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Jeweled Seduction by the wonderfully talented Carol McPhee is an absolute delight to read! Impressive characters, compelling plot twists and the delectable sexual tension will delight all. I gladly recommend this well-crafted novel to all readers who enjoy a great suspense.

—Nadine St. Denis

Romance Junkies

Carol McPhee’s Jeweled Seduction is an intricately woven tale of love, treachery, betrayal and lies. The heat sizzles between the feisty heroine and determined hero as witty dialogue, heart-pounding adventure and deep, dark secrets keep the reader spellbound.

—Leanne Karella,

Wings Author

www.leannekarella.com

This story is told with a large dollop of humor to lighten the tension. Valerie is determined not to remain a prisoner and escapes every chance she gets, forcing her kidnapper to become her rescuer. The family secrets that go back for generations add spice to the story. Just when the reader thinks the story is going in one direction, a plot twist comes along that is completely unexpected. I enjoyed this story. I look forward to reading more of Ms. McPhee’s books in the future. Rating 4 stars

—Candy,

eCataRomance reviews

www.eCataromance.com

Carol McPhee has written a compelling story full of age old secrets, infidelities, and questionable motives. The storyline is quite believable, and the plotline heart stopping in its pacing. I was caught up in the story from page one and could not put it down until it was finished. The roller coaster of emotions evoked by Ms. McPhee’s writing left me breathless. I truly enjoyed this excursion. 5 cups

Katherine L. Hunt

Karen Find Out About New Books

Coffee Time Romance
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Origin Of The Heirloom

Date: 1305

The sickly stench of death filled Iain MacAllister’s nostrils. Swirling in the eerie twilight mist, the foulness clung to him, enfolding him in its revolting embrace. He gingerly picked his way amongst the bodies searching for life, searching for members of his clan.

Iain glanced up and watched the fatigued survivors stagger around looking for spoils on the battle-strewn ground. He had been hunting and returned to find that his people had fought off a surprise attack on his village by the warring MacIver clan. The inhabitants, well versed by him in the art of protecting their own, had confronted and slaughtered the invaders. But death and destruction left a bitter taste in Iain’s mouth.

He was tired of the warring between the isolated clans who sought to enrich themselves, and yet, if the truth be told, no one gained wealth. As soon as goods were acquired, they were lost through thievery or retaliation.

Burying bodies would take time away from stockpiling the necessities for their survival of another winter. Perhaps Robert Bruce would unite these ferocious family units in the common desire to vanquish the English. Until then, these useless battles would continue.

A low guttural moan rolled through the stillness. Drawn toward the sound, Iain threaded his way around the lifeless forms. Suddenly, he stumbled into a slight depression and fell next to a body—it moved. He jerked away from the death throes, then watched until the motion subsided. A cold shudder spiraled down his back as the man’s last breath sighed from his body.

Iain’s eyes roamed the length of the warrior who must have suffered a slow, painful death. Iain knew he should be relieved that this was not one of his men, but the futility of the death overwhelmed him.

He was about to leave this nauseating sight when a sparkling reflection caught his eye. Tightly clasped in the warrior’s hand was an object with the luster of gold. Carefully, he pried the stiff fingers apart and pulled a chain inlaid with glistening gems from the dead man’s grasp. “You poor bastard. You probably thought that adornment would bring you good luck. Aye, it was lucky for my side, though.” Iain squinted and slowly turned it over in his hand, but it was too dark to see clearly. He placed the chain around his neck and shoved it beneath his tunic. He would examine it later when he was away from the field of carnage and his nerves had regained their stability.
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“Ah. Here she comes.” Calum MacAllister stepped into the shadows. Hidden by the profuse yellow blooms on a rose-covered trellis, he glanced around, worried that his clandestine behavior might draw attention. Good, no one looked his way, leaving him free to scrutinize the silver Jag pulling up the circular drive. So much the better if Valerie MacIver were early—he could study her in detail before the other guests arrived.

While Calum watched, a valet rushed to the end of the walk and stopped cold. He apparently recognized the burly driver and needed to gather his courage to greet him.

“Damn it. Open her door,” Calum muttered to himself as he ran an anxious finger beneath his shirt collar to allow more breathing room.

The valet appeared too rattled to follow protocol and open the guest’s door; instead, the young man focused on the driver now leaving the vehicle. “May I park your c-car, s-sir?”

Without a word, the hefty bald man grinned and tossed the keys in the air, forcing the valet to scramble to catch them. They both turned when the passenger’s door slowly opened.

The big man erased his smile and called out, “I’ll get the door, Missy.”

Calum’s heart increased its beat when long supple legs peeked through the opening slit of her skirt as she emerged. Her words floated through the warm July air toward the trellis. “Why do you keep calling me, Missy? Do you still think of me as a child, Butch?”

“You’ll always be that sweet little girl to me. I’m not going to start calling you Val at this late date.” Butch heaved a sigh loud enough for Calum to hear. “Don’t know why we had to come so early. Weddings are boring.”

“You know how important this day is to me. I’m happy I could make it to California in time for Sally’s wedding.”

“In time for boredom, you mean.”

“Listen, forever ago, Sally was captain of our high school basketball team. She gave me terrific competition in running at our track meets, and she’s still my best friend.”

Behind the trellis, Calum gritted his teeth. Miss MacIver will be coming this way. Time to spring into action. He moved into the sunlight.

As she turned and walked toward him, he couldn’t believe his eyes. She was breathtaking.

He’d had a certain expectation of what she would look like from the photographs he’d studied. But this woman in front of him wasn’t even close. He hadn’t expected her to look so fresh, so perfectly turned out. Her lavender suit showed her trim figure to advantage. The white-piping trim on the notched lapels and pocket flaps lent a light touch of informality. She walked with easy grace in white two-inch heeled shoes that brought her up to his chin. Where were her hideous glasses and the jaunty ponytail he had seen in the snapshots?

Her glistening chestnut hair, styled in a fancy French roll, portrayed sophistication. Well-defined, slender eyebrows stretched the full length of her long dark lashes, accentuating her deep brown eyes. Her pert upturned nose was the same as in the pictures, though. It’s her all right.

The face in the photos had haunted his dreams, and now her beauty in the flesh astounded him—and pleased him. The pictures had told nothing of her delicate coloring and flawless complexion, nor had they transmitted the distracting scent of her perfume. As she neared, it drifted around him and smelled like jasmine on a sultry night.

“Allow me to escort you to your seat, Miss MacIver.” Calum’s formal request sounded shallow and a sharp contrast to his usual warm lilt of Scottish brogue. He had practiced his American accent, deceiving even Brian MacIver, her father. Calum waited for her hand to reach his arm, nodding pleasantly to her driver.

“You know me?” she asked, her eyes raised in elfin curiosity.

“Sally showed me your picture so I’d be sure to place you in a seat near the altar.” From his ramrod straight height of six-foot-four, he glanced down and saw she was studying his face with an interest he hadn’t expected. Not this soon. A flood of heat washed up his neck. He looked down at his patent leather black Ferragamo shoes, then composed himself and looked back at her.

Dammit! With his plans ready to put into play and anxious to start off with a good impression, he’d become overly zealous and made a slip. Why hadn’t he told her he knew her father and recognized his car? Sally’s pictures bore little resemblance. If Miss MacIver realized it, she might puzzle over his answer when he needed to avoid suspicion. He had his own reason for ushering at the wedding—and it wasn’t to fulfill the bride’s plea for a replacement because an usher had unexpectedly taken ill. Nothing more effective than dropping a laxative into a cup of coffee to put an obstacle out of commission.

Calum stifled a groan. He wished he had more experience at this cat and mouse game, but he was a CEO in thriving software companies, not a commando. Still, he knew better than to frighten off his prey before he was ready to strike. Fortunately, he thought fast on his feet. Time for damage control.

“I’m sorry.” He hesitated, then dragged in a quick breath. “Let me introduce myself. I’m Calum MacAllister, Sally’s neighbor and last minute substitute usher for the bride-to-be.”

Hmm, got out of that one easily enough. His lips slipped contentedly into a confident smile. He felt like a big bad wolf raring for action with Little Red Riding Hood. Things would work out, if he stuck to his plan and remained unruffled.

“I’m pleased to meet you, Mr. MacAllister.”

Her hand’s light pressure on his arm lifted Calum’s spirits. He ignored the thundering brute lumbering behind them. The driver cum bodyguard. He’d take care of him later. Nothing would stand in his way. Time was his enemy. He had to act quickly—his father had little time left to live.

Since the other guests had yet to arrive, Calum made light conversation as they proceeded along the flagstone walk to the outdoor arrangement of chairs. “Sally said you flew in from Switzerland, yesterday.”

“Yes. I’m so glad I arrived in time.”

Her damn perfume preyed on his senses.

“Any turbulence crossing the Atlantic?

“A bit bumpy at times.”

“But you made it, that’s what’s important.” Calum smiled. He was glad she had come; after all, he’d made it possible. Now only a few technicalities were left to work out, nothing he couldn’t handle. He would use every opportunity at his disposal today, giving more challenge to the venture he had meticulously designed.

~ * ~
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VAL GLIDED ALONG HOLDING Calum’s arm, unaware of the menacing thoughts in the man beside her. She glanced around the manicured grounds, sniffing in the delicate scent of a wide variety of rosebushes. In the background, the Pacific’s sparkling sapphire blue added to the splendor. “The family’s garden is a perfect setting for an evening ceremony.”

“I agree.”

She detected a slight tremor in Calum’s arm. When she looked up, he exchanged a frown for an engaging grin. She wondered if he had a problem with formal affairs. As a string quartet played classical music, Calum guided her to the second row then motioned her to the second seat.

“I’ll sit at the end where I can take good shots of the procession,” she said, feeling oddly bereft of his company when she slipped onto the chair.

Calum bent down and whispered, “The family asked that no pictures be taken during the exchange of vows.”

“Of course not, I know that would be inconsiderate. I’ll take my pictures before and after the minister conducts the service.”

His eyes flashed a puzzled response, but he remained silent.

Val wondered about his bewilderment. Perhaps he didn’t like women who exerted themselves. Lately, she had become irritated with handsome men who liked nothing better than to brandish their charm. At least he’d not been such a bore.

Val shifted her legs so Butch could squeeze past her knees and sit beside her. Then she turned to study the usher. Calum’s broad-shouldered athletic build cut a dashing figure in his white-jacketed tux. His impeccable haircut tapered his thick black hair neatly to a smidgen above his collar. With such assurance displayed in his strong strides, he seemed an ideal example of a dominant alpha male, but the tremor in his arm didn’t fit the persona. Either way, she had to admit Calum MacAllister intrigued her.

“Butch, have you ever seen that man before?”

“He’s a friend of your dad’s. I checked him out thoroughly at Brian’s request. He moved in next door ‘bout three months ago. Why?”

“No reason.” She watched new arrivals enter the site and observed Calum as he went about his duties. She noted his finely carved features fit in a most pleasing way. His dark brows and lashes hovered over the deepest blue eyes she could ever remember seeing. Matched with a strong jaw line and a determined chin, the dimpled cheeks on his smooth-shaven face gave no indication of weakness.

Women must swarm to him like ants to a picnic. I wonder if his great looks get in the way of a normal life? “Probably nothing gets in his way... even females,” she muttered, her curiosity presenting visuals in her mind better ignored by an engaged woman.

“Did you say somethin’, Missy? Perhaps I should change seats with you.”

“Ah, no. I want to get good pictures and the end of the row is the best spot. I can aim the lens and it won’t be blocked.”

She watched Calum guide Sally’s elderly grandmother into the front row. He held onto her arm until her frail body was safely seated. Val was afraid he would find her gawking at his gentleness and be embarrassed so she looked away but then sneaked another glance. He was staring at her. When he caught her gaze, he half-smiled, yet it looked forced. His intimidating eyes lingered on hers. The electricity in his inspection exerted a strange power, making her heart skip a beat, yet at the same time made her uneasy.

Her apprehension didn’t make sense.

“Don’t you know anything personal about him?” she whispered to Butch after Calum returned to the back of the chairs.

“Who?”

“Calum MacAllister. The usher I asked about before.”

“I know all about him. Ask Brian what he thinks of him.” Butch squinted and scanned the crowd.

“But Dad isn’t here now. Is Mr. MacAllister married?

“No.”

“Never?”

“Nope.”

“Dad likes him?”

“He seems to, Missy. The guy’s been up at the house a few times.”

“Did Mr. MacAllister see you there?”

“I was out... er... bill collectin’ for your father.”

“Then how did he know who I was if he hadn’t seen you before?” She nudged Butch’s arm when he was slow to answer.

“He said he’d seen pictures of you, remember? Besides, he’d know the car.”

“But Sally doesn’t have any recent pictures of me. I had some ready to send to her, and Dad, too, but never got around to it. He lied, Butch! You know I can’t stand lies and you know why.”

“Don’t get into that, again, Missy. We’ve gone over it before.” Butch patted her hand. “Maybe he was tryin’ to impress you. Do you want me to go ask him about it?” He moved slightly as if to get up.

“No. I’m probably being silly.” An acknowledging grin spread across the bodyguard’s mouth.

Val settled back in her seat, exasperated, and checked Calum out again. With his tan, maybe he’s a farmer or a gravedigger. She laughed out loud, but then quickly regained her composure when Butch lifted his eyebrow.

“What’s so funny, Missy?”

“Nothing. Aren’t bodyguards supposed to be suspicious of everyone around them?”

“I know more ‘bout these people than they know themselves. I’m keepin’ tabs on things, don’t worry.”

Val was perplexed; maybe he’s a gigolo. With his cool, debonair carriage, it suited him, and she liked that idea; it meant he was off limits to her.

With her strong desire for independence, she refused to live off her father’s wealth. She was a working girl, who’d only recently started making serious money—certainly not enough to buy a lover, even if she so desired. “What does he do for a living?”

“He’s into computer stuff.”

“Oh.” Butch’s fidgeting distracted her.

“It’s too hot,” he growled, wiping his forehead with a handkerchief.

Val looked around at the guests filling the chairs; few nodded to her. “Butch?”

“Yeah?”

“Have I changed much?”

“Why, Missy, I didn’t know you when you got off the plane. I would’ve walked right on by if you hadn’t spoken.”

“That’s what I thought. Most of the people here don’t seem to recognize me, either.”

“Well, look at you. You’ve grown into a real beauty. Ditchin’ those glasses was a helluva good start. You look great wearin’ cataracts.”

“Contacts, Butch. Thanks. I took a class in makeup, too.”

“The biggest change is your hair. I miss your ponytail.”

“It didn’t seem the right look for a professional photographer. With this shorter cut, I can be carefree or fancied up.” She looked straight into Butch’s eyes and waited for the kind of flippant reply that was part of his makeup.

The husky man’s blue eyes twinkled. “I have to admit, if I were twenty years younger, I’d be within range of courtin’ you and makin’ your dad furious.”

“Thank you, Butch.” She giggled when she saw the honest affection in his eyes. “You’re a boost to my morale. You’ve always been there for me.”

Her mind moved back on track. How could Calum have picked her out from the old photos Sally had? After moving to Switzerland, she’d undergone a metamorphosis crystallized by the realization that at thirty-two, her biological clock had moved into overdrive. Worse still, his staring sensitized her body to another level that she didn’t want to explore now... that of being female.

Agitated and squirming, Butch was obviously uncomfortable with his thickset weight in the white metal chair. “I still don’t see why we had to come so early.”

“Be patient.” Val wished she could have left Butch at home this time, but she’d given in to her father’s insistence that he come along for protection. But protection from what?

“I’m glad you got to come home, Missy. Brian says your career is takin’ off now.”

“Guess what?”

“I don’t have to ask. I can tell you’re burstin’ at the seams to tell me.”

“It didn’t seem likely I could come for the ceremony until three days ago. Out of the blue, all of my photos sold in one sweep. I couldn’t believe it. A guy paid a lot of money for them, and my agent said the man wants me to do more photography for him. I think I’ll turn him down, though.”

“Why would you do that?”

“I want the freedom to travel with Thomas and get our marriage off to a strong start. I can get some good pointers here for my own wedding.” Val smoothed her fingers over her purse. She hoped her love would build with time, once she married such a bright, ambitious man. Thomas asked so little of her inner self and demanded nothing except companionship at the social events so necessary for him to move up the corporate ladder.

“You’re goin’ to marry that... Thomas fella?”

“Of course. I’m wearing his ring. That’s why I was so glad to land in time to discuss it with Sally last night.”

“Your dad is the one you should hammer it out with. He doesn’t like him.”

“Dad just met him once when he flew over to visit. He’s only regretting that I have another man in my life besides him. He’ll get over it.”

~ * ~
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AS HE WAITED FOR NEW arrivals, Calum recognized a gray Mercedes parking off to the side of the street. It wasn’t until after he had ingratiated himself into the MacIver household he’d learned the extent of Brian’s shady deals. Calum’s probing had revealed that Brian sometimes had difficulty getting payment for delivery of furniture from this thug’s employer. The punk had come to the house and threatened Brian recently when he’d been there. Without being asked, Calum had escorted the creep, none-too gently, off the property. Not that one of Brian’s own men couldn’t handle it, but they weren’t around at the time. His helpful deed wedged him firmly into Brian’s friendship. The last thing Calum wanted right now was to create a scene with this jerk. His target today was Miss MacIver, not Brian’s enemies, of which he counted himself as one.

The man made no attempt to leave his vehicle. He sat and smoked a cigarette, blowing rings of smoke into the air and keeping his eyes on the guests. Was he waiting for Brian to show up? Part of Calum wanted to tell the bodyguard to smarten up and get on the ball; the other part hoped he didn’t get wind of the snoop, else the pavement on the driver’s side might suddenly get bloodied. An influx of guests moved toward Calum and the other ushers. This guy won’t want more of the same, he’ll buzz off when he sees Brian isn’t coming.

~ * ~
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BUTCH REACHED FOR VAL’S hand, startling her. “You okay, Missy?”

“Sure. I was thinking how stubborn Thomas is. But I inherited the same bulldog tendency from Dad, so I can’t complain. Just as soon as Sally’s wedding is over, I’m going to call Thomas and tell him we’ll start making arrangements.”

“Yup,” Butch said, loosening his tie, “you’re stubborn all right. Aren’t they ready to start? These chairs are hard.”

“Sally’s mother isn’t here yet. Jeff’s standing off to the side and doesn’t look the slightest bit nervous about marrying today,” she added, attempting to change to a subject that would take her mind off the men in her life.

“Sally is a nice girl.”

Val turned around and could see the uniformed staff putting last minute touches to striped green and white umbrella-shaded tables on the lawn. The white tablecloths adorned with green napkins and fresh flower centerpieces provided their own splendor. Her delight in the picturesque scene was shattered when Butch burped.

“Shhhh.” She wanted to punch his muscular arm, but refrained.

“Sorry, Missy, but I’m hungry.”

She loved Butch dearly, but his manners...

“I’m going to hurry and take a shot of the reception setup before the guests swarm there,” she told him tersely. Butch started to get up, but she laid her hand on his shoulder. “You stay here so I can concentrate.” The bodyguard mumbled something and sank back in his chair with blatant reluctance.

Calum’s brow lifted in consternation as she made her way toward him. What business was it of his if she moved about? She pointed to her camera so he’d understand the purpose of her action, but when he scowled, she halted, feeling the need to justify herself. “I want to get a picture or two of the gorgeous display of tables and chairs.”

He nodded his approval.

She could feel his eyes bore heat into her back with every step she took. She snapped a few pictures and crept back to her seat, thrown off kilter by discovering that her spurt of initiative under Calum’s watchful eyes seemed to set her ablaze. She leaned back in her chair, her breasts heaving from the excitement welled up inside. The stimulating sensation was unexpected but pleasurable.

“I’m not supposed to be separated from you at any time,” Butch griped.

“I didn’t leave the grounds. There was no problem. Calm down.”

“Surely they’ll get underway now, Missy. No more guests have come in the last five minutes.”

“Be patient, for heaven’s sake.”

“I don’t like these people.”

Val glanced around to see if anyone heard. Butch didn’t like people in general, the upper crust hoity-toity types, specifically, and didn’t try to hide his feelings. He looked like a turnip in a pansy patch. If Sally’s father hadn’t known him well, he’d never have gotten through the gate. She wondered if Calum might have been called upon to throw him out. She would enjoy seeing that effort! Butch was still as sturdy as an ox. She chuckled and looked back to see Calum glaring at her.

Val turned back to Butch. While he studied the crowd, she noticed an odd bulge inside his jacket.

“Are you carrying a gun?” she asked, a sharp edge to her voice. “I thought you relied on your enormous size to scare boogiemen away.”

“Don’t worry your pretty little head about it. I always carry one now.”

“Why?”

“Because times have changed since you’ve been gone. Haven’t you heard how crime has increased?”

She focused on Calum again. Did he know Butch carried a gun and that’s why Calum stared in their direction so much? Still though, Calum watched her, not Butch. She snickered. Butch didn’t frighten her. He had always been gentle with her and used to let her crawl on his back to play horsy.

The music suddenly softened. The guests stilled. The groom and the groomsmen took their places at the altar.
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Finally, the guests had been seated, giving Calum a few minutes to stand back and watch the assembly from behind, or more precisely, spy on his quarry. Conspicuous by her good posture and sleek form amongst the throng of fancy-dressed, overweight bodies—as others whispered about the bride’s pregnancy—his target held her composure, talking to no one except her bodyguard. She appeared only interested in watching him. Her observation both amused and made him nervous, but surprisingly, he’d almost winked several times upon hearing her melodic bursts of laughter—until he suspected she might be laughing at him.

They were playing a silent game of appraisal, daring each other to make the wrong move. It would be easy to lose sight of my goal and let nature take its course. Calum expelled a frustrated sigh. That could lead straight between the nearest sheets if I didn’t have other things on my mind.

He loathed Miss MacIver’s enjoyment of stolen luxuries through the years, while his mother had to pinch pennies to maintain their social status. Payback was due from her and her father. Yet, he found something uniquely stimulating in her gentle, almost intimate hold on his arm as they had walked in. He’d had the nearly uncontrollable urge to swing her into his arms and dance. Wouldn’t that be a shocker to the elite gathered here? He could easily imagine her breasts pressed to his chest... his lips desperately seeking hers.

Men probably drop at her feet. He quickly appraised himself—this is one male who won’t be swayed by her beauty. Because of her father, my life has been a living hell. There’ll be no more of that after today—I’ll be calling the tune. She and Brian will dance to it.

“Ah!” He shook his head to clear it of such thoughts. “I mustn’t show my hand and tip her off.” He suddenly realized he’d spoken out loud again. He looked around, but those nearby were still busy gossiping about Sally’s rushed marriage. He liked Sally. As his neighbor and Miss MacIver’s close friend, she had been unwittingly instrumental in introducing him into the camp of his enemy.

In his brief time there, he saw Brian’s devotion to his daughter as a chink in the man’s armor, but what was her weakness—vanity? More than likely. Not used to American customs, his dilemma was whether to use confrontation or a soft sell. Calum decided flattery should work and lull her into a false sense of security with him. His domination could come later. If she cooperates, I won’t have to use force. But I detected defiance with her bodyguard in her choice of seating. Would she treat me to less? Of course not, but if she knows what’s good for her she’ll acquiesce to my wants.

“Psst! It’s time for me to go to my seat.” The mother of the bride took her place beside Calum, lightly tapping his arm as a reminder of his duty.

“Yes. It is time.” He flushed in embarrassment at his momentary lapse. As he slowly escorted the mother down the aisle, his eyes shifted to Miss MacIver.

The matronly lady noticed his interest and whispered, “Isn’t it wonderful Val could make it home? She looks so elegant I can scarcely believe she’s the same person.”

He looked into the woman’s teary eyes glowing with happiness. “Sally is delighted she could come,” he said. He squeezed the white-gloved hand on his arm.

“The two girls talked late into the night,” she continued. “Val wants me to give her ideas tomorrow for her wedding.”

Calum nodded and smiled. You might as well forget it, lady; she won’t be here that long.

As they approached the front of the gathering, he gazed at the shimmering colors bouncing off the pearled clasp in Miss MacIver’s upswept hair. His eyes followed the natural path to the back of her neck. Not a wisp of her hairstyle straggled out of control. I have to agree she’s exquisite. I’ll ply her with compliments and have her eating out of my hand in no time.

When he and Sally’s mother stopped at the end of the first row, Calum noticed a white silk camisole peeking saucily above the V-neckline of Miss MacIver’s jacket. From his position above her seated body, a hint of cleavage showed where her breasts rose in a gentle swell, nicely proportioned to the rest of her figure. Not large, not small, but exactly right for the fit of his palms. He could well imagine how they would feel should his fingers enter the accessible opening.

There he went again, his brain sidetracking him from rational thoughts into dangerous but interesting speculation. As if he weren’t facing enough risk already.

He waited patiently for Sally’s mother to sit down. His duty complete, Calum took his seat on the opposite side of the pathway, three rows behind Miss MacIver. He noticed a small dark mole on the back of the woman’s neck; it punctuated the rest of her loveliness. If Sally’s photos were only two years old, then Miss MacIver had blossomed from an ugly duckling into a pure white swan in a short period of time.

Calum grinned. These days no woman of her age possesses both a fiancé and virginal purity. He forced his thoughts to his primary obligation. Only this woman stood in the way of its accomplishment. Only she could release him from his debt—whatever it took, she would do it.

~ * ~
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THE MUSIC LIFTED IN a heart-stopping crescendo; the traditional Wedding March filled the air. The congregation stood. All but Calum turned and looked to the back.

Smiles from the guests radiated to the three approaching bridal attendants clad in sea-green strapless gowns. Val felt a twinge of sadness, wishing she’d been able to be the maid of honor as she and Sally had planned. However, her life had become unpredictable with her new career.

As she faced the procession, Val glanced at Calum. His eyes were solely on her. The energy from his stare ignited a trail of fire through her veins. Her heated reaction caught her by surprise. She didn’t like surprises. They played with her mind. She thought she had at last overcome her inadequacies, but Calum’s commanding presence and intense interest in her brought them back into focus. Her uneasiness increased with a vengeance.

Val turned to her companion. “Butch, Mr. MacAllister makes me feel insecure. If you’re here for my protection shouldn’t you be taking my concern seriously?”

“Why, Missy? Your father likes him, I told you. He’s okay.”

“You think I’m overreacting, right?”

“In this case, yeah.”

“I know he said he was only a neighbor helping Sally, but...” Butch’s eyes glazed over; she could tell he was tired of the subject. Maybe she was working herself into paranoia. No, her damn intuition had kicked in, prompting that something wasn’t as it should be. Unfortunately, she knew that when her inner voice spoke to her, it never provided backup to support its appearance, but only warned she’d be sorry if she didn’t stay alert.

Despite Calum’s reserved demeanor, she could sense a worrisome quality lying below his surface. Why was the man’s gaze glacial sometimes, yet magnetic at other times? Val shook her head in frustration. How could she convince Butch of a threat when she herself couldn’t understand her reasoning? Had she lost her senses entirely?

Val shrugged. “You’re probably right that I’m letting myself get carried away.” Thoughts of Sally’s neighbor were claiming too much attention and ruining her enjoyment. Determined to end her foolishness, she pushed Calum out of her mind. Her wide-angle lens captured the attendants proceeding down the aisle then she took two shots of the bride on her father’s arm.

Sally’s face shone with happiness, bringing a moist blur to Val’s eyes. She couldn’t remember her friend being so sure of herself. Sally loved Jeff. It was in her eyes and in the confidence of her poised walk. Obviously, it didn’t bother either Sally or the groom that her belly showed a small, yet prominent bulge under the flow of her off-white Vera Wang creation.

“You look beautiful,” Val whispered as the procession passed by them. Sally’s widening smile cheered Val’s heart. After taking several more pictures centering on the bridal party at the altar, Val placed the camera in her purse to devote her full attention to the rites.

Once the bride joined hands with the groom, the minister signaled the guests to sit. Jeff’s face beamed adoration. Unconsciously, Val twisted the ring on her finger as she listened to the service. Five minutes into the vows, her solitaire fell onto the grass near the back of her chair. She bent to retrieve it. The neck of her jacket drooped, exposing a great deal of cleavage. When she looked up and saw Calum devouring the revelation from his prime viewing spot, she quickly straightened in disgust and jammed the ring back on her finger.

“Did you lose something, Missy?”

“No.”

When the ceremony ended and the bridal couple reached the back of the church, David Reed, who was to be the Master of Ceremonies, gave instructions for the guests to find their dining placements on a chart.

Butch stood and waited for Val to move out into the aisle. “Let’s go see where we sit, Missy. I hope they don’t take too long getting their pictures taken. Maybe there are snacks set out. Why are you so slow? Aren’t you feeling well?”

Val lingered deliberately, hoping Calum would proceed well ahead of her. She noticed he did move along when he saw Butch hovering around her. Her tension lessened. She looked at Butch and laughed. She understood his mammoth size demanded considerable nourishment. With Calum gone from her sight, she waved Butch off. “You go on. I’ll speak to a few people on the way.”

“Okay, but I’ll keep you in sight.” The bodyguard half-heartedly passed her and plodded ahead, but then after a few minutes, he stopped and turned. When he saw Val go off in another direction, he shook his head and followed.

Instead of stopping to chat with guests, Val slipped behind an ornamental bush where she thought no one could see her. She looked down at her ring, hesitated, then stripped it off—not in anger, but with sadness. She’d made a decision during Sally’s pledge to be faithful; she wanted the kind of devotion Sally and Jeff had. Quickly shoving the diamond into her jacket pocket, she stepped from behind the shrub and headed toward the chart.

Val strutted across the lawn with determination, winking as she passed Butch coming to meet her. He frowned, reversed his direction, and hurried to catch up. She came to a brief stop when she saw familiar faces grouped in front of her. She knew these people would hardly associate her with the girl who had worn granny spectacles and no makeup all the years she had lived at home. She didn’t like embarrassing them when they realized they hadn’t recognized her, hated the thought of being the object of their speculation when she continued on. She only nodded to them.

As soon as she paused, Butch caught up with her. “Missy, it would be better if you stayed beside me at all times.”

Val reached her limit. “I don’t like your contradictions—you don’t listen when I show my concern, then you hound me to stay near when there are lots of folks around. Your inconsistency is annoying me, Butch.”

“I’m following orders, you know.”

Val raised an eyebrow, then shrugged, unwilling to pursue an argument waiting to happen. They made their way to the chart; she ignored Butch’s grumbling about the heat. His interest perked up when Val ran her index finger down the list of names seated at each table in the diagram. “Okay, where do we sit?”

Val laughed. The possibility of eating always lifted Butch’s spirits. She could never stay angry with him for long. “Here’s my name listed.” She stared incredulously at the seating plan when she spied the MacAllister name on the same list.

“Butch! You’re placed at a different table! How can that be? I told Sally I’d be bringing you.”

“I’ll get it changed.”

“No, you mustn’t. I don’t want to cause an upset.” Relinquishing her urge to scratch out the MacAllister name, Val also fought a desire to leave. She would be on her own without her safety net. Now she wanted him with her for the meal. “Sally wouldn’t have separated us, but who did?”

~ * ~
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HANDS IN HIS POCKETS, Calum leaned against the trunk of a sprawling oak and was surprised to see Miss MacIver remove her engagement ring. He’d wanted to watch how she handled herself with the rest of the guests and hadn’t expected to witness her secretive act. She looked ill at ease, halting before overtaking guests whom she surely must have known. Why? This place was a second home to her.

Despite wearing heels, she walked across the grass with the grace of a gazelle. He noticed her tight grip on the strap of her white shoulder bag. Was it acting as a security blanket—a way of releasing some kind of inner tension? He wondered if he could be the cause of her stress. No. She didn’t have a clue of the destiny that awaited her—a fate he had planned.

God, she was interesting, more so than he had dreamed possible. He remembered with pride the clever deception he’d used on her agent to put his plan into operation. “Hello, I’m George Brenton; I’m associated with National Geographic.” He had stared deep into the eyes of the young man as he passed him a fake identification card. “I’ve seen some photography work by Valerie MacIver. I believe your company represents her?”

The fledgling representative’s eyes nearly dropped out of their sockets. He leaped from his desk. “Val is our rising star. I have several of her collections here. You must have seen them advertised in Art Journey? Her work is in high demand.”

Calum sighed. “Right. I’m sure it must be.” Normally he would have laughed this guy off, but he needed to win over the lying pipsqueak. “I want to buy all of her unsold photos.”

The agent’s hands trembled as he got out the price sheets. Calum held back a groan when he saw the total of his bill. She didn’t come cheap; yet, he figured she would be worth every penny. He forked over the money.

“Another reason I’m here,” Calum said, “is that I’m writing a series on a special California winery, one that ferments its wine right on the coast. I believe it’s in her home neighborhood. I’m wondering if Miss MacIver would be interested in doing the artwork for our magazine?”

“I’ll get in touch with her. I’m sure she’ll consider your offer.”

Calum’s investigation showed that although she hadn’t been overwhelmed with contracts, she had enough work to be choosy. Forced to listen to the agent’s ranting about the excellent quality of her pictures, he looked closer at them. So the guy was right, she did have talent and it was obvious even to his untrained eye.

“I’m willing to pay well if she wants the job.” The expense his words could bring was enough to make Calum choke. He knew the agent wouldn’t wait long to get in touch with her. The man called him at the hotel that night and expressed her interest, then demanded an exorbitant amount for her services. The commitment hadn’t been confirmed personally by her, but there was no doubt in his mind that with so much money in the offing she would go for it.

I think Miss MacIver is using the wedding as an excuse to investigate the winery next door and show she’s worth every dollar. The wealthy never seem satisfied. Greed rules their lives. He knew he would have to set his distaste aside to be successful. He had a deadline nothing could change.

~ * ~
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“WE’LL BE SITTING AT the same table.” Calum’s mellow, casual tone vibrated so close, Val could feel the warmth of his breath graze her ear. “I hope you don’t mind that I pulled some strings to arrange it that way,” he said. “I know your father, and I wanted to see if all the good things he said about his beautiful daughter were true.”

Calum had crept up quietly, and not wanting to appear rude, she didn’t retreat. She should have been pleased to have the attention of the man the other female guests would probably salivate over, but for some reason unknown to her, his words were too smooth, his interest too keen. She couldn’t deny he seemed even more handsome paying such close attention to her. His eyes didn’t sparkle, though, giving her the distinct impression he lacked sincerity.

“I see.” Sounding blasé, she tried to pretend indifference. She’d had years of pretending to not care when her mother had harped at her father, but with this stranger’s dynamic presence, nonchalance was almost impossible to fake.

Butch wormed his way between them. “Bub, would you exchange places with me so I can sit with Miss MacIver?”

“Sorry, no. There are guests at this table that I know.”

Butch’s face reddened. “Listen, pal. I was only asking to be polite. Now I’m telling you I’m gonna...”

Val tugged on Butch’s arm. “Don’t make a scene. You won’t be far away.” Butch gave her a long questioning look, then nodded. Val had to get away from the tension between the two men as they glared at each other. “Excuse me. I see a friend.”

Assaulted by an unexplainable premonition something unpleasant was afoot, her heart pounded; even her breathing expelled in short, irregular gasps. Val wondered why her intuition chose now to be active. The discomforting symptoms would probably get worse if she carried on a conversation with Calum at the table. She would like to enjoy the company of a great-looking man, but she’d content herself with simply watching how he fended off others who found him attractive.

Only she knew that underneath her thinly veiled composure still lay an insecure woman. She was not yet comfortable with the new attention she attracted professionally and personally. The flattery men sent her way was often shallow; they wanted only one thing—sex. That’s why she’d chosen Thomas—he appreciated her intelligence and sense for style more than her body. Calum looked like the type that used his charisma to the max to get what he wanted. His previous lie had made her apprehensive.

When she spied David, a chum from high school, she seized the opportunity, and walked quickly over to him. Butch followed, but kept at a distance.

~ * ~
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CALUM WATCHED THE MASTER of Ceremonies grab Miss MacIver and hug her affectionately. He smiled in amusement. She was certainly going out of her way to avoid contact with him, but he knew there would be contact when he decided the timing was right.

After their embrace, David stepped back and appraised her from head to toe. “Wow!” His admiration raised Calum’s hackles as he listened to the MC’s enthusiasm. “I’m glad you managed to get here after all, Val. Let’s stroll the grounds and talk.”

Calum wanted to shout: She’s here because of me, but that would give too much away; instead, he ambled along staying within earshot. He pretended to enjoy the attention of a young woman who latched onto him while shamelessly flaunting her abundant assets. Miss MacIver would never behave like this, tumbled through his mind, and he felt a measure of pride. His quarry was more beautiful, had more class. In the short time he had been near her, he’d observed a deep sense of self-respect embodied by her exquisite taste in clothes and in the way she hadn’t stooped to gossip.

“How’s the photography coming, Val?” David asked, stopping so they could admire a particularly bright pink rose.

“Really well, David. I just sold all of my work. My agent hadn’t even started peddling the last batch. I must be getting famous.” She laughed when he raised his brows in a quizzical fashion.

“You’ve always been good at anything you put your hand to.”

Calum’s jaw flexed. Their camaraderie was nauseating. He wondered what would happen if he butted in and warned her not to make plans to see this guy later.

“You’ve really changed, Val,” David said. “You look more settled than when you lived at home. Must be your success, huh?”

“No. I’m still the same person underneath. Perhaps getting away from the coarse friends Dad had hanging around helped. I’m not sure I’ve got enough confidence yet. Take that usher, Mr. MacAllister, for example. The funny looks he gives me are making me edgy. I never saw the man before today. Do you know anything about Calum MacAllister?”

“Yes.” David peered at her closely, then glanced at other guests gathered nearby. Even though no one paid much heed, he softened his voice to elaborate.

“Calum MacAllister rented the old Bailey place about three months ago.” He and Val dropped hands and pivoted toward the huge home peeking eerily above the hedge—as if it were spying on them. “The Baileys now live in a modern house near the vineyards, but the old man is as eccentric as ever. He still has his grapes trucked here from the Napa Valley so they can ferment by the ocean. That’s his selling point; it means the wine is rare as well as expensive.”

“So Calum is looking after the only fermenting operation on the Northern California Coast? That’s a huge responsibility.”

“Sure is. Anyway, Calum started making his presence felt by having lavish parties for the neighbors. In fact, he paid so much attention to Sally that Jeff became jealous. Calum had chatted a lot with Sally, but then he convinced Jeff that he wasn’t interested in her romantically. Why should he be? He has enough women fawning over him.” David pointed a finger at Val and winked. “Are you going to be one of them?”
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Val reared her head back, bristling that David would even think she’d be overwhelmed by Calum’s presence. She relaxed when she saw David’s wide grin. “You’re teasing me. No. I’m not going to fawn over him. I was only curious how he got to be helping out here. Sally never mentioned having a problem with enough ushers.”

David shrugged his shoulders. “It was a last minute thing, I guess.” Reaching for her hand again, they continued their leisurely walk. “You might like to know that your father attended Calum’s parties. He and Calum have become good buddies.”

“Buddies?” Val stopped short. “How’s that possible in so short a time? Dad is hard to get close to. He’s a private man. I’ve even thought he’s not always being straight with me.”

Bewildered, Val flashed back to the many times her mother had tried to get her husband to bring a better class of people into their home, but he hadn’t listened to her. He’d been content to rely on cruddy-looking business associates for social activities. Disreputable social connections had been one of the things Val heard her mother grumbling about when her father wasn’t within hearing range. And now, she’d discovered her father had become friends with someone about whom she had strong reservations. Perhaps her mother hadn’t been too far off after all. She suddenly felt guilty. Mentally, she had always sided with her father, though she never let her mother know.

“Tell me more about this friendship, David.”

“I was invited to several of Calum’s affairs. Come to think of it, I believe Calum asked about you. He seemed like a nice guy. He mentioned he came from the Midwest.”

“He did? Hmm, I thought I detected a slight Scottish accent, somewhat like Dad’s.” Her mental gears ground to a stop. She needed more information. “You don’t know what type of computer business he’s in, do you?”

“We didn’t talk about it.”

Val glanced over David’s shoulder. A buxom blonde was walking away from Calum. Instead of perusing her swiveling hips and shapely ankles, Calum—a frown channeled into his forehead—was staring at David and her. He looked appealing even with that sullen expression. Why was she experiencing such acute interest where he was concerned? Like a rabbit sensing a fox, maybe?

“I see you have Butch with you.” David said, interrupting her thoughts.

“What? Oh, yes, Dad insisted he come.” She wrinkled her nose. “Butch looks a bit out of place here, don’t you think?”

David nodded and twitched one eyebrow. They watched as Butch wandered the background but never strayed far. “Butch always did look strange hanging around us, Val. It’s funny how we all got used to his presence when you were growing up. We knew your dad had enemies.”

“His business rivals.”

“I think it was more than that. Look, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about them. I think Calum is—”

The PA system suddenly urged guests to their designated tables. “I have to get to a microphone and start my duties, Val. Let’s meet later, okay?”

“Great.” She wondered what juicy tale he’d been about to tell her.

~ * ~
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AFTER A SLIGHT PAUSE and a deep breath to steady her nerves, Val made her way toward the area reserved for the reception. She hoped for a seat anywhere but next to Calum, whom she noticed lagged behind them. When she observed the green and white place cards on each table and realized there was no need to hurry, she slowed her pace. By the time she reached the table assigned to her, a surprising absence of name cards had forced other guests to occupy seats in a haphazard way. Left for her to choose: two empty chairs together or one sandwiched between two elderly fat men puffing rank-smelling cigars. She looked back and caught a glimpse of Calum’s smirk. A slap would erase that smug look.

With an annoyed click of her tongue, Val walked to one of the two neighboring vacant chairs. She wasn’t surprised to see Calum outguess her and get there first. Lord, she didn’t want to be next to him. He smiled and gallantly pulled out a chair for her. There was nothing left to do about her tardiness. She allowed him to push the chair beneath her and made up her mind to think positive thoughts. She plastered a synthetic smile on her mouth and nodded to the guests, then looked up at him. “Thank you, Mr. MacAllister.”

“We’re dinner partners, so please call me Calum.”

Her eyes skirted the table and she noticed the women had their sights locked on the heartthrob beside her. Although she knew most of them, they placed no importance on her arrival. With luck, they would occupy his time, leaving her free to enjoy the intoxicating scent of his Lagerfeld cologne, much better than the heavy acrid smoke of the cigars. She hadn’t made such a bad choice after all.

She smiled a real smile this time, and for lack of knowing what else to say, blundered out to him, “The ceremony was beautiful, wasn’t it?” It struck her that she could at least have said something witty and hopefully shed her misgivings. Maybe she was being unfair. Okay, she was being unfair—she didn’t know him.

“Your father has been boasting about you, Valerie. I couldn’t wait to see what a goddess looked like.” His whisper came in the midst of her taking a sip of water. Val choked. It was several moments before she could catch her breath. He rubbed her back trying to help. She wanted his hand off her body but couldn’t get the words out. The heat from his touch sent funny little spasms down her spine. Finally, her sputtering stopped. She hoped, for his sake, he wouldn’t try another pathetic attempt to butter her up.

“Brian has a keen eye and doesn’t let bias cloud his vision,” Calum murmured. “Believe me, you are lovely.”

Oh, no, not more of the same. Was she destined to spend the whole meal listening to this tripe? Val exhaled a deep sigh and hoped he took the hint to leave well enough alone. To avoid making a flippant remark, she concentrated on her fingers overworking the folds of her napkin. Exasperated, she finally flattened the linen square across her lap.

He leaned closer still. “You had to make a quick decision whether to be smoked or sizzled. I’m certainly glad you chose the wiser place.”

“I didn’t choose... “ Her eyes darted to the seniors—dammit he was right. She bit her lip to keep a straight face.

“Ah, you started to smile, that’s a good start toward a pleasant meal.”

What could she do but soften toward his whimsical charm? “I guess I’m baffled that Sally never mentioned you when we talked. We never kept secrets from each other before.”

“I’m not much of a secret as some of these neighbors can tell you. Most of them have been to my home. They’ve made me welcome.”

“I grew up around here.”

“So I’ve heard from your father.”

“Dad talked about me, aside from bragging?”

“He’s a typical proud father.”

A warm glow enveloped her. “Dad’s annoyed that I don’t plan to stay in the country long.”

“Why don’t you extend your time here?”

“I can’t. There are things I have to take care of. Right away.”

“Things more important than your father?”

“Excuse me?”

“Since you’re his only family, it seems to me he’s worth the consideration.”

Calum was right, but on the other hand, it wasn’t his business. The embers that smoldered before now burst into flame. Try as she did, there was no way to beat back her resentment, which in turn inflamed her suspicions. Why had he lied about the pictures he’d seen?

Val gazed at her salad plate, her appetite gone. She pushed the vegetables around, but ate little. From the corner of her eye she saw Calum release the top button of his shirt. It seemed he intended to be comfortable and less formal. She’d keep on ignoring him; maybe he’d give her up as a lost cause.

“Brian said you liked your independence.” He spoke loud enough that the other guests heard. “I like a woman who has spirit and knows what she wants.”

Damn, she could feel his breath on her neck.

“Your father made you sound so intriguing, I arranged that we sit at the same table. I hope you don’t find that offensive.”

Is he nuts? she wondered. “Actually, I do. I’m supposed to be with Butch.”

The eyes of the other diners widened. Val wanted to fan the heat from her face, but she remained as placid-appearing as she could. Taking pains to keep her voice steady, she turned to him and spoke back in the dead quiet of the table’s occupants. “It seems to me that as a newcomer, you’re quick to take matters into your own hands.”

Calum raised a questioning brow and stared straight into her eyes, ignoring everyone else’s obvious interest.

Before he could reply, she straightened her shoulders and released a pent-up breath. “You have a lofty opinion of yourself, Mr. MacAllister... no pun intended.” Even seated, his hulking frame rose high above her.

The frown that had spread across his face changed to a grin. Snickers erupted from the smokers across the table. With the lighthearted switch in his expression, she couldn’t help but join in and catch her unintentional humor.

“Well, at least I have you talking to me.” He chuckled. “The reception’s not such a bust after all.”

A black shock of hair flipped over his forehead, thrusting an explosion of male sexuality at her. She questioned what it would be like to run her fingers through those strands and push them back in place. What a shameless hussy she was for even thinking such a thing.

“I meant it when I said you look very nice. I wasn’t handing you a line, Valerie. Could we start over?” He twisted in his seat to face her better; his hand touched her shoulder. “May I say how lovely you look? Your hair is aglow from the sun’s brightness.”

He had turned on the charm again, honestly this time, she thought, and she should enjoy it, but the light graze of his fingers titillated her senses—not at all suitable for the occasion. “Cut the blarney, Calum.” As soon as the words left her mouth, she regretted it. Just like she disapproved of how the stimulation from his touch jolted her nerves. Could her sexual reactions to a tall dark stranger attest to a lack of wisdom in marrying Thomas? Convinced she mustn’t let Calum’s charisma weaken her defenses, she’d given way to rudeness. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”
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