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One


Arielle Pasteur stood, enchanted, a lone figure on the beach. Beneath her bare toes the play of the fine white sand was soft and alluring. The warmth of the afternoon sun caressed her with its golden glow, and she opened her arms to welcome it. The pale aqua roll of the surf mesmerized her with its rhythmic motion, gathering and breaking, then retreating to the darker depths of the ocean once more, taking with it, bit by bit, her fatigue and tension and replacing them with an incredible sense of peace.


Closing her eyes and tilting her head back, she reveled more deeply in the sensual masterpiece. The balmy tropical breeze fanned through her raven-black hair, drawing it back from her face with the gentleness of a whisper, tenderly baring her features to the healing flow of the trade winds. Each breath she took of the moist sea air brought growing relaxation through her slender limbs and shapely form.


Her pre-dawn waking on this day, the hassle of a sunrise takeoff, the long hours in flight from Boston, through Philadelphia, then on to this small Caribbean isle of St. Maartenall were happily cast to the tropic winds, relegated to the far reaches of memory as she greedily drank in the elixir of pleasure flowing freely all about her. In this moment of delight nothing mattered but that this exquisitely beautiful and secluded stretch of beach was hers, and hers alone, for the next four weeks. Nothing mattered but that the charming villa, high on the craggy hillside behind her, would be her haven for the days and nights of solitude and serenity she craved. Intuitively, she knew she had found the perfect spot to organize her thoughts and her photographs, to compile her work of the past five years into the book for which shed been commissioned. Here she would relax and enjoy each day as it came, responsible to no one but herself, committed to no schedule but that which she chose to create. At her private
whim she would sprinkle her hours with sun and surf, work and play. It would be a month of self-centered indulgence, and she had earned every last minute of it.


After a final deep breath of the fragrant air of paradise, she opened her eyes. Slowly, she walked the stretch of beach, a gleaming ribbon bounded on one side by the lava-gray of volcanic formations shaping the rugged cliff, and on the other by the clear aqua ruffle of the Caribbean waters. With each step her bare feet dipped into the softness of the sand. It was warm and pliant, capturing her, bidding her linger in its hold before moving on. She readily complied, for there was no reason to rush. Time was now her ally. With a contented sigh, she feasted on the beauty of her surroundings.


The sight was breathtaking! Azure skies speckled with the occasional fluffy cloud, misted gray-green peaks of neighboring isles far in the distance, the shimmering dance of sunlight on the emerald-blue of the watersit was magnificent, and it was hers!


A smile tickled her lips as she sank down on the sand, stretching her long, graceful legs before her toward the sea, propping herself up on straightened arms, now bare of the heavy winter attire shed sported just this morning. Again she closed her eyes and cocked her face toward the sun, absorbing its warmth, willing its rays inward, then sighing with delight.


This was everything she wanted in a vacation, she mused with a tingle of excitement, directing a silent message of thanks to her brother, Michael, back in frosty New York City, who had first suggested this trip, then had found the villa through his own travel agent and had taken it on her behalf for the month. Expensive as it was, she could well afford it, having become a respected and successful child photographer in the five years since she had graduated and gone out on her own. She lived a modest existence from choice, rather than need. This was an extravagance she had waited for; on first impression, it would be well worth it.


Shifting in the sand, she reached behind the even fall of hair at her collar line to daringly release the tie of her navy halter top, freeing her shoulders of covering as she pulled the knit bands across the upper swell of her breasts, wound them around her back and secured them there. She rolled the cuffs of her white walking shorts as high as possible, even as she realized that, in the end, only a bathing suit would do. But the laziness of the moment, the glory of this afternoon, her first in the sun, were not to be disturbed. The glance she cast back toward the sturdy wooden steps, nestled in against the rock and leading up to her seaside retreat, turned indulgently back toward the sea.


The sand molded itself to the slimness of her shape as she lay back, stretched flat against its warmth. Her breathing was deep and even, her every muscle at rest. Only then, as the waves lapped the beach yards from her toes and the palm fronds murmured softly atop the cliff high above, did her mind retrace the events of the day. It had started with the ringing of the bedside alarm, goading her into action, prompting her to shower and dress before the night sky had begun to yield to the breath of day on its eastern edge. Her friend Sean had been at her door, as promised, at five oclock, managing by some miracle to fix them both a cup of coffee while Arielle saw to her last-minute packing. With the endearingly unpretentious sculptor behind the wheel of his battered Volvo, they had headed for Logan International Airport, an hours drive from Rockport, on the Massachusetts North Shore. How someone so skilled with a hammer and chisel could be so inept with a stick shift Arielle would never know. But she
indulged him his jerks, lurches, and swerves, refraining from comment in the mercifully negligible new-dawn traffic, eternally grateful to him, her closest friend, for having sacrificed his own precious hours of sleep to help her. Even now, she pictured him in his small studio, carving masterpieces out of wood with a flair and sensitivity most artists strive for yet never achieve.


Friend, artist, inspirationSean had been all of these things to Arielle during the past five years. He had been entrenched in the Rockport colony for several years prior to her arrival, and had taken her under his wing, helping her to find her way in what was now, in every sense, her home. The vulnerable, shy, unsure young woman, fresh from college, had grown into a more confident and capable one before his eyes. He had encouraged her, then had stood back to watch her spread her wings and take flight; her success had been his as well. But there was more; Sean, seven years her senior, was her confidant, and her protection when the occasional male became overly persistent. For Arielle had no wish to become involved with any man, and Sean understood and respected her wish. What the world needed was more men like him, she decided with a sigh, stretching her arms out from her sides to furrow the sand with her angel wings as she more fully welcomed the rays of the sun.


She smiled in idle recollection of the mornings flight. It had been an interesting few hours, even amusing at times. Once the semblance of breakfast had come and gone she had indulged herself in her favorite form of distractionpeople watching. Her trained photographers eye studied the faces about her, supplementing images with bits of conversation that filtered over the mercifully steady hum of the engine. There had been the new parents occupying the two seats immediately to her left, their soft chatter focused on the young child they had left behind, the merits and demerits of the particular baby-sitter they had chosen, the contents of the freezer and cupboards and, finally and with odd reluctance, the prospect of a week without responsibility. To Arielle, theirs was a remote world. She could not deny that she adored children. How else could she devote herself exclusively to the photography of them? No, it was the male of the species who evoked her anger, rather than his offspring, yet the
two were eternally interrelated. Without a man, she would have no childand there would be no man. Once burned, she had vowed to maintain her independence. If her innate maternal instinct sought expression, it would find it in her work. Any further yearnings for a man or a child of her own were doggedly cast aside, squelched by the memory of one night of trauma, heartbreak, and disillusion long, long ago.


As always, such emotional meanderings sent a shudder through her; as always, she quickly found an alternate focus for her attention. Diagonally across the aisle had been two ladies-of-the-world, as she had dubbed them, each several years older than Arielle, each dutifully wearing her wedding band, each openly bent on enjoying her week of freedom to the hilt. There were the old-timers, a couple who proudly informed each stewardess of their impending forty-second wedding anniversary, and the high rollers, two loud and obviously well-acquainted couples whose main goal was to hit it big at the gaming tables in the casinos for which St. Maarten was renowned. There was the perfect family, consisting of three unusually well-behaved young boyswere they terrified of the airplane, too, she had wondered?and their parents. There was the dynamic duo, two bachelors of dubious intent to whom she threw her most disinterested look each time they
walked along the aisle in search of their prey. And, finally, there was the brooder.


Strangely, of them all, he was the one who held her thoughts even now, as the warm sea breeze touched her cheeks, her nose, her eyelids and lashes, as the suns vibrant beam cast its glow on her winter-pale skin. The brooderclosed and mysterious, seemingly out of place, a dark cloud in the brightest of azure skies, a gray stone in the whitest of soft sands, a shrill cry amid the gentle rustle of the coconut palms above. Clad in a dark gray turtleneck sweater and even darker charcoal gray slacks, he sat quietly; when he stood, his towering presence dominated the cabin. He was an enigma, allowing no clue to his identity to penetrate his taut mask of composure. Was he headed for St. Maarten on business? Was his chore so awesome that it demanded the glower he had worn ever since boarding in Philadelphia? What were the secrets hidden behind those one-way mirrored sunglasses, beneath that casually disarrayed thatch of dark brown hair, in the angular set of that squared-off jaw?


Drawn to the puzzle he posed, Arielle found herself uncomfortably aware of him, a vague but nagging sense of familiarity lurking in the recesses of her mind. She felt his sober presence in the seat directly across the aisle every time she leaned forwardto offer her coffee cup to the stewardess, to extract a paperback novel from the carry-on bag at her feet, to retrieve a pen so she could complete the landing form before touchdown in St. Maarten. Yet, try as she might, Arielle could not quite pinpoint where, if ever, she had seen him before.


Even he slipped to the periphery of her thoughts, however, when the first of the island jewels studding the emerald waters of the Caribbean emerged from beneath the giant gray wing of the airplane. From then on, it had been smooth sailing all the way, in every sense of the word. St. Maarten, from the air, was an intriguing amalgam of ponds and lagoons, hills and valleys, jutting peninsulas and ribboned roadways. The landing had been easy, her rental car had been waiting, and the small, but fully-equipped and modern house had even been stocked with canned goods and fresh produce by way of welcome.


And now the sun, warming her, painting her skin with a delicate orange blush, threatening to hold her forever in its heavenly spellwhat could be more divine?


A sudden shadow fell across her, instantly robbing her of the warmth in which she had reveled seconds before. Her eyes flew open to determine what dark cloud hovered in otherwise clear skies, then widened in alarm. It was the towering figure of a man which loomed above, tall, ramrod straight, and infinitely threatening. He wore nothing but a ragged pair of cut-off denims, which concealed little of the muscled strength of the legs rooted in the sand mere inches from her. Long fingers splayed over hips, and he exuded a readiness, an acuity, in his mockingly casual pose. His torso was sculpted to manly perfection, a narrow waist yielding to an ever-broadening stretch of chest crowned by classically molded shoulders. Though lacking the tan that would label him an islander, his skin was a shade darker than her own, its hue accentuated by the coarse mat of dark brown hair which covered his chest before tapering gradually to a fine line which disappeared beneath the snap of his denims. He was, in her judgment as a photographer
as well as a woman, a magnificent physical specimen whose power surged in each taut cord, in every well-developed muscle of his lean body. Scantily clad as he was, there was a primitive aura about him, a savagery which was oddly out of place in this gentle and serene setting.


With a barely audible gasp, Arielle bolted to a sitting position, one hand flying up to reassure herself that her halter top provided adequate covering for her own softer curves. But when she raised her eyes to the intruders face she gasped with a mixture of fear, surprise, and recognition. The set of his square jaw was more taut than before, his lips were thinned in a semblance of control, his shaggy brown hair fell at the whim of the breeze, and those mirrored sunglasses revealed nothing but her own startled expression. It was the brooder, the man she had recalled but moments before. Dark and mysterious still, he dominated this open stretch of beach much as he had the infinitely smaller airplane this morning. But there was a difference. Then he had been self-contained and impassive; now there was an unleashed quality about him. And by every modest estimate, he was very, very angry.


What in the devil are you doing here? His fury exploded deafeningly, its roar bearing a venom she could not fathom.


Shock reverberated through her before Arielle could find the strength to respond. To have been wrenched from utter relaxation to . . . to this, was more than she had counted on. Forcing herself to display a calmness she did not feel, she answered him simply. This is my beach.


My foot it is! Each word was drawn slowly out, underscored with an undeniable sneer. This is a private beach, he roared on. You have no right whatsoever to be here. Now, get out!


Incredulity held her frozen, her gaze locked to his iron-hard features. Never had she encountered anyone as instantly offensive as this man, who obviously had his facts mixed up. When he made no move to evict her bodily from the spot she grasped at the first germs of resistance.


You must be mistaken, she argued quietly, the blue of her eyes deepening with resolve. Im living in that villashe cocked her dark head toward the structure at the top of the cliffand understood that this beach went along with it. The stairway from the house leads directly here.


His shaded gaze held hers a minute longer, then angled up toward the hilltop. Not at all impressed, he renewed his tirade. I was told that the house was unoccupied. Youre lying through your teeth


I beg your pardon, she interrupted loudly, growing less intimidated and more incensed by the minute, but it was unoccupied . . . until this afternoon. Now Im living there, and, for your information, youre trespassing. She rose lithely to her feet in hopes of diminishing the advantage he held so long as he towered so far above her. It was a futile measure; even standing at her full 56 height, he surpassed her by an easy head. And, as if height alone were not enough to enforce her impotence, the breadth and sturdiness of his leanly muscled shoulders echoed it. Arielle couldnt remember having been in such a situation beforeand she wasnt quite sure how to handle it.


As though sensing her dilemma, he let the issue of the occupancy of the house pass. What are you doing here? His voice was lower, yet still deep and piercing in intensity. She could no more have fled a buffalo stampede than evaded his interrogation.


Tilting her chin up in a confident gesture, feigned at best, she saw no point in delaying. Im here on vacationand to work.


To work? Hah! he exclaimed, his even, white teeth showing in a bitter laugh, then went on as if talking to himself. At least this one is honest about it. Somewhat evasive, perhaps, but honest. Most of them claim theyre lost! He paused for a breath, his chest expanding to claim her involuntary attention before she caught herself and dragged her gaze to his face once more. And would you go so far as to identify the nature of your, er, work?


As his voice softened a fraction, his features followed suit. In that instant Arielle felt the same tug of familiarity which had nagged at her on the plane. She had seen him somewhere . . . but where? If, indeed, she recognized him, he could hardly be the dangerous savage she might have imagined; in her fairly limited circle of acquaintances, and beyond, to their circle of acquaintances, there were no maniacs that she knew of. Buoyed by this feeble thought, she spoke freely, half hoping to evoke a similar chord of recognition in him.


Im a photographer. He snapped, if possible, to even greater attention, prompting her to elaborate. A child photographer. I was hoping to organize a collection of my photographs while Im here. I purposely rented this place for its seclusion and never imagined, her voice rose in open accusation, that Id be interrupted this way. With a will of its own, her spirit broke through.


For the first time, his lips curved faintly upward in what could not quite be called a smile. It certainly looked as though you were getting a lot of work done just now. His smooth challenge mocked her. Though hidden by his sunglasses, his eyes were unmistakably thorough in their survey of her body, his dark head dipping imperceptibly in the endeavor. Goaded by his insolence, she jumped to her own defense.


For heavens sake, I just arrived! Part of what I came for was the sunand I was thoroughly enjoying it until you came along. I have no intention of working every minute. And, if its not impertinent of me to ask, she jeered sarcastically, what are you doing on my beach?


My villa is the one over there. He indicated the high face of a cliff to the immediate north. There, largely concealed by a hedge of broad-leaved greenery, was a second house, similar in stuccoed structure to her own, though much larger. I own it and that one, too, he shot a glance at hers, not to mention this lovely stretch of beach. So, it would seem that you are the trespasser. Now, shall I call the police, or will you pack up and leave quietly?


His smugness infuriated her. On impulse, she launched a counteroffensive. Now, wait just a minute, Mr.Mr.


Howe, he supplied, with a note of expectancy she promptly ignored, leaning a fist on her own slim hip and glowering her impatience.


Just a minute, Mr. Howe. My brother rented this house through an agent, Thomas Kendrick, in New York. If theres been a mix-up, you should take it up with him. I have already paid the full months rent, and, if you really do own this place, you should be ashamed of the sum youre getting! But the fact remains that I paid it willingly and I have a canceled check to prove it. Of course, the canceled check was back in Rockport, she realized with a grimace, praying that he would not demand to see it. Howe . . . Howe . . . why was that id so familiar?


Ill refund your money. The steel was back in his deep voice, cold and hard. I want you out by this evening.


What? she shrieked. Momentarily nonplussed by this unexpected turn of events, she stared, open-mouthed and incredulous, at him. Then, anger slowly surfaced to dominate her whirling emotions. Are you kidding? Ill have you know that Ive waited a long time for this vacation. I havent been away in years! And I didnt travel all this way only to be evicted from a place I rented in good faith!


A slow smile spread across his lips, twisting them in what could only be termed blatant mockery. A hard-working girl . . .


As it happens, yes! I owe myself this vacation and I have every intention of taking it right here, in that, she pointed to the hilltop, house. And if you dont like my presence, you can leave. Slightly breathless, she paused. Let him digest that, she concluded determinedly, only to be appalled moments later by the abrupt evaporation of any semblance of humor from his features.


That would be preposterous, his voice lowered dangerously, particularly since you and I both know that Im the main reason youve come.


This was a new twist, and even more ludicrous than the first. Once again, Arielle found herself dumbfounded, staring at him in disbelief. When she finally spoke, her voice was puzzled and high pitched. What are you talking about?


His patience seemed to wane. Oh, come off it, what did you say your id was? Honey, Kitty, Dolly? The disdain with which he tossed off the possibilities puzzled her further.


I didnt, but its Arielle. Arielle Pasteur. There was no need for secrecy. If he did, indeed, own the houses and the beach, he would simply have to put through a call to his rental agent in New York to ascertain her identity and the validity of her claim.


Undaunted, he picked up where he had left off, his anger smoldering perilously close to the surface. Arielle Pasteura fitting id for a would-be glamour girl. Now, lets be honest with one another, he growled impatiently. You came down here in hopes of being . . . discovered is the term I think they like to use. And you want me to photograph that lovely vision of innocence and purity. How am I doing? His show of good humor held not an ounce of the real thing. He hadnt moved an inch, but held the stance of the master, taunting her with both his words and his arrogant manner.


Arielles finely-shaped brows drew together, furrowing her forehead beneath her bangs. Photograph? It was all she could do to restrain the skepticism which threatened to erupt from deep within at the thought of that other photograph, hidden but vivid, in a far pocket of her wallet. Photograph? The word echoed in her consciousness. Whatever are you talking about? Photograph? Howe . . . photograph . . . oh, no! The tremor in her voice could not be hidden in her urgency. What did you say your first id was?


His smile was cold and shallow as he threw her own words back to her in mocking echo. I didnt, but its Christopher. Christopher Howe.


Christopher Howe. Christopher Howe. The Christopher Howe? In an instant of stark recognition, she knew it for fact. The tall, menacing figure before her was none other than Christopher Howe, the world-famous fashion photographer, before whose lenses many a young, fresh face had posed her way to the very top of the high-fashion ladder. He had appeared on many a cover, himself, though as a newsworthy playboy rather than a model. As a fashion photographer, there was no better. Arielle had admired his work on many occasions, including that on which she and Michael had viewed one of his shows, a superb collection on temporary exhibit at the Museum of Modern Art in New York City. It was, ironically, on that visit that Michael had first proposed this vacation. Had her interest and involvement in photography played any role in Michaels choice of this particular cottage for her? That was a detail she would clarify later. For now, she found herself engaged in open warfare with this brilliant photographer, this most
masculine of men, and she had to sort this situation out before tackling any other. For a brief moment, she stood in awe of him.


Christopher Howe . . . she whispered. I should have realized. There was something very familiar about you, but I couldnt quite place it. Your work is magnificent


And so is yours, he interrupted curtly, shifting to cross his arms over his chest with an air of superiority. Youre quite an actress. But then, most of them are. Youre just a little more convincing than some. His sneer sent a chill through her. Tell me, he growled darkly, how did you manage to find me? This house is a well-kept secret. Then, suddenly, before she could even begin to protest, his rage exploded anew. It was Felicity, wasnt it? That scheming witch is bent on revenge! She and that pathetic modeling agency of hers will be the death of me yet! With a muttered oath of disgust, he turned and stalked toward the sea, shaking his head in exasperation, standing for several moments with his back to her before he stormed back to resume his assault. With mind-shattering bluntness, he vented his anger.


And youre as bad as she is, to go along with her little plan. Did you really think Id fall for the trick? Youre not the first pretty face shes sent to me, you know. Nor will you be the first precious body Ive bedded along the line of duty. He ignored her gasp as he raged on. Did you really think that, simply by propping yourself up on my beach, you could win my attention? Do you really expect me to spend my own vacation photographing you? Did you really think you could worm your way into my life, with your air of wide-eyed sincerity, and then use me for your own devious ends? Well, you were wrong!


Appalled by his contempt, bewildered by his surliness, Arielle stuck by her claim of innocence with a fierceness which surprised even her. No, you are very wrong. You may well have hordes of ambitious young women scrambling for your attention, but I assure you Im not one. Even if I were looking for a man, her flaming blue-eyed gaze raked over his body, then flew back up with a fury, which I am not, I would never be so stupid as to dabble with the likes of someone as arrogant and offensive as you. All I want is to be left alone. If you treasure your own privacy so highly, please respect mine. Suddenly drained and breathless, she saw no point in continuing the conversation. If for no other reason than pride, he would not yieldshe knew the type. Now, if youll excuse me, I have other things to do. Pivoting on her heel, no small feat in the shifting sand, she attempted to escape his overpowering presence. But steel fingers seized her arm in a bruising grip,
halting her instantly.


You bet you do, he seethed, teeth clenched in anger, apparently undaunted by her pithy denunication. Youll take your precious little body back up there and pack, then head somewhere else. I dont care if you stay on the islandjust stay away from me!


Angrily, he moved closer. She tried to back away, but his hand tightened painfully. Even though his eyes were hidden, he threatened her in a way she had never been threatened before.


Look, Mr. Howe, she blurted out defensively, holding her palms out and open to him, I honestly want nothing from you But he cut her off sharply, shaking her for an instant before thrusting her away.


Spare me! Youre as sly as the last one. All women want somethingmoney, favors, a shooting session, a night in bed. If it isnt one thing, its another. And they resort to any trick in the book to get it! Well, Miss Arielle Pasteur, this is one youve blown. Why dont you just move to a hotel and spend some time in the casino? Who knows, maybe youll get lucky and recover the money youve wasted on this little venture. Or maybe youll find a man willing to make your stay worthwhile.


His crudeness held Arielle speechless, yet his implication was enough to trigger her own form of violence. Without thinking beyond stilling the tongue responsible for such an outrage, she raised a hand and swiftly slapped his face. Never before had she hit a man. Never before had she been brought to the point of such raw fury. Never before had she even thought herself capable of this kind of response. This man had evoked a hidden side of her natureand that disturbed her as much as anything else.


Her hand flew to her mouth as she realized what she had done. Yet her own pride precluded an apology. Christopher Howe had deserved it! All the professional skill and success in the world could not excuse his scathing disrespect. Apprehension surged through her, nonetheless, as she awaited his retaliation. To her dismay, he seemed almost unaffected by the blow, still every bit the simmering demon he had been before.


Did that feel good, Arielle? he taunted as he let go of her. Do you feel better now? A new quality had entered his tone, one she could not yet identify.


You asked for that!


For hitting on the truth?


Trembling all over, she struggled to recapture her composure. For making vile accusations and even more vulgar suggestions, she cried defensively, further disconcerted by the low rasp of his voice. Youre the one whos blown it this time. Youre way off base. I want nothing, nothing from you!


Her cry was abruptly stilled by his long stare. Though his expression was unfathomable, the air was suddenly charged with a new form of energy, one that had not been there before. Fighting the urge to flee, she held her ground in a show of conviction.


Nothing, Arielle? he drawled, shattering her composure with two words, as he had been unable to do with twenty. For his drawl reeked of seduction, sending a shaft of fear through her body. She stepped back involuntarily. Surely as reputable a man as this talented image-maker would do her no harm. Then his own other image, that of the noted playboy flashed before her eyes, and she held her breath. When he took one determined step toward her, then another, her pulse accelerated to panic-driven speed.


Please, she cried in desperation, her eye skirting his oncoming form to calculate the possibility of escape, just leave me alone. Thats all I ask!


Again he challenged her, his voice lower, thicker. Is that all? Are you sure, Arielle? Youre a very attractive woman. I cant believe that you would turn away what I would freely offer. . . .


Unwittingly taken steps had backed her to the ocean. Even now, the warm waves lapped gently at her heels. But, growing more frantic by the second, Arielle was oblivious to it. Mustering her last bits of courage, she attempted to deal him a verbal blow in hopes that it would have greater impact than the earlier physical one. I most certainly would! Youre self-centered, egotistical, a chauvinist from the word go. I wouldnt even allow you to photograph me, much less crawl into my bed! Her lips thinned in disgust, then her mouth opened in astonishment moments later when he burst into loud and unexpected laughter.


You have a novel approach, he choked out at last. Very refreshing, and exactly the type of challenge no red-blooded man could ignore. Instantly, he sobered. I sure as hell wont.


She had gone too far; her own defense had backfired. This time, when he moved to within inches of her, she tried contrition. Look, Im sorry for this misunderstanding, truly I am. Im sure there has to be some solution here that would be agreeable to us both. Shifting sideways, she prepared to circle him. Why dont I try to call . . . She took another step to the side, but he stopped her, clamping a hand on each of her shoulders.


Not so fast, he taunted softly, wickedly.


Momentary paralysis seized her limbs as she wondered just what he would do next. The leisurely lowering of his head snapped her out of her frozen state. Horrified, as his lips approached hers, she struggled away, pushing at the warm wall of his chest with every bit of strength she could muster, resisting the pull of his hands. Her high-pitched Let me go! was choked out in desperation as she kicked at his shin with her foot.


When her fingernails raked the solid column of his neck, he cursed beneath his breath, then hauled her writhing form against the steadiness of his. So you want to play rough, do you? he drawled mockingly, securing her arms behind her back with one deft motion. Fine with me.


Even as she twisted futilely, his lips captured hers, stealing her breath in momentary shock. She wrenched her face to the side and gasped for air. So he intended to carry out his threat, to seek his own satisfaction! Terrified, she groped for some means of evasion. But when her knee came up he was prepared, hooking his leg behind her stationary calf an instant before her blow hit its mark, knocking her off balance, then tumbling beside her onto the sand.


Fear surged through her trembling body with the realization that her fight had only served to augment his determination and his ardor. Yet the past had trained her; she would not lie still beneath his attack. From deep within, she found the strength to maintain her resistance. Wildly, she squirmed and thrashed, until his hand anchored hers above her head and the weight of his body, now partially atop her, stole what little breath she had.


No . . . no, please, she moaned, turning her head from side to side. But he caught her chin with fingers of iron and held her still as his mouth covered hers once again, smothering her protest with the totality of his possession. Strangely, there was no pain. His lips mastered hers, consuming and devouring without punishment. Sensation hammered in on herthe foray of his tongue across her lips, against her teeth and beyond, the strength of his leg, thrown across hers, pinning her down. She felt herself the prize of a timeless pirate, bent on taming her, body and spirit. Her smothered cries of protest went unheeded, as did the quivering of her limbs. In panic, her thoughts flashed back to another time, to pain and degradation, to humiliation and betrayal. Helpless tears formed, then flowed, as finally he released her lips and raised his face to look long and hard at her.


She no longer noticed that his breathing matched hers in unsteadiness, so blinded was she by her own emotional upheaval. Her eyes, fluid and pleading, looked up at him, conveying the terror she felt to her core.


In an unexpected movement, he raised a hand to his glasses, removed them slowly, then tossed them down on the sand. For the first time, she saw his eyescoal-black but glittering, their murky depths as much of an enigma as his mirrored lenses had been. But when he lowered his mouth this time, there was a difference. This kiss held an incongruous softness, an unexpected gentleness as it first feather-touched her lips, then firmed into a caressing lure against her own locked lips. It was as though he offered her comfort, steadied her, gave her his strength. Confused, she held his gaze when he lifted his head once more, only marginally aware when he released her hands and threaded his fingers through the hair on either side of her face. His thumbs rested lightly against her cheekbones, coaxing her imperceptibly. Even his body, long and firm against her, gentled mysteriously.


Overwhelmed by the emotional battle which was raging within her, she felt herself floating in a limbo of numbness, too weak to resist him, too frightened to yield to his demand. The force of her dilemma brought a soft cry from her moist lips, a sigh, a protest, an exclamation of helplessness. It was what he wanted, as his lips repossessed hers, now open and vulnerable to his advance. But he continued to coax, tasting her sweetness with the gentlest persuasion, sending shudders through her with the touch of his tongue, soft and tentative against the curve of her lips, the tips of her teeth, the inner recesses of her mouth.


A strange lethargy enfolded her, bringing a range of feelings she could not comprehend. He was a strangeryet not a stranger. He was her assailantyet this was no attack. He was her loveryet she had no lover.


It was the last thought which wrenched her back to reality. Horrified now at the extent of his conquest, she jerked her head away and twisted anew beneath him. Moments later, she found herself free, crouched on her knees, her back to her tormentor, her face to the sea. Panting, she dropped her chin to her chest, aware of the quivering of her muscles, alert to the man behind her.


His voice came to her, deep and husky. If I didnt know better, I might believe you. His shadow on the sand lengthened as he stood. The coldness of the words that poured out belied the warmth of his caress moments before. It seems to me that you have something to think about. The next time you see me, you may want to head in the opposite direction. Anger and disdain were in his voice, but both were held safely in check once more.


As he retreated to his own house, moving beyond the curve of the rocks to the stairway she had been unable to see, she sat in mute bewilderment. It was only when a small shell, exquisitely colored but pathetically empty, was washed up by the waves that she mustered the strength to move. Reaching forward, she rescued the shell from the retreating surf and clutched it to her. An empty shellthe implication was devastating. Was she an empty shell, devoid of life, of feeling, of love? For the first time in five years, she wondered what it might have been like to have known the fullness, the wholeness that a man might have brought to her life. But a man who loved her, and only herhad such a man ever existed? Did one exist now?


Driven by doubt, she stood and headed for her house, his house.
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