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Chapter 1
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BELLE O'MALLEY GLANCED around the luxurious interior of the wooden cabin before closing the door. Outside, swinging in the hammock on the veranda, Eva grinned. 'So, what time is she arriving?'

'After dark. You remember what I told you?'

Eva waved her anxiety away. 'Oh, come on, Belle, we all know it by heart. Keep our clothes on in public, no screwing clients in the foyer. Give us a break - we're not stupid.'

Belle, not really listening, sighed. 'I wonder if I should have met Laura in Sydney after all.'

Eva shrugged. 'Too late now, darling. She's already on her way here. Are you sure you'll be able to keep business under wraps?'

'I can't see why not. Leo is going to take her out and about. I thought we might go down to Cairns for a few days - sail out to the Barrier Reef, take a trip into the outback. All the usual tourist places. It'll be just fine. And she's only here for a month.'

'You don't sound very convinced.' Eva glanced down at her Cartier watch. 'Gotta go, Zac Sherman is booked in for a little late afternoon pleasure. See you later.'

Lazily, she uncurled herself from the hammock. Nearly six feet tall, Eva had a face that would have inspired the Old Masters - and a body to match. Unselfconsciously, she straightened her tiny white silk chemise. Pulled down it still barely covered her shapely, sun-tanned thighs. She twisted her thick blonde hair up into a knot and padded barefoot across the boardwalk towards the main hotel.

Belle O'Malley watched her go; hips swaying provocatively from side to side, Eva was one of her best girls, on a year's sabbatical between her degree and her PhD. Eva exuded sexual promise from every pore. It might not be as easy as Belle hoped to keep the true nature of O'Malley's Hotel from her niece, Laura, but she intended to try.

––––––––
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LAURA CARTER GLANCED back over her shoulder. Leo's truck was parked up against the verge, headlights full on, insects dancing a tango in the yellow beams. The long drive up from Cairns in the truck's air-conditioned cab hadn't prepared her for the humidity in the rainforest.

She pushed a strand of hair back from her face; it felt as if she had been travelling forever. The thin cotton dress she was wearing clung to her like an eager lover, beads of sweat trickling into the valley between her small, pert breasts. Leo waved her on to a path cut amongst the trees.

Just a few yards from the road the glow from the headlights was cut off by the dense foliage. The darkness was so intense it seemed almost alive. Grateful that Leo had a torch, Laura glanced up and caught a glimpse of the Southern Cross between the leaves of rainforest canopy. Despite the heat, she shivered, feeling far from home under unfamiliar stars.

The noise of the rainforest - the tree frogs and insects - was so loud that she couldn't hear her own footfalls on the metalled path. Leo, holding the torch, turned towards her, pointing out a railed viewing-point.

'Thought you'd like to take a look. This is Bayman's Lookout; they bring all the tourists up here. You can see the hotel.' With a flick of a switch they were plunged into darkness.

As her eyes adjusted Laura could see, far below them on the rocky promontory, a string of twinkling lights reflected in the rolling ocean beyond. The night was so dark and clear that it seemed as if she could lean forward and touch them.

Leo, close by but invisible in the gloom, whispered, 'Amazing, isn't it? What a view. O'Malley's was built by some of the first people to settle up here. Christ, the times we've had in that place.'

Laura nodded dumbly. She was exhausted; her whole body ached after the long flight from Heathrow. The last thirty-odd hours of her life felt as if they had been rearranged into a series of fragmented, unrelated slides.

She forced a smile. 'It's wonderful. Look, I'm really tired, Leo. Will it be much longer before we get there?'

Leo flicked the torch back on. 'Not far now.'

Laura smiled philosophically; it had taken them four hours so far, driving out across sugar cane fields on the great flood plain around Cairns, past the holiday resorts strung out along the Cook Highway, crossing the Daintree River on the ferry and then slowly making the long and treacherous journey up through the Alexander Ranges. The narrow road was bounded on either side by an unbroken expanse of tropical rainforest. It seemed that 'not far' was as much in the eye of the beholder as beauty.

Leo was good company though. She wondered why it was he'd tied himself so tight to her aunt, Belle O'Malley. Belle must be over fifty, while Leo could be no more than thirty with lean, muscular sun-tanned limbs, his vigour emphasised by faded denim shorts, heavy walking boots and a white tee shirt. Under a weather-beaten bush hat his face was framed by dark hair pulled back into a ponytail.

It would be very easy to imagine herself folded into those strong brown arms, easy to imagine the heat of his body as he drove his cock deep inside her. The snippet of fantasy took Laura completely by surprise. She shook her head to clear it and hastily turned away.

Leo grinned and she wondered if he had seen the flash of desire in her eyes. He indicated the path, shepherding Laura back out through the velvety night.

Climbing into the truck Laura snapped on her seatbelt, relieved to be back on the road. Leo slid into the driving seat and pulled out a bottle of water from a cooler box under the dashboard. After taking a hefty swig, he wiped the top and handed it over. Thirstily, Laura took a long pull.

'Get into the habit,' he said, gunning the engine into life. 'Around here everyone carries water - you can dehydrate quicker 'n hell. You need water, insect repellent, sun block and a hat.' He laughed as the truck pulled back onto the road. 'Welcome to Australia.'

Laura smiled and let silence embrace them. Coming to Australia was the dream of a lifetime. She'd worked like crazy to get the money together for the trip, alongside taking a course in business management that would give her a new career when she went home. Her visit to Belle's hotel was a rite of passage. It had taken her three years working at nights to raise the airfare.

Ahead of them the road snaked back and forth; the treescape was relentless.

'How far is it now?'

Leo shrugged. 'Not far. Why? Not pining for company already, are you?'

Laura laughed, settling herself back into the seat. She already felt comfortable with Leo. 'No, not really. I was thinking more about finally meeting Belle after all these years - and a soft bed, a hot meal and a cold shower.'

'Not missing your man?'

Laura stared out into the darkness. Her boyfriend, Gareth, was twelve thousand miles away. She glanced at her watch. He would still be having his lunch, straightening his tie, carefully folding a serviette into a smaller and smaller triangle while deciding whether he could allow himself a slice of cheesecake. It had never seriously crossed her mind to invite him along on the trip.

'He's not really the adventurous type,' she said flatly. 'And he would have had trouble getting time off work.'

'Right. So what are you, married, engaged, living together?' Leo glanced across at her.

She could see something dark and sensual in his eyes and hastily looked away. 'No.' She stopped, gathering her thoughts. 'It's hard to explain. I've been going out with him for years but... the words dried in her throat as they swung round a sharp left-hand bend. In the distance, set against the oily silk of the Coral Sea and a star-kissed black sky was the row of bobbing lights.

'There you go,' said Leo triumphantly, 'told you it wasn't far, didn't I?' He grinned. 'So about this man of yours - maybe you aren't ready to settle down yet?'

If only it was that simple. Before she could reply, the truck lumped down heavily into a pothole, throwing Laura towards Leo. As if orchestrated he caught her, arm tight around her shoulders. She gasped. He smelt of sun and sweat, mingled with aftershave.

'Whoa,' he said, though she noticed he hadn't let go of her. 'Sorry about that, this track is a complete bastard. During the wet season the floods wash the surface away. A couple of days' rain and the ballast they repair it with shifts.'

It didn't really matter what he was saying, she wasn't listening. She was so close she could hear his heart beating through his tee shirt. As she shifted back into her seat he kept his arm around her and she didn't resist or move it, instead she let her body relax, relishing the sensation of physical closeness.

He kissed the top of her head, lips brushing her hair. 'Not feeling lonely already are you?'

Laura shivered, feeling a pulse of sexual tension arc between them. She chose not to answer; it was as if Leo had read her thoughts.

'Come on, Belle's waiting.'

A minute or two later the truck pulled up outside the main entrance to the hotel. Laura climbed stiffly out of the passenger seat and looked up in astonishment.

Constructed from native wood, the hotel and restaurant clung to the very fringes of the beach. It was built on great balks of timber, lifting it up above the coral sand. Laura smiled. O'Malley's looked, for all the world, like a wedding cake, trimmed with a decorative web of balconies, fretwork and intricate wrought-iron balustrades. Beautifully lit, it seemed an incongruous outpost of European civilisation in a tropical wilderness.

The smell of a barbecue, carried on the sea breeze, made Laura's mouth water. Leo took her arm and guided her up the steps to the main entrance.

Inside, chandeliers hung in the vaulted ceilings alongside the overhead fans. The blades chopped the tropical night into hot damp breaths, each rotation making the crystals around the lights ripple and tinkle.

The foyer was boarded out with dark, shiny red wood, the parameters of the large room marked by the reception desk ahead of her, and double doors on each of the remaining sides. Chesterfield sofas, carver chairs and tables formed conversational groups, and a sprinkling of guests carried on with their conversation as Laura and Leo crossed the room.

Beside the reception desk a wide open-tread staircase led to the upper floors, its details masked in shadow. Out beyond the windows and the fly screens the night was already as black as Whitby jet.

Before they had chance to ring the bell, Belle O'Malley appeared from behind the reception area, her expression one of sheer joy. Laura would have known her anywhere; her handsome face was an older version of her own.

Belle grinned and stepped forward with her arms open. 'Laura! At last!' Belle's arms folded round her, and Laura felt relief flood through her; the tension and anxiety of the long, long journey draining away.

'Oh, Belle, it's so lovely to see you.'

After a second or two Belle held her at arm's length, examining her face. Her eyes were bright with emotion. 'You look so much like your mother. How is she? I've got you a room all ready. Oh God, there's so much I want to ask you - how was the journey?'

Grabbing her suitcase from Leo, Belle - talking nineteen to the dozen - led Laura out to a wooden cabin joined to the main building by a covered walkway. They left Leo at the bar, cradling a cool beer.

'You know,' said Belle dropping her bags at the end of the bed, 'I can't believe you're really here. Help yourself to whatever you need: towels, cold drinks in the fridge, just make yourself at home. I thought you'd be better out here - it's far more private, less noise.'

Laura smiled. 'Maybe I could give you a hand while I'm here. Earn my keep?'

Bella laughed and waved the offer away. 'Don't be silly. You're on holiday. If you can't find what you need pick up the phone. I've lit a mozzie coil, the little blighters love new blood.' She indicated a wisp of smoke coming up from what looked like a giant spiral joss stick in a flat tin on the floor. 'And I've hung a mosquito net. Oh, and I've organised one of the jeeps for you.'

Laura smiled, touched by her generosity. 'Thank you so much, I really appreciate this.'

Belle reddened. 'Don't be ridiculous. You're family. It's just so good to see you. Look, I'll let you get settled in, grab a shower, unpack, and then we'll catch up.' She hesitated in the doorway for a few seconds, eyes moist with tears, the silence broken only by the whirr of the overhead fan. 'I'm so glad you came. Dinner will be ready in about an hour. All right? My chef, Tom, cooks the best Barra Mundi and prawns on the Barbary Coast. Have you ever eaten Barra Mundi?'

Laura shook her head.

Belle grinned. 'Time you did then.'

As soon as Belle closed the door Laura slumped down on the bed, exhaustion creeping over her like a warm blanket. It was tempting just to lay down and sleep, instead she pulled a wash bag out of her holdall and headed off to the shower.

Closing the bathroom door, she discarded her clothes onto the cool white tiles and stepped under the torrent of icy water; it was bliss. She ran her hand over her body, relishing the sensation of the water as it coursed down over her. Every bone, every muscle in her body ached.

The memory of Leo's arm around her shoulders, the feeling of his body close to hers replayed in her mind. She smiled, soaping her breasts, teasing her taut pink nipples until they stiffened under her fingertips. Maybe when she got to know him a little better she might take him up on his unspoken invitation. To her surprise the idea took flight.

She imagined Leo's lean sun-tanned body pressing against her, his muscular frame a sharp contrast to her own slim body. He would lean forward and kiss her furiously, tongue seeking entry, lips working against hers, hands gliding down over her narrow waist and broad hips, pulling her close to him.

She could almost feel her breasts pressing against the soft covering of curls on his chest. Slowly, he would sink to the floor, kissing her nipples, her ribs, her belly, his tongue outlining the contours of her navel.

Laura shivered, fingers tracing Leo's imaginary journey. As she parted the soft contours of her sex she was stunned to discover how wet she was, her body ready for the attentions of her fantasy lover. One finger glided inside, whilst with her other hand she circled the engorged ridge of her clitoris. The first brush against its sensitive hood sent a lightning bolt of pleasure through her body. Her sex tightened instinctively around her exploring finger, drawing her in deeper. She began to stroke rhythmically at her pleasure bud, oblivious to the water now, her mind suffused with images of Leo's tongue and fingers working their magic on her body. She thrust forward, milking the sensation as her mind and body were consumed by a white hot cascade of pleasure.

Gasping she slumped forward, head resting against the wet tiles while she caught her breath. The raw sensual hunger in her belly surprised her. In all the years she had known him her boyfriend, Gareth, had never made her feel like this.

Later wrapped in a towel she took a can of beer from the fridge and headed out onto the veranda at the back of the cabin; it looked out over a beach and she could make out the white ribbon of the water's edge lapping at the coral. It took her breath away.

Leaning against the handrail, Laura tried to take stock of what was happening to her. She glanced around, as if someone might be able to see her or sense her need. The tropical heat had already lifted a sheen of sweat on her shoulders and face, igniting a pulse in her stomach as wild and uninhibited as the landscape.

She took a long pull on the beer and the alcohol moved mischievously through her bloodstream. She was hungry and the beer made her more so.

Around her the noises of the forest beat out a steady counterpoint to the rhythm of her heart. Staring out towards the ocean she felt desperately alone.

––––––––
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IN A SECLUDED CORNER of the hotel gardens, Leo stepped up onto another veranda, his handsome features caught in sharp relief.

A girl, idling in the shadows, looked up and met his gaze. He smiled and lifted a can of beer in salute. 'Great view. I thought you might like a little company.'

Eva grinned. The air crackled with expectation. 'Done baby-sitting? You must be a mind reader. I was just feeling a long way from home. Care to join me?'

The next few seconds seemed to take an eternity, both of them frozen like statues, eyes locked in an electric gaze before without a word, they stepped into each others' arms. An instant later Eva's lips were on his. Beneath his palms, Leo could feel the smooth, tight muscles of her back. She pressed against him; he could feel the heat of her body and the frantic beat of her heart. Her kisses were tender but insistent, her tongue begging entry as his arms encircled her. He groaned, feeling her whole body respond to his touch.

His tongue eased between her open lips, his hands slid up under her chemise. She was naked beneath. Leo murmured his approval as she wriggled closer. Working down over her shoulders and throat, his kisses patch-worked over her glowing flesh.

As his hands moved over her body, his cock, hard and hungry begged for attention. He gasped as Eva instinctively reached for his belt, tugging at the buckle, eager to free him. He moaned, moving under her touch as she struggled with his zip. His lips circled the hardening peaks of her nipples, picked out under the thin fabric, fuelling the beacon fires in her belly.

'Please,' she gasped frantically as his hands slid down to encircle her hips. 'Please...' the words oozed out on a hot breath rather than being spoken and he didn't care whether she was begging him to stop or was begging him to carry on.

'My God, you're so beautiful,' he murmured, easing her up against the handrail of the veranda as his cock finally sprung free.

Her fingers closed round it. The foreskin was as soft as spun silk, a stunning contrast to the ram-rod hardness that it sheathed. In response he slid a hand between her thighs. Groaning with delight he slipped his fingers into the wet confines of her sex, easing her thighs apart to explore the fragrant folds, slick and engorged with desire.

She tipped her face towards him; her eyes were closed, her features a mask of sheer delight. He shuddered, teeth gritted, and pulled her legs up around him, encouraging her to guide his throbbing cock deep inside her.

She gasped as he breached her, writhing with sheer pleasure as his shaft slowly worked deep inside her. Thrusting his hips up to meet hers, he felt her body open eagerly to receive him.

Hands under her buttocks he pulled her further onto him, oblivious to her weight. Each thrust of their bodies pulsed through the heavy night air, echoing the beat of their hearts. Now when she looked up at him her eyes were open, dark with desire, drinking him in.

'So Belle's niece turned you on, huh?' she said with a sly grin.

Leo groaned and pushed deeper. Eva didn't know how close she was to the truth, but now really wasn't the moment to tell her. 'I've been thinking about you all afternoon,' he said thickly.

Eva snorted. 'Oh, you liar.'

She pulled him closer. He pressed his mouth to hers, aware of the salty taste of her lips and the soft invitation of her tongue against his. For a moment his rogue imagination wondered what it would be like to kiss Laura.

There was a moment's stillness and then they began to move in earnest. It was as if at some mutual unspoken signal any final restraint was cast aside. Mewling with pleasure, Eva wrapped her legs tight around him, drawing him in still deeper.

Leo gasped and then, unbridled, they began to ride each other, clawing and writhing like wild animals. In his belly the pleasure that had been building threatened to engulf him.

Finally, as he felt himself losing control, Eva shuddered, instinct taking over. Matching him stroke for stroke, the stunning blonde threw back her head and roared with sheer pleasure as they crashed on towards oblivion.

That this moment was, in Leo's imagination at least, meant for Laura, was lost in the flames of orgasm.

It took a few minutes for the intense aftershocks of pleasure to abate. Finally, Eva extricated herself from his arms, his cock sliding, spent and exhausted from her sex. She stooped down to pick up a towel from the floor. Leo watched her every move.

'Been swimming?' he said in a throaty voice, catching hold of the towel and wrapping it around her neck.

She nodded. 'Nothing better than the sensation of the sea on naked skin. Shame you weren't here earlier, you could have come in with me.'

He pulled her close and kissed her full on the lips. Taking her hand he led her back into the cabin, and gently guided her down onto the bed. Laying back amongst the crisp white sheets she watched as he began to strip off his clothes.

'And what exactly do you think you're doing?' she teased.

'Keeping you company,' he said with a wry grin. 'It's my new job, didn't Belle tell you?'

His body was as lean as a race horse. He threw his tee shirt onto the bedside chair. Unselfconsciously, he padded over to the fridge to grab a couple of beers. He moved with a fluid grace, not an ounce of spare flesh on his body. When he returned he slithered under the sheet, handed her the ice-cold beer and then pulled the mosquito net down around them.

'Belle's welcome dinner is in an hour,' Eva said.

Leo flicked off the bedside lamp. 'There's an awful lot we can do in an hour.'

'Shouldn't you go check up on your little friend? Perhaps she'd like a little company?'

He shook his head. Maybe later, when he knew Laura better. What he needed now was the warm body of a compliant woman curled against him.

'She'll be just fine.' he said. 'Drink your beer.'
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Chapter 2
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AN HOUR OR SO LATER a waiter served supper on the covered terrace outside the bar. They ate by the light of candles, the soft, dancing flames sheltered from the sea breeze inside glass lanterns. The same breeze tugged mischievously at Laura's hair. At last she felt cool and relaxed, the tension and excitement of the journey fading.

She guided another forkful of prawn into her mouth; it was the best she had ever tasted.

Belle poured a glass of wine, a heady Australian white, and lifted it in salute. 'Here's to family and friends.'

Laura felt her eyes fill with tears as she, Leo, and Belle touched glasses.

Before Laura could let the emotion take hold, Belle grinned. 'So what do you think of Barra Mundi?'

Under a lime and avocado sauce it fell into moist succulent flakes when Laura drew a knife through it. She took another bite and groaned appreciatively.

'Amazing. It's like this whole place - I can't quite believe any of it's quite real.'

Across the table Leo laughed. 'Oh, don't be fooled. It's real all right. Mosquitoes, alligators, sand flies an' all.' His gaze lingered on her body for a second or two longer than was comfortable, drinking her in. Laura reddened under his undisguised interest.

'In a funny kind of way,' he said, 'I feel as if I've known you for years.'

Belle poked him. 'Take no notice, Laura, he's talking about your letters.'

'Sorry?'

'Didn't you know?' Leo said, pushing himself away from the table, eyes bright with mischief. 'Belle reads all your letters to me.'

Laura's colour deepened. 'Are you serious?'

She had been writing to Belle since she was a little girl, ever since she found out she had a relative in Australia. Over nearly fifteen years of correspondence they had become real friends - and if what Leo said was true another thought struck her.

'You know all about Gareth, then. Were all those questions in the truck a joke?'

Leo shrugged. 'If you mean that he's a tight-arsed English banker, boring as a grey wool suit, who doesn't know a good thing when he sees it, won't make a commitment, irons his socks, doesn't turn you on and is slowly driving you mad, then yeah, I reckon I know all about him.'

Laura groaned with a mixture of embarrassment and amusement. 'Belle how could you?'

Belle laughed and took a long pull on her wine. 'Sorry, darling, they were just too good to keep to myself. I devour every word, every last one, every P.S., every quick note, every birthday card.'

Belle topped up Laura's wine glass. Her niece moved with a quiet self-confidence and exuded an air of subdued sensuality, an erotic innocence that she knew men found irresistible. Belle stared at Laura's face. Her eyes were bright - with wine and unshed tears. In lots of ways Laura reminded Belle of herself twenty-five years earlier when she had first arrived in Australia clutching a secretarial diploma and very little else.

An awful lot had happened since then. The thoughts and memories surfaced unbidden as she rolled the wine glass around in her long fingers.

Caught in the candlelight, Laura could have been the twin of the girl Belle had once been. Dressed in a little black cocktail dress that emphasised her pale skin, dark hair caught up into a loose bun, Laura was quite stunning. Belle reached into her handbag and took out a jewellery case. She had been looking for the proper moment to give Laura this gift. With her mind tangled up in memories of the past it seemed like the ideal time. Belle slid the battered velvet box across the table cloth.

'Laura,' she said, 'I'd really like you to have these.

Laura glanced down. 'Oh no, I couldn't,' she said hastily, reddening with embarrassment.

Belle waved her protests away. 'Don't be ridiculous. At least look at them. They were given to me when I was twenty-one and they need to be worn - consider them a late coming-of-age present. If you hadn't decided to come and visit us, I'd have had to post them.'

Laura unsnapped the box. Inside was a single row of pearls and pair of matching pearl and diamond-chip earrings. Laura stared at her. 'Oh Belle, they're lovely - but I really can't accept them.'

'Don't be silly, of course you can. They've been in the family for years. They should go to the oldest daughter and as I haven't got any children you should think of them as something you're looking after for the next generation. Leo, help Laura put them on.'

Leo dropped the beads around the girl's throat. Belle couldn't help noticing the way his fingers lingered on Laura's spine; he was completely incorrigible.

The pearls went perfectly with Laura's dress and seeing them against her niece's smooth creamy skin did very little to help Belle's state of mind. As Laura thanked her, Belle tried to shake the impression that she was somehow looking back into a mirror onto her own past.

'How did you end up at the Cape?' Laura asked casually, helping herself to another glass of wine.

Belle stiffened. It was almost as if Laura had picked up on her thoughts.

'Almost by accident,' she said slowly. 'Originally I came up to Cairns to work for a cane farmer as his secretary.'

Laura nodded her encouragement, while Belle struggled to recall the sanitised version of her autobiography she had sent to Laura over the years.

'And you married him?'

'That's right. Eventually. We used to spend weekends up here, and holidays. In those days the roads over the ranges were no more than dirt tracks. Impassable in the rainy season. We often sailed up the coast rather than try and get over the hills.'

Laura smiled. Belle had her undivided attention.

'Abel O'Malley was quite a lot older than me,' Belle continued. 'And when he retired we spent more and more of the year up there. After he died I moved up here permanently. He'd often said this place would make a good hotel and the tourist trade was just beginning to develop...'

Belle's voice faded as the waiter arrived to clear the table and Leo moved the conversation onto local tourist spots - but Belle found it hard to shift the images that filled her head. And the more she looked at Laura the more difficult it seemed.

She had been nearly twenty-two - the same age as Laura - when Abel O'Malley had picked her up from the railhead at Cairns. She had been in Australia six weeks and the position on the cane farm was her first proper job. She had travelled to Cairns, in comfort, at her new employer's expense.

Half an hour before the train pulled into the station she had changed her clothes from jeans and a cotton shirt to a smart suit more becoming of a secretary. She remembered vividly clipping on the pearl necklace and the little earrings - a tangible link that had started off this chain of thought.

Standing on the platform her new employer had seemed to epitomise everything Belle had ever seen or read about Australians - tall, bronzed, wearing a cream bush hat, opened-necked shirt and tailored shorts. Abel O'Malley was a giant of a man. She had been so overawed by his good looks and sheer physical stature that she hadn't noticed then the way he looked at her.

Abel pumped her hand, smiling a welcome. She remembered how hot the stiff, unforgiving skirt and jacket had felt in the tropical sunshine, but Belle considered the outfit gave the right impression; smart, efficient, a girl who was not to be trifled with. How wrong she had been!

As Abel O'Malley slung her luggage into the back of his truck she remembered the way he had looked at her. His eyes moving over her body as if she were a possession, as much his as the horses he rode and the land he farmed.

They had driven away from the city. He seemed quiet and gentle, told her he was a widower - a lay preacher, well thought of and deeply respectable - and as the miles rolled by he told her about his wife and the farm they had built up together.

Tired, lulled by the sound of his low voice she had relaxed, finally feeling safe and glad to have found a place to stay at last. Mentally she began to compose a letter home.

It didn't take her very long to appreciate that appearances could be deceptive. She had found out the first night what Abel O'Malley saw as her true role on the farm - miles from anywhere, a stranger in a strange land - he had come into her room when she was asleep and dragged her out of bed.

Terrified, she had pulled away from him and fled into the house, with him in hot pursuit. As she threw open the front door he had caught hold of her and kissed her fiercely, work-roughened hands working up under her nightdress. She had gasped - almost too shocked to fight him off, stunned by his brutality and at the same time strangely excited. Pushing her to the floor he had unbuckled his belt. She knew then what was to follow. He knelt over her and kissed her again.

'Don't be afraid,' he had murmured, voice thick with desire. 'It's been so long, so very long. I won't hurt you. I need you.' Pushing up her nightdress he had parted her thighs, moaning softly as his eyes moved over her pale, naked flesh.

She was trembling, too terrified to move. His fingers worked eagerly over her breasts and the mound of her sex, seeking out the hidden places as if he had found the holy grail. She could see the raw hunger in his eyes - completely at odds with his earlier gentle manner - and knew there was no way she could resist him. She had two choices - to give him what he wanted or to let him take it.

It had taken an instant to make up her mind. Slowly she had reached out to him, hands trembling with a mixture of fear and expectancy. She unbuttoned his shirt and undid his zip, all the time trying to control the frantic beat of her heart.

He roared like a caged animal as she freed his cock, gasping as she closed her fingers around it and pulled him down onto her.

Under his roof everything belonged to him to do with as he pleased. There was no question in his mind that she was his to possess. That night Abel O'Malley had broken her in, staking a claim over her body that was to last until the day he died...

'Are you feeling okay? You're very quiet.' Laura's voice made Belle jump. She realised with horror that she hadn't heard a word her niece or Leo had said.

'I'm so sorry,' she said quickly, regaining her composure. 'I was miles away. Thinking about the old days.' Belle smiled. 'Now, do you reckon you can manage a dessert? Coffee? My chef, Tom, does this thing with meringue, fresh pineapple and chocolate sauce that you've got to taste to believe.' She paused for a second or two. 'I'm really so pleased you came. All those photos of you growing up - seems like I missed out on a real good thing.'

Laura laughed.

But Belle still couldn't quite shake off the images of Abel O'Malley, they lingered like ghosts.

'Thank you so much for the present,' said Laura, running her fingers along the string of pearls. 'I'll take really good care of them.'

Belle nodded, and waved the waiter over to bring them coffee. The diamond chips in Laura's earrings reflected the candlelight and Belle looked away, realising that even now there was part of her that still missed the sensation of Abel's body curled tight around hers.

Aware that Laura was still watching her closely, Belle smiled, pushing the memories back into the far reaches of her mind.

'Don't look so concerned. I'm just feeling sentimental. Now what about that dessert?'

'I'll go and organise it with Tom,' Leo said. As he stood Belle was aware of his gaze moving appreciatively over Laura's slender frame. The simple, sleeveless black minidress did nothing to hide her curves and his expression flickered with desire.

He grinned as he looked away and realised Belle had been watching him. 'Won't be a minute.'

Belle nodded and then dropped her napkin onto the table with an air of finality. 'Excuse me, Laura, I just need to check up on a few things before we close up the restaurant for the night. Won't take me more than a minute.'

Inside, Belle caught hold of Leo's arm as he strode towards the kitchen. 'She's strictly out of bounds, Leo, don't forget that. And I thought Eva said she was coming too? Have you seen her tonight?'

Leo shrugged. 'Maybe she didn't want to gatecrash the family reunion.' He paused, eyes twinkling. 'Or maybe she was just too tired.'

Belle snorted. 'I've told you before about handling the merchandise, Leo. Where is she now?'

Leo pulled a small notebook out of his shirt pocket. 'Tim Haroldson is in cabin three with Nona and Jackie, Maria Mortimer is—'

Belle held up a hand to silence him. 'I do know what's going on in my own house. I'm disappointed that Eva couldn't make dinner. Tonight was special for me.'

Leo's expression softened. 'I know, Belle. But maybe it wasn't such a bad idea her skipping off. Eva's a bright spark and good company, but one look at her and your little niece would be left in absolutely no doubt what sort of place you were running here. Eva is sex on a stick.'

Belle reddened. 'Don't be so ridiculous, Eva can go anywhere - she's the soul of discretion.'

Leo snorted. 'You're looking with the eyes of a brothel-keeper, babe.'

'Excuse me?' A low voice cut across Leo's sentence. Both Leo and Belle swung round; Laura was standing no more than a foot away. She smiled. 'Would you mind very much if I gave dessert a miss? I'm really sorry, but I'm absolutely shattered.'

'Not at all,' said Belle quickly, shooting Leo a warning glance. 'If you're sure.'

Laura, suppressing a yawn, nodded. 'Really, I'm all in.' She leant forward and brushed her lips against Belle's cheek. 'Thank you so much for letting me stay here with you - I've dreamt about this for years.' She touched the pearls at her throat. 'And I'll treasure these. Thank you.'

'Not at all.' Belle reddened. 'We'll get Tom to cook us up his special another time. Night-night, baby, sweet dreams.'

Laura lifted a hand in a gesture of thanks and headed back out into the night.

'Do you think she heard?' Belle snapped as the doors closed behind Laura.

Leo shrugged. 'Who knows? Besides she's a big girl now.'

'We'll just have to be more careful.'

'That didn't seem such a bad idea before she arrived but she's not stupid, Belle. You can't make her wear blinkers. There are clients crawling all over O'Malley's - it'd be much easier just to tell her the truth.'

'And what do you suggest I say, Leo? Nice of you to come see us, Laura. By the way I thought I ought to mention O'Malley's is a high class whore-house?'

Leo helped himself to a brandy from behind the bar and handed one to Belle. 'You could save yourself a whole load of trouble. She's bound to find out sooner or later.'

Belle took a hefty slug from the brandy balloon, keeping her thoughts to herself.

Leo leant forward and kissed her gently. His tongue insinuated itself between her lips. As he pulled away, he whispered, 'Belle O'Malley, you run the sweetest little whorehouse on the whole of Barbary Coast. Clean. Wholesome, good old-fashioned fun. I reckon you're underestimating Laura, she looks like a chip off the old block to me - pleasure is in her blood.'

Belle downed the rest of her brandy. 'Well, let's try and make sure she doesn't get the chance to find out, shall we?

––––––––
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LAURA, EXHAUSTION SEEPING through every bone, went back to her cabin and slipped off her clothes. Laying down on the bed she dropped the mosquito net, while the overhead fan softly stirred the warm, fragrant air. In the middle of the night, she woke, wondering where on earth she was. The answer followed an instant later, followed by a tiny glimmer of panic. She was so far away from home and from the people who knew her.

Through the fly screens Laura could just see the first golden light of a tropical dawn cracking the rich darkness, and hear the sounds of the sea and the rainforest. Lulled by the peaceful rhythm of the waves, she pulled the sheet up over her shoulders and was about to close her eyes when she heard a peculiar sound that made every hair on her head stand on end - a shriek, throaty and nervous.
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