the room until it becameearable, and she
almost choked attempting to swallow the lump tleesterunbidden to her
throat.



CHAPTER TWO

'SHALL we dispense with any pleasantries, and go strargbt battle?'
Natalie heard her voice, shaky with anger, and woedl dispassionately if

it belonged to someone else. There was a straefjadeof unreality about
the scene. Ryanhkere.Something she had had recurring nightmares about
during the past few years, waking in a cold swkat he had managed to
elicit information leading to her whereabouts—womiscovered the wild
passion they had once shared had borne fruit ifothe of a child. Hers, but
indisputablyhis.

A muscle tensed along his powerful jaw, adding easghto a profile that
was arresting.

'l didn't come here to fight," Ryan declared wilipmed cynicism, and she
uttered a disbelieving laugh.

"You surprise me!'

'‘Aren't you going to ask me in?' he countered, aiti an exaggerated
gesture she stood to one side.

'By all means, let's be civil about the whole thing

'‘Andrea saw fit to contact me,' Ryan declared waitledge of mockery as he
moved to the centre of the room, and Natalie nehhrd gaze with a touch
of defiance.

'So I've just been informed." Her grey eyes resethlthe bleakness of a
storm-tossed sea. 'My father gets taken care of-ean@nly presume in the
best of private hospitals. Andrea has all burderdelt lifted from her
shoulders.'

Bitterness clouded her features, intermingled \aitigry rejection. 'l can
understand Andrea's methods, but | won't preterdnolone them.’



For a moment Ryan's eyes gleamed with anger, aed ta spoke his voice
was dangerously soft. 'How do you think | reactaddscovering | have a
child?'

Sparks flew from her eyes as she threw wildlyjt'thad been left to me,
you'd never have known of her existence!'

'l could strangle you with my bare hands," Ryammated mercilessly, and
for a few heartstopping seconds she experiencedirgeriear. He looked
capable of anything, his superior strength redudimeg to a state of
defenceless impotence.

'‘Assault is a punishable offence,’ Natalie declavedly.

It seemed an age before he spoke, and when hesdidibe was devoid of
any emotion. 'l want my daughter.'

Anger erupted from her throat like lava from an\acwolcano. 'You can't
have her!" Her eyes flashed with bitter enmitytaes lashed, 'I'll fight you in
every court in the country!

'Any judge would award me custody," Ryan declar&dys ‘on the grounds
that my ability to provide for her well-being isrfsuperior to yours.'

Each word hammered home with chilling finality, axatalie's voice rasped
with disbelieving incredulity. 'l won't let you takher," she whispered.
"You'll hand her over to a highly competent narthgn bundle her off to

boarding school the minute she becomes eligiblee'Words had difficulty

getting past the lump in her throat, and her baebnsed racked with pain.
'What kind of monster are you?"

‘A very human one,” he answered quietly, his eyeddimg hers
unwaveringly. 'l want you back.’

She looked at him, aghast. 'You can't be serious?’

‘Utterly.'



'‘What is this—evenge?'
'Call it whatever you like.'
'‘And if | refuse?’

'You won't." His smile was singularly humourleddichelle is my trump
card.’

‘You—Dbastard,' Natalie whispered futilely.

'Such language!" Ryan chastised mockingly, andINataunded on him in
utter fury.

'‘Go to hell!
'‘Be careful | don't take you with me,' he tauntefily.
'Words fail to express how much | hate you!

'My heart bleeds," he drawled sardonically, his fipoving to form a cynical
smile. 'Our—er— reconciliation won't be without @smpensations.’

'l don't give a damn for any so-called compensation
His expression hardened measurably. 'We fly outotoow, Natalie," he
declared with marked inflexibility. ‘Andrea will @mpany us as far as

Sydney. | suggest you begin packing.'

"You're joking!" she exclaimed, horrified as heaibrbegan whirling at the
implications such a transition involved.

‘Not in the least,’ Ryan denied wryly, regarding theough narrowed eyes.
‘The house can't be left unattended--'

'It's all been arranged, Natalie," he told her cgty, and she gave a bitter
laugh.



'Of course—forgive me. I'm merely a pawn in thighshlical charade.'

'Hardly a charade,' he reminded her sardonicalig, she forced herself to
speak with a semblance of civility.

'Having acquainted me of the details, will you gledeave?'
One eyebrow slanted with mocking cynicism. "Thismo or the house?'
'‘Both!’

'‘Andrea is very hospitable,’ Ryan disclosed digpassely. 'She offered me
a bed for the night.’

'‘Not mine.'Natalie declared vehemently, and his lips twistetd ia faint
smile.

'So adamant, my darling wife. | vividly recall an& when you leapt at the
chance.'

'l was a besotted fool," she muttered in an ungteaite, fixing her gaze on
a spot to the left of his shoulder.

‘Three years, Natalie,' he mused cynically. 'Ddrefde you've grown up?'
Resentment welled up inside her,, sharpening mgui. 'If by growing up
you mean | might condone a mistress or two, or mitren you're sadly

mistaken!

Ryan's expression became keenly alert. 'What thieahe you talking
about?'

'Simone Vesey.' Natalie revealed with succinctasrg and an eyebrow
slanted in a gesture of mockery.

'What do you want? A blow-by-blow account of evergman I've bedded
since puberty?’



'My word!" she breathed unevenly. "You mean, youemmber thenall?'

The air crackled with latent animosity, a remindéhis temper evident in
the chilling glint from his topaz eyes, and sheamsciously held her breath,
waiting for an inevitable verbal onslaught.

'Is there anything to be gained in pursuing thisveosation?' he demanded
dryly, and she released a long-drawn-out sigh.

'l admire your adroitness in escaping the issue.’
'l wasn't aware Simone Vesesasan issue.’

'Oh really, Ryan,' Natalie mocked with derisionglitin't come down with
the last shower of rain!’

'l could slap you, do you know that?' he declaiialysafter a measurable
silence.

'My goodness, is that a threat?' she counteredtsywedd saw his eyes
darken ominously.

'Don't tempt me," he began hardily. 'l have a thin on my temper as it is.'

'Why?' she demanded huskily. 'Is your ego dampémeldscover the child
you fathered is female, rather than a coveted son?’

For a moment Natalie thought he would explode, selwondered at her
own temerity in rousing his anger. The result wizam'enviable quality, and
she retained too vivid a memory of past retribugiom want to incur any
repeat.

'What you're doing amounts to coercion," she preffeshakily, and he
arched a sardonic eyebrow.

'Do you want to change your mind?'



With an unconscious movement she lifted a handsamubthed back a stray
tendril of hair behind her ear. There was no degam her manner, just a
kind of desperate curiosity. 'What would you dbdid?’

‘Take Michelle.' There was a terrible finality mose words that didn't bear
thinking about.

"You're despicable,’ Natalie whispered, appalléd.fier mother!
'I'm also her father.’

The words tumbled forth with choked in- cohereridynever forgive you
for this!"

His slow smile was a mere facsimile. 'My hearedke *

He was nothing less than a calldusite, and she was about to tell him so
when a thin piercing cry erupted from the adjoiniagm, rapidly ascending
to a fractious wail, and without a word Natalieted in escape to tend to her
daughter's needs.

Michelle was sitting up in bed, her lips puckeredlistress, two large tears
slowly wending their way down her childish che€kise instant she caught
sight of Natalie her small arms reached out anddoer became wreathed in
a full-dimpled smile.

'Had a nice nap, darling?' Natalie asked, croswirtgke the little girl into
her arms. Her lips moved down to nuzzle the swesdse at Michelle's
neck. No one, not even Ryan, was going to depmvehthe most important
possession in her life.

With easy adeptness Natalie changed the littlentother clothes, then she
swung her into her arms for a customary cuddle.hilie responded by
chuckling with delight.

'‘May [?"



Natalie hadn't heard a sound, nothing to indidaée Ryan had followed her
into the bedroom, and she turned slowly, her aimedding her daughter as
if from some predatory aggressor.

His eyes met hers unwaveringly, silently demandihg comply, and her
chin lifted of its own volition. Her hold on MicHelinstinctively tightened
as she glimpsed his savage anger.

Heaven knew what would have happened next if Mieh&scinated by the
sight of a strange man, hadn't suddenly decidgdaffer Ryan a singularly
sweet smile.

'Hello there," he greeted her quietly, his lipseavichg into a slow lopsided
smile, and immediately was rewarded with a gurgthgckle.

'l usually take her downstairs for a glass of maitid a cereal biscuit,’ Natalie
put in stiffly.

‘Then | suggest you let me do so. Andrea can supplgustenance while I.
become better acquainted with my daughter.’

'While | do—what?' «

The smile was still evident, but his eyes were dagoklen chips. 'Pack," he
instructed succinctly, daring her to defy him as@/ed and took Michelle
from her arms.

The door opened, then closed quietly behind hird,iewas with a supreme
effort that Natalie managed to control the urgehtmw something in his
wake! She would have taken much satisfaction iratt®n—no matter how
futile!

Impotent rage clouded her gaze as she retrieveditease from the
wardrobe, and flinging it on to the bed she thrdethes into it with no
compunction for their neatness. Michelle's favauritys were placed into a
large overnight bag, then she did a quick mentatkhhat no necessities
had been overlooked.



At the lower edge of the narrow staircase Natatiesed and drew a deep
steadying breath before moving towards the louniger eyes were
suspiciously bright as she met Andrea's quick d@rgaze, and the tight
little smile she summoned forth didn't fool anyone.

Ryan was seated comfortably in an armchair withhdile positioned on
one powerful thigh, the little girl appearing tdyaénchanted with the new
man in her life as she busily attempted to unbutisrshirt.

Learning at an early age, Natalie thought silendigd caught the faint
cynicism in his gleaming eyes. Damn him—he had géMaeen adept at
reading her mind!

'How about a drink?' Andrea suggested brightly.
'Ryan? Whisky, if | remember correctly. And Natahdight sherry?'

Oh, for the sanity of preserving the conventionataNe mocked silently as
she accepted the glass of amber liquid.

''ve organised dinner," Andrea prattled, aware tha tension within the
room could be sliced with a proverbial knife. Ywill dine with us, Ryan?'

He inclined his head in silent acquiescence. 'Thamnk'

Natalie darted him a glance that held thinly- veeMenom, and was met with
an expression of musing mockery. Damn him! He seerbent on
deliberately making things as awkward for her asspgme! Her mood
verged on dangerous antipathy, and the alcohol gavehe impetus to
qguery, 'Perhaps one of you would care to enlighteras to the extent of the
information Dad has been given regarding the suddaitability of funds?
Her eyes burned with ill-concealed fury as she @dhwith deliberate
sarcasm, 'After all, our stories should match, tgou think?"

Andrea glanced nervously at Ryan, who assertedsitkia smoothness,

‘John has been told the truth." He paused delddgrathen continued
blandly, "Your recent—holiday was instrument iniaging a reconciliation.



Naturally, upon learning of my father-in-law's éiss, | insisted on assuming
responsibility for any medical expenses.'

‘Naturally," Natalie echoed dryly. She could only admirerthenspiracy. It
had all been carefully planned, and doubtless Amtik justified in sparing
John any unpleasantness. It was the one thingvdmtommendable in the
entire misadventure!

‘Sarcasm doesn't suit you,' Ryan slanted impenlyband she gave a wry
laugh, emptying the contents of her glass befopssing to the cabinet to
refill it from the decanter.

'What do you expect? Polite conversation?'

Andrea shifted slightly on her chair, attempting deal with an awkward
situation as best she knew how. 'We've had a véddysummer,' she began,
directing her attention to Ryan. 'How has the weiabieen on the Coast?"

'Oh, by all means,' Natalie intervened facetiouty's discuss the weather.’

'‘Contrary,"” Ryan answered, blandly ignoring hisewiWith the highest
rainfall recorded in more than a decade.’

'Interesting how the seasons appear to have chavgedhe years," Andrea
commented, as if the topic consumed a vital integesl Natalie felt stifled
by the banality of the situation.

'If you'll excuse me,' she said abruptly, Til ledlve two of you to discuss the
state of the world.' She glanced towards Andrdauripeg the washing from
the line, and prepare Michelle's vegetables.' @ffea bright smile, she
barely skimmed Ryan with her gaze, hating the @agewhich Michelle
had accepted him. 'I'm sure the two of you can marmpite well without
me.'

Dinner was not the dreaded event Natalie had inegiginmight be, for with
sophisticated adroitness Ryan managed to maintaomeersational flow,
despite her often monosyllabic response. It dskeim to bother him a whit
whether she participated or not.



At the end of the meal, Natalie rose to her fe¢h alacrity. 'I'll attend to the
dishes.' She collected plates and began stackemg, tiefusing to meet those
dark musing eyes across the table.

'Irish coffee, Ryan?' Andrea suggested, appeaeitaxed and at ease. 'A
nice finishing touch, don't you agree?"

Til set the coffee on to perk.' Natalie escaped ihe kitchen with a sense of
relief, despite the seemingly mountainous pile aafcepans, crockery and
cutlery that needed to be washed. Andrea had reaflyassed herself with
dinner, applying all her culinary skills and suatieg beautifully—
although dealing with the aftermath took considiréime before order was
restored.

With the coffee made, its tantalising aroma teabedastebuds as Natalie
placed three mugs on to a tray and carried it iheolounge, whereupon
Andrea looked up with a trace of guilt.

'l should have given you some help.’
'‘Nonsense,' Natalie dismissed. "You couldn't néglacguest.’

'‘Good heavens,' the older woman exclaimed in mi@zement, 'Ryan is
more than a mere guest?'

Natalie chose silence, deliberately avoiding hizegas he took a mug from
the proffered tray, then seating herself in a €raginchair on the opposite
side of the room she pondered just how soon shé&l abecently retire
without making her exit too glaringly obvious.

'Will it be convenient if we leave around severha morning?'

She glanced up at the sound of that drawling vaieatring her attention
somewhere in the vicinity of his left ear. 'I'mgused you bother to ask." A
tinge of cynicism entered her voice. 'l imagined'ddhave the arrangements
made, without referring to me as to their suitapili

‘You didn't answer the question.’



Her smoky grey eyes shifted to meet his. 'How azdravelling?' she asked
levelly, and felt her heart give a sudden lurcAadrea stood to her feet, for
all the world intent on declaring her need for anyenight.

"You will excuse me, won't you?' Andrea's smile@mpassed them both.
Til leave you to settle the finer details. Goodnigh

Don't go! Natalie wanted to scream. For God's sdke;t leave me alone
with him! But it was too late, for the older womesas already at the door,
her departing smile a stark reminder of Natalielserability.

Ryan regarded her steadily, his expression enigntdé appeared totally at
ease, and it was all she could do not to turn ke f

After what seemed an interminable silence, he méat her in a lazy drawl.
‘A chartered Lear jet will take us to Sydney. Afersuring that Andrea is
safely met by her sister, we'll fly on to Coolarigat

'Where your car is waiting,' she concluded, anchgéied his wry smile.

'Yes.'

Standing to her feet, Natalie collected the mugd #re tray with the
intention of taking them through to the kitchen.

'In such a hurry to escape my company?' His mocttag/l brought forth a
surge of latent anger.

'It's been a very wearying day,’ she retorted agerity, spearing him with
a stormy glance. "Tomorrow won't be any betteneitang from dawn to
sunset. | intend getting a full night's sleep.’

Ryan's mouth twisted into a sardonic smile. 'Y@st blone, Natalie. Enjoy
it.

For a heartstopping moment she was tempted to thinewtray and its
contents at his hateful head, then sanity prevaiéthout bothering to look



at him, she walked from the room, and in the kitckbe rinsed the mugs
and put them to drain, then replaced the tray.

There was no means by which to reach the staifsowitgoing through the
lounge,, and she studiously avoided glancing ahRygashe moved towards
the hall.

'‘Andrea failed to indicate where I'm to sleep.’ iAisce reached her just as
she was about to open the door, and she turnedetdhe lazy mockery
evident in his expression.

The guest room is to the right of the stairs," Neteold him bleakly. Til
check that the bed has been made up.'

The fact that it hadn't filled her with silent raggamn Andrea for placing
her in such an invidious position! It was all Na&atould do not to fling the
necessary sheets and blankets on to the bed a@ndactrRyan to make it up
himself.

The chore was completed in a matter of minutes,hemdace was a stony
mask as she attempted to move past him.

The elusive woodsy tang of his aftershave teasedhdstrils as she drew
close. Every last nerve-end tingled into awarenesking her shockingly

aware of him, and there was no willpower in theld@ble to halt the faint

tinge of pink that crept over her cheeks. Threesreanore than a thousand
nights hadn't dimmed the electrifying hunger, theed that she had

deliberately buried deep inside herself.

Dear God, what was the matter with her! How cotid sespond like this
when she hated him-hrated with every fibre in her body! It was madness,
some temporary form of insanity.Hadto be!

A slight movement alerted her attention, and witlsemse of terrible
fascination she watched as Ryan lifted a hand diydriaced the outline of
her lips. 'Are you staying?'



The soft drawl acted like a douche of cold wated ahe wrenched away,
filled with sickening despair. 'No+re!

She reached the safety of her room, hardly awateawing ascended the
stairs, and leaned against the closed door, heatling as heavy and
spasmaodic as if she had just run a mile.

It was a long time before she roused herself saffity to move towards her
bedroom, where she slowly and mechanically weruidin the motions of
preparing for bed.

Slipping between the sheets, she buried her headhe pillow with an
audible groan as painful memories came floodingkbaca sequence of
hauntingly vivid events, making sleep impossible.



CHAPTER THREE

IT had begun with a carefree holiday Natalie shargd wwo girl friends,
each taking three weeks' annual leave, and intermingoying as much fun
and sun as the famed Queensland coastal resautfef'S Paradise claimed
to provide.

On the fourth eveninglhursday—dear God, she could even remember the
day, thehour—they had elected to visit a disco, where durirggdburse of
the evening she had been unable to deter the amolatches of her partner
and had signalled her friends that she intendéeiie.

Thinking nothing of walking the two blocks to thet&l, she had viewed the
four young revellers ahead with scant regard uhtly surrounded her,
jostling and jeering as they halted her progresdirst she had smiled and
stepped aside, then when they refused to let h&es plae unloosed a few
pithy words with little effect, and just as thingsgan to get out of hand a tall
lean stranger appeared on the scene, and in arrohteconds the youths
were gone.

Thank you,' Natalie proffered gratefully, turnirgter rescuer with a slight
smile. 'That was fast becoming a sticky situation.’

‘You're a visitor to the Coast?'
It was more a statement than a query, and sheajgiet chuckle. 'Is it that
obvious?' In the dimly-lit side-street all she abuletermine was a tall

well-built frame.

It isn't wise to walk alone here at night," hesager drawled. 'If you must,
choose one of the main streets where there argygépeople.’

‘| didn't think," Natalie found herself saying withtal honesty. 'The hotel is
only a short distance away, and the Esplanade sedmaeuickest route.'

'If you don't want a recurrence of that nasty eiésd suggest you allow me
to drive you back to your hotel.’



'‘And jump from the frying pan straight into theeff’ she retorted with a faint
laugh. 'Thanks—nbut no, thanks.'

'Such independence!" he mocked quizzically, andes@onded cautiously,

'Having just delivered a warning on "stranger- dahgyou contradict
yourself by suggesting | get into your car.’

He was walking beside her, within touching distaremed he laughed—a
deep throaty chuckle that made her turn and lodirat

The illumination from a nearby street light threvg Features sharply into
focus, outlining a broad-chiselled profile with amesting quality that sent
shock-waves slithering down the length of her spine

'So—no car,' he mocked, and his firm sensuouslyldeaumouth widened
into a smile. 'By your own admittance, the hotaltitar. We'll walk.'

Natalie gave a faint shrug. 'It really isn't neeegs
'Call it my good deed for the day.'

She wrinkled her nose at him, and her eyes danddd ilivconcealed
humour. "You don't look the Boy Scout type.'

His answering smile did strange things to her dgpuim. 'Just whato |
look like?!

Her head tilted to one side as she regarded himmiH-sophisticated,’ she
proffered pensively. 'Successful, I'd say. You h#vat certain air. And
popular with the fairer sex.'

'Not trustworthy? Reliable?’
Natalie laughed, and it was a sweet melodic sowittiput pretention. 'l'd

have to know you a lot better before I'd dare tespeomment on those
gualities.'



'Have dinner with me tomorrow night." It wasn't aegtion, it was a
statement—expecting acceptance.

'I'm holidaying with two friends,' she refused pelly.
'Who can surely spare you for one night?'

'‘No—thank you. | don't know you—anything about yahe explained
carefully. They had almost reached the end of de®rsd block, and her
hotel lay just across the street, its entrancezabhath light.

'Do you have a name?"

She looked at him squarely, sensing a dangerouspeling quality—an

inherent determination to conquer any obstacle #tabd in his way.

Accepting a date with him would be akin to divirffja jetty into unknown

depths in the dark of night! 'l don't think my namemportant,' she said
quietly. 'Thank you for providing an escort. Goagtrii'

Not waiting for his response, she stepped fronptheement and crossed to
the hotel, entering its portals and summoning teeator without so much
as a backward glance.

During the following few days the three girls afttately shopped and
sunbathed, electing on Saturday night to take imuach-advertised
floorshow held at an international hotel.

It was halfway through the evening during an intsswn that Natalie
experienced a strange prickling sensation at tee baher nape, and turning
slowly to discover the cause she came face tovattenone other than her
tall dynamic rescuer. Her smile was little more ntha polite
acknowledgment, of his presence before she turaeld to converse with
her friends.

What happened next was unexpected, but afterwhiel€culd only view
the encounter with musing resignation.



'‘May | offer to get you a drink?' The deep drawluggce from close behind
simultaneously accompanied his light touch at hieowe, and even before
she turned she could see the effect his presensehaang on both her
friends.

Susan, the more vivacious of the three, recognsmgpportunity too good
to let slip through her fingers immediately rosétte occasion and accepted
with gracious alacrity.

The inevitable introductions were effected, ande¢med a refusal to join
his table was unavoidable—impossible, when Susdnah@ady accepted
on their behalf!

Ryan Marshall proved himself to be an attentivethasd without being
aware of it Natalie found she had been subtly aetlin an invitation to his
home the following evening.

After the show he insisted on driving the thredsgack to their hotel, and
on parting instructed that they be ready at selreméxt evening.

'We'll get a taxi,' Natalie said a trifle despematenly to be foiled in the
attempt by his insistence that he would call fenth

Choosing what to wear and the ensuing preparatmmfie evening ahead
seemed to take most of the day, although despitgpbsition.

Natalie elected to wear a simply-cut dress in agarane silk, its bodice
gathered at the waist, creating a blouson effhetskirt falling a few inches
below her knees. The colour highlighted the faisrefsher hair and gave her
lightly tanned skin an added glow. High-heeled misa sandals and a
matching white clutch purse were a perfect comptemand although she
applied make-up with care, she-chose an understieki, using a
minimum of eyeshadow and mascara, and merely sradahshiny gloss
over her lips.

She settled into the front seat of the luxurioubicle with a sense of
trepidation. Ryan Marshall was no ordinary man. Taehe drove was an



expensive foreign model, and it seemed her womatsfevere confirmed
when he took the turn-off leading to an exclusiweer island suburb.

Cronin Island was the smallest and perhaps the pnestigious of the island
developments, for Surfer's Paradise was a longtalosssip whose inner
islands lay along the meandering Nerang River aedewinked to the
mainland by several bridges. Developers had hatbtiesight to gauge the
Coast's potential, and over the years had develtpedmall islands into
canal estates, continuing canal development dmetoainland fringes. The
result was unique, providing highly sought-afteal restate. No visit to the
tourist mecca was complete without taking a crusdeng the canal
waterways, receiving colourful commentary on thstdry of the canal
development, and an opportunity to view some of there famous
millionaire residences.

The evening possessed an unreal quality from thmenbRyan swept the
car between high electronically-controlled wrougbt: gates and brought it
to a halt in the forecourt of what could only besctébed as a mansion.
Guests began arriving shortly after eight, and rdurihe ensuing hours
Natalie was supremely conscious of his every glatioe slight almost

secretive smile he gave her whenever their eyaneséo meet— which

was often. Some form of elusive magic was pullimgnt together, and she
appeared powerless to stop it. Common sense satdantger to run as fast
and as far as she could. Ryan Marshall, whatevdreeverhe was, was a
thousand light years apart from the life she led, ® become involved with

him in any way was asking for heartache.

It was Natalie's insistence that resulted in thedlyirls getting a taxi back to
the hotel. Her polite refusal to have Ryan driventhdrew forth a faint

teasing smile, and when the taxi drew up outsiéegidtes he leant out a
hand and idly brushed his fingers down her cheek strangely gentle

gesture.

'‘Goodnight, Natalie.' His voice was a soft sedctivawl, and despite the
warm evening air, she shivered.

At nine the following morning he phoned with anitation to dinner that
evening. Politely but firmly, she refused, and goivn the receiver.



When the girls returned from the beach that aftemndhere was a
cellophane-wrapped florist's box containing ongleimed rose, and a card
indicating that he would call at six-thirty.

'‘No," Natalie insisted, when she was alternatedagéd with and berated by
her friends.

'For heaven's sake—haj®rgeous!'Susan wailed in despair. 'What have
you got to lose?'

My sanity—among other things! she wanted to screlastead she said
calmly, 'I'm not going out with him.'

"You mean you'll stay here and tell him so whemhies?'

'‘No." She wasn't that brave! 'I'll leave a messstgbe desk.' She wrinkled
her nose at them, inveigling, 'How about dinnertte¢ Pizza Hut, or
McDonald's—followed by a movie?" .

They complied, albeit reluctantly, returning to tiwel after eleven, and the
next morning there was a further floral tribute—stlime the message read,
'I'm serious. Seven this evening. Ryan'. Half anr hater the phone rang.

'It's for you," Susan announced, holding the resreout towards Natalie,
who shook her head, mouthing a silent messageimgldner absence from
the apartment.

Ten minutes later there was a knock at the doat,Natalie flew into the
bedroom. 'If it's who | think it is--' she pauséeéy eyes wide as a gamut of
emotions darkened their depths, 'I'm down at thacke-or in the
pool—anywhere," she finished blindly.

It didn't do any good. Three minutes later the dgmened, and Ryan was in
the room, his lengthy frame leaning with indolease against the wall.

"You can't come in—this is a bedroom," Natalie altretammered, her eyes
wide with consternation as she gazed at him.



'‘Correction,” he drawled. 'lt's a room in which rtheare two
beds—somewhere you've escaped in order to avoidihg?'

‘Can't you accept that | won't go out with you® sbuntered, her grey eyes
serious.

'You don't wear a ring proclaiming any man's rightpossession," Ryan
declared quietly. 'Is it possible you're afraichué?’

He was too perceptive by far! 'Yes,' she admittadkyy. Worse, afraid of
myself, she added silently.

His voice was deep and wholly serious. 'I'd like tipportunity to get to
know you.'

A choking, faintly scornful laugh left her lipsDon't you mean "get me into
bed"?'

Dark golden eyes flared briefly with anger, thesimiouth twisted into a wry
smile. 'That, too.'

Natalie had difficulty in swallowing. 'l don't goni for transient
relationships,' she responded steadily, and hibreyeslanted in quizzical
appraisal.

'‘Meaning that | do?’

'Look,' she began desperately, 'you're probablrg rice man. In fact, you
look--' she searched for an appropriate word, aied. 'Susan would go out
with you in a flash," she rushed, throwing her lsandt in a gesture of
despair. 'Whyme?'

‘Dinner tonight," Ryan insisted softly. 'If you doagree, I'll bundle you into
the camow.'

She felt her eyes widen into large pools of inchiégduYou can't do that!

'‘Can't I?" he mocked lightly, and she made onealtisinpt.



"What about your job—you must work at something!'

''ve decided to delegate responsibility today.riteved from the door and
advanced slowly towards her. 'We're going out. N®@paused, and placed a
finger to her lips, 'no arguments.’

'‘My friends--'
'If having them along means | gaiu by all means ask them.’

It was an enjoyable day, as Ryan drove to outhefway spots, places the
tourist buses rarely frequented, and if he interttiatl the time spent in his
company might melt her resistance, he succeeded.

The restaurant was small and secluded, elicitiagpitronage of the socially
elite, and it wasn't until Natalie had sipped &dldss of wine that she began
to relax a little.

‘Tell me about yourself.'

She glanced at the man opposite and profferedjlat slimile. '‘Age, rank and
serial number?' she quipped lightly. 'Really, I'emyuninteresting. From an
ordinary middle-class family, comprising fathermhother—no brothers
or sisters. I've lived all my life in a small cogntown near the south-west
border of Victoria. I'm nineteen years of age, &naork for an elderly
solicitor." The wine was giving her courage—perhsips should have some
more! "Your turn.’'

‘Thirty-two, a family well scattered in severalfdifent countries throughout
the world. Development and construction is my bessy

Her eyes sparkled with hidden laughter. 'Very ceelgi compiled. You
must be very successful,’ she added, and metdusglitful gaze.

'Yes. Does it bother you?'

'Wealth can't buy health or happiness,' she sawllgl



'It helps,' he assured her with mocking cynicism.

'l imagine it does,' Natalie agreed seriously. haligh I'd hate to be unsure
whether my friends liked me for myself, or merelgr fthe material
possessions my wealth could provide.'

His eyes narrowed thoughtfully. 'You're too clebsr far—do you know
that?'

Very carefully she lifted her glass and took a aémé sip. 'This is an
excellent wine.'

A slow smile teased the edges of his mouth, arrdised his glass in a silent
mocking toast.

The food surpassed anything she had ever tasteb,aanthe evening
progressed she began to view its end with mixedtiem® Sure that she
needed all her faculties alert and not underminedi@ohol, she refused to
have her glass refilled. It didn't elude her thgaRwas well aware of the
reason why, and what was more, found the fact argusi

In the car she was silent, unable to think of agho say that wouldn't come
out as inane or inconsequential. It took all ofrfounutes to reach the hotel,
yet each one seemed like an hour, and when Ryamghirohe vehicle to a
halt she sat still, longing to flee from his preseryet not quite able to
summon the courage to do so.

'Is it all men who have this effect—or just me?"

Natalie endeavoured to evade the issue. "ThanKoraa pleasant evening.'
She reached for the door clasp, only to be forestal

‘You're trembling—why?' he demanded softly. 'l h@veghe slightest
intention of harming so much as a hair on your badinead.’

'It's late," she ventured a trifle desperately, lmmdmiled. Without a word he
leaned an arm along the back of her seat and besirds her. His warm



breath fanned her cheek, then his lips touchedaslokee before trailing
slowly down the edge of her jaw to the corner afrneuth.

It was a gentle caress, provocative and fainthsitep momentary, and
leaving her with a strange bereft feeling as hehed for the clasp to
unlatch her door.

'‘Goodnight, Natalie." His voice bore a trace of keyg, and she slipped
from the car, her reciprocal murmur lost in thersbaf the soft clunk as the
door closed behind her.

In a daze she walked to the entrance and insedelldy into the security
lock, and when the doors slid shut behind her sineetl and caught a
glimpse of gleaming paintwork as the racy Ferrgsped out on to the road.

For some unknown reason she wanted to cry. He el mo mention of
ringing, nor had he suggested another date. Stekttritell herself she didn't
care, but how else could she explain the stranige deep inside her?

With the dawn came reason and a resolve to forgetompelling Ryan
Marshall. Natalie was evasive when begged to redatry detail of the
previous evening, and dispelled the inclinatiostay close to the phone in
case it rang, choosing instead to spend the dthedieach. There were no
messages at reception on their return, and witekniy of desperation she
suggested they eat out, attend a nightclub—anythimgn attempt to be
caught up in noise and laughter so that her attentas diverted away from
the man who had begun to fill her thoughts to sadltegree that it was
vaguely frightening.

The next morning she was dragged from sleep bystiied of the phone
ringing, and she flew to answer it, unsuspectingainstate of half-
wakefulness as to who might be calling at suchaaly éour.

'Natalie?"

She slumped against the wall, unable to find hare/for a few seconds, and
Ryan's deep drawl held amusement.



'Did | get you out of bed?'
Hastily she consulted her watch. 'lt's seven dcloc

'‘And you're standing there in a demure cotton shith your hair all
tousled," he mused, and she could sense the laugliiis voice.

'l have no intention of telling you anything abany sleeping attire," she
declared unsteadily, and heard a deep-throatekighimcresponse.

'I'll be back early this evening. Will you have déer with me?"'

'‘Back from where?' The words were out before shudcstop them, and she
cursed herself for appearing inquisitive.

'Sydney. | flew down yesterday.’
'Oh.'
'Shall we say seven?'

She wanted to say no, but a single monosyllabie@eaace left her lips of
its own volition, and it was only after she hadlaepd the receiver that she
cursed herself for being a fool in arranging to lsiee again.

The hours through the day dragged, and she wayg eegdod ten minutes
before the appointed time, her nerves setting toenach into an impossible
knot as she waited. Twice she considered changencattire, undecided
whether the simple cream silk blouse and penait-skirt were suitable for
what he had in mind. A slight hysterical bubble dbuin self-derisive

mockery. What Ryan Marshall had in mind was undedilytto remove her
clothing as skilfully and unobtrusively as possible

His arrival created havoc with her finely-tuned s3) and the sight of his
lengthy frame attired in an opened-necked blad¢ksdiirt and expensively-
tailored cream trousers almost robbed her of thigyato speak.



In the car she sat in silence, and it was only wineturned from Chevron
Island and headed towards Cronin Island that hestfears were realised.

'We're dining at your home?'Ryan’s glance was awitanalytical. 'l prefer
not to share your company with a room full of sgews.'

The butterflies in Natalie's stomach set up a feghng tattoo and she
endeavoured to inject a steadiness into her vaiteink you'd better take
me back to the hotel.'

The car slowed and turned into the wide sweepimngedry, coming to a

halt outside the entrance. Carefully Ryan switcb#dhe engine, then he
turned towards her, resting an elbow on the stgavimeel as he allowed his
gaze to rove slowly over her expressive features.

Natalie forced her eyes to remain steady duringithanse scrutiny, hating
him for placing her in such an invidious positionatihg herself equally for
being so vulnerable.

'l have any number of female acquaintances withrwhaan indulge a
bedroom romp," he informed her cynically, then padcsrelentlessly, 'My
housekeeper has prepared an excellent meal. Theg ezt it, in your
company, is all I have in mind.’

"You expect me to believe that?'

'‘Get out of the car, Natalie.' His voice held &ysthreat that sent shivers of
apprehension slithering down the length of her espand she complied
without so much as a word.

With a mounting sense of trepidation she precededthrough the wide
panelled doors into the foyer, allowing herself® led into a spacious
lounge, and it wasn't until she had taken a fewvney sips of some
excellent wine that she had the courage to take ofoher surroundings.

The neutral clover-shaded carpet was thick-piledllarurious, providing a
perfect background for the dark laquered cane tummi whose soft-
plumped cushions were covered in apricot silk. Espee paintings adorned



pale cream textured walls, and large sliding gthss's were smoke- tinted,
providing privacy as well as acting as a filter foe strong Queensland
sunlight.

"You have a beautiful home,' Natalie accorded salgeand glimpsed the
faint sardonic cynicism in the tigerish eyes sonstatice from her own.

'Very politely spoken,” Ryan acknowledged with alge of mockery. 'If |
offer to show you the rest of it, doubtless yorethd some ulterior motive
into the invitation.'

‘Not at all," she responded civilly. 'I'd find ifascinating experience.’

Without a word he crossed the room, and takinggtass from her hand he
placed it down on to a nearby glass-topped tabfeepebrow slanted in
quizzical amusement as he glanced at her. 'Aresyoiit's my home you're
referring to?'

The wine had given her the necessary confidenaanderself against him.
'Of course. | have your word that you have no idtenotive in mind.’'

His response was an echo of silent laughter, bringn answering smile to
her lips as she allowed herself to be led on aaburspection.

The house comprise*! three levels, two of whichewevident from the front
entrance. The lower level was at the rear overlogpkine Nerang River, and
it was in this large room that the party had beeld.hSlate-paved floors,
brick and alternate timber feature walls providesiumning background for
the cane furniture, and sliding glass doors raretitee length of one wall,

opening out on to a paved courtyard where a magmfiswimming pool

reposed, its translucent waters tinged a cool bluexquisite tiling. The

grounds were lit by inconspicuous lighting, reveglan outdoor barbecue
area and perfect landscaping.

A formal dining room adjoined the lounge on the wrd level, and
opposite* the main entrance foyer was an inforrebdvision lounge with
comfortable sprawling chairs and settees, eleatrsteireo equipment, and a
video recorder. There was also a study, a secdiodmal dining room,



beyond which was a kitchen containing every coraf@der labour-saving
electrical device, including a microwave oven.

The upper level comprised no fewer than five bedrgceach with en suite
facilities. The housekeeper's living quarters wergelf-contained suite of
rooms and were situated above the garages toftha the house.

‘Very impressive," Natalie murmured as they readhediounge. She had
been conscious of Ryan's close proximity and awérigs effect on her
equilibrium.

'Another drink?"

Dared she? There would be wine to accompany thé em@hsomehow she
had to get through the evening with all of her faes intact. 'No, thank
you,' she refused quietly. 'But don't let me stop from having another.™

Ryan shook his head. 'Let's go in to dinner, sha®'

Afterwards Natalie had no clear recollection of wélae ate, other than that
the food was excellent, the wine a palatable comeid. They talked,
touching on a wide variety of subjects, listenethtgsic, and at midnight, in
almost Cinderella fashion, she elected to leave.

Quite how she managed to find herself in Ryan'samas a mystery, but it
felt right to be there, and his mouth was gentléers, tasting the sweetness
of her lips with a curious lightness that made &elne for more. Hardly
aware of what she was doing, she let her arms arpep clasp behind his
neck as she unconsciously moved close against him.

A soft intake of breath was the only warning sheereed, then his mouth
became hard and demanding, mastering her own inss tkat was
devastating. In a total annihilation of her sengdsft her weak-willed and
malleable beneath his experienced hands, and wdéndily released her
she was barely able to stand.

'Home, | think," Ryan decreed enigmatically, takimgper bemusement with
a narrowed, slightly speculative gaze.



In the car outside her hotel he bestowed a brief kiss, then leaned across
and opened her door.

To say Natalie floated through the entrance foyas &n understatement,
and his image filled her dreams, haunting her thinothe following day
until his phone call confirmed that he wanted te Ber again—after hours
spent convincing herself she was too young, toeeratooinexperienced
for him to be the slightest bit interested.

They dated frequently—constantly, was perhaps rmpteand Natalie spent
each day torn between the deep wealth of feelir@gnRyas able to evoke,
and the knowledge that it could never be anythiryenthan a holiday
romance. She managed to keep her head—barely. dfetiing occasion
became a subtle battle of willpower, and never igefi@d she been made so
shockingly aware just how easy it was to succuntheanoment, or to lose
sight of the moral principles she considered sooirtgmnt.

The days flew, each signalling one less to be sipeRyan's company, and
Natalie became filled with bitter-sweet agony as those of her holiday
drew near. The last evening commanded every oumcgtrength she
possessed, and she prepared for it carefully, geminordinate amount of
time with her make-up, even going so far as to veeaew dress bought
especially for the occasion.

When she stepped into the Ferrari her greetingovas-bright, her smile
wide as she fastened the seatbelt. If Ryan notleedhade no comment, and
he eased the powerful car into the stream of traffi

Natalie was too numb to take much notice of whieeg tvere going, and it
was only when the car swept to a halt in the curdgdeway that she
realised he had brought her to his home. Giveno&cehshe would have
opted for a large restaurant where the patronagke flaorshow would

provide an essential distraction. A quiet intimed@delit dinner might very
well be her downfall!

The wine and the food were excellent, and she gsadoaach mouthful
much as a condemned prisoner might regard his firedl. Coffee was



served in the lounge, and it required both hand®td the cup steady as he
sipped the delicious brew.

Td like to thank you for making my holiday such anjoyable one," Natalie
ventured evenly, amazed she hadn't stumbled oeemttrds— despite
having rehearsed the trite little phrase counti@sss throughout the day.

'Will you marry me?"

'It's been very kind of you to give up so much ofiytime,' she continued,
then realisation dawned as the full intent of hagds sank in. 'Would you
mind—repeating that?' she uttered faintly, and géed his silent laughter.

'Do | need to?'

Her eyes were wide and unblinking, and she coule tsavorn her heart
stopped beating. T think so,' she said carefully.

Without a word Ryan extracted a small velvet jear&sl box, snapped open
the lid, then slid the exquisite solitaire diamandto the appropriate finger
of her left hand.

'It's beautiful,’ Natalie whispered, in awe of mggnificence. Large clear
grey eyes regarded him seriously. 'Are you surewawt me to have it?'

'Shall | go down- on bended knee and declare myensng devotion?'
Ryan parried gently, holding her gaze.

‘That might be expecting too much," she began adgye 'Although the
temptation is almost irresistible." A mischievoysarkle lit her eyes.
'Perhaps | should insist. | may never see you sabhed again.’

'Minx," he murmured wryly, pulling her into his asmi've a good mind to
render a punishment that will have you beggingiiercy!

His mouth settled on hers with passionate intensiaring as he branded
his possession, and when she thought her lungstnmgist his hold
slackened.



'l think it's just as well I'm going home tomorroWatalie voiced shakily as
she rested her head against his hard chest. Thghhof being apart from
him, even for a day, seemed too much to bear.

'I'm flying down with you tomorrow to convince yotather my intentions
are honourable." She sensed the smile she knew ¢m lnis lips. 'Also to
convince him that a short engagement is essedtigithing more than a
week, and I'll be on the brink of insanity."

‘A week--'

'If it could be arranged in less time, believe m&jould be tomorrow.' He
took her chin between thumb and forefinger, liftihgo she had no option
but to look at him. 'l have no intention of allowigou out of my sight until
we've exchanged our nuptial vows.' His eyes dakenn emotion, and his
voice held cynical amusement. 'Left alone, you josght invent any
number of reasons why we shouldn't marry. It'ssk ¥im not prepared to
take.' He lowered his head to kiss her—thorougduhyg when she surfaced
again she was far too bemused to demur.

The week that followed retained a haziness thaalldised time for
reflection, taken up as it was with countless ayesmnents, a trip to
Melbourne for a wedding gown, time-consuming phoa#s to friends,
issuing invitations. Even the day itself held ansele quality—Natalie
could recall laughingerying, displaying a gamut of emotions as she said
goodbye to family and friends and boarded the peivchartered jet with
Ryan for an undisclosed destination.

An idyllic honeymoon on Green lIsland, off the co&sim Cairns, was
everything Natalie imagined it might be—and morgaRs love- making
surpassed her wildest imagination, as beneath skdisil expertise she
scaled the heights of emotional sensuality. Shedplelieved herself to be
loved in return, and was incapable of thinking &img could destroy her
happiness.

Their return to Surfer's Paradise resulted in angegly endless stream of
parties as Ryan's friends and business associatesndled an introduction
to his bride.



A building contractor and developer, Ryan had gdmin several projects,
among which numbered no fewer than three highbigklings along the
coastal foreshore. The head of a well-establisloetoeuction empire, he
possessed an instinct to be in the right plackeatight time, willing to take
the calculated risks necessary to turn a succedsfiginess into a
multi-million-dollar consortium. A respected memlaéithe community, he
was on the board of directors of more than onearatfn, and socially
much in demand.

It was at one such party that Natalie came intotaminwith Simone
Vesey—a dark-haired, creamy-skinned model whodewidlbwy frame

wks a human clothes peg for several designers,claesical features
photographed and included in several of the worldading fashion
magazines.

Whether by invitation or design, Simone was anusicn at every function
Natalie and Ryan attended, and it didn't take anggination at all to
understand that the glamorous woman was a veritahfeeater, or that her
prime target was the highly desirable Ryan Marshdit new bride was
regarded as easily dismissible, and little mordvé&some than a tiresome
insect!

Well-meaning matrons hinted that Ryan was a b ohke—reformed, of
course, with the advent of his marriage—and if gnssuld be relied upon,
his past had been anything but exemplary.

It hadn't taken long for the first seeds of dowltiake root in Natalie's mind.
Ryan's dedication to work was something she couldetstand, and
although he always endeavoured to be home for dimhen they were not
entertaining or being entertained, there were acnaswhen business
intervened. At first she took little notice of thbone calls saying he would
be late, not to wait dinner as he had to enteddunsiness associate.

Simone's subtle innuendoes became a steady dppisdn, conspiring to

make Natalie feel insecure, resulting in severahgplto lessen their social
obligations—something Ryan resisted, then as sparb® persist he grew
increasingly impatient, and the arguments began.



With no friend in whom to confide her misgivingsatdlie began to view
each social occasion as a silent battle—more aofvaerves, with Simone
steadily emerging the winner.

After one terrible argument Natalie found it impbss to bear Ryan's
intolerance a moment longer and quietly packedgdral left, returning
home to Casterton where, sworn to secrecy, heerfaahd Andrea had
disavowed any knowledge of her whereabouts.

The discovery that she might be pregnant came nitlgeks of her return

home, and despite all opposition she chose to kgm in ignorance,

destroying unopened the letters that arrived fowéoding, and a month

later she instructed a solicitor in Melbourne tatevto Ryan on her behalf
stating that there was no possibility of a recoatidn and that she desired
no further contact.

Choosing to lead a quiet restrained life, almosh&point of seclusion, she
managed to get through the months prior to Mictebeth, and afterwards
she had made the child her reason for living, shimgdove and attention
with enviable maternal devotion.



CHAPTER FOUR

THE first leg of the flight was over. Natalie freshdngp and attended to
Michelle's needs, then rejoined Ryan in the airfmarhge.

'Ready?’

Too choked to utter so much as a word, she meaged, and it wasn't
until they were on the tarmac and about to boagdehthat she dared trust
herself to speak.

'l wont make a willing captive,’ she warned in akdandertone.

'My dear Natalie,' he drawled, sparing her a magkjlance, 'l didn't for one
minute imagine you would.'

Inside the small cabin she sank into a seat anlkdd¥lichelle, checking
their seatbelts, and was all too aware of Ryam®sepce directly opposite.

The small plane began taxiing out towards the rynws passage smooth.

'How are you going to explain my sudden returrhoMarshall household?'
Natalie queried with a note of defiance. The rghlset of his compelling
features was daunting, yet something goaded hdslotting out all rational
thought. "Your current—er--' she paused with segrdiglicacy, 'girl-friend
isn't going to like the fact that your ex- wifeabout to be reinstated.'

The silence inside the cabin seemed to reverbardileit became almost a
tangible entity.

'‘Ex-wife, Natalie?' he demanded with silky detachment.

The screaming pitch of the jet's engines precluatednmediate reply, and
she waited until they were airborne before offetmgomment.

'‘We've been apart for three years,’ she defendéuat 'constitutes a
separation.'



'| prefer to call it an estrangement.'

Natalie let out a heartfelt sigh. 'So what explemmais going to be given in
view of our supposed reconciliation? In the intesed feasibility we should
both stick to the same story.'

'My private life is my own,' Ryan asserted irrefulia and she didn't doubt
he could fend off the most curious of queries vaitbhilling stare, whereas
she would founder like a gasping fish in the fatthe more formidable of
his acquaintances.

'‘And Michelle?' she persisted. 'Her presence wallilatless raise more than
an eyebrow or two.'

'l don't give a damn.'

A tiny devil tempted her further. 'Suppose it's lieg she's not your child?'
A muscle tensed along his jaw, and the blazingagame threw her was
filled with icy rage. 'Be thankful for Michelle'sgsence. If it weren't for her,
I'd thrash you to within an inch of your life,' iewed mercilessly.
‘Jealous, Ryan?'

His expression was implacable as he put a reini®temper. 'There will
come an hour when we're alone," he inclined p#ilesWill you be so brave
then, | wonder?'

'What do you intend?' she muttered, hating himhashutterflies in her
stomach began an erratic tattoo. 'Am | to suffenedorture of the damned
now you've found me again?'

'Is that what you think?'

'l feel like a recalcitrant child hauled before theadmistress for having

dared played truant from school,’ she vented defelys and he laughed, a
deep-throated sound totally devoid of humour.



'I'm not sure | approve the comparison,’ Ryan askedged dryly.

'l would hardly expect you to," Natalie sighed wiglsignation, and turned to
check that Michelle hadn't attempted to tamper Wwehseatbelt.

The little tot was happily engrossed with her faweutoy and appeared
oblivious to everything else. An amenable childg sfas used to amusing
herself and adored travelling, rarely becomingtfoars whenever Natalie
ventured out—which wasn't often.

Like a sleek silver bird, the jet steadily trangpdl' Natalie towards another
world, and she suppressed a shiver of appreheasitmwhether she could
cope with the faster paced lifestyle, the constawtal round of parties and
formal dinners—more important, the people who mapl&kyan's circle of
friends and acquaintances. The inherent backstgldnd one-upmanship
beneath the thin veneer of charm was a factoraledfdifficult to condone.

‘Second thoughts?'

She turned at the .sound of that deep voice, aliltedately avoided Ryan's
penetrating gaze. A sense of fatalism invaded bee$, and she was unable
to suppress the feeling that she was embarking jouraey from which
there could be no return.

The first opalescent glow of dusk was beginningrige the early evening
sky as the small jet circled Coolangatta airpoidnio its descent.

For the remainder of the flight Ryan had choserddgote most of his
attention to his daughter, who, contrary to Nawliexpressed will to
become fractious, had done little else but laugh iadulge in an endless
patter of barely comprehensible chatter. For &lrtbtice Natalie's presence
received, she might as well not even have beemrltiiesecret part of her
silently screamed at Michelle's downright ficklehagiour. Damn Ryan! He
possessed the power to charm any female regamfiegge, and Michelle
was no exception.



An elegant Daimler stood in solitary splendour rntharentrance to the car
park, and Natalie evinced little surprise when Ryaoved towards the
opulent vehicle and unlocked the passenger door.

'What happened to the Ferrari?' It was an idleygyaed meant to convey
sarcasm.

'l still have it,” Ryan answered dryly, shooting bhedark glance. 'However,
you'll have to agree that it's hardly a suitableicie” in which to transport a
young child, plus luggage.'

She uttered a deprecatory laugh. 'l suppose Jeokessthe Daimler to do
the shopping.’

'As a matter of fact, he does.'

'My God! she declared with pious disregard. "Yeuyecome even more of
an autocratic plutocrat than ever!'

An eyebrow slanted in her direction. ‘Are you goiadnold it against me?"

How could she? He had worked long hard hours franealy age, using
what capital he earned to invest in property, thaiding, selling, achieving
capital gains for reinvestment. From employing dakourer, he now
headed one of the largest construction companigeeGold Coast. Ryan
Marshall was a self-made man who deserved his éanded success.

Michelle began to cry, the first pitiful whimper pidly becoming an
indignant wail that refused to be soothed.

At Ryan's faintly raised eyebrow, Natalie had tacioly restrain a
self-satisfied smile. It would do him good to realihis daughter wasn't all
sweetness and light!

'She's hungry,” she explained, trying to conso& upset infant without
success. '‘And apart from a short doze on the ptreehasn't had her usual
afternoon sleep.’



'‘We'll be home in thirty minutes.' Ryan slid in behthe wheel and ignited
the engine, easing the large vehicle out into teady stream of traffic
moving northwards along the main highway.

"Young children are sticklers for routine," Natasiaid dryly. 'It's fifteen
minutes after her mealtime. | doubt she'll lastf heah hour without
something. There's a few pieces of fruit and a eagkcereal biscuits in my
bag," she told him, looking for it, and seeing @&saneither at her feet nor on
the rear seat. 'Damn!" The exclamation fell from Ifes without thought.
"You must have stowed it in the boot with everythébse.’

Ryan threw her a sharp darting glance. 'I'll pukioas soon as | can get into
the left lane. Good grief!'" he exclaimed as Michd#t out a yell. 'Is she
usually this noisy?'

Natalie's smile was a mere facsimile, and she vedtaweetly, 'As far as
obstinacy and getting her own way are concernesds glvery bit her father's
daughter.’

Five minutes later Michelle had finished a banama avas happily
munching a cereal biscuit as the car sped swifttgugh Burleigh on the
main coastal highway.

It seemed all too soon that numerous high-risedings encroached the
darkening skyline, a myriad winking lights providia panoramic fairyland
that competed with brightly flashing neon as thegched the outskirts of
the tourist resort.

The Chevron have added a new accommodation towéndim complex,'
Ryan told her as they passed a brightly lit enteaand seconds later they
negotiated the Chevron bridge, slowing imperceypttbl adapt to a lower
speed limit.

As they reached Cronin Island the Daimler swepiugh the gates and the
illuminated driveway cast shadows over the spletahidscaped grounds as
Ryan brought the car to a halt before the impressitrance.



''ve instructed Martha to serve dinner at eidtd,told her as he slid out and
crossed to open her door. 'l imagine that will gree time to feed, bath and
put Michelle down for the night?'

Natalie felt her stomach muscles tighten at theighobedevoked—more
particularly,his bed, and the fact that he would insist she share i

'In a strange house she may not settle immediasbly warned, cradling the
little girl close as she stepped out from the dat.like a shower, and a
change of clothes, if | may?"'

‘This is your home, Natalie," Ryan reminded hetydrgnd she cast him a
sceptical glance.

'‘No," she corrected evenly. 'lt's where you're ifmycme to live. This
grandiose—mansion was never intended to be anydmeise. It's an
elegantly appointed showplace in which to enteraaithimpress, with never
a speck of dust in evidence or a cushion out afgla

His expression was deliberately enigmatic. 'Shalge inside? | imagine
Martha and Jenkins are anxious to renew theirdiséip.'

Natalie mounted the few steps ahead of him, summgoaislight smile as
the solid oak-panelled door swung open. Jenkingllyssolemn features
relaxed with genuine pleasure, and he venturedaityd

'It's good to have you back, if | may say so miss.'

"You haven't changed, Jenkins,' she told him, wnibétill the dancing light
in her eyes. Possessing a droll sense of humotinéwer surfaced in the
presence of guests, the manservant and his wife were friends than
employees, running Ryan's home with enviable efficy and loving care.
Doubtless he had been given a christian name, at#lid had never heard
it, and even Martha referred to her husband bginisame.

. "You'll find everything just as you left it/ Jank revealed, regarding
Michelle with undisguised interest. 'Martha haspared a room opposite



the main suite for the little one, and she has almeady, whenever you
wish to feed her.’'

‘Thank you," Natalie responded gratefully, awara tRyan had come to
stand beside her.

'‘Smooth flight, | presume?' Jenkins enquired ofdmgployer. 'There were
three calls. I've left details in your study.'

Til attend to them later,’ Ryan drawled, takingchol Natalie's elbow. 'First,
we need to get this young lady settled into her heme.'

'Delightful little thing, isn't she?' the older mabserved with a smile. 'l
daresay she's hungry.'

'She was,' Ryan said dryly, and Jenkins chuckledheashot Natalie a
conspiratorial grin.

'Cried, did she?"
'With ear-splitting velocity!

'It's something must young children do when thetired and hungry,’

Natalie defended, trying to extricate herself froer husband's grasp. 'Tell
Martha I'll be ready to feed Michelle in about fiwenutes. I'll just wash her
face and hands first.'

Jenkins was right, she perceived on reaching tiperufboor. Nothing had

changed. Not even the colour of the towels planatié bathroom. Almost

as if in the presence of a ghost, she shiveredessanes returned to haunt
her. Just by closing her eyes it was all too easyetember those few
laughter love-filled months she had spent in tloside, loving and being
loved as she'd never dreamed possible. Beneath'SRiydimite expertise

she'd learnt to shed every last inhibition, incteds that any two people
had the right to be so happy. Even then she had d&are that one day the
beautiful bubble might burst, but nothing had predéher for the resultant
pain, the devastating agony that followed in itskevalLike a wounded

animal she had run away to hide until the scar&ddoeal.



Now, coming here had merely made her more awatkeofeason she had
left. How could she live in the same house as Rigating him as she did?
When every waking minute she wanted to hurt hinhe$ad hurt her? It
could only result in a fiasco, with Michelle caughtthe middle. A child
should be surrounded with love, guided by discglinot the means by
which two people were flung together.

Dearv Lord! she groaned audibly. Ryan had ensuedukld all the winning
cards. There would be no second escape.

Michelle's disgruntled whimper brought Natalie otiher reverie, and with
a determined smile she attended to the little tat&ds before scooping her
back into her arms, then she returned downstairs.

There was no sign of Ryan, and Natalie breathégheos relief as she made
her way to the kitchen, experiencing a slight wessat the initial meeting
with Martha.

The faint coolness soon evaporated as the older avoniucked and
exclaimed over Michelle, and whatever her privdteughts regarding
Natalie's flight and subsequent return, they warefally hidden.

'She's adorable!" she smiled.

'Most of the time," Natalie acceded as she helpedi&ughter scrape the last
of her vegetables from the plate. The little ggan to rock back and forth,
signifying her desire to leave the table.

'Ill take her upstairs for a bath," Natalie dedidifting the child into her
arms. 'Then, with the help of some warm milk, sh@rbbably go off to
sleep.’

Michelle waved her hand when they reached the dooch to Martha's
delight, then in a fit of unaccustomed shynesstdleller buried her head
against her mother's neck.

Bathtime invariably involved a variety of splashiggmes, and this evening
was no exception. Natalie cast a rueful glanceeatiampened clothes, and



shook her head as Michelle attempted to send anefitay of water her
way.

‘That's enough, my girl'" she remonstrated with ran,gplucking the
protesting child from the water.

Michelle emitted a peal of laughter as she was lepeel in a large fluffy
towel, wriggling for all she was worth in an attentg prolong her bedtime.

Slipping on vest and nightgown required split-sectiming for success.
'Rascal!" Natalie scolded when the task was comgléiow, into your nice
bedwith Teddy, while | go fetch your milk. Okay?'

Halfway down the stairs she met Ryan, and therens#ising she could do
about her sudden erratic heartbeat at the sighinof Gone was the formal
jacket, and the three top buttons of his shirt wenelone, revealing a
glimpse of golden curling hair between the veelattsilk. Her breathing
became faintly uneven and she steeled herself stgaire dynamic
masculinity he exuded, hating the way all her neawds prickled in sheer
awareness of his presence.

"You look like a drowned kitten,' he drawled, suiijgg her to a lingering
scrutiny that paused over-long on the damp patchdser blouse.

Too late Natalie remembered the absence of ahdaasif he could read her
mind Ryan uttered a soft sensual laugh that broagtdur flying to her
cheeks. She was suddenly aware of damp tendrhsiofthat had escaped
the smooth knot pinned on top of her head, the fdegan smell of baby
powder that clung to her clothes, and with a matteexclamation she
hastily brushed past him.

Damn! she cursed silently as she made her wayetditbhen. Her hands
were decidedly shaky as she filled the clean beltetha had left beside
the small saucepan of warm milk. She felt so tesnsg overwrought it
wasn't funny!



When she reached Michelle's bedroom it was toRyan sitting on the side
of the bed intent on amusing the little girl. Wih easy laugh he extracted
the tot from the bed and carried her to a nearlayrch

'l usually sit her on the floor when she drinksdt&lie said stiltedly, and
received a wry glance as he complied by placinghilie down on to the
carpet. 'She's very good usually, and rarely saitisop.’

'Am | a usurper in this domain?'

'How can you be, when this is your home?'

'‘Ours, Natalie," he drawled, and she cast him heniitg glance.

'Don't remind me!

Michelle seemed lost to the task of finishing hélkpand already her eyes
looked heavy, the lids drooping in tiredness.

'‘Go and have your shower,’' Ryan bade quietly sty with her until she's
asleep.’

'What if she cries?' Natalie asked doubtfully, &iedarched an eyebrow in
guizzical amusement.

‘Afraid | won't be able to cope? There's always thtarto come to my
rescue.'

'In that case,’ she responded sweetly, 'I'll lgapeeto it." She blew Michelle
a kiss, then turned and left the room.

In the main suite she extracted clean underweamasiin-fitting dress of
crease-resistant lilac silk, then moved througtih®bathroom.

The warm needle-spray had a soothing effect, ardsthyed longer than
necessary before turning off the water and stepfiomg the shower stall.
Five minutes later she was dressed, and after iagplly minimum of



make-up she crossed the hallway and checked on elctbefore
descending the stairs.

‘Shall | pour you a drink?'

Natalie moved into the lounge and selected a sylitamchair before
sinking into it with more than a little trepidatioAn elegant crystal glass
part filled with light amber liquid was held in oland, and Ryan looked
formidable and slightly menacing.

‘A Martini, please." Heaven knew she needed somgtto bolster her

morale? A slanted eyebrow greeted the requestywhaed she took the glass
from his hand she swallowed the contents withinutas, extending it to be
refilled without batting an eyelid.

Already the painful knot of nerves inside her stomavas beginning to
relax, lending a false calmness to her manner.

'l imagine we're supposed to be frightfully ciiNAtalie began politely. 'Can
you suggest a safe topic of conversation we casue® I'm afraid I've lost
touch with the current political situation, andan recall a thing to relate
that might be of interest.’

‘It would help if you stopped regarding me as amahabout to pounce on
its prey,' Ryan drawled, and she effected a faimace.

'‘But you will, won't you?' she declared wryly. 'Y@inot a man to be

crossed lightly, and I've no doubt you'll exact soform of revenge.' She
took a generous sip, amazed at the lucidity thehalicappeared to have in
transferring thoughts to words! 'Three years, Ryahe pondered

deliberately, subjecting him to an unwavering dogut'l imagine a bevy of

delectable women have vied for your company, eafgerassuage

any—er—Ioneliness.' Even the mere thought of s lhard body making
love to any other nubile female froze her featumés a dispassionate mask,
vl doubt my absence has even been noticed.’

'Don't try my patience too far," he warned silkilycan promise you won't
like the consequences.'



'I'm trembling already.' The sarcasm was -an ed¢htibeotruth, and he knew
it.

'So you, should,' he opined softly, and Natali@gtquickly to her feet.

'I've lost my appetite. In fact, I'm sure any foeduld stick in my throat.’
She turned, and had taken no more than threestegrs hard hands caught
hold of her arms, halting her flight, and Ryan sgtier round to face him in
one easy movement.

'Oh no, you don't,’ he drawled, and his eyes nadofractionally as she
began to struggle. 'Be still, for the love of hedv&he directive was
explosive, and his fingers bit into her soft flesh.

"You're hurting me!" Her bitterness wasn't feigraattj with an angry oath he
released his grip.

‘Three years ago | could have strangled you withlmeislightest hesitation,’
he revealed with wry cynicism.

Natalie swallowed compulsively. '"How do you thirfielt,’ she began a trifle

shakily, 'when | discovered the "loving husbandage you projected was
just that—an image?' Her eyes filled with angen &usive non-existent

entity,' she brooded, gaining courage as she matéady enigmatic gaze. 'l
was an easy target—a real innocent babe.' A sossitHagh of derision left

her lips. 'You had it all, Ryan, and I, poor fablought it was love!" An edge
of mockery entered her voice. 'Amazing that youppsad marriage—

something, | gathered from the ever-lovely Simyoe,d never been known
to offer in the past.'

His expression was inscrutable, and the edge ahbigh lifted in a gesture
of sardonic cynicism. "It didn't occur to you tgaed Simone's revelations in
the light of "Hell hath no fury like a woman scodi@'

Her gaze was incredibly steady. 'At first—yes. Iswatoo naive not to
recognise that she would go to any lengths to gat ¥f it had been just
Simone--' she faltered slightly, then went on, ‘B#re were others only too
willing to testify to having shared a torrid affaiHer faint laugh sounded



slightly off-key. 'l was surrounded by vicious, &ws women intent on
pressing home their painful barbs. | was even gmpeof," she disclosed
dispassionately. The opportunity to discover forsetfythat one of your
supposed "business dinners" was nothing less tltawvexr for an——-she
paused, then added with contrived delicacy—'extaariad liaison with
Simone.’

It seemed an age before Ryan spoke, and she gihiaeiiee icy rage evident
beneath the silkiness of his voice. 'By heaven,sgem bent on inviting the
wrath of God—whose patience is doubtless more gemtithan mine!'

For a heartstopping moment Natalie thought he measttike her, and she
drained her glass in one long swallow, then calefulbced it down on a
nearby table. 'If you'll excuse me, I'll go upsair

'We'll eat dinner—together,’ Ryan insisted hardijlyelling her retort with a

pitiless glare. "You had almost nothing for breakfand hardly touched any
lunch.' He subjected her slim curves to an anallyscrutiny, and muttered
with exasperation, 'God knows, you're little mdrart skin and bone.’

‘Thanks!" she acknowledged bitterly. 'I've nevesrbeoluptuous.’

‘A few weeks of Martha's cooking will soon add edse kilos,' he declared
brutally, leading her towards the dining room, avtten she was seated he
uncorked the wine and filled her glass.

'Salute.'

Natalie didn't acknowledge the mocking toast, aretely sipped at the
contents of her glass as she viewed the variatg\wdred dishes on the table.
Gleaming silver and fine bone china reposed onen@mask, and Martha
had arranged an attractive floral centrepiece et a perfect foil for the
exquisite candelabrum.

Without reference to her taste, Ryan placed a @oftom each dish on to
her plate, and when she toyed with it, added goshémonition.

'I'm not a child! she snapped resentfully.



His glance speared her mercilessly. 'Then stopvoedpdike one.’
"You can't force me to eat.’

For a few fateful seconds they warred a silenidatien Ryan said quietly,
'Martha has gone to a lot of trouble to ensureybat first evening home is
an enjoyable one. If you don't eat, she'll takasita personal affront to her
culinary skills.'

'‘Bravo,' Natalie said bleakly. 'l have little optidut to concede defeat.’
Without a further word she picked up the appropriaitlery and set about
doing justice to the food on her plate.

Every mouthful seemed to require painstaking effontd she was conscious
that it was taking her an inordinate amount of timeomplete the meal.
When it was finally over, she almost slumped backer seat with relief.
The nerves in her stomach were beginning to plagdavith her digestion,
and there was nothing she wanted more than to lkeveoom and Ryan's
hateful company.

Summoning a taut smile, she folded her napkin asd to her feet. 'If you'll
excuse me, I'll for go coffee.’

'In such a hurry to go to bed, Natalie?'

Her insides began to shake, but she managed to leepoice steady.
'We've been travelling since early morning. I'nedit And scared stiff, she
added silently. Not only of Ryan, but her own wayavamotions.

‘Just be sure which bed you occupy,’ he warned ddtigerous softness.

''ve been there, and back—remember?' she remingedvith a trace of
weary bitterness, and without a further word sffiethe room, crossing the
spacious foyer to the stairs.

In the main suite she entered the bathroom andvednoer make-up, then
brushed her teeth and picked up the brush to réreterustomary number of
strokes, following a ritual so familiar it required conscious thought.



Retracing her steps to the bedroom, she saw thatshicase had
disappeared, and investigation revealed that Mathhd competently
restored its contents to one of the walk-in warésob

Selecting a nightgown, Natalie removed her clotired donned the filmy
creation—noting with wry resignation that the wéfian cotton shifts she
had packed had been successfully hidden—doubtlegs tle
romantically-inclined housekeeper. Anything furthBom a romantic
reconciliation couldn't be imagined!

The large bed seemed to mock her silently, andckised her eyes in an
effort to shut out the sight of it and all it sijed. She couldn't slip beneath
the sheets and lie waiting for Ryan to materaljdesiply wasn't possible!
And where arc you going to run to? a tiny imp jeleréhere's nowhere he
won't find you within this huge house, and any gifttuof going into the
grounds would only invite disaster!

With the actions of an automaton, Natalie crosedté bedside cabinet and
switched on the lamp before closing the main ovedhight.

A strange restlessness made it impossible fordeettle to anything, and
without being aware of it she began to pace badkfarth, oblivious to all
but an overwhelming feeling of desperation. If iasm't too ridiculous a
comparison, she felt like a condemned prisoner tavgai final
condemnation!

Dear heaven, if only he'd hurry up, so that it doog over and done with!
But it was all part of a game, a cruel play on éertions. As revenge,
however subtle, it was totally effective, for sheulkin't remember ever
being such a quivering mass of nerves!

Damn Ryan—damnhim to hell! she muttered inaudibly as anger rosthe

fore, falling her with towering rage. Who did henth he was—a feudal
lord? And she a shivering grateful waif? The deshle'd wait for his
appearance!



The soft swish of silk was the only sound to sigiier movement as she
swept from the room, and without hesitation sheerfada guestroom at the
furthest end of the hall.

Cool satin sheets felt inordinately luxurious, ame laid her head against
the pillow, closing her eyes in the hope that swepld overtake her.

It didn't, of course, and she tossed restlessiyhbad filled with too many
haunting memories to induce somnolence.

Natalie wasn't sure when Ryan entered the roony,tbat some sixth sense
warned he was there, and she watched in mesmdrsethation as he
moved toward the bed.

In the semi-darkness he towered large arid infipfiermidable, his features
appearing harsh as a thin stream of moonlight lygtdd the broad planes
and angles of his face.

"You little fool," he drawled in a dangerously duimice. Without the
slightest effort he pulled back the covers aneédifber into his arms.

'Put me down!" she hissed vehemently, and begam@limg his hard chest
with her fists. 'I'm quite capable of walking!

In the main suite he allowed her to slide to het,fand she gave a silent cry
of pain as his hands caught her shoulders in aibgugrip.

'Why make things worse for yourself?' he raspeslelges dark with anger,
and Natalie retaliated without thought to the copsmces.

'Did you honestly expect to find niiere?'She cast her glance wildly round
the luxuriously appointed room, and her voice shattk rage. 'My God!
What do you think I am? A masochist?’

Ryan's expression subtly changed to assume sardgmicism. 'l retain a
vivid memory of a sweet biddable girl who becanwatahing wanton in my
arms.’



She suddenly had great difficulty in swallowingdahtook considerable
effort to meet and hold his gaze. 'That girl grguwy she offered steadily.
"You saw to it—personally.’

His eyes narrowed fractionally, and she sensedldtent anger lying
dormant beneath the surface of his control. 'Ane going to fight me every
inch of the way?'

'What else do you expect?'

'‘Not compliance,’ he admitted with an edge of mogkand Natalie raised
solemn grey eyes to his, taking in the hard plaiéss chiselled features as
she sought to gauge his mood.

"You intend that | shall.’ It was a statement tieatdly conceded defeat, and
his mouth gave a wry twist.

"You know it.'
'Why?' she demanded simply. 'What possible satisfacan you derive?'

'What would you know about my satisfaction?' Ryamted, and his hands
impelled her close so that she was made all toseawfehis arousal.

'l don't like being a subject of lust!

His warm breath fanned her temple, teasing loo$ewacurling blonde
tendrils. 'You have the damnedest way of deploywogds. Why not relax?’

'So that it will make you feel better when you take?' She met his gaze
steadily. 'Sorry, but I'm not that charitable.’

Gold eyes gleamed with inimical anger. 'By heavembreathed ominously,
'you'd tempt the devil himself!'

Natalie drew a deep unsteady breath, and managesetmher voice even
with the greatest difficulty. 'What will it prove@ther than your need to
exact some form of revenge?"



'What in hell would you suggest?' he demandedd.has hands tightened
over her delicate shoulder bones, making her wimite pain. 'l have an

irresistible urge to make you pay,’ he mutterechwdéngerous softness,
giving her an ungentle shake, and her eyes bla#&doitter anger.

'Do you imagine | haven't?' She felt sick with theult of her emotions. It
wasn't easy for me to return home and admit tdedfanarriage, nor was it
exactly a picnic being pregnant without a husbaswafgort. | cursed you a
thousand times when my body was racked with theygbtrying to give
birth, until the doctors decided on a Caesariaar' gtey eyes clouded with
remembered pain. 'For more than two years I'vallwih the fear that you
might discover Michelle's existence, knowing thigoiu did, I'd be forced to
part with her." She gave a choked laugh. 'God kn&yan—I'vepaid!’

His hands tightened into an excruciating grip thatle her cry out, and with
a muffled oath he thrust her from him. A musclesezhalong his jaw, and
she shivered in the force of his barely supprefissd

'‘Dammit, Natalie," he swore with explosive foreehat do you want from
me? Remorse for getting you pregnant? For not bisiege like any other
expectant father?' His eyes became bleak withrbéts. "You didn't give
me the opportunity.'

'‘And if | had?' she demanded with agonised incigdu¥ou'd have had a
team of highly proficient lawyers extricate Micheelbefore I'd regained the
strength to fight you!'

For interminable seconds Ryan just stood thererdaggher in total silence,
his features an inscrutable mask, then he gaveamible mocking laugh.
"Your opinion of m£ isn't very flattering.’

Natalie had the greatest difficulty in swallowirgetlump in her throat. 'l
haven't had reason to think otherwise.'

'Yet you're here," Ryan reminded her sardonicaly.my insistence.' His
eyes lanced her to the bone. 'Pleasant dreamsdithevith quiet mockery,
and turning away he moved towards the door to Iéa@eoom without so
much as a backward glance.



CHAPTER FIVE

NATALIE woke to hear the muted sound of running watericattve of
someone occupying the shower in the adjoining bathr A glance at her
watch revealed that it was barely six, and she gavaaudible groan before
burying her head beneath the pillow.

Seconds later she was fully awake and mentally. al&ere was only one
person who would utilise the bedroom's en suitdifi@s, and her eyes flew
to the empty space beside her, seeing at onceasttdoack covers and the
imprint on the pillow.

"You slept here!" she accused on a note of hydtegianstant Ryan appeared
through the doorway.

He looked fresh and compellingly vital, his mustii@me whipcord-hard
and aggressively male, the towel hitched carelesistut his hips a mere
concession to the bounds of decency.

'My room, my bed," he drawled with imperturbablércdWhere else would
| sleep?".

‘There are other rooms,' she hissed in outragecatatiing the direction of
his slow lazy appraisal she hastily drew the shegt® her chin.

'‘And give Jenkins and Martha reason to suspectemanciliation might be
a sham?' he enquired with studied mockery.

"The conventions must be observed at all cost¢dlidasneered with noted
sarcasm, her mind in a turmoil at the thought eifspent the night in the
same bed with him! Worse, to have been unaware of i

"You're here to stay,’ Ryan stated brusquely. Do@ar you come to terms
with that fact, the better.’

'Even though | find it utterly hateful?"



His expression assumed cynical mockery. 'Consideraiternative.' He
turned and walked with pantherish grace towardsarmgel capacious
wardrobe and slid open the door, extracted essdetnas of clothing, then
proceeded to dress.

Natalie quickly averted her gaze from his lithe oled torso, a faint tinge of
pink colouring her cheeks as she caught his soitldb.

"You can look now,"' he murmured sardonically, amelsvung round to face
him, a fiery sparkle kindling her eyes.

'Will you please get out of here.'

He buttoned his shirt and tucked it into snugdirfgtsuede trousers, his
expression lazily amused. 'Why?'

Fury erupted inside her like molten lava. 'Becausant to get out of bed,
that's why!"'

One eyebrow rose in mocking query. 'My dear Natah@odest?' A slight
smile tugged the corners of his sensually-mouldedtm 'After three years
of marriage, and having borne my child?'

'We lived as man and wife for only thresonths and you know it!" she
blazed, and his eyes narrowed fractionally.

‘A fact | intend to remedy before long."

'l won't let you." Fine words, when she didn't stanchance against his
superior strength, or the degree of sensual espeatihis command.

As if he knew the pattern of her thoughts he gaslight smile. 'Do you
really think you could stop me?'

'‘No," she answered steadily. 'But | doubt if yoergoy making love to a
block of ice.’



His hard intent stare played havoc with her compgsand she stifled a
silent scream at the strength of purpose in thbgkng depths.

With slow unhurried movements he unbuttoned hig,ghilling it free from
the waistband of his trousers, and when his finggdesased the zip she burst
into incredulous speech.

'What do you think you're doing?' Her eyes wideiméal large stormy pools
that relayed fear as he casually thrust his diszhaiothes on to a nearby
chair, and her throat constricted, choking off aaynd that might otherwise
have been emitted.

He moved with indolent ease towards the bed, hi& daze hard and
unwavering, and she couldn't have looked awayrififeedepended on it.

'Don't—please!" The words were wrung from her throa a tortured
whisper, and she cried out as he reached for thet sind tore it from her

grasp.

His appraisal of her thinly-clad body in its silkgown was indolently
insolent, and she scrambled across the width ob#ak only to be caught
and held with dismaying ease.

Natalie began to struggle in earnest, twistingaghlout at him, pummelling
the sinewy shoulders, his ribs, chest—anywhere ghdd manage to
connect her flailing fists.

Without any effort at all Ryan caught first one athren the other, and held
them above her head.

'You unspeakable fiend!

Topaz eyes glittered with latent anger. 'Let'ste®e long you can remain an
icicle, my sweet wife," he drawled with hateful eyy5am, and Natalie cried
out as he put a hand to the neckline of her nightgand ripped it cleanly to
its hem.



"You can't do this,' she whispered, her voice cgnout in an agonised rush,
and he took hold of her chin, forcing it high.

'‘Destroy a dispensable bit of cloth?' His mouth etbto form a wry smile.
‘There are several to replace it, in drawers, éxadtere you left them.' A
slow sweeping glance took in every inch of her, ginel writhed beneath its
analytical appraisal.

'l hate--" The words were lost as his mouth crushexd, bruising in its
intensity, and she groaned inaudibly as he foraadips apart to sear the
sweetness within. It was a brutal invasion of lerses which numbed and
shocked, and she was scarcely aware when the peesssssed and took on a
persuasive quality.

With a slow featherlight touch, Ryan began to careach vulnerable
hollow, trailing his lips along a familiar path thad in the past led her
towards an ultimate explosion of ecstasy.

Natalie closed her eyes and willed her body natespond as his tongue
teased an exploratory circle of one rosy-peakeddbigefore tantalising the
other. All her fine body hairs prickled in awaresed his sensual arousal,
and her whole body began to vibrate with an emosioa was unable to
control.

Not content, his mouth travelled back to coverdwen, and this time there
was a wealth of seduction in his touch as he enggleybtle persuasion in a
manner that was impossible to ignore.

A slow ache started in the region of her stomaachsieadily spread to her
loins, and she threshed restlessly against thengp&ssing passion that ran
like quicksilver through her veins, totally at \eance with her brain and her
desperate resolve not to succumb.

Like a maestro Ryan played the delicate sensorgegoéats with virtuoso
mastery, exacting the- very response she had swaino give, and Natalie
was scarcely aware of her voice begging the releabe his body could
assuage until the climax had been reached anddadhysand she lay spent
beside him.



'l loathe you,' she declared shakily, trying to maway without success.

'‘Be quiet.' It was a husky admonition deliveredselto her ear, and his hand
lifted to smooth back the length of her hair irtraisgely gentle gesture.

Of their own volition her lips began to trembleatdn you—€amnyou,' she
whispered with impotent rage, the hate inside gisogive her eyes a fiery
sparkle. She felt tormentethrtured,and most damning of all—betrayed.
"You planned that—seduction scene, didn't you?vsieed bitterly, hating
him with a depth of feeling that was vaguely frigiing.

'Yes,' Ryan revealed with brutal frankness, andray hold of her chin he
forced her to look at him. 'Hate me for it if yowst, but there was no other
way.'

"You could have given me time,' Natalie cried, Bonéed, and glimpsed his
wry smile.

'Providing- provocation, but unwilling to deliverThere was mocking
cynicism evident in the compelling features so eltssher own. ‘I won't be
manipulated, Natalie—not even by you.'

That's a horrible thing to say,' she said inhdhigstrangled tones, and his
eyes narrowed speculatively.

'Yet you would take pleasure in deliberately bagitime, withholding
so-called sexual favours,' he drawled. 'SometHimgagine, you'd regard as
a form of divine punishment.’

She was goaded to retaliate, and she did so watlitasly a thought to the
possible consequences. ‘And being the egotistiald that you are, it has to
be your hand that wields the power—like some sbituonan god!

'My equation of sexual equality doesn't permit othee.'

'Oh, go to hell" she muttered impotently, unableé¢al with the force of his
masculinity a moment longer.



"You can fight me as often, and for as long as kke)' Ryan intimated
heartlessly. 'Just remember | always intend tdbevictor.'

The tip of her tongue edged its way along her lolpein a purely nervous
gesture. 'What if you're wrong?' Ridiculous to immaga man of Ryan's
calibre could ever make a false judgment! 'Would goncede defeat?'

'Elaborate, Natalie," he drawled, and her gazeremgrkably steady.

'What if things don't work out?' she queried brgvéDr suppose neither
treatment nor surgery for my father is successiitat then?'

'If you mean—will | let you go? The answer is no.'

'How can you say that?' she demanded. 'John'sgde- is limited. You
know it as well as | do.’

The pressure on her chin increased, and her egesneestormy at the pain
he was inflicting.

‘The bond that ties us together is Michelle," hiel teer with brooding
savagery. 'Anything to do with your father's heatmerely incidental.’

'S0 you won't--'

‘Tolerate divorce,' he finished silkily, adding; any form of separation. Be
sure of it.'

'But that's a--'

'Lifetime sentence,’ he elucidated with chillingdiity, and Natalie shivered
involuntarily.

"You're nothing less than an unfeeling monster!'
'‘Whom you hate, eh?'

'Utterly," she responded succinctly, and incurrsdiocking amusement.



'It wasn't hate you experienced in my arms a shibite ago.'

'l can't stop you possessing my body," she offgredtly. 'But my mind is
entirely my own."'

'‘And you can't conceives time when they might bdahn accord?’
‘Never!'
The edges of his mouth twisted into a cynical sniée shall see.’

She swallowed the sudden lump that rose in heathemd bravado alone
was responsible for the words that left her lisydu've finished with me,
I'd like to get up. | need a shower.’

His eyes narrowed in sudden anger, and for a mostenthought he meant
to exact retribution, then with a careless shrugeheased her, allowing her
to slide from the bed where she caught hold offitiseé thing that came to
hand to cover herself before making Tor the adpgrbathroom.

There, she turned on the water and slipped bertsatascading, cleansing
warmth, and she soaped herself liberally in anreffo be rid of any
reminder of Ryan's body.

Dear God! Her limbs began to shake at the thoufathat had transpired
and her reaction to his lovemaking.' Every nerveé-sgemed to pulsate in a
resurgence of erotic ecstasy, and she relentlssglypbed every square inch
of her flesh before closing off the water.

He was a brute—an unfeeling, callobarbarian! He had successfully
ensured that she was chained to him for as loljieselle was dependent.
A horrifying thought suddenly struck—what if thenere more children?
She would be irretrievably chained for more yedrant she cared to
contemplate. Condemned to a life she couldn't coadsith a man she
could only hate, subjected to the bittersweet toitnoé physical lust that
was at total variance with her tender emotions. \Baeted to scream and
rage against fate for being so cruel.



With hurried movements she completed her toilatid slipped into a cool
sleeveless cotton dress, tugged a brush througleniyéh of her hair, then
crossed the hall to where Michelle had spent tgatni

The little girl's bedroom was bathed with early miog sunlight, and

Natalie's eyes flew to the far side of the room rehdichelle could be seen
indulging in what she obviously regarded to beghly amusing game with
her father.

'Martha has already given her a glass of milk, rRiydormed her calmly,
sitting back on his heels. 'Breakfast will be readialf an hour.’

Michelle sent Natalie a beatific smile across thenn, then turned her
attention back to Ryan. 'Daddy! Mummy—play!"'

For a child whose vocabulary hadn't included 'Daduiyil yesterday, she
was adjusting extremely well, Natalie conceded wryl

'We're endeavouring to build a castle,’ Ryan erpldi 'Will you help sort
out the blocks?"

It was an invitation she had the power to ignong| despite the fact that all
her maternal instincts screamed for her to snatichélle into her arms and
run as far from Ryan as her legs would carry Isée hesitated to destroy the
little girl's newly- acquired trust in the man whmuld ultimately play a
large part in her life.

'Is it to be a round or square castle?' she quevidd a faint smile, and
crossed the room to sink gracefully down on tokmses. A box containing
wooden blocks of all shapes and sizes lay befoeenthtogether with a
wide variety of toys Natalie had not seen befoteappeared that upon
learning he had a child, Ryan had gone out andreddargely from the toy
department in a city store.

‘Square will undoubtedly be less complicated,’ Ryaclared, setting down
a row of foundation blocks. His eyes met hers actbe top of Michelle's
head, and there was nothing Natalie could do teguethe erratic thudding



pulse at the base of her throat. The edges of bighmwere slanted to form a
humorous smile, and his eyes were warm.

Michelle was enchanted to have two adults at hemgand, and went into a
peal of delicious giggles when Ryan hoisted heh loigto his shoulder some
twenty minutes later.

'l think this young lady is hungry. | know | amlidtleep throaty chuckle did
strange things to Natalie's composure, and thehiaggsmile her daughter
received made her oddly wistful. Three years sigghad been the recipient
of such open affection, and the knowledge seemeebjeen an old wound.

She didn't want his affection, much less his |dse.why was she feeling
so—resentful? A tiny mirthless laugh bubbled uman throat. Dear God,
she couldn't be jealous of her own daughter! Sutioaght was ludicrous!

Breakfast was a convivial meal, with Michelle beingvbeautifully. She
fed. herself with the minimum of fuss, and virtyaliccident-free twixt
spoon and mouth.

Expecting Ryan to leave for the office, Natalie Idobardly contain her
surprise. when he indicated no such intention tielgénstead to spend the
day getting better acquainted with his wife andgiaer.

'Do you think that's wise?' Natalie found herssKiag, and incurred a faint
mocking smile by return.

'l employ extremely capable men," Ryan slanted aaftyi. 'The business
won't founder if I'm absent for a day.'

‘That wasn't what | meant, and you know it," sherred civilly.

'Precisely what do you mean?' There was sardonisament in his glance,
and she had to restrain herself from hurling tre thing that came to hand.

‘You're a novelty," she explained bluntly, andhat $udden flaring in those
golden eyes she lifted a hand and pushed a fewletts of hair behind her
ear. It was an outward sign of nervousness, arked her that he was aware



of it. 'l think Michelle should get used to you dually," she ventured

slowly, meeting his gaze unflinchingly. "Young ciign are very susceptible
individuals, and if you're with her constantly eofew days, then absent for
five, she's bound to be confused." Conviction i@ was right added
strength to her voice. 'She's too young to undedstehat "Daddy" means,
never having known any man except my father, whbecalls "Poppa”.’
She eyed him steadily, unsure of his mood, for éxpression was
deliberately enigmatic. 'She may call you Daddy ibs merely a word
without meaning as yet." She let her hand encompassroom. 'All

this—opulence makes a dramatic change from our muouenble

surroundings. And her room--' she gestured hellyle8ss like being let
loose in a toyshop! You may feel you're making apldst time, but | won't
have her spoilt.’

'l have no intention of spoiling her, as you cgll Ryan drawled. 'As for
confusing her, | disagree. The transition itselll wrove confusing, but |
don't see how my presence over the next few daysdd to it.'

'Is child psychology one of your attributes? Alomigh everything else?’
He appeared to hold his temper in check, yet hisewwas dangerously soft
as he said, 'Natalie, if you want to fight, I'llig/e. But save it for when we're
alone. Your talk of children being susceptible tma@sphere doesn't hold
much weight when you give every appearance of dgfyour own dictum.'

'Forgive me,' she managed with implied sarcaschguite forgotten how
inflexible and arrogant you can be when crossed!

His gaze was startlingly direct. 'My, my,' he drawlquietly, 'you are a
scratchy bundle of fur this morning!'

'I'm not in the mood to purr,’ she snapped, ankkang of amusement lit his
eyes.

‘This morning--'

'Was a mistake," she intercepted swiftly. 'One thaton't permit to be
repeated.’



'Indeed?"

Natalie drained the last of her coffee, then regudathe cup on to its saucer
before standing to her feBtIf you'll excuse me? | need some freshair.' She
didn't bother looking at him, merely scooped Mitddiom her chair and
walked quickly from the room.

On ascending the spiral staircase to the lowell lste unlatched the door
that led out to the pool. At this relatively eahgur the full impact of the

sun's strength was not in evidence, and she ldtéllecdown to walk while

retaining a firm handclasp, witnessing the littid'g delight as they slowly
traversed the pool's surround before moving tow#rdgiver at the lower
edge of the garden. A large cabin cruiser was nibtwr¢he pontoon at the
end of the jetty, and Natalie made her way slowlyards it.

'‘Boat," Michelle pronounced knowledgeably, addibgddy's boat.'

Whose else could it be but Ryan's? Natalie pondergt. The sureness
with which Michelle was accepting each and everg af her father's
possessions was slightly daunting.

'Ride in Daddy's boat?'

She glanced down at her daughter's blonde locksamght the open-eyed
wonderment in- those guileless eyes raised so styermnd slowly shook
her head. 'Not today, darling.'

Why?"

'‘Because, my sweet, your daddy's a busy man.thledlus for a ride another
day.' Obviously a diversion was neededlistract the tot's attention, and
with practised adroitness Natalie pointed to adasapby cat sunning itself
on the steps leading to the gazebo, adjacent tile'Bome and meet Sasha.’

The cat was a familiar sight, and belonged to Manttho had adopted him
as stray several years before, and he lived ahddif& bathed in affection,
with the run of the grounds and that of Martha aenkins' living quarters.



It was some further ten minutes before they rettabeir steps, and on
reaching the glass sliding doors Natalie saw Ryamding against the
aperture. His expression was impossible to discamj clothed in

hip-hugging levis and an open-necked shirt leftuitdned almost to the
waist, he appeared aggressively male and a detimiéait to her peace of
mind.

'Enjoy your walk?'

To the casual observer his words were an interegtedly, but Natalie
perceived the faint emphasis and' substitutedpeséar ‘walk'. He was too
perceptive by far, and she longed to retaliate wiiarcastic rejoinder.

'‘Ride in Daddy's boat,” Michelle demanded with aishh candour, and
Natalie could only admire her single-mindedness—etbing that was
assuredly inherited from her father!

'Well now," Ryan drawled, his smile faintly crookad he slanted a brief
enquiring eyebrow towards Natalie before lowerirggteight with one fluid
movement to rest on his haunches, 'l guess we abmlthat.' His eyes
twinkled with warm humour as Michelle viewed him tlwviunblinking
solemnity.

'Mummy says Daddy too busy,’ the little tot revdatarefully.

'It's a beautiful looming,"” Ryan indicated, appe@rto give the matter
consideration. 'Much too nice to spend indoors. Bbat it is, infant." The
corners of his eyes crinkled with laughter as hepvthe little girl into the
circle of his arm and lifted her high on to his ghier. 'We'll find Martha
and ask her to prepare a picnic lunch.’

Natalie wanted to scream that she didn't want te-lgast of all spend the
entire day in such close proximity to her indomiggtusband. She felt like a
puppet, with both Ryan and Michelle manipulating 8irings. Yet there
was little she could do but appear to give in dgidbe Like it or not,
Michelle had the right to become better acquaimtithl her father, and Ryan
was taking steps to ensure that the transitioncaased out as smoothly as
possible. It was important that there be no appatesension if the little



girl was to accept their changed circumstancesnaunch of the success lay
with Natalie's attitude. No matter how much sheetiab admit it, Ryan was
right. Any fights had to be conducted in privaterdahere would be many!

Weatherwise, it was an idyllic day, with the sligéitbreeze coming off the
Bay to temper the sun's late summer heat. ArmddaMitountifully supplied
picnic basket, they set off just after ten, Jenkalsng charge behind the
wheel as he eased the large cabin cruiser alongeheng River.

Natalie had taken a similar cruise in those halcgags just after their

marriage, and had been impressed then with thermays and existing

development. Now .she viewed the vast changes iwi#test, especially

Paradise Waters and Sorrento, whose blocks boseigediomes reflecting
differing architectural designs. Sparkling swimmpuapls of various shapes
and sizes set in landscaped grounds, the large ewailboats and rabbin
cruisers moored to private jetties, attested tdbast's affluent society.

Colour abounded in glorious profusion, with thermoana vying with the
bauhinia and the trumpet flower. Clematis and bankkibiscus and
frangipani provided an exotic background for thies@id stand of tropical
palm trees glimpsed in most gardens. Overall, & waisual paradise, and
since it offered such a pleasant climate, littlender so many people elected
to spend and end their days along this coastal stri

Michelle was more intrigued with the cruiser itsalid Jenkins' handling of
it. Between the two men, she was entertained taléleght, and Natalie was
inclined to reflect that her own presence waslittiore than a perfunctory
inclusion.

At that precise moment Ryan looked up and caughg&ee, the expression
in his tigerish eyes faintly mocking, and she &thomentary shaft of pain.
He was deliberately entrenching himself in Michsllaffections, making
any thoughts of a separation untenable. It was stlamif he was forcing her
to accept that she could never part them; thabb&lgrovide in a way she
alone would find impossible. The chains that bohed to Michelle were
now forged with steel, and the knowledge thakhewrankled unbearably.



Natalie watched in idle fascination as Ryan cabdjlehelle in his arms and
trod with easy, lithe movements to where she stood.

'Feeling neglected?’
She swallowed quickly. 'No. Why should | be?’

He bent forward, lowering his head slightly. 'Lidnge said softly, and
without any warning his lips brushed her templentklid down to tease the
edge of her mouth before claiming it with a sensugentleness that made
her ache for more.

The knowledge made her resentful of her own emsti@md her eyes
sparked dangerously as she drew back. 'Michell--'

'Is our daughter,” Ryan interjected sardonicallis @yes agleam with
amusement. 'We are responsible for her existengenti&ally she will
become aware of it, and all that it implies.’

'She's a little young for a lesson in procreatibiatalie snapped, and saw a
flash of white teeth as he gave a twisted smile.

'‘Agreed. But evidence of her parents' affectioesisential, don't you think?'

Her response was tinged with acrimony. "You profedse the expert. Why
even consider my opinion?"

The smile didn't reach his eyes, and she felt\esluf apprehension slither
its way from the base of her neck down the lendthery spine. '‘Behave,
Natalie. Otherwise I'll ensure that you regret it.'

'I'm hopelessly outmatched," she returned lighdal$hough her eyes were
dark and stormy as she met his implacable gazéndpg we should stick to
the mundane—such as where you intend to stop fahluand when.' Her
smile was falsely bright. 'Children have an inbaltick when it comes to
mealtimes!'



Ryan spared the elegantly slim gold watch on histva cursory glance.
‘There's a picnic area adjacent the Council groat@andale. We can be
there in ten minutes.’

'Excellent,’ she concurred with every evidencehafrming acceptance."I'll
take Michelle while you tell Jenkins.'

It was a victory that was really no victory at dtlr Michelle's fascination
with Ryan meant a few fractious tears when Natthempted to retrieve her
from her father's arms.

On reflection, it was a pleasant day, despite N&satonviction that the
hours spent in Ryan's company could only prove stlisas. Jenkins'
presence, plus that of Michelle, ensured restramd, it was something of a
relief when the cruiser berthed at the lower edfjghe Cronin Island

residence in the late afternoon.

Michelle's eyes were drooping as she fought offisland within minutes of
entering the house Natalie carried her upstairse deer a quick wash,
slipped off her outer clothes, then tucked théelifirl into bed.

'Have a nice nap, sweetheart,’ she bade softlydibgrdown to bestow a
kiss, then with a smile she turned and left therrpcosing the door quietly
behind her.

The effects of sea-spray and the sun on her skirnaim made her long for a
cool refreshing shower, and she crossed the imériag the main bedroom
to find Ryan in the process of discarding his asth

'Oh!" The surprised monosyllable left her lips wefshe could halt it, and he
slanted her a mocking glance.

'We do share a bedroom. Or had you forgotten?’

How could she possiblforge®? Electing to ignore him, she walked to the
capacious wardrobe running the length of one entiad, slid open a
mirrored door and extracted clean underwear. Sied, her eyes widening
as she saw Ryan had moved and was standing lesa tbat distant. There



was a towel slung carelessly about his hips, aedaimt male scent of him
was flagrantly evocative, stirring her senses s #he was shockingly
aware of the sheer animal magnetism he projected.

The hand that reached out and lifted her chin wasg forcing recognition
of his relentless gaze. 'Don't resort to a childitsbf the sulks," he drawled,
and immediately resentment flared.

'I'm not,’ she denied, and saw his eyes narroviidraaly.
'‘No? | find that hard to believe.’

At such proximity he was dangerous—to her peacsindl, and the dictates
of her flesh. Already each separate nerve-endédithgllive, craving his

touch, and the ache that began deep inside slavdgrepassed her body,
threatening the slim thread of control she sougltdesperately to maintain.

I'm not used to sharing a room," she explainedjirg for civility.
Nervousness was responsible for the faint partinigeo lips, and without
conscious thought the edge of her tongue lickedlglalong her lower lip.
Something flared in those dark golden eyes, anchaktened into speech,
the words tumbling forth in an incoherent jumb¥ou startled me—I didn't
expect--'

'‘Michelle has shared your room for more than twargg Ryan interjected
smoothly, letting his gaze rove slowly over hertdfeas, noting the
heightened colour tinging her cheeks.

"That's—different.’

'It's an incurable addiction, isn't it?' he drawlethking no attempt to free
her.

'l don't know what you're talking about," Natalesponded shakily, and he
uttered a soundless derisory laugh.

‘Liar! Your body screams for my possession almastmauch as mine
demands release.’



'‘Any one would imagine you're the only man who €an-

‘Take you to the heights—and beyond?' he finishadping her face with
both hands, drawing her closer with no effort &t al

'l could have had other lovers,” Natalie voiced wwrds with contrived
conviction, and glimpsed the brief flaring of tble anger as his eyes
searched deep into her very soul, stripping awayptiotective layers she
had spent three years rebuilding with such painsgasare.

'Have you?'

The desire to wound as she had been wounded madeyheut a single
monosyllabic affirmativeYes—damn you! A wild, senseless succession of
men only too willing to oblige!

For a few timeless seconds Ryan looked capableunfien, then his eyes
hardened until they resembled topaz chips. 'You lpaecisely one minute
to rescind the reckless folly of those words, aadMarned—the truth, this
time!'

The seconds pounded with numerical relentlessiesagh her brain, and
as she reached the lower fifties his hold shiftelder shoulders, crushing the
delicate bones until she cried out in pain. '"Yobueing me!

His expression was without mercy, and frighteningiyiless. At that

moment he looked capable of anything, and the wtafisher lips in a

tortured gasp. 'No! No one.' The agonising pressased, but only slightly,
and she closed her eyes tightly against the danwatigpf tears threatening
to spill in an ignominious stream down her cheelder mouth was

trembling so much she could hardly control it, afitheir own volition her

hands crept up to cover her face.

Natalie had little recollection how long she renaainliike that, for she
seemed locked in a timeless void, conscious onla déeling of utter
devastation.



Slowly, yet with remarkable ease, her hands waseg@ioose, then her lips
were taken, possessed, in a kiss that was punighorgel. Without
askance, Ryan's mouth forced hers apart, invatbrsyveetness, plundering,
until she could taste the saltiness of her own dla® the soft inner tissue
grazed and split against her teeth.

Not content, Ryan sought the zip fastening of hress, and when it was
free, he removed the thin cotton from her body \&nyply by tearing it to

the hem. With deliberate detachment he releasedlifhef her bra, then

tossed it to the carpet. Bare seconds later theg yeened by her slip and
briefs.

Natalie clutched her arms together in an attempmtotcer her breasts, but
such effort was soon dashed as he swung her hajbaaried her to the bed,
dropping her unceremoniously down on to its silkewerlet.

He towered over her, large and incredibly menaang, never had she seen
him so consumed with rage. There was controlleteuce in the way he
looked at her, his eyes raking her nudity with gag@ ruthlessness that
made her want to shrivel up and die.

'I'm sorry." The words were scarcely more than @&spdr and brought a
bitter twist to his mouth.

"You will be, by the time I finish with you!" Harahd implacable, he lowered
his body on to the bed beside her, trapping herrass with his own. His

mouth covered hers, insensitive to the pain heinfisting as he began a
ravishment of her senses that sought and punishad sensual pulse and
hollow before fastening with devastating intent rotlee rosy peak of her
breast, consuming and alternatively teasing uh#l gttered a low guttural
plea for mercy. Not content, his lips trailed ®titvin, his teeth and tongue
wreaking havoc until she almost screamed out for to desist. Like a

crazed, demented being she twisted and turned effart to escape that
torturing mouth, then she gave a whimper of desgmit travelled lower to

create a leisurely, ultimate devastation.



She was floating and utterly mindless when Ryak fmassession with one
single aggressive thrust, and the tiny animal ssundre stilled in, her
throat as his mouth closed over hers.

Later—although how much later, she was unaware—Rganed her into
the bathroom, and beneath the warm needle-sprtheathower he soaped
and cleansed her body, his touch oddly gentle,rbedtiending to his own
needs, then towelled her dry and enveloped hersitkp robe, and with a
towel hitched around his hips he dried her haigshing it first, then
combing it until it flowed like pale silk to her shlder-blades.

Throughout it all Natalie stood quiescent, her egtesed against the terrible
humiliation and pain she felt deep inside. She @@nd cry, but the tears
wouldn't come. At some stage she knew herself talbee, but she was
incapable of moving.

'Drink this.'

It was a command that couldn't be ignored, and whenrim of a glass
touched her lips she simply sipped its contents éik obedient child.

The spirits were potent, but palatable, and raoutjn her veins like warm
quicksilver, making her feel strangely weightless.

'Rest for an hour or so,' Ryan instructed brusquiéhjhave Martha attend to
Michelle. Between us we can feed her and put heetb' He lifted a hand
and tucked a lock of hair back behind her ear, w&itbout its partially

protective curtain Natalie felt exposed and vulbera'We have a dinner
engagement,’ he told her, his expression inscritabu remember Rick?'

She did, for he was one of the few of Ryan's bssirssociates with whom
she had felt at ease. A financier based in Melb®muRick Andreas had
interests in southern Queensland and regularly asteuinto the Coast,
where he owned a penthouse suite atop one of the meestigious

apartment blocks.

'He married several months ago," Ryan continuasa ‘s anxious to meet
you. You'll get on well together.'



Dear lord! Tonigh? How could she go out and socially shine in
company—even if it was only a foursome? Slowly lgited her eyes to his,
seeing little more than a keen intensity in hissgd#&/hat time do we leave?’
The query was stilted, and she had the strangekhdesomeone else had
spoken, for the voice didn't seem to be her at all.

A muscle tautened along his jaw, making his featappear harsh and
formidable. 'Dammit, Natalie--!' he began explosive

'‘Don't worry, Ryan,' she assured him with unacaustcynicism, 'l haven't
the strength to oppose you.'

"You want an apology for something you deliberatplpvoked?' he
demanded hardily, stifling an oath. 'How the hedl glou expect me to
react?’

She still felt raw, and an icy numbness seemedat@ lnvaded her bones
despite the warm summer heat. 'l can only pleagpoeany amnesia’™' she
voiced dully, holding his gaze unwaveringly. 'l st have remembered
you possess a wicked temper.'

He remained silent for what seemed an age, andoe when he spoke
was dangerously quiet. 'You have the damnedesttyalbd arouse a
complexity of emotions—some of which are totallyeowiable. I'm
constantly at odds whether to strangle you or sweepnto wild passionate
oblivion," His eyes were enigmatic as he pauseceiogptibly. 'We once’
shared something beautiful—something that will ¥erebe remembered by
Michelle's very existence.'

‘That was a long time ago,' Natalie said sadlydsaty finding it difficult to
swallow the lump that had risen to her throat. Watlgesture of utter
weariness she lifted a hand and massaged her témafeattempt to ease
the dull throbbing there. 'If you don't mind, likd to be alone for a while.’

His eyes kindled with a mixture of anger, and regheen became hooded as
he turned towards the wardrobe, selecting briefisnaculate tan trousers
and a beige silk shirt. 'I'll ensure you're nottulised until six. We're
meeting Rick and Lisa in the bar of the Lotus Ihseven.'



CHAPTER SIX

THE restaurant was crowded, and at first glance altdbles appeared to be
taken. The smiling waitress was most profuse wign &apologies, her
manner deferential as she referred to the patraiggihg the bar. 'Mr
Andreas is already seated at the table, Mr MarsHallsuggests we serve
your drinks there.’

Ryan gave an affirmative nod, and with his arm tongaa protective arc
about Natalie's waist, he moved aside to followhien Chinese girl's wake.

Natalie drew a deep steadying breath and uttessiér@t prayer for divine

assistance to get her through the ensuing few h@uisvardly she gave the
appearance of being a well-dressed socialite; ilkg emerald-coloured

dress with its swathed bodice and softly-gathekad accentuated her slim
curves and was a perfect complement to her lighyed skin and striking
blonde hair.

Beside her, Ryan was every inch the dominant, sstge male.
Immaculately groomed in dark hip-huggiftg trousensl a cream silk shirt
left unbuttoned at the neck, he wore the mantleophistication with ease.
There was a hint of leashed power beneath his cuggeerior, an elusive
aura that went with extreme wealth, adding to alevtioat would always
draw attention— unwanted or not.

‘Natalie—Ryan,' a deep voice murmured, its intmmatbearing a slight,
almost imperceptible accent, and Natalie forcechenwsmile as she greeted
the tall dark-haired man who had risen to his feet.

'Hello, Rick," she managed with sincerity. 'lt'©ddo see you again.’

'‘And you," he responded quietly, then turning \mybung woman seated on
his right he gave a slow eloquent smile. 'ThisisalLmy wife.'

Natalie experienced a shaft of envy at his depthegfrd for the slim
dark-haired girl whose serene features were broafieé by a pair of
sparkling dark eyes.



'I'm pleased to meet the woman responsible for Rydownfall," Lisa
began, sparing Ryan a twinkling glance. 'l hopecam be friends, Natalie.'

‘Thank you—I'd like that." Natalie took the seatRyheld out for her, and
accepted the slim fluted glass of wine Rick placedhe table before her. It
was a light palatable Riesling, and provided a muefded boost to her
sadly low morale.

'It's a little crowded," Rick remarked, allowingstgaze to encompass the
room and its occupants. '‘But the food more thanpmormeates.’ His eyes
were oddly thoughtful as they rested on Natalieofle this evening will be
the first of many we can enjoy together.’

'It will be," Ryan said smoothly, and he reachetdatand and trailed his
fingers down the length of Natalie's arm, thenriateed his fingers with

hers. His glance was warm and his smile gentle,tarahy onlooker he

appeared an adoring husband. 'Natalie and | plalmamng a week to

ourselves before beginning the inevitable roundrdértaining.' He gave a
slight shrug and offered a slow teasing smilehéfgoing proves too heavy,
| may load up the cruiser and take her off to soemeote tropic isle for a
while/'

Nick's white teeth flashed in a wicked grin. 'l knqust the place. In fact, |
own it." His eyes twinkled with devilish humour las raised his glass in a
silent mocking toast. 'lt's yours to use any tiroa yequire it.'

Natalie controlled a telling tide of colour whichréatened to tinge her
cheeks, and threw him a faintly cynical glance uYaven't changed, Rick.’

‘Ah, but | have," he declared with a quizzical nénd Lisa broke in with a
musical laugh.

‘There's nothing worse than a reformed rake!

‘Alas, | have been tamed. The once-proud lion nemngs himself to be led
on a chain he has no intention of breaking.' Ryayes held amusement as
he spared Lisa a faintly mocking glance, and indaflly touching gesture he
picked up her hand and carried it to his lips.



You'll have Natalie think | crack a proverbial whihis wife protested.
'When, in fact, it was the opposite.’

'Indeed," he concurred quietly, and Ryan interect@ith customary
smoothness.

'Shall we order?"

The next few hours passed with reasonable swiftrtagsconversational
flow maintained with practised ease, so that theas little chance for
Natalie to indulge in introspection.

They had been served with a variety of dishes, dagt at an even
temperature atop individual silver burners, andaegd at regular intervals
with a further selection.

'Dessert?’

'l couldn't," Natalie refused, more than repletel Rick cast Lisa a quizzical
glance.

'| shouldn't, but I'll have a banana fritter witteam,"' his wife decided with a
rueful grin. 'I've developed a sweet tooth.'

'‘Need | enquire why?' Ryan teased, his eyes abldhesilent laughter, and
Lisa picked up her napkin and threatened to thtaat him.

'‘Wretch!" she laughed. 'l imagine in another momtkill be perfectly
obvious.’

'l shall be a doting uncle,’ he assured her, gftirs glass in a silent salute. 'l
couldn't be more happy for you both.’

Lisa turned towards Natalie. 'You have a daughtar'eyes became faintly
wistful. 'I'd love a little girl. Not that | mincgither way, as long as it comes
into the world healthy.' She spared her husbaraftdaok. 'Rick, like most
men, would prefer a son. But a little girl," shailed off with a sigh. 'Think
of all the pretty clothes, and the fun involvedinessing her!"



'I'm sure | can manage to provide you with botkegitime,' her husband
declared. 'Meanwhile, you'll have to be patient seelwhat fate has decreed
to send us.' He leaned sideways and bestowedexilnggkiss to her temple.
'I'm going to beg Natalie for a dance while youysair dessert.’

What else could Natalie do but accept? To refuseldveeem churlish, and
Rick was too much a friend to offend.

The dance floor was small, the artist and his masbade too loud, and it
was so long since she had danced that at firsttsingbled and lost her step.

'Don't apologise," Rick murmured, pulling her clode ensure better
guidance.

"You're being kind,' she acknowledged with a rusfulle, and incurred his
penetrating glance.

'May | say that it's good to see you and Ryan tueyetigain?’

Are we? she queried silently. We live in the saroase, share the same
table—even the same bed. Yet we couldn't be ma# #pan if a thousand
miles separated us.

'Have | offended you?'

She came out of her reverie and flashed him a bhigimourless smile. 'No,

of course not." Heaven help her, she would haveutomon forth every

reserve of strength. "You'll have to forgive megkRishe began quietly. 'l

developed a shocking headache just before wealedtthe pills | took have

had a rather numbing effect." The smile reachedelyes as she added
sincerely, 'Allow me to congratulate you. Lisa i®eely girl.'

Rick wasn't fooled, and she knew it, but innatedyo@nners prevented him
from probing, and for this she was supremely thahkf

'She's my life," he revealed softly, and Natalis waable to prevent the faint
prick of tears at the depth of emotion in his voice



They circled the floor in silence, and when the mmysused Rick led her
back to their table.

The expression in Ryan's eyes was impossible tecedis and she
deliberately avoided his glance, turning insteadisa and offering a faint
laugh.

'I'm sadly out of practice, I'm*afraid. If Rick hasre toes tomorrow, you'll
know the reason why!"

'Is that an indirect accusation, darling?' Ryanuizd, and she cast him a
sweet smile.

'How could it be?' she countered evenly, lifting partly-filled glass and

savouring the excellent wine. She met his eyesihetim and wrinkled her
nose. 'Although I'd rather it were your toes, amd Rick's, that have to
suffer." The barb was there, but accompanied witugh she doubted Rick
or Lisa realised its intention.

'In that case, I'd better remedy any remission autidelay,’ Ryan slanted
mockingly, and draining his glass he stood to & in one fluid movement.

Natalie could have screamed at her own folly imteng him. She didn't

want to dance, and especially not with her indobhtehusband. Yet to

refuse would undoubtedly gain an attention she dtaall costs to avoid.

With the best grace she could muster she allowedthilead her towards
the dance floor, and as his arms closed aroungheestrained against the
inevitable body contact.

'For God's sake, relax," Ryan bade with accustdmeuness.

"You have to be joking,' she retaliated swiftlytihg the way he effortlessly
moulded her body close to his. 'Do you have to satconvincingly

proprietorial?’ she demanded seconds later asahdi$ fingers trail a
tantalising exploratory path over the length of back.

'Am 1?' he demanded lazily, and she felt his lipgsh her temple. 'I'm
merely following my instincts."'



'‘And we know what they are!" she retorted, anddhbés faint throaty laugh.

'What a little vixen you are, Natalie! You teadeert run, and scream when
you're caught.' He slanted her a sardonic twistates'You're a chameleon,
reverting from child-to woman and back again atdlghtest provocation.’

'‘And you're totally insufferable!" she hissed, rping to wriggle out of his
grasp. Being so close to him like this made herrawsd his muscular
hardness, and already his potent magnetism drewtem like a moth to
flame. Every nerve-end quivered vibrantly alived ahe shook her head in a
gesture of utter despair. 'l hate you,' she whespen vengeful avowal. 'l
never imagined myself capable of hating anyone @shnas | hate you!'

'Stop it," Ryan warned. 'You've already suffere@ painful lesson. Don't
give me reason to give you another.’

'‘And you would," she retorted bitterly. 'l have toe made to
conform—whatever the cost!'

'I'd prefer to conduct our wrangling without a patdudience,’ he evinced
hardily. 'But continue any further and I'm liabdedo something regrettable.’

'In a room full of people, your scope is limiteshe retorted with a touch of
truculence, and caught the flare of anger thatdreed his eyes.

She didn't have time to cry out as his mouth clasest hers in a kiss that
was leisurely enough, and as shattering to hefibgum as he intended.

When he lifted his head she had to cling on to $onthat she didn't fall, and
seconds later she turned her head into his shouder attempt to hide her
humiliation.

The music increased in volume and tempo, but Rggn to the outer fringe
of the floor, his head bent low so that his chesksbed hers, and to any
observers they must have appeared totally engrasssth other.

It seemed an age before he disentangled his arthéedrher back to the
table. Her emotions were numbed, and she feltsileds as a rag doll. If



Rick or Lisa noticed they had the good sense nobtoment, and by mutual
consent they ordered coffee, then chose to leamestlimmediately.

'I'll ring you,' Lisa declared gently as they readhhe street. 'We'll meet for
lunch.’

Natalie murmured an appropriate rejoinder, thenscmus of Ryan's firm
grasp at her elbow, she bade them both goodnightbmowed him to lead
her towards the car.

Seated inside its luxurious interior, she went digio the motions of
fastening her seatbelt with, the movements of aonaaton, dimly aware
that he had slipped in behind the wheel and wasirdn manoeuvring the
large vehicle into the stream of traffic.

Wearily she leaned her head back against the hstamind closed her eyes.
She felt an emotional wreck, and so physicallydtsbe was ill-equipped to
face the inevitable recriminations that would fallmnce they reached
home.

It took five minutes to gain access to the smailliger that led to Cronin
Island, and a further minute for the car to swe@ugh the remote-
controlled gates and halt inside the garage.

Without a word she slid out of her seat and folldviem into the house,
crossing the large entrance foyer to the stairgjntiog each step with an
odd sense of fatalism as they led her ever nearéne upper floor and
ultimately to their bedroom.

The decisive click of the door as it closed behirdhad a strange effect on
her nerves, making them jangle in painful disc@mg she turned to face
him in an oddly defensive movement.

In the shadowed half-light from a distant bedlanyafRappeared large and
formidable, his stance vaguely menacing as he mtoxedrds her.

Suddenly Natalie didn't care any more, and sheedlbgr eyes in an attempt
to shut out the sight of him. Maybe if she prayedphard, when she opened



her eyes it would be to discover all this was p&# nightmare. Silly, stupid
tears welled up behind her lids and seeped throagfickle slowly down
each cheek until they came to rest at the edgerotiin.

She sensed rather than heard him move, and fdidltieerlight brush of his
fingers as they trailed the path of her tears.

"You sweet fool," Ryan muttered with wry gentlenessl tilting her chin he
slid a hand beneath the heavy swathe of her h&ioltbfast her head, then
his lips touched each closed eyelid in turn besiggping to her temple and
teasing a downward path to the softly-beating patdbe base of her neck.

Slowly and with infinite care he removed her dresg] she shivered as her
slip, then her bra and briefs fell to the floor.

A barely-stifled oath left Ryan's lips as he saw filunt bruising evident on
her delicate skin, and she swayed beneath his @sible brushed his lips to
each painful bruise in turn.

Despite a despondent lethargy her traitorous bedgib to respond, and she
groaned in despair. 'Don‘'t—please!' Her voiceadhoff in an aching sob. 'l
couldn't bear any more.'

His mouth covered hers, his tongue teasing an ¢évecpath along her
lower lip. 'I'm going to put you to bed,' he murmdy his warm breath
invading her mouth.

'‘But not alone,’ she said sadly, unable to operepes, and she felt his lips
twist beneath hers.

'Do you want to be alone?’
She started to nod, then gave a slow shake ofdwat.Hl want to sleep.' A
convulsive sob choked in her throat. What was geaf begging? He was

immune to any plea she might make.

In a single movement he lifted her into his armd earried her to the large
bed, then lowered her between the sheets. She healdhe faint rustle of



clothing, then the edge of the bed depressed abchm beside her, and in
the darkness he reached out, drawing her closeciauting her into the
curve of his body. As a hand covered her. breaststiffened, then as he
made no attempt to caress she gradually relaxedpreathing steadying
until its even rise and fall revealed a slip intis¢ful somnolent oblivion.

The following few days were a delight, for with Ryabsent from eight in
the morning until six at night, Natalie was ablel&yote the daylight hours
to Michelle. Together they swam in the pool, exptbithe garden and
grounds, then with Jenkins' escort—at Ryan's iescd—the little girl was
introduced to the first of the Coast's entertainirfaailities. With such a
variety, it was difficult to choose, but Sea Wonldn the day, and Michelle
was entranced with the performing dolphins, the-lees and tiny
penguins.

'More, more!' she demanded when it was time todeand Natalie declared
firmly that they would come another day. It woultbye all too easy to
indulge her. As it was, being Ryan's daughter, sloaild soon grow

accustomed to luxury and the material possessibas wealth could

provide. It was essential to establish and maintamn even balance,
especially as Michelle was a very perceptive child able to distinguish a
difference between her former and her presentyies

Without Ryan's disturbing presence Natalie was #blelax, although the
evenings were something she preferred not to givehnthought to. She
came to anticipate the time he was due to returopnusciously listening for
the sound of the car in the driveway, the closifhg door followed by his
entrance into the house. Together with Michellepwhd been fed an hour
before, she would wait for him in the lounge. Thiéey would share a drink
while Ryan questioned them about their day, anditlesasing rapport
between father and daughter was something Natalikel ©nly, reluctantly
admire, even though it hurt unbearably that thkelgirl's affections could
be so easily won. At seven, amidst giggles andjbtdd shrieks of laughter,
Michelle was lifted high on to her father's shoutdand carried upstairs to
bed, where, with predictable delaying tactics, sf@aged to extend her



bedtime for a further fifteen minutes as she a#tgly begged a drink or
stressed the necessity for another visit to thierbam.

Dinner was served at seven-thirty, and after settMichelle, Ryan would

shower and change his clothes, then escort Natahm to the dining room.

This was the time she came to dread, for inevithelpre the main course
was halfway through he had managed to put her@defensive, making it

almost impossible for her to maintain civility. Bize time coffee was

served, they were engrossed in verbal battle—mistie was any match for
his brand of sardonic cynicism.

On Thursday evening, exactly a week from the dag s&d returned to
Ryan's household, he emerged from the shower atedeeinthe bedroom
with lithe easy movements, his tall frame bare &fsam the towel hitched
casually about his hips.

'‘Change into something more sophisticated," hereddeithout preamble.
'We're dining out.' He crossed to the wardrobe, Mathlie watched in idle
fascination as he extracted dark trousers and la sili-print shirt, then
began the process of dressing.

'Where?' she queried, and instantly incurred a dlarting glance.

'Does it matter?'

'l don't possess anything terribly sophisticatesthe responded evenly,
meeting his gaze. 'Fashions have changed overastetiree years, and |

haven't been able to afford to compete with thestatrend.’

One eyebrow rose in quizzical mockery. 'You mean kaven't already
indulged in a madly expensive spending spree?’

'l left all those plastic credit cards behind, @uyremember?' she countered
sweetly, and his eyes narrowed with an angry gleam.

'Why the hell didn't you ask? Jenkins has instamdito give you any money
you might need.’



'Oh, Jenkins has been discretion itself,’ Natadielated in swift defence.
'However, | could hardly ask him for an advancergnclothing allowance.'

'You could have asked me.'

She flicked a stray lock of hair back behind her, @d met his gaze
fearlessly. 'l once begged you to give me finanasdistance to help my
father, and you refused. I'll never put myself ve invidious position of
having to ask anything of you again!'

His answering silence held an element of danged, sire involuntarily

tensed, unconsciously holding her breath as heesign her to a long
analytical appraisal before saying in a quiet vdicat sent icy shivers
slithering down her spine, 'That particular requaptdly transgressed into a
verbal battle." His eyes resembled hard topaz chiigs speared her
mercilessly. 'l was in no mood to grant your reques

'Perhaps | should have been more forthcoming amereaf my body,'
Natalie heard the words slip from her lips befohe $ad given them
conscious thought.

Ryan gave every appearance of keeping a tighorehis temper. 'I'll forget
you said that.'

She closed her eyes momentarily, then turned aw#ly & gesture of
weariness. Til get changed,’ she said quietly.tiighthim could only lead to
destruction—hers. Perhaps it was better to condetisat before he gained
an invaluable foothold on her emotions. Heaven krewas difficult
enough to cope with each physical onslaught witlpwaviding additional
provocation. Yet subconsciously some tiny imp sekneeurge her into
fresh battle at almost every turn, and it galled tebearably that he
continually triumphed.

Crossing to her wardrobe, she selected a slimteskilack sleeveless dress
with a draped bodice whose neckline was anythinglbmure, plunging as
it did almost to her waist at the back and frontmShigh-heeled black
sandals gave her added height, and she fasten#¢krlscket that had
belonged to her grandmother around her neck, tttended to her make-up



before brushing her hair so that it swung looseutaber shoulders. A light

spray of perfume to several pulse-spots, and shected an evening purse
from a drawer, slipped in lipstick, comb, powdermgact and a

handkerchief, then turned towards the door.

Tm ready.’

Ryan stood seemingly relaxed and at ease, his leyeded, making his
expression difficult to discern. He opened the daod stood aside,
following as she walked down the hall to the stairs

Jenkins had already brought the car around, armhtie them goodnight as
they left the house.

It was warm outside after the air-conditioned imteiof the house, and
Natalie slid into the passenger seat of the waikagari, reached for the
safety-belt and fastened it as Ryan slipped inrizkthie wheel.

'Where are we going?'

The powerful car had negotiated the Chevron bralgyg was purring with
leashed ease past the golf course, heading weatdewhe hills.

‘Nerang.'
'Good heavens,' she exclaimed. 'You are informktive

His eyes didn't shift from the road. 'There's ahrehovated homestead that
has been converted into a restaurant,’ he explauitbdseeming patience.
‘The food is excellent, and the atmosphere quidtiatimate. It's a little
different from the usual, and | think you'll enjiny

The dusk of evening had disappeared and the cawerful headlights
picked out the surrounding bush-clad terrain, whithurn gave way to
housing developments.

Natalie took in the changes with interest. Thetias¢ she had passed along
this particular road there was scarcely a houdeetseen. Now there were



factories and houses at irregular intervals, givingdence to the Coast's
industrial growth over the past few years.

‘Are we dining alone?' She voiced the query idlprenas something to say
than a desire for knowledge.

'Yes.'
'Oh.'

Ryan spared her a swift glance. 'Such enthusid@miocked sardonically.
'Do you find my sole company so daunting?'

She swallowed quickly and gave a slight shrug. 'W¢er we're alone, we
usually quarrel.'

I'm sure we'll manage to maintain a modicum ofilityy' he drawled.
‘There'll be others present. The place is wellqrased.'

Natalie retreated into silence as he brought théoca smooth halt at a busy
intersection. After gaining a pause in the traffece swung the wheel with
smooth efficiency and eased into a parking space.

Switching off the ignition, he reached into the rr&mmpartment and
withdrew two bottles?lt isn't licensed, so we bring our own," he expédin
with an edge of mockery, and she slid out to walkis side towards the
nondescript cottage, whose only claim to being>aiusive eatery was its
sparkling neon sign.

The contrast inside was dramatic. Dark-stained ¢imath walls and ceilings,
soft lighting, heavy lace curtaining masking thenaows, all lent an
olde-worlde atmosphere. Immaculate white linen glediming silverware
created an elegance that was matched by the a#est#ft.

Their table was tucked away in a quiet corner, Bathlie took a sip of
excellent German Riesling as she perused the bacdbmenu.

'‘Any particular preference?’



She glanced towards that drawling voice and treedghore the way her
senses leapt at the mere sight of him. It was chazy she could alternate
between dislike and its antithesis with such rapidvimn,' she deliberated,
scanning the dishes offered. 'I'll have fish, hkjibarramundi meuniere,
with no starter.’

'My appetite is a little more substantial than yusaid Ryan, giving her
order. 'I'll start with peppered prawns, and hasadlspini with mushrooms
to follow. Vegetables, no salad. Natalie?'

'Oh, salad, thank you.'

His faint amusing gleam put her slightly on theethesive.

'l happen to like salad.’

'Did | suggest that you didn't?"

''ve come a long way since the days when | folldweur every lead,’ she
said lightly, taking the sting out of her words hvi slight smile.

The waitress arrived with a small wooden board @ioing a crusty loaf and
a pot of garlic butter, which she placed besiderRya

He lifted the serrated knife and proceeded to tinto slices, which he
buttered, then placed one on to Natalie's plate.

'l could have done that,’ she protested, accephimglice, and promptly bit
into it, finding it delicious.

'Indulge me. I'm in an attentive mood."

'My goodness!" She allowed her eyes to widen dedilky. 'This moment
will have to be recorded for posterity.’

'Drink your wine," he drawled, refilling her glass)d she wrinkled her nose
at him.



'l know your game. You're trying to lull me intavarm dreamy state, so that
| won't have the inclination to argue.’

He lifted his glass and touched its rim to hers, dyes faintly mocking.
'Here's to us.'

'I'm not sure | should drink to that.'
'Why ever not?'
‘It might lead to my downfall.'

'Would that be so very bad?' he queried with unstccned gentleness, and
she nodded.

'Oh yes," she said sadly. 'l fell in love with yonoce. It was like being
enclosed in a beautiful bubble, flying higher amghler with the rays of the
sun shooting its translucent film with a myriad threcolours. | thought |
was immune from the rest of the world, protectewd mfinitely precious.’
She met his gaze unflinchingly. 'One day the bulbiest, and | crashed
painfully down to earth.' She lifted her glass atated at its contents. ‘It isn't
an experience | want to repeat.’

'Fate is an incredible entity,” Ryan began aftenemsurable silence, and
anything further he might have said was lost bypfesence of the waitress
as she deposited a dish of peppered prawns befare h

The aroma tantalised her nostrils, activating hete-buds, and as lie lifted
the first prawn to his mouth he caught her faimtlgtful expression.

'Like to try one?"

She watched as he replaced the fork into the distl, when he lifted a
succulent morsel and fed it into her mouth she'tiéfuse. With a strange
fascination she accepted two more mouthfuls, awafrethe blatant

sensuality in sharing his food and the same utdhgibs almost as if he was
deliberately attempting to establish that they sttasomething more



tangible than mere food, and the knowledge wasaoynd she didn't dare
dwell on it.

‘You're treating me like a child,’ she breathedk#gpaand was unable to
glance away from the depth of his probing gaze.

'‘Am 1?' There was no mockery evident, and for a mainshe was totally
oblivious to everyone else in the room.

With a sense of mounting panic she reached forgless and resolutely
sipped its contents. Dear God, what was the maitbrher? The wine, the
food, Ryan's manner, all seemed part of a flagredtiction. She had only to
close her eyes and the past three years might’hbage been.

'Have another slice of bread.’

Natalie regarded the proffered board, and shookéad. It was perhaps as
well that at that precise moment the waitress netito clear Ryan's dish
and set their main course before them.

The barramundi fillet melted in her mouth, and tiicate sauce was a
perfect complement.

'‘Dessert?
Natalie shook her head and finished the last ofAnee. '‘No. Thank you.'

'Irish coffee? Or perhaps a Royale?' Ryan suggdstauing well back in his
chair. 'An excellent way to finish off a meal, doyou agree?'

Rich black coffee spiced with spirits and toppethvaream had a definite
appeal, and she nodded in silent acquiescence.

With calm unhurried movements he extracted cigasedind a lighter, then
when the slim tube was lit to his satisfaction kbated the smoke with
every evidence of pleasure.

'It's only ten. Would you like to take in a shovieafwe leave here?’



The thought of crowds of people, bright glaringhtigand noise after these
peaceful surroundings prompted her to refuse. d@ssiyou have work
tomorrow," she added, sipping the delicious hofesoffrom its pottery
goblet. She felt sated with good food and winegxedl, and vaguely sleepy.

'I'm taking the day off," Ryan informed her blandind through a haze of
smoke his expression was difficult to discern.

She managed a slight smile. 'Any particular reason?
'A shopping excursion—yours and Michelle's.'

'‘We're to be suitably fitted out in a style accustd to your standing," she
declared evenly. 'May | point out that Michelle widecome tired and
fractious after an hour or two?'

'l hadn't bargained on bringing her along. Marthquite capable of looking
after her.’

'l didn't realise my clothes were so sadly lacKing.

"Your clothes are fine,' Ryan asserted, his datééegoeyes giving evidence
of an appreciative appraisal as they swept downld¢lep vee of her bodice.
"You simply need more. We're having a few peopleirinner on Saturday
evening.'

Natalie felt her heart sink, and she finished tbst of her coffee before
flashing him a brilliant smile. 'In that case a gpimg spree is definitely in
order. It will be very important that | shine andzdle effectively, and for
that | must dress the part.’

‘Shall we go?'
His hand was firm on the back of her waist as thegaded their way to the

front desk, and outside he saw her seated in thieefare crossing round to
slip in behind the wheel.



The drive home was accomplished in what seemedyashert time. Why
was it that the return journey always appearedetiess! Natalie mused as
she followed Ryan into the house.

She crossed the carpet to the stairs, and pauséig tdf her sandals before
ascending to the upper floor with the straps daggtiom her fingers. In the
bedroom she switched on the light and moved td#tleroom, cleansed her
skin of make-up, ~brushed her teeth, then retraesdteps.

Ryan was standing near the window, the scene beybadpartially
curtained glass apparently holding his attentione @and was thrust into
his trouser pocket, and in the dim glow cast frorsoltary bedlamp he
appeared to tower even taller than his six feetetlimches.

Natalie extracted a filmy nightgown from beneath pi#dow and donned it
after shedding her clothes, then she crossed tonthered dresser and
picked up her brush.

She was halfway through the customary number oksesr when the brush
was taken from her hand, and she gave Ryan's slyagéfiection a startled
glance as he began to stroke the brush througdlenigéh of her hair.

'It's like pale spun silk," he murmured, lettingslip slowly through his
fingers as if the feel fascinated him.

There was an odd familiarity in his touch that lgloua return of the past,
and Natalie closed her eyes in an effort to digpememory it evoked. As if
encased in a magical hypnotic spell she sat quiéssehe lifted a swathe of
hair and gently brushed his lips against her n8pe.was powerless to move
away, or even speak, and as his mouth trailedvidreerable hollow at the
base of her throat she gave an inaudible moan,eaofathe slow pulsing
ache that threatened her treacherous emotionshgetas powerless to stop
their response.

In a dreamlike trance she felt him lift and turm be that she stood resting
against his hard lean frame, and as his mouth @loser hers she let her
arms slowly encircle his neck.



His mouth created its own havoc, filling her sens#h bittersweet warmth
until she clung to him like a wild untamed creataraving fulfilment.
Nothing else mattered but the satisfaction of hesspssion, and like a
priceless musical instrument he played her emotiortkeir fullest extent
before staking his claim in an action that soaheuairt both high to a plateau
of mutual ecstasy.



CHAPTER SEVEN

RyaN was as good as his word, and early next mornieg throve into
Surfer's Paradise, where, within a very short spatiene, the back seat and
the boot of the Daimler were filled with a varietfyboxes in all shapes and
sizes.

Natalie's head spun at the speed with which it abaccomplished, and
when Ryan suggested a drink, she allowed him b et into a small but
select coffee lounge.

'Hmm, | needed that,’ she murmured appreciativelyshe sipped a
superbly-brewed cappuccino. Her eyes were drawhigpand she was
unable to prevent the query, 'Who have you invitedlinner tomorrow
night?'

His eyes gleamed with hidden mockery. 'Scared?

She grimaced slightly. 'Apprehensive. | doubt ¢ller make a serene
hostess."

There aren't many around,’ he allowed cynicaltiz all a clever facade.
Inside, .they're desperately afraid, and only practand maturity brings a
semblance of serenity.’

'So,' she declared ruefully. 'Forewarned is foremtmAre Rick and Lisa
coming?'

‘They are, together with the Richardsons, a feviness associates and their
partners.'

'‘Not Simone?' The words were out before she caolo them, and it took
considerable courage to hold his gaze.

'‘Not to my knowledge," Ryan responded evenly. 'H@xgit's possible she
could partner either of two associates.' His eyagsowed slightly until they
resembled topaz chips. 'l don't doubt you can earndfi she does turn up.’



'Oh, I'm sure she will," she said with a brittlellemTurn up, | mean. In fact,
| wouldn't put it past her to deliberately manigalthe invitation.'

Throughout the next day Natalie was a mass of seed she showered
and changed into one of her new dresses—a softetynitnaterial in subtle

shades of pink, lilac and grey that highlighted biende hair and glowing

skin. Her make-up was applied with time-consumiagec and a liberal

spray of Miss Dior to several pulse-beats addeditighing touch.

'Very pleasing,’ Ryan drawled as he entered thedoedfrom the bathroom,
and she inclined her head in a mocking acceptahlcis gompliment.

‘Thank you, kind sir." She let her eyes wander dwerdark trousers and
immaculate pale shirt. 'You, too, will pass muster.

One eyebrow slanted in cynical appraisal. 'l thiak could do with a drink.
Shall we go downstairs?'

'Into battle," Natalie inclined impishly, and alled/him to take her elbow.

It was amazing what a glass of wine could do tssbber morale, she mused
some fifteen minutes later, and when Jenkins esdoMick and Lisa
Andreas into the lounge she went forward to gréemmt with genuine
warmth.

Within the space of ten minutes all but two of thgiests had arrived, and
Natalie felt the tension knot in her stomach askidsnushered in a tall

dark-haired man whose face appeared vaguely famgiad the knot

tightened when she saw his companion.

Simone Vesey was sophistication personified, frome top of her
elegantly-coiffured dark head to the tip of her ortpd shoes. Attired in
black, her mike-up superb, she drew the attenti@very pair of eyes in the
room.

Good manners alone carried Natalie through theieggan minutes, and
afterwards she could not have recounted a word has ssniled and
exchanged polite small-talk with their guests.



It was a relief when dinner was announced, andutiirout the numerous
courses she strived to act out a part in whichalhéotally ill at ease, and it
was mostly due to Lisa and Rick Andreas, seatesbdby, that her attention
was averted from Simone's blatant attempt towlith Ryan.

To give him his due, he didn't respond, but it tadknonetheless, and
Natalie felt her eyes being drawn more and morenafbwards them.

How she managed to get through the remainder ofetleing was a
mystery, although the assistance of several glagsese no doubt helped!
The room, the guests—all seemed cloaked with aesehdeja vy and
brought back a vivid recollection of several evesiin the past when she
and Ryan had entertained guests, several of wham pvesent tonight.

After coffee had been served in the lounge, ongleahen another began to
disperse, until only Simone and Gordon White remain

'Darling, | must congratulate you on effecting aamciliation with Ryan,’
smiled Simone with superficial civility, but theneas only enmity evident in
those brilliant dark eyes as she fixed Natalie witiaking stare.

Thank you," Natalie managed evenly, aware that Ryah Gordon were
deep in conversation and therefore partly oblivitw/hat was taking part
between Simone and herself.

'I'm sure you worked very hard.’
Natalie gave a polite smile. 'If you choose to kiso.'

A thin stream of smoke rose from the slender citeu®mone held, and she
lifted it to her mouth, took a long inhalation, thexpelled the smoke with
every evidence of satisfaction. 'He was on the tpofinnstigating divorce
before you hit him with your—ersptece de resistangeshall we say? So
convincing to be able to produce a child.' Her eylétered angrily. 'It's to
be hoped Ryan took the precaution of checking thedogrouping. Subtler
tricks than yours have been worked in the past, lents a very wealthy
man.’



'You haven't changed, Simone," Natalie remarkedywry

'No, darling—and | never will,’ the dark-haired wambreathed with thinly
disguised enmity.

Natalie caught Ryan's narrowed glance and offersdanbrilliant smile,
then crossed to his side. 'Simone was just sakigygrmust leave.' She let her
gaze shift to his companion. 'It's been a pleasweting you, Gordon.’

It seemed natural to move towards the door, anatsulel hardly believe it
was all over as she stood at Ryan's side in therfeyd bade them
goodnight.

The instant the door closed she turned and madédastairs. 'I'm going to
bed.'

'‘Nothing more to drink?' Ryan slanted, and she dednon him with a
hollow laugh.

'Are you trying to suggest I've had more than | bandle?’

'Did | say that?' he queried with a bland inscrilitgband anger rose to the
fore with a vengeance.

'Oh, go to hell, Ryan! I'm tired, and after fieldirSimone's vicious
innuendoes, I'm in no mood to continue with yours!

"You hardly spoke to her all evening,’” he commentaith a narrowed
glance, and she erupted into angry speech.

"You more than made up for my lapse in that dicgdtishe spat furiously,
and his eyes gleamed with mocking cynicism.

'| do believe you're jealous. Are you?'

"You have to be kidding!'



She watched in idle fascination as he crossedrtsitie, and his husky laugh
was more than she could bear.

'l think you protest too much, my darling wife," ttered quizzically, and
without thought her hand flew to his face.

'Oh no,' Ryan cautioned softly as he caught itid-amr, then deftly twisted
it behind her back. 'If you want to fight, we'll doin the privacy of our
bedroom. Then there'll be no doubt as to its caaiu’

'l hate you," she breathed bitterly. 'My God, yom'tknow how much!'

Without another word he swung her into his arms eawdied her up the
stairs, oblivious to the fists she rained agaimspbwerful back, and in their
room he threw her on to the bed, then joined heneth

What followed remained indelibly imprinted in heialm, and even as she
begged for mercy her traitorous body arched andtédi beneath his,
silently urging him towards a tumultuous, raginiga@st raping, possession.

She slept deeply, haunted by dreams in which she aashadowy
participant, yet when she woke she retained nollestmn of those
somnolent sequences. Only Ryan and the eventsegbrgvious evening
flooded forth with dreadful clarity, and she turrfegl head cautiously only
to see that she was alone in the large bed. A glanhleer watch revealed that
it was after eight, and she breathed a small sfgrelef that he would
already have breakfasted and left for the golf seur

She rose and showered, then dressed and went @wsristjoin Michelle
for the first meal of the day.

'‘Swim, Mummy!"
Natalie sipped her coffee and bit into her toddtef, sweetheart. It's going
to be a lovely warm day. We'll sit out by the paotd you can draw some

pictures while | read the newspaper. Then we'lhsvakay?'

'Yes, please.



They finished their breakfast, then changed intomswits before going
downstairs to .the pebbled courtyard adjoininggbel. Natalie smoothed
some sunscreen cream over the little girl's skentrendered a similar
treatment to her own.

The time passed swiftly, and after giving Michalswimming lesson she
stretched out on a canvas chair and let the susr'sth dry the moisture
from her skin.

A slight sound alerted her, and she looked up ® Mdartha hurrying
forward, her pleasant features faintly anxious.

‘A long-distance call, Natalie, from Mrs Maclean.’

Natalie stood to her feet in one fluid movemernill. thke it on the bar
extension,” she declared, her eyes darting to img figure happily
engrossed with toys not too far distant from thelsadge. 'Will you watch
Michelle?'

Her feet almost flew across the pebbled courtyand, she picked up the
receiver with shaky fingers. 'Andrea?’

'I'm at the hospital,’ her stepmother declared authpreamble. 'They're
preparing John for surgery immediately. I'll ringuythe minute he comes
out.'

'How is he?"

'‘As fit as he'll ever be to withstand the operatidhe light's flashing,
Natalie, and | haven't any more coins.’

'Ill catch the next flight down," Natalie declareicing the words even as
the intention entered her head, then the line lBlégmd went dead. 'Damn!’
She replaced the receiver and reached for thehtetepdirectory, finding
the number she wanted with the minimum of efforalling the digits, she
waited impatiently for the airline to answer. 'H&IThis is an emergency. |
want a seat on the first flight to Sydney. | carabthe airport in less than an
hour.'" She listened attentively, then said a deeisiThanks'. God—



three-quarters of an hour was cutting it fine! Es@éy as she hadn't even
packed! 'Martha?"

That good woman almost ran in her haste to givestasge, a protesting
Michelle scooped against an ample bosom.

'‘Can you tell Jenkins to get the car ready, thép ime pack? We'll have to
achieve a minor miracle if I'm to make that flighit of Coolangatta on
time!'

‘Are you taking Michelle?'

Natalie didn't even pause as she ran towards divs.sOf course. | couldn't
leave her behind.'

The next fifteen minutes were a mixture of wellgamised confusion and
total chaos, but unbelievably there were two sagsastowed in the boot of
the powerful Daimler, both she and Michelle weresentably clothed, and
Jenkins was handling the powerful car with skiléfficiency as it sped

down the coastal highway.

The jet was actually warming up on the tarmac wtiey reached the
airport, and with Jenkins' help they made it—jbsing last to board.

An hour later they landed at Sydney's Mascot afr@od were immediately
whisked by taxi to the hospital.

"You brought Michelle?' Andrea queried, faint disagval creasing her
brow. ‘Natalie, she would have been better leficahe. A hospital isn't the
place for young children.'

'l just packed and left without thinking about gtie answered. 'Any news
yet?'

'He's still in surgery. Oh, dear Lord, it's beenlsng!" Tears welled up
behind tired blue eyes, and Natalie felt a surgeoofipassion for the older
woman.



'Hey, he's my father,' she said gently. 'l love tom'
Andrea nodded in silence. 'He's all | have,’ siedaded brokenly.

'Shall | get you a cup of coffee? Have you had langt to eat?' Her own
stomach felt empty, for she had been too engrosgbdeeding Michelle to
bother about her own needs. "You take Michelle evhdsk at reception.’

She was back in five minutes carrying a tray onclvlieposed two steaming
cups of coffee and a plate of sandwiches. 'Weth lieel better when we've
had this.'

Andrea undid a sachet of sugar and stirred heeedbstractedly, her eyes
darting to the front desk at every sound or moverfrem that direction.

'Have something to eat,’ Natalie cajoled. 'Evenrwibad comes out from
theatre, it will be at least an hour or two beftre anaesthetic begins to
wear off, and even then he'll drift in and out lefep for several hours. You
don't want his first glimpse of you to cause hing aancern.’

'Do | look that bad?' Andrea asked .ruefully. Véalt slept for the past two
nights worrying about the outcome of all this.'

'It shows—a little," Natalie agreed with a slighing '‘But you're far from
appearing haggard. Now, please—eat. For Dad's galad,for your own.’

The hours seemed interminable, and keeping Michalieably amused
proved something of a distraction—a not unwelcome, dor conversation
was at a low ebb.

It was almost four o'clock when a gowned, bespéstiaman entered the
waiting room, and Andrea immediately sprang to fest wearing an
agonisingly anxious expression.

‘John—is he all right? Please--'

'Mr Maclean is in the recovery room,' the surgeootised with the ease of
long practice. 'He'll be taken to his suite in abloalf an hour. Sister will



allow you to see him very briefly, but | must wamwu that it will be several
hours before he'll regain full consciousness.' ldigs kindled with
professional warmth. 'l would advise that you gonko have a meal, then
return later this evening.”

'Has the operation been a success?' Andrea's eyresalvnost stark with
fear, and Natalie held her breath for his reply.

'It's much too early to be conclusive, Mrs Macle@averal factors have to
be considered before I'm prepared to give an assetsRest assured he's in
the best possible hands.’

It was professional ambiguity at best, and Nataéased Andrea's inner
anguish at not having her worst fears either corga or denied.

'I'll stay with you,' she reassured her, and tldeiolvoman nodded her silent
appreciation.

You'd better ring Ryan.’

Ryan? She hadn't even thought to leave a messhigeugh Martha or
Jenkins would inform him of her whereabouts. A veryile tugged the
corners of her mouth. This episode would merely dmother in a
rapidly-growing string of events to be chalked gpiast her. She seemed to
anger him at every turn—as he angehned Whenever they were together
the air was fraught with latent animosity. Someilivimp impelled her to
behave in a manner that was totally alien to herreadelighting in being as
deliberately perverse as possible, so that hislteeguwrath heaped
retribution upon her hapless head. '

'l ring him this evening from the hotel," Na@lmurmured, delaying the
inevitable.

'Where are you staying?' Andrea asked him in atratied manner, and
Natalie gave a rueful laugh.

'Would you believe—I don't know? | came straightehrom the airport.'
She picked up the magazine Michelle had droppetraropened the pages.



'l beg some assistance from the receptionistyiashe can recommend a
reasonable place. Otherwise, I'll simply pick sdmrej at random from the
directory.'

'Natalie?"

She turned slightly, waiting, and Andrea said dyjetThank you for
coming.'

'It never occurred to me not to,' she respondetlygenen resumed her way
to the reception desk.

'Mrs Marshall?'
Natalie nodded in faint puzzlement.

'l have Mr Marshall on the line. Will you take tball from this phone?' She
indicated a telephone set at the edge of her deskNatalie drew a deep
steadying breath as she crossed to pick up thevezce

'‘Ryan?’

'I'm at the airport.' His voice was unnecessatrilysique. 'Stay at the hospital
until | get there.'

He hung up before she had a chance to say anytamd),immediately
resentment rose to the fore. Of all the nerve! @Galgnoring his directive,
she set about arranging accommodation for hersalf Michelle, then
returned to resume her seat beside Andrea.

Almost twenty minutes later an officious- lookingster entered the
waiting-room and summoned Andrea. 'Only a few mesutMrs Maclean,’
she insisted, sparing Natalie a quick glance. 'aJdm afraid.'

Natalie gave her stepmother an encouraging smilé,veatched as both
women disappeared from view.



'Hungry, Mummy," Michelle asserted with childishndaur, and Natalie
cast a swift glance at the clock on the wall.

'Soon;' sweetheart.'

Andrea's features were pale when she returned\atadie stood to her feet
at once, concern uppermost.

'I'll ring for a taxi. It can drop you at your @ss house, then take us on to
the hotel.'

Mercifully, they were able to leave the hospitahinery short space of time,
and after depositing Andrea, Natalie directed theed to the address in
King's Cross.

After checking in to her room, food was the firshsideration, and Natalie
dialled room service to place an order.

Michelle was irritable and tired, as well as bemgqgry, and had become
almost impossible to manage.

'‘Darling, don't cry,’ she begged, attempting tatlsedhe little girl. 'Let's go
the bathroom and wash, then we'll switch on thevtsion, and before you
know it there'll be a knock on the door and ounéinwill be here.'

'Daddy! Michelle wailed, and Natalie momentarilpsed her eyes before
crossing to the bathroom.

Within minutes there was a knock on the outer dand, she gave a sigh of
relief. Food, at last!

Expecting to see the waiter, she took a few spesshdeconds to register
Ryan's tall frame as she opened the door.

'What are you doing here?'



Dark slim-fitting trousers and a dark patternedrtskent him a grim
implacable air, and anger emanated beneath thacsudf his control. 'l
could ask you the same question.’

'‘Daddy!" Michelle's tiny body hurtled towards thamd almost flew into the
arms that reached to lift her high against a poweitiest.

At that precise moment the waiter appeared witb\eed tray, adding to
the general confusion, and it was a few minuteereehe door closed after
his retreating figure.

'Hungry,' the little girl insisted mournfully, loalg from one parent to the
other with big reproachful eyes, and Ryan crossedhe table,set his
daughter in a chair and proceeded to feed her.

'l can do that," Natalie protested, eyeing him lyari

'Ring room service and order another meal," heuottd hardily.

She drew a deep breath, then crossed to the pWghat do you want?"
'‘Anything. I'm not fussy.’

The order placed, she moved to the table and sat.dduddenly she wasn't
hungry any more, and she toyed with the food orplee, pushing it back

and forth like a child confronted with food deenwmmhoxious to its palate.

Her hunger sustained, Michelle scrambled downttbagpily on the carpet
in front of the television set, oblivious to alltithe flickering screen.

'Is this--' Ryan cast a glance at the room befataging back to fix her with
an unwavering glare, 'another act of defiance?"

"You had no need to race after me," Natalie hissemligh clenched teeth.
'I'm quite capable of looking after myself.'

'Did | imply that you weren't?'



‘Then why are you here?' she demanded truculently.

'Depending on the outcome of the operation, | thoygu might need my
support,” he declared dryly, and her eyes movedgoint beyond his right
shoulder.

'Such concern,' she mocked lightly, ignoring thgrgriensing of his jaw as
she met his gaze. 'For a moment | believed youitedo check that | hadn't
absconded with Michelle.'

-Hard topaz chips gleamed beneath his partiallydbdolids, and her
stomach muscles tightened into a painful knot ataihger evident.

'You wouldn't escape me a second time." The threet there, and she
shivered involuntarily.

'‘Andrea phoned this morning.’

Ryan leaned against the back of his chair in d&drditely indolent pose that
reminded her of a jungle beast poised for attacle false move, and she'd
be in the midst of a battle! 'So Jenkins told me.’

'l was just able-to catch a flight by the skin of teeth.’

A knock at the door ensured a timely interruptiang Natalie watched as
Ryan crossed the carpet.

‘Tell reception Mrs Marshall will be checking out fifteen minutes,' he
instructed the waiter after taking the tray. 'Wewd be through here by
then.'

'What do you mean—checking out?' she demandednstant the door
closed behind the uniformed figure.

'l have an apartment in Double Bay," Ryan declaeubothly, seating
himself at the table before sparing her a compgtilance. 'We'll stay there.'



'I'm not moving anywhere,' she insisted stormijichelle is tired and so
am |. We're staying her¥oustay at your apartment.’

His appraisal was swift and impenetrable. 'Yowlne with me, even if |
have to carry you.'

'Do you know what you are?' she cried, sorely {reettl became positively
incensed as a lazy smile creased his rough-heviurésa

'My imagination boggles,' he accorded dryly, and Bhrst into restrained
expostulatory speech.

‘A diabolical, feudal—tyrant! You give orders angpect instant blind
obedience, and if anyone should dare to so muafuastion them, you
employ force without a thought to the consequenetsivoice lowered to a
vengeful whisper. 'Well damn you, Ryan Marshallydfu want me out of
this hotel, youcandarned well carry me!

"You think | won't?" he queried silkily, and shevgan bitter laugh.

‘You're going to look pretty silly if you do!"

His eyes held a tigerish gleam. 'Oh, | think ‘¢lloke some misguided
sympathy—a child held against one shoulder,” amdf@ hauled over the
other. They'll imagine you as something of a shireweed of a sound slap
or two—and envy me the experience," he concludedhateful drawl.
Anger made her splutter incredulously, "You wouldare!

Try me.'

The temptation to pick up something and hurl liat was almost too much
to resist, and it was only Michelle's presence thata cautionary brake on
her temper. She stood with impotent rage as Ryinlgate his meal, then
polished it off with the glass of wine which the itea had thoughtfully
supplied.

‘Are you ready?'



Natalie threw him a venomous glare. 'No!

'Pity," Ryan drawled, his expression lightly moakiti no longer feel in the
mood to fight. But since you insist," he finisheihna slight shrug, standing
to his feet.

She took an involuntary step backwards as he aidssthe telephone, and
she watched in mesmerised fascination as he digledrequired digits
before instructing quietly, 'Will you send a porteilRoom--' he checked the
number from the key-tab and repeated it. 'And &d#xi.' He replaced the
receiver and turned towards Natalie. 'Which ig ibé?"

There was no choice if she was to retain a vestigéignity, and with an
angry toss of her head she crossed to the divan cafidcted her
shoulderbag, then stood in angry silence as hepscoMichelle into his
arms and preceded her from the room.

In the taxi she maintained an icy silence, and witaespatched them
outside a prestigious apartment block she merebk tMichelle and
followed as he carried their bags.

The elevator rose with swift electronic precisiortiie uppermost floor, and
with a sense of fatalism Natalie moved past himvéit beside the only
visible door in sight.

Inside, it reflected an interior decorator's sKilflair, blending essential
masculine colours to achieve an understated elegd®ige thick-tufted
carpet and cream textured walls provided an exaebackground for the
chocolate-brown velour-covered sofas with cameletescatter cushions.
Splashes of contrast were interspersed on the \altee form of bold

framed prints.

Natalie strolled towards a deep-cushioned sofadapdsited Michelle, then
slid the strap of her bag off her shoulder. 'Thiwhat is commonly referred
to as the ultimate in bachelor pads,’ she obsewthdhinly-veiled sarcasm.
'I'm almost afraid to ask, but perhaps you'll inguime— where is the
bedroom?’



Ryan slipped a set of keys into his trouser poaketcrossed to an elegantly
assembled bar. 'There are two at the end of the i@linformed her dryly,
reaching for a glass and pouring himself a drivkll'you have one?’

'l bath Michelle first and settle her down.' Stieked up the smaller of the
two bags and glanced back at her daughter.

'‘Go ahead, I'll bring her."

'Daddy,' Michelle insisted sleepily, fighting todqeher eyes open, and with
a husky laugh Ryan left the bar and crossed tsafee

'‘Come on, sleepyhead, he bade, lifting the lititeigto his arms. '‘Bath and
bed, hm?'

The task became a joint effort, and there was angé aching sensation
around the region of her heart as Natalie watchede tiny arms wind

themselves up round Ryan's neck as he bent tovbesgoodnight kiss.

Even as they moved back from the bed, the droopyetjds flickered shut,

and her breathing tempered into an even beat densiegep.

In the lounge she chose a solitary cushioned @malrsank into it to view
him warily as he crossed to the bar and retrievedlass.

‘A light wine—or something stronger?'

‘Stronger,’ she declared succinctly, and saw oabrey rise with sardonic
amusement.

'On an empty stomach, is that wise?'

Natalie lifted a hand and let her fingers threaddlgh the length of her hair.
'I'm not in the mood for wisdom.' She watched aptwared a measure of
spirits into a glass and added a generous splasbdafwater before handing
it to her.

'It would have been easier if you'd left MichellgmwMartha.'



"You sound an echo of Andrea,' she said stiltadking a tentative sip, and
she grimaced slightly is the spirits hit the batker throat.

‘The hospital has this number,"” Ryan assured het,taok a generous
swallow, his eyes enigmatic as they noted eachirilg@xpression on her
delicate features. 'They'll call if there's any i’

'When are you going back?'

'So eager to be rid of me?' he parried, and she gaexpressive sigh.

'l can't even ask a simple question without it beurned against me!'

'l have to be back on the Coast by Wednesday.'

She raised cool grey eyes to meet his impenetigdte. 'I'd like to stay
longer. Preferably until Dad is out of hospital.'

'‘No deal, Natalie," he refused. 'That could run sdveral weeks, and I've no
intention of permitting your absence for anythipgeoaching that length of
time.'

'‘But I'm his daughter,’ she argued. 'l have a fight

'You're also my wife," Ryan declared inflexibly,dashe uttered a hollow
laugh.

'Whose husband doesn't hesitate to etistights whenever and wherever
he pleases!

‘The pleasure isn't exactly one-sided,' he remidadvith droll cynicism,
and her action was purely instinctive as she totsedontents of her glass
towards his hateful face.

There was a frightening deliberation in the wayskehis glass down on a
nearby table, and Natalie watched with hypnoticifegion as he moved
towards her. Something in his eyes made her wastream, but no sound
came out.



Without a word he reached for her, drawing her ghgriand hoisting her
over one shoulder to carry her wildly strugglinghe bedroom. She rained
blows against his back, to any part of that powedrame that she could
reach, and all to no avail, as with a backwardk with one foot he set the
door closed behind him.

'Put me down, you—yofiend!

He allowed her to slide down to her feet, and sheed as his fingers bit
painfully into the soft flesh of her arms.

'‘God help me! You'd try the patience of a saind'lit out with barely
controlled fury, and the next instant she was rthubkgh appalling ease
across one powerful thigh as he gave her a thorepghking.

It was an annihilating experience, and one she avdulcare to have
repeated. As Ryan stood her upright she actudiyhés body shake with a
mixture of suppressed indignation and downrightemé®ient as such
high-handedness. She had behaved like a recatcithald, and he had
reacted accordingly.

'l consider that was long overdue,’ Ryan growledslhg, totally
unrepentant, and her eyes resembled a storm-tgsseas she glared up at
him.

"You—bastard!" she whispered with bitter vengeamaing him in that
moment to such a degree that it was vaguely frightg Of all the emotions
he was capable of arousing, this was the leasablevi

His smile was totally without humour. 'Be thankfukept a rein on my
temper,’ he drawled sardonically. 'My initial im&ti was to inflict
something far worse.’

'Rape?' Natalie arched with careless disregawbuldn't let you.'

Something flared in those topaz depths, chilling tee the bone. 'You
couldn't stop me.’



An unbidden lump rose to her throat, and she swakb convulsively.
'‘Ryan--' Her eyes widened until they resembled lpaoges in which genuine
fear was reflected.

'Shut up,' he directed with brooding savagery,l@adhands closed over the
delicate bones of her shoulders as he impelleddneard, then his mouth
closed over hers with deadly intent, and the sassdlkcream remained
locked in her throat.

The hardness of his lips crushed hers, forcing tlpart, in a ravaging
invasion that made her want to cry and rage aghinst

To stand quiescent beneath such an onslaught wasrable, and Natalie
beat her fists against his ribs, anywhere she aoutdect, in an effort to get
him to desist. With an ease that was galling Rya@ptuwred first one hand,
then the other, and held them together behind &ek.iHeld fast against his
hard frame, there was little she could offer by weéyesistance, and she
suffered his bruising force for what seemed an lagfre the pressure
altered subtly and began to assume a persuasilieyqua

Unbidden, a slow fire began to course through kersy bringing awareness
to each separate nerve-end until they tingled I¥grand appeared to reach
out, clamouring for his touch.

Slowly, of their own volition, her arms crept updncircle his neck, and her
fingers curled into the hair that grew low at ttesé of his nape, caressing,
holding his head down to hers in a gesture thatbet all too vividly her
need of him.

Beginning a wild evocative path, his mouth lefthand trailed along her
jaw to tease a sensitive earlobe, then presseght Kiss to each closed
eyelid before seeking a tell-tale hammering putsihe base of her throat.
As his mouth wandered slowly downwards she gavauaible moan and
arched herself against him, revelling in the degftamotion he was able to
arouse.

One by one, her clothes slowly fell to the floandehis deep husky laugh
greeted her efforts to unbutton his shirt. 'I'llghgou,’ he husked deeply, and



at her faint blush he bent and bestowed a swifdl lkéss to her trembling
mouth. Moments later he lifted her into his armd earried her to the bed,
where he led her with consummate ease to the varl bf ecstasy, pacing
her pleasure with his own, until she wept fromgheer joy of it.

Afterwards she lay within the circle of his arm®) £nervated to move, and
she gave a slight sigh as sleep threatened to tlarnmOnce again Ryan had
proved that on a physical level they were in péréacord. Yet how could
their relationship survive by lust alone? Gradudisr eyes closed, the
lashes barely flickering as she gave herself (gptonolent oblivion.



CHAPTER EIGHT

DURING the next few days Natalie spent most of her tirnth wWndrea at the
hospital, providing comfort simply by being there.

Ryan astounded her by completely taking over Miehelven to supplying
an evening meal, and never had she been so gradehik presence.

On Tuesday afternoon there was a slight changeh®rbetter and by
evening John Maclean had shown steady improvemndertrea was still

cautious, but her expression held hope that wasebout by the hospital's
medical team the next morning.

'‘Andrea, that's wonderful!" Natalie declared as ks was imparted by
phone. 'Yes, I'll tell Ryan. I'll meet you at thaspital in an hour." She put the
receiver down and turned towards the table wheranRyas intent in
absorbing the financial section of the daily nevpgra

He looked up as she crossed the room, and his &stprewas curiously
intent. 'Dad'’s going to be okay,' she told him vatkelieved smile, and he
inclined his head in silent acknowledgment.

'‘Good. I'll arrange a late morning flight to Coajatta.’

Her eyes widened fractionally and a slight froweased her brow. 'Ryan, |
have to stay, surely you must see that?"

'‘Until Sunday—not a day longer." His eyes met h&esadily. 'Is that
understood?'

She grabbed the reprieve with both hands, agrewiigout thought.
'‘Sunday will be fine.'

'I'll take Michelle with me. The hospital won't@lv her in to see John," he
said decisively.

Natalie wasn't sure she liked the idea, but shetbambncede that it had
some merit. 'All right," she agreed reluctantlyl. pack’ she added, looking



at him gravely, knowing she would miss him. Parhef wanted to cry out,
'Don't go', but she overcame the desire to voicsdldamning words. It
wouldn't do to let him think she was falling in ®with him again. That way
could only lead to disaster. Michelle was somettalsg again, for they had
never been apart for longer than a day, and neveghda. She felt torn in
two, a victim of divided loyalties. Yet she kneweth was no other course.
She was compelled to stay near her father for anfieve days at least.

Ryan crossed to the phone and made two calls, btieeim long-distance,
while Natalie deftly sorted clothes into a suitcase

'I'll arrange your flight back,' he told her asythede the elevator to the
ground floor. 'Michelle will be fine," he added t¢jgras he glimpsed the faint
shimmer of tears that threatened to overflow, dredreodded.

'l know. Between Martha and Jenkins, she'll thohbygpoiled!" The doors
slid open, and a waiting taxi could be seen statproutside the main
glassed entrance. 'I'll phone.'

Ryan paused, shooting her a dark inscrutable gla@aenmit, Natalie, this
is a hell of a time to become weepily sentimentdi§ head bent and he
placed a bruising, possessive kiss on her tremilingth, then he swept
through the door without a backward glance andtadlcould see as the taxi
moved away was Michelle's tiny hand waving a frafdarewell.

Damn, damn,damn! she muttered to herself, retracing her steps ¢o th
elevator, and she jabbed the button with unnecgdsere. She should be
rejoicing in her new-found freedom, yet already f&liebereft—almost as if
she were a limb that had just been severed frorstatisvart trunk. In the
weeks since Ryan had forced this ill-fated recaawdn she had prayed for
its end—or at least a temporary respite. Now slaeithahe found she didn't
want it. A sigh escaped her lips. How contrary dahe be? One advantage
in being alone was that she would have time touatalher own emotions.
Yet she already knew the answer, and the knowlddiyét help matters at
all.

In the apartment she went into the bedroom anddete to her make-up,
then after running a brush through the length offfar she caught up her



bag and made for the front door. Scorning the fisdaxi, she walked to the
end of the street and caught a bus into the city.

As her father began to improve Natalie limited kesits to fit in with
visiting hours, and she often left the apartmenlyesdter breakfast to spend
the morning exploring the city shops. Andrea wositinetimes join her,
then after lunch they inevitably caught a taxirlte hospital.

The days were easy to fill. It was the eveningsthedong dark hours that
appeared to drag. Magazines, books, even the selavscreen failed to
provide more than a fleeting interest, and aftemsiing one night tossing
sleeplessly alone in the main bedroom, Natalie mdwer things to the
smaller guest room.

Michelle's voice on the phone each evening wads littore than an excited
incomprehensible chatter that was succeeded by &igany drawl, and each
call caused Natalie to feel more restless than évwwas Saturday evening,
the day before she was due to leave, that thefdyan's calls came, and
she answered the phone in a breathless rush.

‘Natalie? What took you so long?"

Who did he think he was, for heaven's sake? 'l wabe shower,' she

explained. 'lt's been raining down here, and hgettwalking back from the

bus stop.’

There was an infinitesimal silence. 'What the tafe you doing in a bus?'

'l like riding in buses,' she responded civillygdifted the towel to rub her
hair dry. 'Besides, there wasn't a taxi in sight.'

'‘Next time, wait for one.' His voice crackled fdoigi down the line, and she
felt her hackles begin to rise.

'‘Aren't you being a bit ridiculous?"

'It's a failing where you're concerned,' he drawléasst do as | say, hm?'



"Il catch a bus if | want to," she returned siygrand heard him muffle an
oath.

"Your flight leaves at seven tomorrow evening. Gheadth reservations.
They're holding your ticket.'

''ve changed my mind.' The words were out beftwe Isad time to think
about them. 'I'm not coming back tomorrow."'

‘The hell you're not!" he bit out explosively.
''ve decided to stay on a few extra days. Shoppshg explained sweetly.

'‘Be on that plane, Natalie,’ Ryan directed hardir answer to the
consequences!

'What else can you do to me?' she queried simplgdénly her act of

defiance seemed to lose its appeal. 'You have Mé&hshe continued

quietly. 'That alone should be sufficient guararttes I'll return. Andrea

wants to do some shopping, and I'd like to be vagh. I'll be back on

Tuesday.' She replaced the receiver before he bhdrece to comment, and
she stood in reflective silence.

What on earth was the matter with her? She waitdx twith Ryan more
than anything in the world, yet she had just pasgpicher return by a further
forty-eight hours.

With total disregard for any restraint, Natalie giyad Andrea through a
multitude of boutiques on a shopping spree thatlsavwpurchasing another
suitcase in which to pack the selection of clotlsé®es and various other
sundry items she had bought. Credit cards wereugext with careless

abandon, and she didn't once give a thought tasitee of the bills Ryan

would receive as a result. Any pangs of guilt wereekly dampened by the
knowledge that he could well afford it!

However, a sense of trepidation descended as therfd jet touched down
at Coolangatta on Tuesday evening, and the bugeifl her stomach began



an erratic painful tattoo as she crossed the tamtader fellow passengers
and entered the airport lounge.

Natalie scanned the large room and its occupaessciking for a familiar
head, praying inwardly that it might be Jenkins antlRyan who had come
to meet her. Then a tiny hysterical laugh burghffnrom her lips. Maybe no
one had come, and she would have to utilise thgowditbus to Surfer's
Paradise, and catch a taxi home!

It was at that precise moment that she glimpsedlagroomed head atop a
pair of powerful shoulders, and even as she begdang her way towards
him, Ryan turned and she caught the full forceistigerish gaze.

All she wanted to do was run and be engulfed inehbrace and feel the
warmth of his mouth against her own, but as she dtese she could see a
hardness evident in those topaz depths that preglwch affectionate

reunion.

Somehow she summoned a smile, an artificial cormesbat was a mere
facsimile, and walked at his side when he crosseadttieve her bags from
the luggage bay.

'l had a wonderful time,' Natalie evinced to no onparticular, and incurred
a dark slanting glance.

'l expected another suitcase, at least,’ Ryan atfaw an indolent mocking
drawl.

'I'm not by nature a big spender,' she offeredxplanation. 'However, I'll
endeavour to do better next time.'

They reached the car, and Natalie slipped int@#ssenger seat while Ryan
slung her bags into the boot, then he slid in leesier and switched the
engine into powerful life.

'How is Michelle?"



'Struggling to stay awake when | left." He easedaduhe parking area and
joined the steady stream of traffic moving nortbng the highway.

'l thought you might have brought her with youelwmissed her.’
‘Undoubtedly,’ he allowed dryly.

She gave him a quick glance. 'lIs that meant to €pensure?’

His shrug was slight. 'What makes you think that?'

Natalie smoothed a stray lock of hair back behied &ar, and let her
attention centre on the road ahead. "You were drgjayed on an extra few
days.'

‘Not exactly," he replied in clipped tones. 'l ddrégrudge you time spent
with Andrea, or for that matter, a shopping expedit| was annoyed

because you used it as an excuse for a furthef aeffiance.’

"You'd prefer me to be an amenable, meek little segushe proclaimed
bleakly, and incurred a deep husky laugh by wagsponse.

'‘God forbid!
'‘And yet there was a time when | bowed to your gweish,” she mused
pensively, then slanted him a deep probing glahmey, | seem hell-bent on

providing provocation at the least invitation.’

You do, indeed," Ryan drawled. 'Have you givema@ught to the reason
why, | wonder?"

Natalie grimaced slightly in the semi-darkness.uYethe one with all the
answersYoutell me.'

'Oh no, my sweet. That's one discovery you're gtorftave to make all on
your own.'



There was nothing adequate she could think of by @fareply, and she
refrained from commenting for the remainder of dhge home. Ryan, too,
appeared in a reflective mood, and after reachirmni@ Island he garaged
the car, took her bags from the boot, and followedindoors.

Jenkins took charge of the luggage at that poimd, Ryan indicated the
lounge with an indolent sweep of his arm.

'Let's have a drink. | could do with one.'

Natalie stifled the refusal that sprang to her,lipsd managed a slight smile.
''d like to look in on Michelle first." She moveadwards the stairs, and
spared him a glance over her shoulder. 'I'll hareething long and cool. |
won't be long." She almost ran upstairs in herehtssescape his disturbing
presence, hating herself for the way her contranges were behaving at the
sight and nearness of him. Wanting to appear @abh and collected, she
was a shivering mass of nerves knowing that an botwo from now she
would be in his bed.

The door to Michelle's room was closed, and Nategieefully turned the

knob so. as not to disturb the little girl as st $leeping, her small face
angelic in repose, a doll and golliwog flanking Iséight body as she lay
beneath the covering sheet. A shaft of exultanttemehot through Natalie

as she gazed her fill before bending to bestowsdiftest of fleeting kisses to
the tiny brow, then, content, she retraced hersstem closed the door
quietly behind her.

Ryan was standing indolently at ease on the far gidhe lounge when she
entered it a few brief minutes later, and she @d4e his side and took the
glass from his outstretched hand.

'If it's too strong, let me know and I'll add maeeda,’ he murmured, and she
couldn't discern much from his enigmatic expressi®she took a tentative

sip.

Thank you. It's fine.'



He took a long swallow from the contents of hissglahen cast her an oddly
speculative glance. 'l have to fly to the Stateadwow for a few days.
Business, I'm afraid. Rick Andreas is coming wit.'m

"The wheels of big business, one presumes?’

'What else?' Ryan parried with assumed urbanithipagh his eyes were
keenly alert, and she proffered a sweet smile.

'l like Lisa. I'll give her a call while you're aywaand maybe we can get
together for coffee.

He gave a slight indicative nod of approval. 'Skegipy that.'

There was a lengthy silence, and one Natalie ielt®d to break. 'How was
Michelle while | was away?"'

'Fine. No problems.' His slow smile did strangendisi to her composure.
'She's a beautiful, well- mannered child.'

Her eyes flickered upward. 'Am | supposed to téled &s a compliment?’
'Why not?"

'My goodness," she managed with every semblancehushour, ‘a
compliment from the great man himself!'

'Don't be sassy,' he cautioned. 'l may just retdlia

'Is that a threat or a promise?"

'‘Whichever way you choose to take it," he drawsettl Natalie emptied the
contents of her glass in one long swallow befopaang it down on to a

nearby table.

'If you'll excuse me, I'm going to take a showken go to bed. It's been an
exhausting week.'



'No doubt you're relieved at the outcome of yotindds operation?"

'Of course,' Natalie responded at once, meetingdmegtrating gaze. 'l have
to thank you.'

'l shall see that you do,' he slanted lazily, amel felt an unwelcome blush
tinge her cheeks.

'‘Naturally," she added with droll cynicism, 'l fulexpect to have to pay
my—er—dues shall we say?'

For a split second his eyes flashed brilliant goldee, then he bade
mockingly, 'Go up to bed, Natalie. I'll join youmsa'

A strangled sound left her throat, then withoutirdhfer word she turned and
walked from the room, gained the stairs, then fhgeufloor, before closing
the door to their room and leaned against it.

Slowly her eyes encompassed the large room with megnificent
furnishings before coming to rest on the silkereadrcovering the bed. A
faint grimace pulled the edges of her mouth. Bed-rather, Ryan's
bed—was the reason for her downfall. For it wasdteat she came alive,
exulting in the touch of his hand, his lips, eader please and be
pleased—Iost and mindless in the tumult of emaobioky he could arouse. It
was earth-shattering that one man possessed suaker-p@qually
devastating to realise that it could be taken awsayt had three years ago.
Yet she had survived. Or had she? She had functidneng that time, but
only barely. Now she was akin to a ball back iryma the court, totally at
the mercy of the players who directed it, yet atlo@t being given no
choice.

With a drawn-out sigh she crossed the room and wentthe bathroom,
discarding clothes with unaccustomed slownesseatushed on the shower,
then she stepped beneath its warm spray to cldarsskin and ease the
tension that had set up a slow throbbing acheeab@se of her nape.



The whole of life was a game, she mused as sheré&tlsoap over every
inch of, her body. Something that was manipulatgflabe—forces over
which there was no control.

If she had never accompanied her friends on. hplidaSurfer's Paradise
more than three years ago, she wouldn't have maih,Rand by now she
would quite possibly be happily married to someetse. Or maybe she
would have made a career for herself and havelteavieeyond the fringes
of this large continent.

A long shiver slid down her spine, and with, a shh&nd she reached out
and turned off the water, then sought a nearby ltavith which to dry
herself. The thought of never having known Ryan am@sugh to throw her
into a state of confused introspection, and theM@&dge made her angry.
How was it possible to love and hate a man botheasame time? It was
crazy!

Towelled dry, she completed her toilette, thenpggb a silky nightgown
over her head, and emerged into the bedroom te bkdeath the covers. A
hand reached out and switched off the bedside lan@m she closed her
eyes against the darkness and drifted within mgn® a dreamless sleep,
oblivious to the man who slid in beside her somertidtater, and when she
woke it was daylight, with the sun filtering warmtigrough the closed
curtains, and all that remained as evidence ofbkdrhaving been shared
was the thrown-back covers and an imprint on theimidg pillow.

Natalie greeted Ryan's absence with a sense df, rgrateful for the
breathing space it provided. If it hadn't beentfer palatial surroundings she
could almost believe the past few weeks were adigmf her imagination.
Her routine assumed its previous pattern, in that devoted most of her
time to Michelle's welfare as she sought to ingtdludimentary learning
programme in preparation for when the little gidwld attend kindergarten.
She made it a sharing, caring experience and detigim her daughter's
response.

More than anything, Natalie wanted Michelle to grapr as normally as
possible—something that would prove difficult whewvidence of wealth
was all around her. It would be too easy to shayfes and possessions with



careless abandon, and in so doing allow her daugihteelieve she could
demand anything at will. A careful balance muspbeserved at all costs,
otherwise a spoilt little termagant would be theute

Jenkins' presence behind the wheel of the powBduhler merely added to
the reality of Ryan's status, and Natalie dismidsednsistence to act as
chauffeur with a negligent wave of her hand.

'I'm quite capable of driving,' she added in aeratit to appease him. 'My
Queensland licence is still current, and besidé®'paused, wrinkling her
nose with an impish grin, 'you maintain the illusiof grandeur. If | don't
adopt a down-to- earth approach, Michelle will mk&nly believe she's a
princess at least!'

'I've been instructed to accompany you," Jenkimsigted in mild rebuke,
and Natalie gave a wry grimace.

'‘Any particular reason why?"'

The manservant chose his words carefully. 'Unemmit is high among
the youths frequenting the surfing beaches. Theyd maoney to support
their carefree lifestyle, and many arrive from otiState full of dreams and
soon have little more than empty pockets. Secuwaitong the wealthy
residents is a necessity, not an indulgence.'

Natalie put her head slightly to one side, and extbd him to a steady
scrutiny. 'Are you trying to suggest that kidnamgpior abduction, is a
possibility?’

'My presence is a precaution against any evenyldig responded evenly,
and she shook her head slowly.

'l think you're being overly dramatic. This isnirépe, and Ryan isn't that
much of a plutocrat— is he?' 'lt isn't my positimncomment, except to
request you allow me to follow his wishes.’

'‘Orders, don't you mean?'



'Very well—orders.'
She drew a shaky hand through her hair. 'Andlidlcse to disregard them?’

'l strongly advise against it,"” he responded gquiethd she threw up her
hands in a gesture of mute despair.

‘Jenkins! | don't want to get you into any troulidet honestly, all | want to
do is browse among the shops in town, then perddps to one of the

amusement parks—even explore the outskirts, likeahg' Her eyes

beseeched him to understand. 'l can't keep youitgagound for most of

the day at my beck and call. It isn't fair,' shetpsted. "You have plenty of
other more worthwhile things to do.’

‘Looking after your welfare, and that of your datgghis what I'm paid to
do.'

'‘As well as attending to the grounds, maintainirig tlree cars, the
shopping--' Natalie reeled off in a rush. 'How gan do any of those things
if you're out with me for most of the day?’

"There are any number of private contractors ohfeamaintenance of the
grounds. Ryan's orders were most specific. You Hiastepriority.' Jenkins
tempered the words with a kindly smile, but shentaamused.

'No matter what he says, | won't be treated ligarapered pet,’ she muttered
in retort, then offered a conciliatory smile. 'shnothing to do with you
personally. | really enjoy your company.'

‘Then why not comply?'

'‘Because it's a matter of principle,' Natalie itegisstubbornly.

‘The car will be ready if you'd care to let me knaivat time you want to
leave.'

'Oh!" she expelled her breath in an angry sighu®™gust as bad as he is!



'It's for your own protection, Natalie. Please & that,' the older man said
gently, and she shrugged her shoulders in defeat.

'If you insist. Shall we say—half an. hour?'
The morning was pleasant, with Michelle on her Ibestaviour, so that the
time passed with amazing speed as they strolledigfr the many arcades

before venturing on to the beach for a walk aldreggandy foreshore.

As a threesome, they were the recipients of mare itlle speculation from
several passers-by, and Natalie felt a light laergipt with gurgling mirth.

They're not sure what to make of us,' she giggbéitlys'Are you my father?
A doting uncle, perhaps? My—er—benefactor? Or mgbland, so much
more mature than I, and whom | could only possibiwe married for
money. For shame!' she mocked, unabashed.

'l prefer to think of you as the daughter | nevad hJenkins said gently, and
she stopped in her tracks and turned towards him.

'Why, Jenkins, how very sweet!" On impulse shetléamvard a gave his
cheek a quick kiss. 'I'm flattered.’

' must say how pleased | am that you're back Ritan again. Martha and |
were very upset when you left.'

'It was—ijust one of those things,' she said aetsfidly.

There was a slight pause, then he said quietty sdrry if | offended you.'
'‘Good grief, how could you do that?'

'‘By mentioning something that's none of my business

She gave a slight shrug. 'It's all water undebtige, Jenkins. What counts
is that we're together.’

'Have you any plans for this afternoon?’



It was a tactful attempt to divert the conversatemd Natalie was grateful.

'Oh, I'm sure I'll manage to think of somethingg grinned, and he gave a
warm smile.

'If you've had enough of the beach, may | suggestwalk along the
Esplanade?’

She spared him a quick encompassing glance, thrshibto laughter. "You
long-suffering man—I bet you've got sand in youresti Own up!

"You're right,” he grimaced ruefully. 'I'm not eXgcdressed for this
particular caper.’

‘Then back to civilisation and asphalt paving,'@atgrinned, and scooping
Michelle into her arms she turned and led the wayghort flight of steps on
her left.

They were about to turn into Orchid Avenue whenright voice hailed
them, and Natalie turned at once to see an aitedgtiressed young woman
crossing the road towards them.

'Lisa, how nice to see you," she greeted warmlgl,raneived an answering
smile in response.

'Likewise. And this must be Michelle." She gavelitile girl a teasing grin.
'Have you been in town long?'

'About an hour and a half,' Jenkins told her, aisd ltilted her head to one
side.

'Would you consider joining me for lunch?'

'I'd love to, but this young lady has a sleep diyeafter her midday meal,’
Natalie proffered with regret, and Jenkins inteeegmildly,



'If I might make a suggestion? Allow me to take Mitte home. Martha can
feed her and put her to bed, and you can ring menwlou want to be
brought home.'

'How about it?' asked Lisa, her eyes twinkling vatithusiasm, and Natalie
accepted without demur.

'We'll walk to the car,’ she declared, her spiliftsg at the thought of a few
hours spent in Lisa's company. It would be nicealio to someone her own
age, browse among the boutiques without being tonscf Michelle's
distracting presence.

The little girl didn't blink an eyelid on being apped into her car-seat, and
smiled as she waved goodbye when the large car draway from its
parking space.

'‘Martha and Jenkins have become surrogate parblatsfie told him. 'Or
perhaps | should amend that to a combination ohdparents and
babysitters-in-chief.’

‘Do you mind?"'

‘Not really,' she said. 'It takes a little getturged to. I've had her all to myself
for almost two and a half years."

'Is there anywhere you'd like to go in particular unch?' Lisa questioned,
and Natalie grinned.

‘There are so many new restaurants I'm unawarsooyou lead, and I'll
simply follow.’

'You might regret that statement. | have a penchaniseafood, so be
warned,' Lisa declared lightly.

'Seafood is fine.'

They ordered a light Moselle, and sipped it tem&dy while perusing the
menu, then ordered after a leisurely deliberation.



'I've been meaning to call you,' Lisa began. 'lssugu know Rick has gone
with Ryan to the States?'

'He did mention it, yes.'

'l was going with them, but flying is out at the ment.' Her eyes positively
sparkled. 'lt's considered unwise at this crudeds of pregnancy.'

Natalie's response was genuinely warm. 'l imagiic& R very pleased.’

'Faintly bemused,’ Lisa amended. 'With a historywohs on both sides of
the family, I've been warned there's a likelihotidfdllow suit. It's a little
too soon to tell, but I'm mentally prepared to bwg of everything!

The waiter served them each with a starter of praalad, refilled their
glasses, and discreetly retreated.

'Mmm,’ Lisa accorded with evident enjoyment. Hdlve to watch what | eat,
otherwise I'll be adding a few extra unwanted Kilos

"You're as slim as a reed,' Natalie declared, hadther girl laughed.

'Only because | endeavour to stay that way. Toohnmdulgence, and I'll
have to buy a new wardrobe.’

'I'm sure Rick wouldn't mind," Natalie opined idind gave her attention to
the delectable food placed before her. Crumbedogsabnd salad greens
excellently prepared were a delight to the pakatel, followed by a compote
of fresh fruit topped with a dollop of cream sertedomplete an extremely
enjoyable meal.

'Coffee?’

'l don't think I could find room for it, now," Ndia sighed. 'Perhaps we could
have one later?’



'‘Good idea. Now, I'll take care of the bill," Lidatermined, and as Natalie
made to demur, she smilingly shook her head. istinslext time I'll allow
you to do the honours.'

'In that case, I'll give in gracefully.'

Once outside, they walked to the nearest arcadelgniorowsed among the
several boutiques before heading for a nearby eofteinge sporting
umbrellaed tables set up outdoors.

'Ah, this is nice.' Lisa sank into a chair and sithiat Natalie. 'We must do
this fairly often.’

''d love to. Really," Natalie assured Ker, and ¢iger girl broke into an
engaging grin.

'Rick and Ryan have been friends, as well as bssiassociates, for a long
time. It's an added bonus that their respectiveesviget on well together.’
Lisa wrinkled her nose and gave a slight grimaeéot of the women | meet

socially are superficial and too wrapped up in teelves to be interested in
anyone or anything else."’

'l couldn't agree more," Natalie said with feelithgan't help thinking I'm on
display.'

Lisa laughed. "You, too?' She gave a slight sHiu first few months after
| married Rick are something | wouldn't want toegap'

Natalie sipped the last of her coffee and replaoedcup down on to its
saucer, enjoying the slight breeze that had spapng

'I'm afraid I'm going to have to leave within thexh few minutes,’ Lisa

excused herself regretfully as she spared a glahdeer watch. ‘I've an

appointment with my gynaecologist. His rooms arefanfrom here.' She

drained her coffee and stood to her feet. The anerdue back the day after
tomorrow. I'll get Rick to arrange something wittyaR, and we'll get

together for dinner. I'll ring and let you know."'



Natalie caught hold of her shoulderbag and paichthwering waitress, then
walked with Lisa to the main highway where theytparto go in opposite
directions.

It was such a nice day—too nice to bother Jenlkgasnawith the car. In any
case, she felt like walking, and it wasn't far. Exercise would do her good!

She set off at a leisurely pace and reached ther@héridge, glimpsing the
sparkling Waters of the river flowing below as sinessed to the other side.
Small craft sped noisily towards the river's mowthg there was a cruise
boat in the distance en route to the many watervilags were a tourist
feature of the Coast.

The main shopping centre on Chevron Island was itsytraffic, and she
took care before crossing at a main intersectioen turned into the street
leading to Cronin Island.

She hadn't walked one block when a slight noisgealeher attention, and
turning, she caught sight of a car travelling atstderable speed very close
to the kerb. It was a large nondescript sedan tivitad windows, and a split
second later she gave a cry of alarm as it appeaarkdad straight for her,
neither slowing nor attempting to stop.

It had to be out of control, and in a moment ofddlhorror she sidestepped
out of its oncoming path, feeling a rush of air whl past as she fell to the
ground.

Then it was gone, and she lay still, unaware of@aiy, but feeling slightly
dazed and very shaken. Slowly she rose to herafegtreached down to
retrieve her shoulderbag, then she cast a glantkeugtreet to see if there
were any witnesses, but there were none. Not &aspkoul in sight! she
thought hysterically.

Gingerly she stepped forward. The small bridge iteado Cronin Island
was just up ahead beyond the slight curve in thd,rand once she reached
that she was barely one hundred metres from home.



Five minutes later she pressed the intercom buttéside the locked gates,
and leaned against the solid concrete wall as stiteavfor Jenkins or

Martha to answer. '‘Marshall residence. Would yaagé state your name?"
'It's Natalie, Martha," she said shakily. 'Can jgume in?'
'‘Good heavens--'

Those were the last words she heard as a black/mllydescended, and she
slid to the ground in a crumpled heap.



CHAPTER NINE

WHEN Natalie came to she was lying in bed, and therg avatrange man
holding her hand.

'Who are you?' Did she speak those words? Theydsoustrange, almost as
if they belonged to someone else, and as for had-hét felt light and
woolly, not her own at all!

'Dr Henson, Mrs Marshall,' he told her quietly. iddo you feel?'
'I'm not sure,’ she owned shakily, and he gaveghtdmile of reassurance.

"Il conduct a thorough examination now that yewwake. Are you in any
pain?'

Was she? She moved cautiously, but nothing huot: 'N
'‘Can you remember what happened?’

Natalie gave a brief nod, then revealed what haspired. Martha stood in
the background, her kind features creased withesyyxand Natalie spared
her a smile. 'I'm all right—honestly. Just a bialsén.'

'We'll see, shall we?' The doctor began his examimaand when it was
completed he stood to his feet and closed his'¥ag:ve been very lucky,
in my opinion. A few grazes, some bruising, andcgh&edrest for the next
eighteen hours,' he instructed, then gave a stighie. "You'll have a few
aches and pains tomorrow, but I'll check on thoserwl call in the
morning.'

Natalie's lids flickered wide. 'Is that necessary?’
'I'm sure Mr Marshall will think so," he declaratien he turned towards

Martha. 'There's no concussion, but if you're comee at all, you have my
number.’'



Jenkins could be seen hovering in the hall as Maoftened the door, and
Natalie shook her head in disbelief. 'Such a fliss!perfectly fine. You
heard the doctor.’

'Would you like something to drink? A nice hot coptea with plenty of
sugar will do you good,’ the older woman suggestedhe crossed to the
bed.

'Is Michelle still asleep?' On receiving an affitnaa nod, Natalie gave a
sigh of relief. 'Thank heavens for that! | suppdsekins carried me inside?'

‘That he did," Martha declared. "You gave us bloaghshock of our lives!

It was such a nice day, | thought I'd walk," Ni&tadxplained. 'l didn't
anticipate being the inadvertent victim of someatimdriver.’

'Ryan won't be pleased.’
'Does he have to know?'

Martha slowly shook her head. 'Jenkins is goingutoa call through as soon
as the doctor leaves. I'll go and make that teauld do with a cup myself!’

With a bit of luck, Ryan would be unreachable ahdréfore remain in
ignorance until his return home. Natalie did a swiéntal calculation, and
came up with Saturday—which wasmorrow.

Despite all opposition, Martha insisted on senltggalie dinner on a tray in
bed, and afterwards Michelle was allowed to visit for a while. The little
girl's eyes were huge as she stood solemnly b#stdeed, and it took some
persuasion before she could be led to her own mwss the hall.

Natalie idly leafed through some magazines Marthavided, but she
couldn't settle to do more than scan a few of ttieles before discarding
one glossy scribe after another. Even the portetgeision Jenkins had set
up on a stand at the end of the bed didn't holdiriterest for long, and
shortly after eight she slipped out of bed and virgiotthe bathroom with the
intention of having a shower. A few aches were tegg to make



themselves felt as the bruising started to comgamdt the hot water would
surely ease them a little.

Her eyes fell on the oval bathtub with its goldatpd taps, the bottles of
essence, and she changed her mind. A quick tuhreofvrist and water
gushed out of the taps, filling the room with steamd she added essence
before slipping out of her nightgown, then she gégbinto the hot fragrant
water.

She soaked until the water cooled and she waseowettye of adding more
hot water when there was a soft knock at the door.

'‘Ryan is on the phone," Martha called, and Nagdiee a prodigious sigh.

‘Tell him I'm in the bath." She knew it wouldn't keahe slightest difference,
but maybe she could put off the inevitable.

'He insists on speaking to you,' the older womariaded.
'‘Couldn't | be asleep? | don't feel up to answeanghole lot of questions.’

‘Jenkins has already given him all the detailsngeso far away, it's only
natural he wants to hear from you personally.’'

Natalie stood up and reached for a towel, and dffgng most of the excess
moisture from her body she wrapped the towel samisg round her slim
curves and opened the door.

Martha's face showed concern, and a certain anafuchmpassion. 'Get
back into bed. There's an extension there.' Hdesmas kindly. 'I'll bring up
some warm milk and brandy. It will help you sleep.’

Natalie crossed to the bed and sat down, thenansémse of trepidation she
reached for the receiver. 'Ryan? How are you?'

'More to the point—how argou?'His voice held restrained anger, and she
resorted to flippancy by way of defense.



'I'm still in one piece, if that's what you wantka@ow. No damage to report,
just a few scratches and some bruising. In othedsyd'm fine.'

'Bill Henson assures me you were fortunate to ltavee off so lightly," he
drawled, and she demanded incredulously—

'Did you ring him?'

'Of course. Did you expect me not to?"

'Why? Jenkins gave a full report.’

'‘Assuredly,” Ryan said abruptly. 'He rang me imratsdly.'

Natalie changed the receiver to her other handpusthed back her hair
from where it had fallen to cover part of her fattehad nothing to do with
Jenkins,' she began quietly. 'l hope you havengtied that he was in any
way to blame."

'‘Dammit, Natalie," he groaned softly, ‘wiwalkhome, for God's sake?"'

His tone made her stomach muscles contract witlsiden and a
slow-burning anger came to the surface in retalmtiCan't you leave the
post-mortem until tomorrow? Your concern is gratify but quite honestly,
you're giving me a headache!'

His muffled oath was barely audible, and she digalt for him to comment

further. 'I'm rather tired. Goodnight." With thdtesreplaced the receiver,
then sat staring at the phone half expectingritntg, and when after several
minutes it didn't, she rose and extracted a nightgohen returned and slid
into bed.

'I've brought you some Paracetamol tablets to thespain,’ Martha told her
as she entered the room. 'Make sure you drink title thyou take my
advice, you'll try to get some sleep.’

Natalie pulled a face, but obediently took the gfasm the proffered tray. 'l
feel like a child,’ she grumbled, tempering the adgowith a slight smile.



'I'm going to sleep in the next room. Then if yaed anything, or Michelle
wakes during the night, I'll be close by.’

The older woman's kindness overwhelmed her, andefes filled with
tears. 'Thank you.' She took the glass and sigpaxbntents, swallowed the
tablets, then when the glass was empty she placedto the tray and slid
down into a comfortable position. 'l feel drowsyealdy," she murmured.
'‘Goodnight. And—thank you," she added gently. "Mowuéry kind.'

When Natalie woke in the morning she felt stiff aswre. The slightest
movement made her wince with pain, and she rai &tuof hot water in
which to soak.

Martha brought her breakfast shortly after eigimigl &ichelle put in an
appearance the minute she was permitted. Dr Hegatlad at nine,
examined her and pronounced her fit enough to getfter lunch.

The day passed slowly, although as evening drewNaialie was aware of
a build-up of nervous tension. Ryan's arrival wasiinent, and she dreaded
the initial confrontation. Jenkins left with thercat eight, and within
minutes she elected to retire upstairs on the xtrefegoing to bed.

It was sheer cowardice, she knew, but the thoufyfgaing him was more
than she could bear. With a bit of luck, she woh&l asleep when he
returned.

Instead, she tossed and turned, unable to get ctabl®, and instead of
relaxing, she grew more tense with every passingitai

The lights of the car as it swung into the drivewlagw a momentary beam
that reflected through the drapes at the windoWndi the room with a
subdued glow, then it was gone, and she turnedeorsitle, facing away
from the door in the hope that when he did enterdlom he would assume
she was asleep.

It didn't work that way, and she cursed herself dJemg such a fool in
thinking that it might.



Minutes later the door opened and she sensed thtreheard him come in.
A switch clicked as the bedside lamp sprang ta itifen the side of the bed
depressed with his weight.

'Natalie?"

Pretence was an ineffectual weapon, and she @iteinpt to use it. 'l was
trying to get to sleep.’

'I'm sure you were,"” Ryan drawled enigmaticallyd ashe responded
waspishly,

‘Then why disturb me?’
Your claws are showing, kitten," he mocked sarcalty, and leaning
towards her he placed a hand either side of herldérs. 'l do believe you're

all right, after all.’

'Do you want to inspect the evidence? Count evergtsh and bruise?' she
demanded tritely, and heard his soft chuckle.

'What an interesting idea. Would you comply, | werd

'Like hell" she responded inelegantly, and swadlduhe sudden lump that
rose to her throat as his fingers trailed downdmnesek.

'My sweet little idiot," he murmured gently. 'I'nmest afraid to leave you
alone. Do you know how fortunate you were not teéeously hurt?" '

'I'm sorry if | caused you concern,’' she saidlgtiind Ryan gave an audible
groan, then bent low to place his mouth againssithe of her neck.

‘Next time | go away, I'm taking you with me. Aakt then | can keep an eye
on you.'

'I'm not a child to be watched and guarded everkingamoment,' she
retorted, then was unable to say anything furtlsehia mouth moved to
close over her own in a kiss that was gently paéses



Minutes later he gathered her on to his lap, aedwsds unable to prevent a
faint gasp of pain as his hands closed over her rib

She saw his eyes narrow, then her own widenedhimge grey pools as he
carefully slid aside the straps of her nightgown.

'‘Sweet mother in heaven!" Ryan breathed emotiveheacaught sight of the
dark bruises over most of her ribcage. 'Are theseraore like that?'

'l haven't really looked," Natalie professed, tsbe gave a startled gasp as
he leant down and gently kissed each and every.ntaxlas a tantalisingly
evocative experience, and one that stirred heresefsinging them alive
until they pulsated with latent warmth.

'In a few days' time, we're going away,' Ryan tadquietly. 'Just the two of
us. Rick owns a small island off the Great Barfeef. It's remote, yet
possesses an excellent deep anchorage harboumslevik stock up the
cruiser, and we'll spend a few lazy days on boBxaks that hold any
appeal?’

The thought of spending every hour in each tweaty-with him sounded
warning bells of a kind Natalie daren't ignore. \M&s capable of weaving
his own potent brand of magic— something she coela with in small
doses. But several days was something else, lle¢ af@nights\

'Indulge me, Natalie," he smiled gently. 'I'm iredef a holiday."
She swallowed compulsively, knowing that fate pthgelarge part in her

destiny. What lay between them had to be resolvedvweay or another. 'In
that case,' she said shakily, ‘who am | to refuse?'

The cruiser edged its way along the Nerang Riben nhegotiated the tricky
channels by the Spit before heading north.

It was a beautiful day, hot, yet a light breezerdiath to ease the sting of the
sun's rays.



Natalie had elected to wear a bikini, with a wrapead skirt which could be

removed if it got too hot later on. Ryan lookedathytat ease at the controls,
his powerful torso bare except for a pair of cotstworts. Despite working

indoors he had managed to acquire a deep tanhargight of him almost

took her breath away.

She felt relaxed and at ease, almost as if thesedéys held something
special. It was strange, but she knew that whateaehappened before had
become a thing of the past. There was omw, and the prospect of their
future together.

It took five hours to reach the small island—oneamso many others, that
Natalie wondered how Ryan could possiblgim it to be their intended
destination.

'Shall we eat?' she asked as he secured the catmlreleased the anchor.
'Hungry, are you?' Ryan, smiled, and she wrinkledriose at him.

‘Aren't you?'

'Hmm—>but not for food." His glance roved over h&mscurves with
apparent appreciation, and she blushed at hisdatemeaning.

'I'm not sure this holiday is a good idea. All tfrissh air and sunshine, with
too much time on our hands and nothing to do.’

Ryan's eyes were filled with laughter as he gazeldea 'l can think of
plenty!

She reached for her discarded towel and bunchetdit ball and threw it at
him. 'Wretch! I'm going down into the galley to paege some lunch. You
can watch the seagulls.’

'I'd much rather watciiou.'

Shaking her head slowly, she turned and made ®oshiort flight of steps
leading down into the well-appointed cabin. Shektamed cans from the



refrigerator, lemonade for herself and beer forrRylaen set about making a
salad to go with the cold meat Martha had providedinchy bread rolls
completed the meal, and she set the small table avdloth before adding
cutlery, then called that it was ready.

'Mmm, that looks good,' Ryan murmured as he sldlémgthy frame into
the cushioned seat, and she gave a slight shrug.

"It isn't Cordon Bleu fare, but it should tasterajht.’
'‘As good as you?"

'Really, you have a one-track mind!" She slid ipagite him and picked up
her knife and fork.

‘The wounds of the past go deep. Too deep, Natalie?

The softness of his voice was deceptive, but theas no advantage in
pretending. 'A week ago | would have said yes,=gan slowly.

'And now?"

'I don't know." She looked at him, meeting his dyegaze, and offered
quietly, 'A lot has happened since | came baclkedtime to think.'

'We also need to talk.'
There was a measurable silence, and one Ryan byo&iating irrefutably,
'First, let's get rid of the largest bogey of allimBne.’ His gaze was

startlingly direct.

Natalie took a sip of lemonade in an attempt teedierself the breathing
space necessary. 'Perhaps it's best left alomeyabed a trifle shakily.

'l don't agree.’



'‘Couldn't we leave it until tomorrow?' Or the ddieg or maybe not at all,
she begged silently, not sure she wanted to putsisubject. It brought
back too many painful memories.

‘That particular young woman almost destroyed oarriage,’ he voiced
hardily.

That was a long time ago,' she said steadfastlaslvery young—not only
in years, but in experience.’

'l was confident | could shield you from anythinglaeverything,' Ryan said
quietly, and she drew a deep calming breath.

‘Simone can be very convincing.'

You ran away. Have you any conception what | vlerdugh trying to find
you?'

There was one question she had to ask, and cogeageher the necessary
impetus. 'Did you never once consider divorce?'

His eyes didn't waver. 'Nbo
'l—see,’ she said slowly, and he gave a wry smile.
'Do you, Natalie?'

Her eyes became faintly pensive, and she flicket# bastray lock of hair in
a purely defensive gesture. 'l feel as if I'm caughin a whirlpool!" ¢

His eyes gleamed with devilish humour, and a huaslgh sounded deep in
his throat. "You'll come out of it soon. | give yoy word.’

The weather proved idyllic, and although a few d®banked up in the sky,
the sun triumphed, bestowing in its benevolencaambasking glow.

Natalie fished with Ryan, teasing him mercilesshhew her catch
outweighed his, and they swam, sunbathed, ate, toadethen when the



sun went down they made love again, delightinghan gleasure each was
able to give the other.

On- the third day they lifted anchor and made fa horthern point of
Stradbroke Island, where they spent a further taysdthen regretfully set a
course for home.



CHAPTER TEN

MICHELLE was overjoyed to see them, and Ryan listenedrtohilelish, and
for the most part indistinguishable chatter witlpa@nt solemnity, sparing
Natalie a quick musing gleam across the table aHeavoured to give his
daughter and his breakfast equal attention.

Natalie was unable to prevent the faint tinglingdhl that stole over her
cheeks as she met his smiling gaze, and her eyeswige and luminous
when he rose to his feet minutes later and bestewedef hard kiss prior to
leaving the house.

Michelle scrambled on to her knee and reached forger of toast left on
Natalie's plate, consuming it with relish. 'Dadayng to work,' she chanted
in a sweet sing-song voice, and Natalie huggeditied| body close.

‘Yes, darling. He'll be back in time for tea.'

Solemn wide eyes regarded her unblinkingly. 'Wg btame?'

'Well," Natalie deliberated with a wide smile, "a@uld go out, if you like.
Suppose we get Jenkins to take us to the shoppemgrec close to

Broadbeach?"

'‘Cake and fishes," Michelle declared promptly, Hathlie laughed, hugging
her close.

‘Very well, imp. We'll have lunch out on the verahdf the coffee shop so
that you can watch the fishes in the pond. Thenéhfuma nap, okay?'

''kay," the tot agreed engagingly.
They left shortly after ten-thirty in the DaimlerttvJenkins at the wheel and
were deposited outside one of the large departstergs in the Pacific Fair

shopping complex.

‘Twelve-thirty will be fine,” Natalie advised asetlolder man retrieved
Michelle's stroller from the boot and set it uptigin the pavement.



'l be here before that, just in case the litlee gets overtired.' He smiled
and returned Michelle's wave before slipping inibehthe wheel, and
Natalie slung the strap of her bag over her showdd eased her way with
the stroller towards the complex centre.

It was a beautiful day. The sun was hot, but n@easantly so. Shoppers
wandered the bricked lanes without any sense dehasd Natalie kept
their pace, pausing now and then to browse atteactive window display

before moving on.

'Drink," Michelle began, adding a plaintive, 'pleks

They were close to a replica of a Cotswold cottatpch specialised in
Devonshire cream teas and had several tables amb et up outdoors
beneath a large canopy, and Natalie crossed thi lsmalge beneath which
water flowed from a picturesque waterwheel towdh#s main pond. She
chose a table close to the fenced area and seeN&éian a chair where she
could see the goldfish, then ordered a can of lemerand an iced coffee.

They had visited this complex on two previous omras and now she
listened attentively as Michelle pointed with eraitent to one particularly
large red fish they had affectionately named 'Gdaady'. The fact that
there were several fish equally large was somethiatglie didn't reveal.
There was time enough for the loss of childishdant

The drink consumed, they completed a circle oktips before heading for
the terraced verandah overlooking the pond forHhufihe coffee lounge
was well patronised, and after selecting sandwidkatalie secured an
empty table.

The past hour and a half had passed swiftly. lareénér five hours Ryan

would be home, and she was unable to still the &aimile that softened her
lips at the thought his presence evoked. The feys daey had spent on
Rick's island had been idyllic, something she wdtddsure for the rest of
her life. There was a tremendous feeling of wedinlg in having come full

circle from love, through all the misunderstandintpe bitterness, to the
wealth of happiness they now shared. Perhaps itanlasson one had to
learn in the school of life, she perceived, thael® a gift to be treated with



the utmost care to ensure it continued to flourlSbmething beyond the
physical and spiritual emotions, becoming an ineahle entity interwoven
with trust and fidelity.

'‘More fish, Mummy!"

Natalie came out of her reverie, and smiled dowthatlittle girl happily
finishing the last of her sandwich. 'Yes, darlif@he drained her coffee, then
steadied Michelle's glass so that it didn't spMhen you've had your drink
we'd better go™ She spared a glance at her wattlsaw that it was almost
twelve-thirty. 'Jenkins will be waiting for us.'

He was, but with the utmost patience, and Michebediently scrambled
into her car-seat, her face wreathed in smilesadalld fastened the straps.

The stroller placed in the boot, Jenkins slippdurutthe wheel, and almost
immediately the little girl regaled him with the mig's events in a
ceaseless childish spiel which lasted until the mwinme brought the large
vehicle to a halt in the driveway.

'Right, my girl," Natalie grinned as she releagedltot and scooped her into
her arms. 'Face, hands, teeth, then into bed vath' yshe walked to the

door, then crossed the foyer towards the stairsetyou wake, we'll swim

in the pool and I'll give you another lesson. dastk how surprised Daddy

will be when he finds out you can swim.’

'Like the fishes,' Michelle giggled, and Nataliedgaded and buried her face
against the little girl's neck.

"You wriggle like a fish,' she declared as shetsethild down to her feet in
the bathroom. Within minutes she had her cleam thgested of outer
clothing, she carried her through to the bedroothsdipped the small body
between cool sheets before crossing to draw theedrat the window. 'Sleep
tight, angel.'

"'bye, Mummy:.'



Natalie retraced her steps to the lower groundrfloloere she collected a
pad and pen with which to write a letter to hehéatand Andrea. Sliding
open the screened door, she crossed the courtydrsbhdown at one of the
outdoor tables.

it was pleasantly warm beneath the shady canvasallaband she flipped
open the pad and began to record a newsy accotim: piast week, adding
in detail various anecdotes related to Michelle.

'Excuse me, Natalie but there's someone to seé you.

She glanced up with faint surprise at the soundartha's voice, and caught
the older woman's slight perplexion.

'It's Miss Vesey.'

Natalie gave a slight grimace, uttering a barelgilale 'Damn!" as she laid
down her pen. 'l suppose | can't be out?' she tiedauefully, not relishing
the prospect of seeing Simone, let alone attempdirentertain her.

" 'fraid not, sweetie," a brightly pitched voicendted from the wide screen
door, and into the sunshine walked its eleganthytciwner. 'l decided not to
wait,' she explained with considerable hauteur totha, then encountered
Natalie with a wide brittle smile. 'After all, | kmv this house like the back of
my hand.'

Martha's expression was civil, but only just, aed displeasure was evident
by the faint tightening of her lips the instantdref she turned back towards
Natalie.

'Would you like me to bring something cool to dr?hk

'Do that,” Simone instructed with a careless fluttghand as she crossed to
sit at the table opposite Natalie. "You know whasuially have.’

The older woman was politely stoical. 'You'll haweerefresh my memory,
Miss Vesey. It's some time since you last visitad house.'



A soft tinkling laugh was at variance with the apaiece expressed in those
brilliant dark eyes. 'Really, Martha,' she chidethva slight moue, 'there's

no need to be discreet! Natalie knows all aboutrfyfascination for me.’

She arched a sparkling glance towards her victid, taunted, 'Don't you,

darling?’

Dear Lord, what was this viperous witch up to? MNatdaook in the
over-bright eyes, the slender scarlet-tipped nailgaged in extracting a
cigarette from its elegant gold case, and drewep dgeadying breath. If
Simone had possessed the foreknowledge to timattaek for the previous
week, it might have had the desired effect, butwgage that many days too
late.

'l have iced soda water, Martha," Natalie saiietly. She needed a clear
head to deal with the enemy—for Simone was suhelj t

'‘Make mine vodka on ice with a splash of bitterd lme.'

Martha's obvious reluctance to leave them alone adalty touching, and
Natalie swung slowly back to meet Simone's brgdee.

'Is this a social visit?' Her voice was incredipblite, and distant.

'My dear—no," the other woman denied, and exhaling a streasnufke
into the air she leaned forward so that her elb@sted on the table. 'Surely
you've guessed why I'm here?' A malevolent gleamecdd the distance
between them. "You're not exactly dumb.'

Natalie unconsciously eased back against her angirshe felt its support
and endeavoured to appear relaxed. ‘May | takeathatcompliment?'

"You don't learn, do you?' Simone demanded acidly.

'On the contrary,’ Natalie answered with considerabise, 'l've learned a
great deal.’

'Oh, I'll concede you're three years older,” hegregsor agreed with a
derogatory laugh. '‘But you're still incredibly naiv



'l think you'll find I'm somewhat more mature thgou give me credit for,'
Natalie managed evenly, treading the verbal distavith care.

Simone tilted her head slightly and fixed Natalighwvan unwavering stare
that was unnerving to say the least. 'Really?’

The tension was broken by Martha's return, and IMagave the older
woman a grateful smile as the tray of drinks was@dl on the table.

'Would you care for something to eat? I've jusetak batch of scones from
the oven.'

‘Nothing," Simone refused with chilling dismissahd a perverse streak
caused Natalie to voice with warm enthusiasm,

'I'd love one, split, with jam and cream, if it istbo much trouble.’
'Of course not.

'‘Really, Natalie!" Simone chided with thinly- vallesarcasm. 'Martha is
merely a servant. Treat her like a friend, andliybod she'll take over.'

Natalie picked up the frosted glass and took a o sip before replacing
it back on to the table. 'Jenkins and Martha haenlwith Ryan for a long
time," she said steadily. 'As for running the hobdartha does that with the
utmost efficiency, and completely to my satisfactio

Simone sipped at her vodka, and eyed Natalie witbdal speculative gleam
over its rim. 'My, my! Perhaps you have grown ulitke. Your claws are
showing!'

You ain't seen nothing yet! Natalie jeered silenBytiny smile lifted the
edges of her mouth, and her ©yes were clear arftbutitguile. "You'll find
they're quite sharp.'

'Is that a warning of some sort?"'



Natalie lifted her glass and took another appra@agip before responding.
'If you care to think so.'

Anger tightened the other woman's face into antrawive mask. 'l don't
take threats lightly.'

Natalie's head lifted slightly as she met Simoseisuldering gaze. 'Neither
do I’

'How am | threatening you?"
‘Aren't you?'

"You silly little, bitch! Simone snapped viciousiffhe only reason you're
here is because of a stupid mistake.'

‘Apparently I'm guilty of several," Natalie saidrdle flippantly. '‘Perhaps
you'd care to elucidate?

‘Michelle," the other declared succinctly. 'Youmugdhater, and supposedly
Ryan's.' She gave a high-pitched laugh that soufaaettly off-key. 'In these
modern times, you certainly goofed, didn't you, stie' Her eyes glittered
dangerously. 'Or was it all part of a carefullyagbt out plan?’

It was perhaps as well that Martha came on theesaktiat precise moment,
or Natalie's reserve of patience might have flolag¢oop!

'Will that be all?' the valued servant queried, fage creased with anxiety,
and Simone snapped out,

'Oh, for God's sake! Leave us alone, will you?"
The older woman drew herself to her fullest heigiml her bosom fairly

quivered with rage. 'l take my orders from Mrs Mei§ not the likes of
you!'



‘Thank you for the scones, Martha,' Natalie saidttyy her eyes remarkably
steady. 'Would you mind checking on Michelle forhtghe's due to wake
soon.'

For a moment Martha appeared doubtful whether bbeld leave, then

ignoring Simone she gave Natalie a troubled sriiflshe wakes, I'll keep

her amused inside the house.’

'Do that," Simone declared viciously. 'l can't stétile brats.'

Obviously that was too much for Martha, for withnsiderableaplomb she

turned and subjected Simone to a raking stareis#faod, Ryan had the
good sense not to marry you.'

'If he had, you certainly wouldn't still be here!"

Martha's mouth tightened into a thin line, thenreiseng great restraint she
made a dignified exit, and the minute she was bsight Simone burst into
furious speech.

‘That woman is just too much!’

'l think you've outstayed your welcome,' Natalis@tved, standing to her
feet. 'I'll see you to the door.’

'l haven't said what | came to say.'

'Forgive me. | consider you've already said too miuc

'Oh, darling, | haven't even started yet!

Natalie refrained from saying so much as a wordntafter a measurable
silence she sank back into her chair. 'I'm all ,é@irmone. Get whatever it is

off your chest, then leave.'

Out came the cigarettes and lighter, and not ongl slim tobacco tube was
lit to her satisfaction did the words flow.



'It's relatively simple. | want Ryan.'

Natalie's eyes were remarkably level as she viewed dark-haired
sophisticated beauty. 'Does Ryan want you?"

‘I wouldn't be here if he didn't.’
'‘Am P supposed to fit in with your scheme and |lanoéfier to divorce him?'

It would help. However, he's wealthy enough to kEmwyppsomeone to
manufacture evidence against you.'

'‘Adultery?’

An elegant stream of smoke slowly wafted betweeamthand Simone
reached for her half- empty glass and proceedeldaio its contents. "You
catch on fast.’

'What if | won't comply?'

"You will. | supplied you with sufficient evidend@ree years ago. Your
return hasn't changed anything.'

'Have you never heard the adage—"once bitten, tshg&?"

'‘Are you going to be difficult?" Winged eyebrowsleed with sardonic

cynicism. 'l wouldn't advise it, sweetie." A venglgfleam entered Simone's
eyes, making them appear malevolent and infinilaliggerous. 'Next time
you're out walking I'll ensure you get more thamnight!"

Comprehension gave way to concern. 'You put myalifask, deliberately!
That's a criminal offence.’

"You'd have to prove it first.'

"You must want Ryan very badly," Natalie said dujeind Simone gave a
hollow laugh.



'l had him, once. Then you came on the scene.'eiles gleamed with a
mixture of molten fire and ice. 'A silly teenagewsrh the country. God! You
hadnothingcompared to what | could give him.'

'Except, maybe—Ilove?'
'What has that got to do with it?'
'Everything, | imagine," Natalie said dryly.

'l satisfied him on a physical level." A look ofrpuenmity made Simone's
features appear ugly. 'Whereasy so lily-white and virginal, could hardly
have known what it was all about!'

'‘Ryan is an excellent tutor," Natalie remarked, neally wanting to pursue
with such invective. Yet this was war, if only aval one, and had to be led
to its ultimate conclusion.

'I'm sure | could provide more titillating tricksan you ever dreamed were
possible!’

'Lust alone is an empty emotion. Only when it'soacpanied by love does it
become something beautiful.'

'Don't hand me that sentimental rubbish! Look atbyou,” Simone spat
vengefully. 'This house, the cars, apartments—eRercruiser goes into a
cool six figures! Who cares abdotve?'

'l do,” Natalie said with quiet conviction, and farmoment she looked
incredibly sad. 'Whatever you believe to the cagtridwas Ryan who made
the running in our relationship. Even when | expessdoubts, he overruled
them.' Courage gave her the strength to go omaslaverwhelmed in those
first few crucial months after Ryan married me.rn&ver met anyone like
him, and all these trappings appeared like a giamytale. Instead of
deriving pleasure from them, they rose betweerikesan insurmountable
barrier. Given a choice, I'd have preferred to hlagen without them. At
least then | could have felt able to compete orqual level." A drawn-out
sigh left her lips, and she forced a slight smiks it was, | became



confronted at every turn with sophisticated som@alwho for the most part
didn't care a fig about me personally. | knew that] so did you. What was
more, you wanted what | appeared to hawyan. Or rather, Ryan's
possessions. You played your hand well, Simonee lakgullible fool, |
believed every word you said and ran as far anfhstsas my legs would
carry me.' She paused, and idly traced the patiethe wrought-iron table
with her finger. 'However, this time I'm not rungih

"You'll stay and be humiliated?"
'Why should | be humiliated?' she parried.

'l can take Ryan from you as easily as--'Simoreketi her fingers in the air
with a decisive snap—'that.’

'If that's true, why didn't he instigate a legaa®@tion and then divorce me?'

'‘Because he was embittered with marriage,” Simogrgted furiously.
'However, given time, | could have won him round.’

'Well, your time just ran out,’ Natalie said catlfumaking sure she
enunciated her words with clear distinction as sbatinued, 'l love

him—very much. There's Michelle, whom neither of wsuld give up

easily. And there'll be another child before theargs end, unless I'm
mistaken.'

The fury in Simone's face was something frighteniogsee, and for a
moment Natalie fought an instinctive desire to baeky. Quietly she stood
her ground, her gaze unwavering, outwardly calmdgfensively on the
alert.

Even so, she was unprepared for the hand that dnake and dealt a
stinging blow to her left cheek, almost unbalandieg Blindly she reached
for the edge of the table in an attempt to steaagdif, and felt her vision
blur as tears welled at the pain Simone had managedict.



"You smart, conniving little bitch! | hate youkateyou, do you hear?' The
words streamed out with low guttural invective, ahatalie lifted a shaky
hand to brush the excess moisture from her eyes.

'l think you'd better leave.’

Natalie heard Jenkins' voice and slowly turnedateefthim, seeing the silent
anger expressed in his usually kind features. Ti@odkfor his intervention!
Simone had gone beyond rage to the brink of natgossponsible for her
actions.

'l leave when | damn well please!" Dark hair s\gun a slow arc as her
head turned towards the manservant. ,'Now get baiven't finished yet.'

"You are no longer welcome in this house, Miss Ygskenkins asserted
with calm inflexibility, and Natalie saw him moventil he stood between
her and Simone. 'If you won't leave of your ownaad¢ | shall have to
employ force.'

'‘Lay a finger on me, and I'll have you up for asdau

'l don't think so," a deep drawling voice intervérend Natalie's eyes flew to
the tall figure moving towards them.

'‘Ryan! Oh, thank God you've come!" Simone cried| arwhole flood of
words flowed from her lips, interspersed with cosiwe sobs. 'It's been
awful—she's been so horrible—saying terrible thirgs

Natalie stood in stunned silence, part of her bragistering with devilish
humour that Simone was stealihgr lines! Like an invisible spectator she
observed the tableau, noting the two men's stante wterest. One
defensive; the other dangerous, resembling a juingge about, to spring.
Simone's acting excelled itself. Indeed, if Nat&dasn't been an unwilling
participant and evidenced for herself such bitteective, she would have
believed every word that came out of the other waosnanouth!



Ryan appeared to listen, but his eyes were on idatedt Simone. When the
torrent of words came to a halt, his voice was alndeadly in its intent as he
stressed with chilling abruptness,

‘Jenkins will escort you to your car. If you so s come within speaking
distance of my wife again, or attempt to threaten in any way, | will
personally see to it that you never receive antatiein from any of the
Coast's social echelon.' His eyes were pitilesstatadly without mercy. 'If
you possess an ounce of sense, you'll re-locatesgibelsewhere.’

'‘But you loved me! | know you did!

His silence became an almost tangible thing, andllaunconsciously held
her breath.

'l used you, in much the same manner you usednmeprrected with silky
detachment. ‘It was over many years ago—Ilong b&fatalie first came on
the scene.'

'‘But we were good for each other!" Simone criecbu™know we were.
Everyone said so!

'Everyone was wrong. There is only one woman is tiié who means
anything and everything to me.’

'She'll never be your equal,’ Simone hisdsdver/'

Ryan turned slightly, although his eyes were warg didn't shift as he
instructed quietly, 'Jenkins, escort Miss Veseyrfrine house, and ensure
that she doesn't set foot in it again.'

‘Yessir! It will be a pleasure.'

'You can't do this to me!

'l just have, Simone.'



Jenkins stepped forward and took her arm, leadergabross the pebbled
courtyard, and Natalie watched until they disappéandoors.

'Did she harm you in any way?'

Dear Lord! Invidious words, a slap that had alnmosked her from her feet?
'I'm all right," she managed quietly, aware thaaRizad moved to stand in
front of her.

'‘Are you?' His voice was faintly sceptical, and legelids instinctively
lowered as he lifted her chin. 'Look at me, Natalie

Slowly she opened her eyes, meeting and holdingd®s, and swallowed
convulsively as he gently brushed his fingers dwvarcheek. 'You're home
early." She had to say something, otherwise shddmourst into stupid
childish tears.

His smile did strange things to her equilibrium¢g @&ome of the compelling
formidability left his features. 'Is that all yoave to say?'

'I'm temporarily lost for words.'

Gently he bent his head down to hers and trailedips over her cheek.
'‘Martha rang me," he said close to her mouth.

‘She did?'

His lips teased a trail along her jaw and sougtgatobe. 'Uh-huh. Both she
and Jenkins are very protective of their ewe lamb.’

'Oh.’

His mouth closed over hers in a gentle provocagesture, seeking an
elusive response she was at that moment unabiedpand he reluctantly
lifted his head.

'Neither of them were prepared to stand by andSse®ne make another
attempt to wreck our marriage.'



More than anything Natalie wanted to fling hersetd his arms and have
them hold her close. 'How much did you overhedr®\&ntured at last, and
glimpsed a faint speculative gleam in the eyesshateyed her.

'Why? What did you say to her?'

Natalie felt oddly inarticulate. 'Simone did mostlre talking.'

'While you sat in docile silence?’

'‘Not—exactly," she conceded, fixing her gaze orutggermost button of his
black silk shirt.

'‘But you don't want to tell me, is that it?'

Something in his voice made her look at him, anel slowly shook her
head—not in negation, but as a gesture of self-mryclkat her lack of
perception. 'l don't want to play games any maiee' began a trifle sadly,
and his eyes narrowed fractionally.

'What are you talking about?"

'You and me,’ she stated simply.

'Elaborate, Natalie," he bade after a measuraldecg, and her grey eyes
were remarkably clear as she held his gaze.

'I'm tired of pretending.’
‘Ah, | see.’
‘Do you?'

'Shall we go inside?' he countered, and she rdisethand in an impotent
gesture.

'We can talk here.'



A warm smile curved his generous mouth, reachingouipis eyes so that
they crinkled with silent laughter. 'l don't imagithetalking will last very
long. Do you want to shock the neighbours?’

'It's the middle of the afternoon,’ Natalie protelstand he gave a deep
throaty laugh.

'Do you want to mete out some sort of punishmennbking me wait until
tonight?’

'‘Would you?"'

He reached out and tilted her chin. 'If you asked m

Her lower lip began to tremble. 'l love you. | nes®pped.'

'l know,' Ryan said gently.

'l wanted to hurt you, the way | was hurt.'

'It's past, darling. Between us, we'll ensure thaéver happens again.' He
placed a brief hard kiss on her upturned mouthy trent to bestow a more
lingering caress before fitting her into the cuofénis shoulder and leading
her indoors. 'We have each other. Michelle is auson

A tiny secret smile curved her lips. 'How would yeiew an extra
bonus?'His glance speared her guileless featdnesyou trying to tell me
something?"

'l think I'm going to have another child,' she sainetly.

His eyes darkened measurably, and his voice sousiggdly strained. 'Do
you mind?'

'Do you?' she countered slowly.

'How can you ask that?' Ryan demanded huskily asnaept her into his
arms to carry her effortlessly up the stairs tortreom.



Gently he lowered her to her feet, then cuppedfde so that she had to
look at him. 'l should have been more careful.'

'Why?' she asked simply, and saw a muscle tensg ais jaw.
"You had a difficult time with Michelle.'

‘Just holding her in my arms made it all worth whilNatalie ventured
quietly. ‘A warm living being conceived out of levgours and mine.’

You're beautiful, do you know that?' he groanedtrely, and his hands
slid up to her temples to hold her head. 'Will ywbay with me, sleep with
me, and share the rest of the days of my life?"

An impish desire to tease him a little got the dretf her. 'Only thelays
Ryan?'

'‘Wretch,' he laughed with glittering warmth. 'l skeb make you pay for
that!'

'Mmm," she whispered pensively, running the edgeeoftongue along her
lower lip in a deliberately provocative gestureéndl sounds promising.’

Emotion flared in the dark golden eyes above har,dhen his mouth was
on hers, possessing it with a deep consuming patsib had her clinging to
him unashamedly.

Slowly and with infinite gentleness he undressed $miling as she helped
him remove his clothes, then together they reatdreshich other, delighting

in a mutual exploratory pleasure of all the tastaly sensory nerve-ends
until only total possession could ease their achieed.

Afterwards, they rose from the bed and bathed hmgethen, clothed they
emerged from the room and descended the stairsnaam.

Natalie leaned her head momentarily against Rysard shoulder and felt
the answering pressure as his hand curved ovédripeShe felt warm and
infinitely loved, and she gave a soft bubbly laagd raised her face for the



kiss he bent low to bestow, exulting in the passioa knew would remain
with them for the rest of their lives. At last, #tle shadows of yesterday
were gone.



