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Chapter
One

There was
someone on the track.

Luke’s blood
ran cold.

There was someone on the track.

A slip of a
girl in a vivid cornflower blue dress and long chestnut brown hair
flying around her shoulders was stuck right in the middle of the
bright green turf with nine tons of thoroughbred horseflesh
galloping straight at her.

Including the
top horse in Luke’s stable. The Derby horse. The one that would
finally set the seal on his already glittering career.

Devastating images flashed through Luke’s head in a brief,
nightmarish instant – horses rearing, jockeys tumbling, hooves
kicking, ambulances, vets, big white screens to hide the horror
from public view…

She wasn’t
moving. She wasn’t running to safety.

She was going
to ruin everything he’d worked so hard for.

Luke wasn’t
going to let her.

He shouldered his way through the heaving crowds, ducked under the
white fence and sprinted out onto the grass. He didn’t bother to
stop as he hoisted the girl over his shoulder and flung them both
to safety on the far side of the track. Just a few feet behind
them, nine horses with their tiny jockeys perched high on top
thundered past at over thirty miles an hour.

Breathe.

Breathe.

Luke held on
to the rail as if it were a lifebelt while he struggled to get air
back into his lungs.

Stupid. So
stupid.

He’d known it since he was a small child: never, ever
cross the track while the race is on. Never.

He could have
been killed.

Luke felt the
blood throbbing in his veins as he stared down the course, each
pulse a rhythmic reminder that he was still here. Still breathing.
Still alive.

Gradually, he
became aware of something beating against his back and a weight
hanging over his shoulder. A woman. The one who’d nearly ruined
everything. Luke had one arm around her thighs and the other down
by her ankles, holding her firmly in place. Nicely turned ankles,
he noticed with the tiny part of his brain that was still
functioning normally. Soft thighs. Loud voice.

‘Let me go,
you bastard!’

Loud voice
yelling right in his ear.

‘Put me down
right now or I’ll.. I’ll…’ She hit him again, hard enough to
hurt.

The sheer
elation of survival quickly subsided, giving way to deep anger as
Luke began to comprehend the full extent of her folly. Did she even
realise how many lives she’d put in danger?

He let her
slide down to the ground, automatically taking note of her
hourglass waist. Her

perfectly
rounded bosom. Her tousled hair. Her wild face, red with rage. Or
possibly red from hanging upside down for the last few minutes.

Luke shook his
head dismissively. It didn’t matter that she looked like an angel.
She’d acted like an idiot. Luke had a few things to say to this
woman and he wasn’t letting her go until she’d heard them.

‘What the hell
did you think you were doing?’

Luke blinked.
Wasn’t that supposed to be his line? But the girl in front of him
was stamping her foot and looking decidedly disgruntled at having
been rescued. Oh God, she wasn’t a protestor, was she? Mind you,
she didn’t look like a typical Animal Libber, not in that short
clingy blue dress and those spiky black heels.

‘That was a
Manolo Blahnik!’

She was still
shouting at him and Luke still had no clue what she was talking
about. ‘That was a what?’

‘My shoe!’ She
held up her right foot to show him. The heel dangled by a thread.
Typical woman, Luke thought, with vicious fury, only worried about
her precious designer accessories. ‘It was caught in the grass and
I was pulling it free when you came along with your Neanderthal
manoeuvre.’

‘So it’s
Neanderthal to want to save lives, is it?’ Luke gripped her arms
even more tightly. Someone needed to shake some sense into this
woman and he was quite happy for it to be him.

She rolled her
eyes at him. ‘Don’t be silly. I had plenty of time to get out of
the way.’

‘Funnily enough,’ he bit back, ‘it wasn’t your life I was worried
about.’

‘Well, no one asked you
to come running out onto the track.’

Luke gritted
his teeth and spoke very slowly and clearly. ‘There were nine
horses out there. Any one of which could have been spooked by the
sight of you, or swerved dangerously to avoid you. At the speed
they travel, those kind of incidents can easily be fatal to the
horses. Not to mention the jockeys.’

‘The jockeys?’
Her voice was thin and she had begun to shake visibly.

Luke held her
firm. ‘Imagine being trampled underfoot by nine horses running at
thirty miles an hour.’

Her eyes
widened at the realisation of what she had done began to sink in.
As they gleamed in the pale spring sunshine, Luke saw that they
were the most extraordinary green-gold colour.

‘I didn’t
think…’ she began.

‘No,’ Luke
interrupted savagely. ‘You didn’t think at all, did you? This is
all just a playground to you, isn’t it? A place to drink and flirt
and have a good time and show off your expensive designer shoes.
Not a place where people’s lives and livelihoods are at risk. It’s
all very well being sorry,’ he went on, determined to drive the
lesson in, her wide-eyed guilt notwithstanding, ‘but you should
never have done it. It was thoroughly irresponsible and…’

 


Fliss listened
with shivery detachment to the cut-glass upper-class accent,
accepting the tirade her rescuer was throwing at her. Deep down she
knew she deserved it. She had been irresponsible. Reckless.
Impulsive. All the things her school reports had always accused her
of and all the things her mother had tried to stamp out of her.

If she’d taken even a moment to think about it, the last
thing she would have wanted was to endanger the horses or their
jockeys. But when Jack had touched her, she hadn’t been thinking at
all. Pure terrified instinct had made her dash forward and duck
under the rail, born out of a desperate impulse to get as far away
from her lecherous boss as she possibly could. Even now she didn’t
know what else she could have done. Was she supposed to have stood
there quietly and just let
him assault her?

Oh, god. As if
the thought of him had conjured him up, Jack appeared out of the
crowds. Fliss watched him crossing the track, not looking happy. It
was obvious to her now just how drunk he was, with a half-empty
plastic beer glass waving in one hand and a torn race card in the
other as he stumbled across the turf.

Drunk or not,
he was still bigger and stronger than Fliss. And he was still her
boss. Though not for much longer, Fliss decided. Her temporary
contract finished at the end of the month and she wouldn’t ask for
an extension.

He had trapped
her. In the middle of a crowd of thousands gathering to watch the
next race, he’d pressed up behind her, his breath hot and acrid
against her neck. Fliss jabbed her elbow in the direction of his
stomach and tried to get away but there were too many people and
she couldn’t force her way through the mass of bodies quickly
enough. Jack caught one hand around her waist, dragging her back
against him. Fliss opened her mouth just as he bellowed into her
ear, loud enough for her to hear over the roars of the crowd.

‘No one will
hear you scream, darling.’

For Fliss, the
world had shuddered into slow motion. She could sense every one of
Jack’s fingers separately crawling up the inside of her thigh as
his words sank in and his intentions crystallised into perfect
clarity. Calmly, deliberately, she stepped backwards, stabbing the
sharp stiletto heel of her precious Manolo Blahnik into Jack’s
foot.

And then she’d
spotted a gap in the crowd and made her run for it.

Fliss hadn’t
thought about the horses, hadn’t even noticed that the race had
started. She hadn’t thought about anything until her heel caught in
the grass and she’d been thrown ignominiously over someone’s
shoulder.

Someone who
was now taking great pleasure in tearing strips off her for her
behaviour. It was never fun being told off with such caustic
incision, but Fliss was used to it. She’d spent her whole life
falling into trouble, and she’d never worked out how to extricate
herself without impunity. Still, she’d rather take any amount of
censure from a man who wouldn’t try to stick his hand up her skirt
than deal with the alternative. Even if it did feel as though she’d
jumped out of a frying-pan and into a funeral pyre.

Jack was only
ten yards away now. Near enough for Fliss to see his reddened
cheeks and the wild eyes of a man who had drunk himself out of
control. A tiny part of her felt pity as she watched him come
closer. Most of her was angry and afraid.

Her instinct
was to run away again, to find somewhere to hide. She looked around
her but there was nothing on this side of the track, no buildings,
no crowds, no ladies loos with comforting locks on the insides of
the doors.

She took a
deep breath. There was only one thing left to do. One way to make
sure she would be safe. Desperately, she turned to the man in front
of her, ignoring the irate lecture he was continuing to give her,
and urgently interrupted him.

‘You’re right.
I was stupid and thoughtless and an idiot, and I’m really, really
sorry.’ He didn’t look as though he was impressed with her apology,
but Fliss pressed on. ‘But this is serious. I need you to rescue
me.’

Briefly, she
checked his left hand. Bare, with no telltale tan line round his
fourth finger. Nothing that could make Jack suspicious.

He was tall
and lean but Fliss had felt the ease with which he’d lifted her up
over his shoulder. She’d been in close proximity to his broad,
muscular back under his elegant dark grey suit. He’d already risked
his life once to save hers. This wasn’t the sort of man to stand
aside while Jack did whatever he wanted with her, she was sure of
it.

He raised an
arrogant eyebrow and curled his lips mockingly at her. ‘Didn’t I
already do that?’

‘Not like
this,’ Fliss told him and took her chance, crossing her fingers
that he would respond as she hoped. She reached up on her tiptoes,
slid her arms about the man’s waist and pressed her mouth to
his.

She was
completely crazy, Luke realised. Certifiable. And he was still
angry with her. But she was a beautiful girl and a damn fine
kisser, and he was a red-blooded man who had just survived the most
reckless few minutes of his life: kissing her back was no more than
a reflex reaction.

Her lips were
soft against his, but not tentative. She kissed as though she meant
it, demanding that he give as good as he was getting, meeting his
every move and matching it with her own. There was no slow,
deliberate exploration and exchange, only violent clashes of teeth
and tongue and the raw emotions of relief, anger, and euphoria at
having survived.

Luke’s hands
slid savagely down her arms, then curled around her deliciously
curved waist

as he pulled
her roughly towards him. If she wasn’t going to listen to his
words, he’d make her listen to his body. Her eyes darkened and for
an instant Luke’s breath was taken away by an image of this woman
sprawling wantonly on his bed, her incredible golden eyes rendered
dark with passion as he made love to her.

He killed the
image as soon as it arrived. He didn’t need that kind of
distraction. It was one thing to kiss a foolish, gorgeous woman in
the heat of his rage and the relief of survival, but there was no
way he was taking her home to his bed. Luke never took women home.
It was easier to keep them at arm’s length that way.

One kiss
hardly constituted a mistake. One kiss couldn’t do any harm.

Luke nipped at
her bottom lip and heard the ensuing sharp intake of breath with
satisfaction. He wanted her to know exactly how he felt about her.
All his anger poured out into his kiss, untempered by any
tenderness. But there was unexpected alchemy in the lips of this
reckless, impetuous girl, who could take his rage and return it as
red-hot passion.

She was
utterly intoxicating. Luke groaned, recognising the danger but
unable to stop himself from pulling her closer, and falling deeper
into her temptation.

 


Oh.

Oh.

Fliss hadn’t bargained on this at all. Posh boy could
kiss. Really kiss. What she had taken for haughty arrogance in his cool
blue eyes now sparked with heat as he responded to her sudden kiss
with blazing fire in his wide, mocking lips. She had planned
to stay in control of the embrace, to make it convincing enough to
fool Jack but no more than that. But the instant her lips met his,
he took over and she willingly gave herself up to him.

Strong,
shapely hands slid down her arms, leaving a hot trail of
goose-bumps in their wake. Such clever hands, instinctively knowing
the precise amount of pressure that would send Fliss’s nervous
system skyrocketing. She sighed with sheer pleasure, closing her
eyes and melting deeper into his embrace. If only all her
impulsiveness led to consequences like this.

She had
forgotten why she was kissing him, she only knew she wanted more,
everything, whatever he could give her. Fliss pushed against him,
demanding and urgent, taking every harsh caress and returning like
for like.

A whiff of
stale beer brought her abruptly back to her senses.

Jack.

She was
kissing this guy to warn Jack off. Not because of his golden-blond
hair that felt like silk when she curled her fingers into it and
held on for dear life. Not because he made her feel like fireworks
and rich, dark chocolate and lazy Sunday mornings. Not even because
he held her in a grasp so tight it seemed as though he would never
let her go.

That was just
a bonus.

Fliss squirmed
a little, giving herself room to manoeuvre. Then she began to kiss
her way along the sharp, masculine curve of his jawline up to his
ear. He bent his head to taste the smooth skin of her exposed
throat causing her breath to hitch and her head to swirl as she
fought to retain her senses.

‘Just a couple
more minutes,’ she murmured, as if she were whispering endearments.
‘Just until he’s gone.’

He angled his
head and claimed her mouth with his once more. Fliss let him kiss
her again, enjoying the taste of his lips without the heat of anger
this time, slow and deep and long.

But it
couldn’t last. He’d heard her whispered words and he was starting
to register their meaning. She watched his eyes harden and his brow
furrow. Fliss leaned up as if to kiss him again, but his hands were
firm around her waist as he put a distance between them.

‘Until who’s
gone?’ he muttered harshly.

Fliss smiled
sweetly up at him, her heart pounding. ‘I think you’re about to
meet my boss, darling.’

Please understand, she begged him
with her eyes. Play along with it,
please.

He frowned and
glanced over his shoulder. Jack was staring at them, a murderous
look in his bloodshot eyes.

‘Your boss?’
he repeated.

Fliss nodded.
Without giving him a chance to think about it, she grabbed his hand
and then turned so that they were both facing Jack full on.

She took a
deep breath and squeezed her hand against his. ‘Jack… I’d like you
to meet my boyfriend.’

‘Get your
hands off her!’ Jack snarled. Instinctively Fliss moved away from
him and closer to her pretend boyfriend, relieved when his arm slid
calmly around her shoulders.

‘I said, get
your hands off her. She’s with me, aren’t you?’ Jack tried to shove
his race card in his pocket and made a clumsy attempt to pull Fliss
towards him. Her broken heel caught in the ground and she stumbled.
Jack lost his balance but Fliss found herself caught firmly around
the waist in a strong embrace that was quickly becoming very
familiar.

Her rescuer
looked down his long, aristocratic nose at Jack who was struggling
to his feet again. ‘I’d say it’s up to the lady. Are you with this
gentleman or not?’

His voice was
as solidly reassuring as the warm feel of his hand through the silk
of her dress. With a sigh of relief, Fliss realised she wasn’t
scared of Jack any more.

She nearly
laughed when she heard her boss described as a gentleman. He was
blustering again and reaching out for her, but she skipped neatly
out of his way so that she was half-shielded by the great kisser
whose name she really needed to find out soon.

‘Tell him.’
Her knight in shining armour was looking down at her sternly. His
mouth was firm but around the corner a tiny dimple hovered. Fliss
wondered what he would look like when he smiled.

‘Yes. I mean
no, I’m not with him.’

He rewarded
her with a brief grin which was every bit as dazzling as she had
imagined, then turned his attention back to Jack. ‘You heard the
lady. She’s not with you and now we’d like it if you would be so
kind as to remove your obnoxious self from our presence.’

Fliss
smothered a giggle.

Jack glared at
them both. ‘You won’t be laughing much longer,’ he told her.
‘You’re fired.’

‘Great,’ Fliss
replied happily. ‘I wouldn’t work another day in that dump of an
office if you paid me triple rates.’

Jack took a
slug of beer, spilling some on his jacket. ‘But you,’ he said,
poking the other man with his finger, ‘I pity you. Practically
frigid, she is. Hardly worth the effort.’

Fliss spoke
up. ‘Actually,’ she told him chirpily, ‘that’s not true. But sadly,
you’ve just lost any chance you ever had of finding out.’

Jack’s red
face deepened to an alarming shade of purple and for an instant she
thought he was actually going to combust. No words came out of his
mouth, just an incoherent babble of rage. Then his arm pulled back
and his hand formed into a fist.

‘Mr
Caldecott?’

Fliss felt the
loss of his hand at her waist as her rescuer stepped forward. The
racecourse official who had spoken was watching them all with
undisguised curiosity. Shamefacedly, Jack let his fist drop, though
his eyes still shot daggers at Fliss.

‘Yes?’ It was
as if she were no longer there, Fliss realised. Her rescuer – Mr
Caldecott, she assumed – was wholly focussed on what the steward
was saying. He hadn’t even noticed that Jack had slunk away before
the racecourse official decided to investigate the scene more
closely.

‘Sir, they’re
calling for you in the Winners Enclosure.’

He must own
one of the horses, Fliss decided. Probably he’d inherited millions
and liked to squander the cash on gambling and girls. There had to
be a reason he could kiss so well, after all.

‘The Winners
Enclosure?’ Mr Caldecott sounded stunned. ‘He took a place?’

The steward
was shaking his head. ‘He won, sir. They’re waiting to present the
trophy.’

Fliss kicked
off her shoes, dangling them from her finger thoughtfully as she
watched Mr Caldecott make his way through the crowds. As he passed
through the gap in the rails, he turned back briefly. She caught
his eye and smiled. He nodded in acknowledgement and then was
gone.

Jack’s
racecard lay discarded on the ground. Fliss picked it up and turned
to the race just gone. She skimmed the details of the owners and
trainers until she found the name she was looking for.
Chrysanthemum. Owned: Mr Y. Zhao. Trained: Mr L.
Caldecott.

A trainer, not
an owner. She mentally revised her picture of him from the
indolent, independently wealthy aristocrat to the hard-working
younger son who was good with animals. And good at kissing.

L. Caldecott.
Leo? Laurence? Laszlo? She hoped it wasn’t Lionel.

Next time she
saw him, she would make sure to ask. After she’d made sure to thank
him.

For saving her
life.

Twice.

 


 



Chapter
2

‘Oh, it’s
you.’

Still tall,
still golden-haired. And, oh, those cheekbones were definitely
still to die for. But in Fliss’s imagination her Mr L. Caldecott
would have sounded a lot happier to see her.

Finding her
gallant hero again had turned out to be more difficult than she had
expected. Fliss had spent a fruitless afternoon trying to track him
down inside the racecourse, but he was always in the Members’
Enclosure or in the Owners and Trainers Bar, or down at the
stables, or somewhere else they wouldn’t let her in no matter how
many times she batted her eyelashes.

Which meant
she’d had been plenty of time to let her imagination run wild
before she’d finally come face to face with him again in the car
park.

Where he was
now glaring at her in a most unpromising way. Fliss put on her most
charming smile and held out her hand.

‘Felicity
Merrick.’ She turned the smile up to full beam. ‘But you can call
me Fliss.’

For an instant
it seemed as though his irritation would overcome his natural
disposition for politeness, but her instincts were proved right:
Luke Caldecott was a gentleman to the core. His face remained as
stern as ever, but he slammed the door of his dark green sports car
shut and strode around to where Fliss waited.

His palm was
warm and strong as he briefly clasped it around hers. ‘Luke
Caldecott.’

‘Luke.’ Fliss
examined his face as she tried out the name, then nodded. ‘I like
it. I was afraid it might have been Lionel. Or Lysander.’

‘Lysander?
What on earth are you talking about?’ Luke raked a hand impatiently
through his hair, leaving it intriguingly tousled.

‘Your name,’
Fliss explained. ‘It just said L in the programme, you see.’

‘Race card,’
he corrected automatically.

‘Anyway,
Luke,’ she continued with a grin. ‘I didn’t get a chance to
thank you earlier.’

He made a
dismissive gesture with his hands. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

Fliss shook
her head and laid a hand on his arm. ‘No, you were really great.
Both times. Thank you.’

He nodded.
‘Well, if that’s all…’ He pressed a button on his car remote, so
that the soft-top roof began to fold itself backwards.

‘Cute.’

‘I beg your
pardon?’ His eyebrows rose.

Fliss grinned
and nodded towards the convertible. ‘The car. Though, now you
mention it…’ She looked him up and down, deliberately taking her
time about it to make sure he got the message. ‘Yup, definitely
cute too.’

He folded his
arms and leaned casually against the car, giving her a forbidding
look. ‘About earlier…’

‘Yes?’ she
asked innocently.

‘That kiss…’
Luke sounded as though the words had been dragged out of him.

Fliss tilted
her head to one side, as if she were thinking hard. ‘Oh, yes, that.
I remember.’

Luke cleared
his throat. ‘We’re not doing that again.’

She nodded.
‘No, of course not. I mean, I didn’t enjoy it either. Awful.
Sorry.’ Teasing him was the most fun she’d had in a long time.

He gritted his
teeth. ‘You know perfectly well that’s not what I meant.’

She laughed.
‘I don’t know anything of the kind. Unless you’d like to show me
how much you did enjoy it?’

His mouth
twitched but he kept his gaze stern. ‘You are incorrigible,
Felicity Merrick.’

‘I know.’
Fliss sighed dramatically. ‘That’s what everybody tells me.’

‘Perhaps you
should try doing something about it, then.’ Luke shrugged off his
jacket and slung it in the back of the car. He slipped his
cufflinks out of his shirt and rolled up his sleeves.

‘Well,
goodbye.’ Polite to the last, he nodded at Fliss in farewell. She
grinned and waved.

Then, seeing
her opportunity, Fliss swiftly kicked off her shoes and nipped
around to the passenger seat.

Luke stared at
her as she slid in beside him. ‘What on earth do you think you’re
doing?’

Fliss waved
her broken Manolo at him. ‘I didn’t think I’d be welcome in the
office minibus after what happened earlier. And I can’t walk to the
station on these.’

‘So?’

‘So I was
hoping you could give me a lift.’

Luke’s
knuckles visibly tightened around the steering wheel. Fliss held
her breath.

After a long
pause, he reached down to turn the ignition. ‘Put your seatbelt
on,’ he ordered.

 


The traffic
leaving the car park was moving at the pace of an elderly snail on
crutches. Luke did his best to force a quicker way through but it
was clear that he was going to be stuck with Felicity Merrick for a
while.

He glanced at
her, sitting with those ridiculous shoes on her lap and a
deceptively demure expression on her face. Her hair was just as
striking as he remembered it – the same colour as shiny conkers in
the autumn. The same colour as his first pony, a bright chestnut
that was almost more red than brown. On Fliss, it framed a
porcelain-pale face, adorably dusted with delicate freckles on her
cheeks and nose. And then her eyes met his, and he was transfixed
once again by their green-gold warmth.

Luke had spent
half his afternoon distracted by Felicity Merrick. Even after he’d
left her standing by the track while he’d gone to receive his
prize, he hadn’t been able to get the image of her out of his head.
The taste of her lingered on his lips long after their kiss had
ended. His body couldn’t seem to move on from the way her soft body
had curved against his and the way she’d clung to him as if it
really mattered.

It had taken
all Luke’s self-control not to drag her into his arms for a repeat
performance when Fliss had shown up in the car park. But sense had
overruled, thankfully.

Luke knew
perfectly well that he didn’t need any distractions at the moment.
There were less than six weeks until the Derby and there was no
time left over for a woman. Especially not a woman who crept under
his skin and sent his head spinning as effortlessly as Fliss
Merrick had. Nothing and no one was going to take his eye off the
ball until Chrysanthemum had raced past the winning post in this
year’s Derby.

A horn beeped
behind them, jolting him out of his thoughts. Luke lifted a hand in
apology and dragged his eyes back to the ten yards of clear space
ahead of them. He let out the clutch and eased the car forward.

‘You’re sure
you wouldn’t like to walk?’ he suggested to Fliss, with no real
hope she’d agree. ‘You’d get out faster and I’m sure you’d have no
trouble hitching a lift with someone further down the road.’

‘Trying to get
rid of me?’ Fliss teased.

‘I’ve been
trying to do that all day. Is it working yet?’ He couldn’t help
smiling back at her despite his irritation. There was something
infectious about her irrepressible high spirits.

She laughed.
‘Nope. Congratulations, by the way. Your horse won the race.’

‘Thanks.’ Mr
and Mrs Zhao had been ecstatic with their win, instantly seizing on
the horse’s prospects of even greater glory next time out.
Chrysanthemum had exceeded everyone’s expectations and Luke was
struggling to get them to rein in their ambitions. The Derby was
the most prestigious race in the whole year. It was a huge step up
in class and there was a long way to go before June.

‘Are you going
to run him in the Derby?’

Luke turned to
Fliss, lifting an eyebrow in surprise. ‘You follow racing?’

‘No, I
overheard people talking. So, are you?’

‘He’s entered.
The owners are very keen. He won’t win.’ There was no way Luke was
going to tempt fate by saying anything else.

‘Why not? He
won today.’

‘He won’t stay
the distance. Today’s race was half a mile shorter,’ he explained
briefly.

‘Oh. Can’t you
teach him to run further?’

Luke tightened
his lips. ‘Funnily enough, that’s what we’ve been doing. But it’s
not actually that easy. Imagine training Linford Christie to run
the marathon.’

‘Mmmm.’

Luke stared at
her. ‘What now?’

‘Nothing. Just
Linford Christie in his lycra running shorts.’ She winked at
him.

He shook his
head in mock despair and turned away, ostentatiously tapping his
finger impatiently against the steering wheel. Felicity Merrick was
not his type. Irresponsible, irreverent, outrageously flirtatious,
she was the very definition of high-maintenance. He’d known that
from the moment she had burst into his life with her ridiculous
shoes and her breezy assumption that other people would always step
in to haul her out of trouble.

A 4x4 in front
of him veered to the left and Luke seized the chance to nip past
him, gaining at least twenty yards in the press of vehicles heading
for the only gate with access to the road. The small victory made
him feel more kindly towards his passenger. The chaos in the car
park wasn’t her fault, after all.

He could
afford to enjoy her company for the next ten minutes. She was, he
admitted, a lot of fun to be with. As well as gorgeous, of course.
Bound in by her seat belt, surely he was safe from any sudden
impulse she might have to throw herself at him again.

Then he could
drop her off at the station and never have to see her again.


‘Congratulations, by the way.’ Luke turned his head slightly and
gave Fliss a sidelong grin.

‘What for?’
Eyes twinkling, Fliss waited for the punch line.

‘Getting rid
of the worst boss ever.’

‘Oh, that. Not
actually the worst ever.’

Luke raised an
eyebrow. ‘Not the worst?’ The guy had been nine parts drunk and she
was obviously afraid of him.

‘Oh no,’ Fliss
told him gleefully. ‘The worst was the one who used to follow me
into the ladies’ loos to give me dictation. I could never work out
what he thought I was taking notes with. And then there was the guy
who used my email address to sign up for all his porn sites,
leaving me to explain it to IT. Oh, and years ago, I had a boss who
was really, really awful. He kept threatening to fire me.’

‘What
for?’

She wiggled on
her seat and looked down at her hands. ‘Well, I suppose I may have
provoked him a little bit.’

Luke rolled
his eyes. ‘I should think that’s possible, yes.’

‘But still,
there was no reason for him to order a farewell cake with
that on it.’

He shot her a
questioning glance.

‘Well, he
claimed it was supposed to say, “Good luck, Fliss.”’

‘Ah.’ Luke
didn’t laugh, but his mouth twitched. ‘Unfortunate.’

‘I had to
smile and pretend it was hilarious, while all the men in the office
were leering and making dirty jokes about me and Mr Matthews. Ugh.’
She shuddered dramatically at the memory.

‘At least it
was your last day,’ Luke pointed out.

‘The temp
agency sent me there again a few months later. No one had
forgotten. I walked out after half an hour.’

‘Sorry. So
what next?’

‘Hmm?’ Fliss
shifted in her seat so that she was facing Luke. He kept his eyes
firmly on the road, now that the traffic was moving a little
faster.

‘You’re out of
a job again after this afternoon. What’s next?’

‘I’ll call the
agency on Monday morning. They’ll find something soon enough. I’m
not fussy.’

‘Clearly.’

‘I can’t
afford to be fussy,’ she told him. ‘I have to pay the rent and
bills and they keep coming every month, whatever I do.’

‘You could get
a proper job. Settle down instead of flitting from one appalling
office to the next.’ She was obviously bright and good with people.
There was no reason Luke could see why she shouldn’t be in a decent
job.

Fliss sighed.
‘You make it sound so easy.’

Luke shrugged.
‘Works for most people.’

‘For you?’

‘It’s
different for me. I’ll be training horses for the rest of my life.
Can’t get more settled than that.’ And if it wasn’t exactly the
fulfilment of his boyhood dreams, it was near enough.

‘Gosh. What
does your wife think about that?’ Fliss had twisted round in her
seat to look at him directly, with wide, faux-naïve eyes.

Subtlety was
nowhere in this woman’s repertoire. Luke slid his eyes round to
meet hers. ‘My wife?’

She smiled
encouragingly at him. ‘Or your girlfriend?’

He shook his
head. ‘No wife. No girlfriend.’


‘Boyfriend?’

Luke’s jaw
dropped in disbelief. Hadn’t she been paying attention at all when
he’d kissed her earlier?

‘You might
want to keep your eyes on the road,’ Fliss murmured, wondering if
she was about to push her luck too far.

Luke swore and
wrenched the steering wheel sharply to the right, so that the car
avoided the overhanging tree on the bend in the lane by mere
inches. Fliss let him grind his teeth for a bit and mutter under
his breath.

When she
decided he’d had long enough to recover, she continued. ‘Me either.
No wife, no girlfriend, no boyfriend. Isn’t that a
coincidence?’

‘Husband?’ he
asked swiftly, and then shut his mouth tight as if he wished he
hadn’t said it.

‘None of
those, either.’

‘Good,’ he
told her savagely. ‘I’d hate to think of some poor guy having to
deal with you every day for the rest of his life.’

‘Oh.’ Just
because Fliss’s dreams didn’t include settling down into married
life didn’t mean she wanted to be rejected quite so bluntly.

Luke’s reached
a hand across to take hold of Fliss’s. He squeezed it gently. ‘I’m
sorry. That was unpardonably rude of me.’

She pulled her
hand away from his. ‘How much further is it to the station?’ They’d
left the town behind some minutes ago and were now driving along a
leafy country lane.

Luke looked at
her in surprise. ‘Oh, damn. Sorry, I must have got distracted.
We’re almost at my house. You’d better come in and I’ll call you a
taxi.’

He turned off
the road onto a long gravelled drive that curved around bringing
them to a halt in front of a large Georgian farm house. Huge pink
and blue hydrangeas tumbled over the short flagstone path to the
front door.

‘Give me your
shoes.’ Luke held out his hand.

‘They won’t
fit you,’ she warned, holding onto her precious Manolos.

‘I have
superglue.’

Fliss looked
at the shoes consideringly. ‘No, still won’t fit.’

‘To mend
them.’ He reached over and picked them out of her lap. ‘Are you
coming?’

She jumped out
of the car without thinking. Her bare feet hit the gravel drive and
sent her hopping. ‘Ow!’

Luke grinned
at her discomfort. ‘Want me to put you over my shoulder again?’

She scowled
back at him. ‘I’ll manage.’

‘I’m sure you
will.’

 


‘Wait there.’
Luke disappeared into the depths of the house, still holding onto
her shoes.

Fliss looked
around her with unrestrained curiosity. Luke’s home bore all the
signs of having been loved and lived in for generations. There were
huge, high ceilings and walls which must have been painted a deep
red years ago but now had faded patches showing where pictures had
been rehung. A richly patterned rug had been chewed at the corners
and showed threadbare in the middle. The umbrella stand contained
an eclectic assortment of croquet mallets, ancient wooden tennis
racquets, hand-carved walking sticks and something Fliss thought
might be a jockey’s whip. On the side table sat an old-fashioned
telephone and a large pile of unopened post that Fliss
automatically began to flick through. A lot of boring circulars and
bill. No telltale handwritten pink envelopes.

‘Woof!’

Fliss grinned.
If Luke had a dog, he couldn’t be quite as stiff-upper-lipped as he
liked to pretend.

‘Woof, woof!’
She followed the noise and lifted the latch on a heavy oak door to
let an over-excited spaniel out of the kitchen. The bundle of shiny
chocolate and cream curls barked and licked and jumped up with
excitement, giving the lie to his dark soulful eyes with faint
streaks of false tears. He was adorable. Fliss automatically fell
to her knees and started to play.

‘I see you’ve
met Benjy.’

Fliss
extricated herself from the spaniel’s clutches and smiled up at
Luke. ‘He’s gorgeous.’

‘He’s a
nuisance,’ Luke said dryly. From the way Benjy was ecstatically
jumping up around his owner’s knees, Fliss decided she could safely
dismiss this comment. ‘Come through here.’

Fliss followed
Luke into a cosy, if somewhat shabby, sitting room. He strode over
to an old-fashioned desk where he switched on a bright lamp and
started to examine her broken Manolo.

‘Is there hope
for it?’

He didn’t look
up. ‘You’re blocking the light.’

‘Sorry.’ Not
remotely sorry, Fliss left Luke to it while she wandered over to
the mantelpiece which held a series of family photos in heavy
silver frames. She picked up the oldest one – a wedding photo. ‘Are
these your parents?’

Luke didn’t
answer.

Fliss brought
the photo over to the desk so that she could look at it in the
light. ‘You look like your mother.’

‘Hmm.’ Luke
pushed the broken heel back into place and held it firmly for the
glue to go off.

‘It’s the
cheekbones. And the eyes. She’s very beautiful.’

Luke exhaled a
long breath. ‘Yes, she was.’

Fliss glanced
at him. His gaze was fixed on her shoe, but his lips had tightened
and his eyes were cold.

‘I’m sorry,’
she said again, though this time she meant it. ‘Was it recent?’
She’d spotted pictures of Luke as a teenager with both his parents
on the mantelpiece.

‘A year ago,’
he told her, through gritted teeth. ‘She left a year ago.’

‘Left?’

Fliss wanted
to know what had happened but Luke pushed his chair back and stood
up. ‘These need to stand for an hour or so. I have to go and check
on things at the yard.’ Apparently that discussion was closed.

‘Oh. Well…’
Fliss was about to suggest she make a cup of tea. And if that gave
her a chance to rummage through Luke’s kitchen cupboards, she
wouldn’t object.

‘You’re coming
with me,’ he interrupted. ‘I’m not in the habit of leaving
strangers alone in my house, no matter how cute they are.’

‘Cute?’ Fliss
raised an eyebrow.

He gave an
exasperated sigh and gestured towards a door in the hall. ‘There
are piles of wellies in the cloakroom. You should be able to find a
pair that vaguely fit.’

Luke brought
her a soft old sweater to put on over her dress and a thick pair of
striped socks to go inside the wellies.

‘How do I
look?’ Fliss asked, putting out her arms and doing a twirl.

‘Ridiculously
adorable.’

She laughed.
‘Cute and adorable. You want to watch out, Luke Caldecott. A
girl might start to think you fancy her with that sort of
talk.’

Luke gave her
a warning look. ‘I told you…’

‘No more
kissing. Don’t worry, I remember.’

‘Good.’ He
called Benjy up with a whistle and opened the door for Fliss.

‘I just don’t
remember you giving me a reason,’ she murmured as she brushed past
him.

 


 



Chapter
3

The blue dress
had never been long, but somehow, the old jumper Luke had given her
made it shrink to an almost indecent height on Fliss’s thighs. And
although the wellington boots she wore came up almost to her knees,
from Luke’s point of view, they only served to draw attention to
the rest of her deliciously curvy legs.

She was
adorable.

Ridiculous,
but adorable and Luke walking a few steps behind her, couldn’t take
his eyes off her. Couldn’t stop remembering how it had felt to have
her lips working their magic against his. Couldn’t stop wanting to
touch her again. And more.

One hour to
show her round the yard while the glue set on her shoes and then
he’d call her a cab and be done with her. If he still had the
tiniest shred of self-control he would. Otherwise, he might just
drag her up to bed and set about removing the ridiculously sexy
combination of his clothes and hers that she wore.

‘This way,’ he
told Fliss curtly, careful not to brush against her as he went past
into the stableyard. ‘Hold onto Benjy’s leash and don’t do anything
stupid.’

She gave a
mock salute. ‘Yes, sir!’

He smiled but
said, ‘I’m serious. These horses are worth a lot of money and
incredibly highly-strung. This isn’t the Pony Club.’

Fliss
shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t know, I was never in the Pony Club.’

‘You’ve never
ridden?’

She winked at
him. ‘Well, I’ve never ridden a horse.’

Luke gave a
rueful grin. He’d walked into that one. ‘Touché.’

He couldn’t
remember the last time he’d reacted to a woman in this way. Maybe
never. Luke prided himself on his self-control around beautiful
women. He didn’t do wild, uncontrollable lust. He didn’t have
unsuitable affairs with impulsive girls. He had brief, casual
flings with women who knew the score from the start and who were as
unlikely to get emotionally involved as he was.

There was
nothing controlled about his response to Felicity Merrick. The tilt
of her head, the twitching smile on her lips, the sparkle in her
eyes all made him want to fling caution to the wind, throw her over
his shoulder again and take her up to his bed.

One night, he
decided grimly. He could allow himself that. Curiosity would be
satisfied and then he would be able to let Fliss Merrick go without
a second glance.

One night was
all he was prepared to give her, though. Anything more was just too
dangerous. Luke had seen exactly how much damage one
high-maintenance woman could do to a man and his career, and there
was no way he was going to fall into that trap. Luke had seen his
father utterly broken by a lifetime of trying to please his mother.
And for what? For her to run off with a younger, richer model after
almost thirty years of making their lives a misery.

When he’d told
Fliss that his mother was beautiful, he’d meant just that. She had
been incredibly beautiful once, but all her natural good looks had
disappeared under the regime of cutting, tucking, and plumping. The
last time Luke had seen her, he’d barely recognised her.

At least his
dad was free of her now. He had a moderate pension and a nice
little semi on the other side of Newmarket where he was enjoying
retirement with a newfound enthusiasm for life.

It had been
just the spur Luke needed. He’d been working all hours in the city
for almost ten years and was more than ready to come home. A few
judicious property investments had come good, and Luke was able to
put up the cash injection needed to turn Orchid Park Stables
around.

With a young,
energetic trainer at the helm, several prestigious owners had been
persuaded to send their horses to Orchid Park and Luke had begun
the task of building a reputation based on his own abilities.
Today’s winner, Chrysanthemum, was by far the classiest horse in
his string. Luke was in the habit of talking down the horse’s
potential, in case it backfired, but he knew they had as a good a
chance at this year’s Derby as he could ever hope for.

It would make
his name and cement the reputation of his yard. Success bred
success in racing – owners would be queuing up to fill the empty
stalls of which there were still far too many at the moment.

Ogling a
pretty girl who cared more for her designer shoes than the safe
running of a race was not going to fill them.

‘Here.’ Luke
wrenched his gaze away from Fliss and nodded towards the horse in
the first stall. ‘Land Girl. Two year old filly. She’ll have her
first outing in a few weeks time. Bags of speed but
temperamental.’

Fliss walked
up to the dark horse. ‘That’s the prerogative of beautiful women,
isn’t it darling?’

Luke shot her
a glance but Fliss’s attention was fixed on the filly. He let out
his breath. ‘Hold your hand out flat and give her these.’

‘Polos?’

‘Try it.’

Land Girl eyed
Fliss beadily but the scent of the mints was too tempting. One
swoop of her tongue lifted the sweets, and with a quick crunch they
were gone. She nudged Fliss’s hand, asking for more.

‘That’s quite
enough,’ Luke told her, leaning round to pat her neck. ‘Greedy
girl.’

 


Fliss was
enchanted. Luke led her around the yard, introducing her to each
horse as he checked that they were all fed and watered, and safely
tucked in for the night. They were

all glossy and
gorgeous, clearly very well cared for, and all of them greeted Luke
with pleasure. She had enormous fun handing them all their polos
and stroking their necks until they whinnied with delight.

‘How do you
know all their names?’ she asked, after she’d met the fourth
identical brown horse in a row.

Luke raised
his eyebrows. ‘It’s my job.’

‘Yes, but they
all look the same. How do you know which is which?’ She was
surprised that there were no names over the stable doors, but Luke
had told her it was a security measure in case anyone attempted to
nobble a particular horse before a race.

He shook his
head. ‘They don’t all look the same. Not if you look
carefully.’

‘Oh.’ Fliss
peered into the stall where she had just met Dangerous Liaison.
‘What am I looking for?’

Luke stood
behind her and pointed. ‘It’s the same as people. Size, shape,
colouring, distinguishing marks, mannerisms. Look at his ears.’

‘They’re a bit
darker,’ she said doubtfully.

‘Yes. And the
mane and tail, too.’

‘Right, I see.
What else?’

Luke clicked
his fingers and made a noise to call the horse towards them. He
took hold of the bridle and turned him so that Fliss could see his
shoulder.

‘There’s a
mark!’ She traced her finger along the jagged path.

‘Yes, a scar.
He had an encounter with some barbed wire when he was a young
foal.’

‘Poor thing.’
Fliss gave him an extra pat. ‘You must love them all very
much.’

Luke crossed
his arms and gave Fliss a stern look. ‘They’re not pets.’

She frowned.
‘Yes, but still.’

‘This is my
business, Felicity. My livelihood. I know these horses. I
understand them. I train them to get the best out of them. Emotions
don’t come into it.’ His voice was cold and business-like, but
Fliss had seen the way he talked to the horses and she wasn’t
convinced.

She turned
back to look at Dangerous Liaison. ‘Not at all?’

‘No. I can’t
afford to get emotional.’

‘How sad.’ She
put another polo on her hand and watched as the horse took it
gratefully, stroking his neck.

Not that she
believed him. Luke had as many emotions as the next person, even if
he kept them well hidden. Fliss had felt the way the electricity
sizzled between them when he kissed her and she was very keen to
see just how deep those particular emotions ran beneath his
skin.

The next stall
was empty but as they passed it in silence, Fliss heard the faint
sound of miaowing.

‘I don’t
suppose you care about your cat either,’ she teased Luke.

‘I don’t have
a cat.’

Fliss turned
to him. ‘Yes, you do. I heard it.’

‘Don’t be
ridiculous.’

‘In here.’
Fliss dragged open the stable door and went to investigate. In the
dim light at the back of the stall, she found what she was looking
for. Curled up in the straw, with huge frightened eyes gazing up at
her, a tiny kitten was mewling in distress. Fliss instantly dropped
to her knees and placed the little cat in her lap.

The straw
rustled as Luke followed her into the stable. Fliss looked up at
him, with wide, pleading eyes. ‘Can we keep it?’

Luke raised an
eyebrow. ‘We?’

She ignored
this irrelevance and bent her head over the kitten, stroking its
fuzzy orange fur with one finger. ‘It needs a home.’

‘Maybe it has
one. Is there a collar?’

‘No.’ The
kitten had relaxed into her hold and closed its eyes in a satisfied
sleep. Fliss raised her eyes. ‘Luke?’ He was leaning against the
stable wall, watching her with an unfathomable expression.

After a long
pause, he levered himself upright and nodded at Fliss. ‘Bring it
into the house. I’ll call the vet and see if anyone’s reported it
missing.’

‘And if not?’
She scrambled to her feet, cradling the kitten carefully in the
crook of her arm so as not to wake it.

Luke drew in a
long breath. ‘If not, we’ll see.’

She gave him
her widest smile and reached up to press a kiss on his cheek. ‘You
don’t fool me for a second, Luke Caldecott. Underneath that cool,
controlled façade you’ve got a heart like a marshmallow.’

‘Don’t be
ridiculous.’ He held the stable door open for Fliss and whistled
for Benjy to follow them home.

It wasn’t his
heart that resembled a marshmallow, it was his head. Every time he
decided that he was done with Felicity Merrick, she found some way
of clinging on just a little bit longer in his life. Now she had
that infernal kitten in her lap, she was fending off Benjy’s
over-enthusiastic advances, and looking completely at home in his
kitchen.

Luke went to
ring the vet.

‘Answer
phone,’ he told Fliss curtly when he returned. ‘He’ll ring back in
the morning since it’s not an emergency.’

Fliss
shrugged. She’d obviously convinced herself that the kitten was
staying. Luke stared at it resentfully. Presumably he was the one
who was expected to pay for its vet’s bills and feed it and stop
Benjy from attacking it.

Unless she
planned to take the cat home with her. ‘I expect I’ve got a basket
somewhere you can use,’ he offered.

‘What
for?’

‘To carry the
cat on the train.’

Fliss looked
up at him in bewilderment. ‘Where to?’

He shrugged.
‘Wherever it is that you live. I thought you said you wanted to
keep it. If Charlie can’t find its owner, you might as well take it
with you tomorrow.’


‘Tomorrow?’

Luke spelled
it out for her so there could be no mistake. ‘When you go home. You
can stay the night while we find out about the kitten, and then
tomorrow you can take it home. You’ll need to make an appointment
with your local vet to get its injections and have it
sterilised.’

‘Oh. Right. Of
course. Only my landlord doesn’t allow pets.’

‘Of course.’
He might have known it wouldn’t be that easy.

‘He might make
an exception for little Marshmallow,’ she offered. ‘But if
not…’

Marshmallow.
Luke decided to ignore that dig. ‘If not, what will you do?’ Once
again, he made it clear that the animal was her responsibility.

Fliss opened
her eyes wide. They were cat’s eyes, Luke suddenly realised, with
that golden-green gaze. ‘I don’t know. Find somewhere else to
live?’

Great. She’d
be out of a job and out of her home. As much as he told himself
that he wasn’t responsible for either situation, Luke couldn’t help
but worry.

They ordered
takeaway for dinner which Fliss tried to pay for but Luke brushed
her attempts away crossly. Once Marshmallow was settled into a
makeshift bed in the warmest corner of the kitchen near the range
cooker, Benjy followed them into the sitting room.

Fliss tucked
her legs up underneath her and curled comfortably into the corner
of the dark red velvet sofa with Benjy at her side.

‘He’s not
allowed on the furniture,’ Luke said in a resigned tone.

Fliss merely
winked at him and made no attempt to remove the dog. ‘Am I allowed
on the furniture?’

Luke rolled
his eyes but didn’t comment.

They drank
their coffee in more or less companionable silence. Fliss scratched
Benjy’s stomach so that he rolled ecstatically onto his back, but
her eyes kept glancing over to Luke. His gaze was steadily fixed on
the unlit fireplace but his jaw was tight and the muscles in his
forearms were tense. She wondered how long it would take for him to
crack.

Eventually,
Luke reached over to remove Fliss’s empty cup and set it to one
side. He shoved the dog off the sofa and sat down next to her.

‘I have four
spare rooms,’ he muttered.

‘Okay.’

‘Nice rooms.
Comfortable beds. You’d like them.’ Luke shot her a despairing
glance.

Fliss bit back
her giggle. ‘I expect so.’

‘Though I’d
need to find some clean sheets for you.’

‘I wouldn’t
want you to go to any trouble.’ His tanned, strong forearms rested
along lean, long thighs.

‘No
trouble.’

She didn’t
answer. He already knew exactly what she wanted. He just needed to
convince himself that this was a good idea. She waited.

‘One night,’
Luke bit out eventually.

‘One night,’
she agreed. ‘If that’s all you want.’

‘That’s all
that’s on offer,’ he said harshly.

‘Well then,’
She trailed a finger down his arm, ‘Let’s not waste any more of
it.’

Luke groaned
and dragged her onto his lap. He twisted his hands into her hair
and held her face inches from his own.

‘I’ve been
wanting to do this again all day,’ he admitted.

‘You have
admirable self-control,’ she teased.

‘Witch.’ Luke
pulled her mouth down and showed her just how much self-control he
still possessed as he kissed her softly, briefly, tantalisingly
until Fliss was whimpering with frustration and need.

When he tipped
her off him and told her to wait, Fliss groaned in agony.

Luke shooed
Benjy out of the room and reappeared moments later with a silver
foil packet that he chucked down on the coffee table. ‘Now where
were we?’

‘Not nearly
far enough along,’ Fliss told him. She got up and stood in front of
Luke, a challenge in her eyes as she undid each button on his
shirt, taking a moment to press a kiss on the warm, tanned skin
revealed beneath. He shrugged the shirt off, letting it fall to the
floor, while Fliss’s busy hands dealt with his belt and his
flies.

‘Enough,’ he
said, placing a hand over hers to still her actions. ‘My turn.’

His gaze
roamed over her with such heat that, though she was still fully
dressed, Fliss felt her skin burning up with desire. It took every
ounce of her self-control not to rip her clothes off and wrap
herself around Luke’s semi-naked body. But his eyes held hers and
she forced herself to wait.

Luke took a
step forward. They were just millimetres apart. The warmth of his
body burnt into her and the pulse in his neck captivated her. Fliss
bent to lick it.

He quivered
under her touch, but his hands held her away. ‘Patience,’ he
warned.

‘I’m not very
good at patience,’ she admitted.

He smiled.
‘I’ll teach you.’

Fliss nodded.
‘And then I’ll show you how to lose control utterly. Shall we guess
which one will be more fun?’

Luke shook his
head. ‘The whole point of being patient,’ he murmured in her ear,
sending shivers down her spine, ‘is that it heightens the explosion
when you finally let go.’

‘Oh,’ she
breathed, shakily.

He had one
hand touching her now. It skimmed lightly down her spine and over
her dress until it came to rest on the bare flesh of her thighs.
Fliss wiggled against it, trying to encourage Luke to explore
further but he held it maddeningly still, just letting the pad of
his thumb circle gently against her skin.

She had to
keep reminding herself to breathe.

When he kissed
her again, she forgot altogether. Luke lifted his head with a wry
grin. ‘Anyone would think you’d never done this before.’

Fliss bit her
lip. ‘Sorry. I got a bit carried away.’ She had been kissed plenty
of times, but she couldn’t remember it ever feeling like this
before.

He smoothed
his thumb over her swollen lips. ‘We can take it slower, if you
like.’

‘No!’ She
couldn’t hold back the instinctive protest.

Luke laughed
for the first time that day. Fliss’s heart did a strange little
dance at the delicious sound of it. ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘But remember
to breathe this time. In and out. Okay?’

‘Okay. Could
you just give me a second?’ She tugged his sweater over her head,
giving her overheated flesh a chance to cool off a bit. ‘That’s
better.’

‘Much better,’
Luke agreed. ‘Though the socks are an intriguing touch.’

‘Well, if
you’d been doing your job properly…’

He raised his
eyebrows. ‘Oh, I see. Undressing you is my job, is it? I’ve
certainly been neglecting that part of my duty.’

‘I’ll be sure
to mention it in your performance review.’

He turned her
round and found the zip in her blue dress. Smoothly and surely, he
pulled it down, pushing the silky fabric aside, and caressing her
exposed flesh with his clever tongue. Fliss’s head fell forward and
her knees buckled. Luke slid a strong arm around her waist to hold
her up while he continued his gentle attack on her senses.

‘This rug,’
she managed to get out.

‘Hmmm?’ Luke’s
hand was exploring under her dress, just grazing the underside of
her breast.

‘Is it
comfortable?’

‘Let’s find
out.’ He pushed the dress off her shoulders and down over her hips
so that it fell to the floor. Luke dropped to his knees and pulled
Fliss down with him onto the richly patterned oriental rug which
had always lived in front of the fire.

‘I still seem
to be wearing your socks,’ she pointed out.

‘Maybe it’s a
kink of mine,’ he teased.

She stuck out
her feet with pointed toes, as if she were a ballerina. ‘I can see
why.’

‘Now these,’
he cupped one breast with long, gentle fingers, ‘are definitely a
kink of mine. Though I think I prefer them unwrapped.’

Fliss reached
behind to unclip her bra but Luke was there first. ‘My job,
remember?’

‘Just helping
out.’

‘Not
necessary.’ With deft skill, he removed her bra and knickers.
Pausing for a moment to contemplate his socks, he grinned, then
tugged them off her feet. ‘How’s that performance review looking
now?’

‘Improving.’
She’d fancied Luke while he was playing the cool, controlled,
unemotional businessman. But with a grin on his face and teasing
banter on his lips, he sent her spinning completely out of control
and she loved it.

He pushed
himself up on one elbow and took a moment to admire her. Smooth,
creamy skin. Soft, enticing curves. A knowing twinkle in her eye.
She had flung one arm above her head and bent a knee, in a classic
pose of invitation.

His lips
twisted. ‘Patience,’ he warned again.

Fliss pouted.
‘Haven’t we done enough of that?’

He grinned.
‘Not nearly enough.’

Luke made her
wait forever, teasing and tormenting her with clever hands and a
wicked tongue, but he would never give her enough, never bring her
to release. Everything he did only heightened her desire, raised
her temperature, quickened her pulse more and more until she could
stand it no longer.

‘Please,’ she
begged. ‘Please, now.’

Luke kissed
her briefly. ‘Just a little longer,’ he promised, rolling so that
he was on his back and Fliss was straddling him. ‘Here.’ He handed
her the foil packet and let her take her time in rolling the condom
down over his erection. ‘Whenever you’re ready.’

She bit her
lip, torn between her desire to have her revenge and her desire to
have him. ‘You’ll pay for this,’ she warned, ‘Another time.’ But
just now she couldn’t wait another second as she rose up on her
knees and sank down onto him in relief.

Luke’s
patience had evaporated. He rolled them over so that he was on top
and now he was the one pushing them on, quickening the pace,
driving Fliss all the way to the edge.

Until suddenly
it was all too much. His touch, his scent, the feel of him inside
her, the spinning of her heart. She pressed closer into his embrace
and in the safety of his arms, she fell apart. Luke held her,
softly stroking her back and whispering nonsense into her ear until
Fliss’s eyes opened again and she began to breathe more
regularly.

‘Your turn,’
she murmured wickedly. ‘I’ve been wanting to do this all day.’

Luke met her
gaze with a gleam in her eyes daring her to do her worst. Fliss
bent to trail hot kisses down his neck then, when she reached the
junction with his shoulder, she bit down hard. Luke drew breath
sharply and then his body tensed under her touch.

‘Let go,’ she
dared. ‘I want to watch you lose control.’

 


 



Chapter
4

'Stay
there.'

Fliss's eyes
were still closed, her body comfortably curled up under a thick,
soft duvet. She hadn't realised Luke was awake. She hadn't quite
realised she was awake until she heard his voice whispering into
her ear.

She pushed
back against him, revelling in the warmth and hardness of his
masculine body. 'Mmmmmm,' she agreed.

'I have to get
up in a minute,' he warned.

'Better be
quick, then,' Fliss told him with a smile as she rolled over on top
of him.

 


'Stay there,'
Luke said again, afterwards, when he had showered and was getting
dressed for the day. 'I'll be back in time for breakfast.'

Fliss smiled
and nodded her agreement. He crossed the room to kiss her briefly
before disappearing. Sunlight was only just starting to trickle
through the windows. She stretched pleasurably, then snuggled back
under the duvet for an uninterrupted two hours of sleep.

Luke
ruthlessly put Fliss out of his mind as he went through the daily
routines of morning stables. There was more than enough to keep his
mind fully occupied. Only when he turned back to the house and let
himself remember who was waiting there for him did the vived
memories of the previous night – not to mention the early morning –
come flooding back.

He’d promised
himself one night and hoped it would be enough to satisfy his
curiosity. He had needed to slake his unexpected and overwhelming
desire for this all-too enticing woman. But as his mind’s eye
traced the delectable contours of Fliss's naked body, Luke realised
it had been nowhere near enough. He wanted more. He wanted her.
Now. And tonight. And all the nights after that that it would take
to get her out of his system.

He was
perilously close to giving in. He could slip back into bed, roll
them both over and bring her back to consciousness with his kisses
until she was squirming beneath him, ready with wanting, just as
she had been last night. She’d wrap her legs around him, teasing
and tempting, urging him on until he couldn’t help but lose
control.

Luke had never
had a problem saying no before. But there was something about Fliss
which made him abandon all his carefully constructed rules and
firmly established boundaries.

He just didn't
know how to resist her.

And the
thought of where that could lead terrified him.

 


‘There’s bacon
in the oven. How do you like your eggs?’ Fliss’s question was
prosaic enough, though the sparkle in her eyes was anything
but.

Luke leaned
against the kitchen door and surveyed the chaos. He ought to be
relieved that she wasn’t waiting in his bed. Instead, Fliss had
clearly wasted no time in making herself at home. She was sitting
on the old rocking chair, with her feet up on the table and the
kitten curled happily in her lap. His kitchen table normally held a
neatly folded newspaper and a few placemats but today it was strewn
with the evidence of Fliss’s breakfast: toast crumbs, a milk carton
with the lid nowhere to be seen, and Luke’s newspaper crumpled and
sticky with honey.

Yet he still
couldn’t stop his mouth curving into a smile at the sight of her.
He’d never known a woman who managed to look as gorgeous at the
breakfast table as she did. No make up. Hair unbrushed. Wearing the
old sweater he’d lent her the day before and a pair of his pyjama
bottoms, rolled up several times. Effortlessly adorable.

He walked
across to the Welsh dresser and switched the radio off. Loudly
blaring pop music was not his preferred accompaniment to meals.

‘Scrambled,’
he said into the sudden silence. ‘Thanks.’

Fliss scooped
Marshmallow up off her lap and handed her to Luke while she went
over to the range. He noticed that she’d borrowed another pair of
his socks.

‘Coffee’s in
the pot,’ she said. ‘Unless you prefer tea?’

‘Coffee’s
fine.’ Luke stroked the kitten briefly and then deposited her in
the cardboard box bed where two empty bowls indicated that she’d
already been fed and watered.

‘I wrote down
your phone messages.’ Fliss nodded towards the notepad on the
sideboard. ‘Mr Zhao was very eager that you should ring him later
to discuss Chrysanthemum’s prospects.’

‘Fine.’ Luke
poured coffee into a mug and picked up the newspaper in a pointed
attempt to block any further breakfast table conversation. The more
he engaged with her chatter, the harder it was to remember that he
had to send her away. Today. This morning. As soon as possible,
before she drove him completely insane.

‘And your
father rang.’

Luke lowered
the paper fractionally to stare at her. His father never phoned
him. Not unless there was a genuine emergency.

‘He wanted to
congratulate you on yesterday’s win. And he’s coming for
lunch.’

‘He’s
what?’ Every month, Luke drove round to his dad’s house and
took him out for lunch in a local pub, over which they exchanged
polite inquiries: Luke about his father’s health, his dad about the
horses in the yard. As far as Luke was aware, his dad was as happy
with this arrangement as he was.

Fliss nodded
serenely, confirming her announcement. ‘It’s fine. He said he
wasn’t doing anything so I invited him round. About one
o’clock.’

Luke narrowed
his eyes at her. ‘Why?’ And what on earth had given her the
idea she could invite people into his house?

She looked
bewildered at the question. ‘It’s Sunday lunch.’

‘So?’

‘So it’s a
time when people get together. I thought you’d like it. Your dad’s
looking forward to it. Besides, your diary was empty.’

‘My diary was
empty,’ he lied, enunciating each word slowly and precisely,
‘because I have to work.’

‘Oh, that’s
okay,’ she replied easily. ‘I’ll cook.’

‘That’s
enough!’ Luke slammed his hand down on the table so that the plates
jumped. Marshmallow yowled and Fliss immediately shot him a dirty
look as she bent to comfort the kitten.

‘Sorry,’ he
muttered. ‘But last night…’

She gave him a
swift smile. ‘And this morning.’

He growled. ‘I
thought I made it clear it was a one off.’

Fliss nodded.
‘Oh, yes. Like your no more kissing rule.’

‘Not like
that,’ he told her through gritted teeth. ‘You’re going home today.
With the damn kitten. And that’s that.’ And then his life could
return to normal. No unwanted kittens. No unexpected family
invitations. No one to turn his life upside down.

It sounded
incredibly dull.

She put a
plate of perfectly grilled bacon and scrambled eggs in front of
him. Then she pushed the toast rack towards him and took the lid
off the butter dish. ‘Tomato ketchup?’

‘Just salt and
pepper.’

He
liked dull. Routine. His job was more than stressful enough.
His home life needed to be boringly predictable. Orderly. In
control.

Fliss whipped
the newspaper out of his hands and pointed to the salt cellar and
pepper mill in the middle of the table.

‘What about
Marshmallow?’ she asked.

‘What about
her?’

‘Did you speak
to the vet?’

He’d forgotten
all about it and Charlie hadn’t rung back. ‘Not yet. I’ll phone
again after breakfast. You can go and look up train times. Use the
laptop on my desk.’

It was easy to
see why Luke was in such a foul mood this morning. Fliss knew
perfectly well that one fabulous night together hadn’t been nearly
enough for either of them. But for some idiotic reason Luke had got
it into his head that she had to leave and now he was behaving like
a bear with a sore head about it.

She passed
Luke’s chair on her way out of the kitchen and, on impulse, dropped
a kiss on his forehead. He smelled of the stables, but Fliss was
surprised to find that she liked it better than any manufactured
cologne. Luke was a real man, with a real job that involved getting
his hands dirty. He might be a posh boy but he had his feet firmly
on the ground.

It was just a
shame that he was so determined to get her out of his house.

Not that she
was looking for long-term commitment. She’d learned long ago that
men couldn’t be trusted to stick around and she knew enough not to
let herself be heartbroken when a relationship came to its
inevitable end. No commitments, no responsibilities, no ties.

No chance of
getting hurt.

But Fliss
didn’t think that was any reason not to have fun when she came
across a hot guy who knew exactly how to send desire skittering
across her skin and lust spiralling through her nervous system.

Fliss grabbed
Luke’s laptop, then curled up on the sofa with Benjy by her
side.

‘What do you
say, Benjy?’ she said to the dog, scratching behind his ears so
that his tongue lolled out and he gazed up at her ecstatically.
‘Shall we hang around a bit and show your master how to have a good
time?’

‘I know
perfectly well how to have a good time,’ came the mocking reply
from Luke as he entered the room. ‘And it doesn’t involve endlessly
removing dog hairs from the sofa.’

Fliss grinned
at him but made no attempt to move Benjy.

‘Charlie’s
coming round in an hour or so,’ Luke continued. ‘One of the horses
has got some heat in her fetlock and I want him to take a look at
her. He’ll come up to the house afterwards and see what he can do
about your cat.’

‘Thanks.’

‘He said he
hadn’t heard of any gone missing but he should be able to tell if
she’s been microchipped.’

‘And if
not?’

‘Then you can
keep her. He’ll tell you what injections she needs and so on.’

‘I’ve been
thinking about that.’ Behind Benjy’s back, Fliss crossed her
fingers.

Luke’s blue
eyes narrowed but he said nothing.

‘I can’t take
her with me today. I’ll need to find somewhere else to live and get
things sorted out.’

‘And?’

‘And so I was
hoping she could stay with you for a bit.’

Luke sighed
resignedly as if he’d been expecting it. ‘How long?’

 


Sunday lunch
was Fliss’s speciality. There hadn’t been too many constants in her
childhood, but Sunday lunch was one that her mother had always
insisted on. From an early age, Fliss had been drafted in to help
peel the vegetables or mix up the batter for the Yorkshire
puddings. Every week a different assortment of neighbours and
friends would sit down at the kitchen table for their traditional
roast dinner, along with Fliss, her mother, and whoever happened to
be sharing her mother’s bed at the time.

Fliss had kept
up the tradition as much as she could manage. She often cooked
Sunday lunch for her flatmates in London, with various other
friends and partners invited along. It made them feel a little bit
more like family.

But Luke had a
real family. A real father. It had felt the most natural thing in
the world to invite him for lunch today. She hadn’t thought for one
second that Luke would object.

When the
doorbell rang a few minutes after one o’clock, Fliss had the table
laid, the wine open and the dinner almost ready. She’d retrieved
the blue dress and although it looked a bit worse for wear, it was
better than greeting Luke’s father while wearing Luke’s pyjamas.
Judging from the grim expression on Luke’s face when he saw her, it
wasn’t much better.
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