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HE WAS RÁFAGA


Whose gun fed a hungry people . . . whose passion fed a woman’s hungering heart. . . .

A man as proud and fierce as the lions that roamed his mountain retreat.

SHE WAS SHEILA

As cool, beautiful, and unyielding as the modern towers that stood as bastions of the fortune that would one day be hers.

Now she was Ráfaga’s captive prize, held for a ransom in gold, struggling against the fire he set in her blood.

She called her captor every name, and lived to take back all but one: Lover.
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Chapter 1


A trio of gold bracelets jingled as Sheila Rogers closed the door of her blue Thunderbird. She turned toward the hotel where Brad worked, sleek, tawny hair swinging freely near her shoulders.

There wasn’t a whisper of a breeze. Beyond the towering hotel structure, the waters of the dammed Colorado River were mirror-smooth. On its downward path, a Texas sun was leaving a long, yellow trail across the surface. The February afternoon air was cool against Sheila’s cheek.

Her amber gaze flicked to her wristwatch as she started toward the hotel entrance. It was nearly five o’clock. She had cut it close again. Her shoulders lifted in a typical I-don’t-care shrug that revealed she was accustomed to having people wait for her. It wasn’t a conscious gesture.

Sheila didn’t admit to being spoiled, although she would concede that, as an only child, she had been indulged by a pair of loving parents.

But not by Brad. She couldn’t wrap him around her finger as she had the other men she dated. Perhaps that was one of many reasons why she was so fascinated by him. Now Brad would be angry with her for being late, but Sheila was confident she could make him forget his displeasure.

At the thought, a faint smile curved her sensuous lips, glossed a dusty-rose shade. Combined with the promising sparkle of her gold-flecked eyes, the movement gave a look of secretive pleasure to her expression, tantalizingly mysterious to a casual onlooker.

Sheila had nearly reached the entrance door when she saw Brad standing to the side of the building with another male member of the hotel staff. The brown light of his eyes was roughly accusing as he met her gaze. He had to have seen her walking from the parking lot to the entrance, yet he hadn’t called out to her. He would have let her waste precious minutes looking for him inside to punish Sheila for her tardiness.

Poised near the door, Sheila gazed at him, her breath caught in her throat. Blonde hair fell with masculine carelessness across his tanned forehead. Blatant virility was stamped in the handsome lines of his face, a suggestion of arrogance in the set of his jaw. Tall, well muscled, his sun-god looks would have set any girl’s heart beating faster. The hotel uniform of a camel-tan blazer over a white pullover with dark slacks accented his male physique.

Each time Sheila saw him, her reaction was the same. First there was a vague sense of surprise that she could have forgotten how stunningly handsome he was, followed by a sense of guilt that she had kept him waiting, however unintentionally.

True, her steps were unhurried, graceful, almost leisurely strides carrying her forward. Her lips parted into a smile, beguiling and faintly apologetic. The bracelets jingled again as Sheila tucked golden-toast hair behind her ear.

“I’m sorry I’m late, honey.” Her voice was low and warm, designed to soothe his irritation.

Brad Townsend didn’t return the smile. He nodded briefly to his co-worker and took Sheila’s hand in a finger-crushing grip. She breathed in sharply at the pain as he pulled her after him to the side of the building.

“Brad, you’re hurting my hand,” Sheila protested when they stopped, uncertain if he was aware of his own strength.

He released her numbed fingers immediately, his hands grasping her shoulders as he pulled her roughly against him.

“I don’t like being kept waiting,” Brad growled beneath his breath, its warmth moving hotly over her lips a split second before his mouth smothered them.

The kiss was a combination of bruising punishment and mastery. Sheila struggled against his attempted domination even as she thrilled to his possession. His arms encircled her to crush the minor rebellion, the heat radiating from his embrace. Conquered, Sheila tipped back her head to let his hard mouth explore the sensitive cord of her neck and the hollow of her throat.

“I’m sorry,” she murmured, her eyes closed as a fiery weakness spread through her limbs. “I didn’t mean to be late.”

“That’s what you always say,” he muttered, nipping an ear lobe.

Her fingers slid inside the unbuttoned blazer to curve her arms around him, feeling the burning warmth of his body and the flexing muscles in his shoulders and back. His roving hands were moving over her waist and hips to mold her closer to him.

The musky scent clinging to his smoothly shaven jaw was intoxicating. Sheila breathed it in deeply as she exclaimed, “I was asked to stay for a few minutes after my last class, and the time just slipped away from me.”

He lifted his head. “Which professor was it this time? Not that it matters. You are every professor’s pet,” Brad said with a slight curl to his lips.

“It was Benton.” Sheila ignored the faint jeer. “He had some suggestions to make on the outline I had submitted for this semester’s theme.”

“And you kept me waiting while you talked to that dried-up old prune,” he accused.

“I said I was sorry.”

“Maybe I should find out how truly repentant you are.” Brad said it lightly, the dark light of desire in his brown eyes.

With a breathless laugh, she withdrew her arms from around him, letting her hands rest on his chest to wedge a slight space between them. She felt the strong beat of his heart beneath her fingers.

“But you have to be on duty in just a few minutes,” Sheila pointed out, partially aware that she hadn’t exactly told him “no.”

“Yes,” Brad agreed, lowering his head to let his mouth brush the sensual curve of her lips, “and making love to you isn’t something I would want to hurry.”

An inner heat warmed her cheeks. Not from shyness. It came more from the age-old temptation and fear to explore the unknown.

“Don’t say things like that,” she murmured.

“I could always be late for work,” he added suggestively, and her pulse leaped in that odd combination of fear and excitement.

“No.” But Sheila wasn’t certain what she was denying.

His mouth continued to teasingly trace her lips until they quivered with longing for his kiss. Deliberately, Brad ignored their message. Unable to bear the tormenting nearness of his mouth without receiving his kiss, Sheila curled her fingers into his sun-gold hair and forced his head down.

The initiative was taken from her as he claimed her willing lips. The kiss hardened with fiery passion until Sheila felt engulfed by the flames. Her lips were forced apart by the rough demand of his tongue. His sensuous exploration of her mouth fanned the flames into a raging inferno that seemed to isolate them from the world, but it wasn’t so.

“Come on, Brad!” A voice called out, low and impatient. “It’s a couple minutes after five now.” Cold reality washed over Sheila like ice water as Brad abruptly ended the kiss, lifting his head. Shaken that someone had witnessed her abandoned behavior, Sheila willingly accepted the support of Brad’s arms, letting him shield her from any knowing looks.

“I’ll be there in a few minutes. Tell the boss I’m here but that I’m helping somebody start their car.”

“I’ll cover for you,” the voice assured Brad in an unmistakably suggestive tone. “Call me if you need help.”

“I won’t need any help,” Brad said with an arrogant laugh.

The footsteps faded behind them. A vague sensation of revulsion twisted Sheila out of Brad’s arms. Yet the weakness from the overwhelming passion he had ignited moved her only a foot away. Her back was turned to him as he stepped after her, his hands settling familiarly on her waist.

The warmth of his breath stirred her hair. Sheila stiffened in spite of the unsatisfied ache in the pit of her stomach. The light touch of his hands seemed to burn through the material of her clothes to her skin.

“Embarrassed?” he mocked softly. “Tom only saw us kissing. That’s all.”

“It’s not that.” Sheila moved her head to the side to deny his assumption.

Brad immediately took advantage of the gesture to bury his mouth in the silken tangle of her hair along the outer curve of her neck. Her senses leaped in answer to the caress as his hands spread across her stomach, drawing her back against his muscular chest.

“I don’t think you realize what you do to me,” Sheila whispered.

“What I do to you?” Brad laughed shortly and paused to push the hair away from her ear. “You are nothing but a tease, Sheila Rogers,” he accused roughly, his arms tightening around her waist until she could no longer ignore the burning imprint of his male need pressing against her flesh. “You promise with your kisses, but when it’s time to come across, you back down. I should drag you into one of the hotel rooms and take you now.” His hand cupped the swell of her breast.

“No.”

“I won’t do it.” Brad turned her around to face him, his expression hard and slightly frightening. “But there have been several times in the last few weeks when you would have let me seduce you with only a token protest, so don’t deny it.”

An angry flush filled her cheeks. His arrogant confidence that he could take her whenever it suited him irritated Sheila, because she was all too aware that it was probably true.

“Then why haven’t you seduced me?” she challenged.

“Because, my spoiled little brat,” mocked Brad, “I’m not going to dance on your string the way your other boyfriends have. When we make love, it’s going to be at your invitation and not because I’ve overcome your resistance. When we go to bed together, it’s going to be because you asked for it, literally. I don’t care if it’s before we are married or after, but you will invite me.”

“Of all the—” Sheila sputtered at his arrogant presumption that, in time, she would beg him.

Brad laughed and covered her defiant lips with his mouth. Sheila resisted for a few minutes before his kiss worked its magic and she was clinging to him again, momentarily forsaking her pride.

Finally he lifted his head, a complacent gleam in his brown eyes as he gazed at the bemused expression on her upturned face. He flashed her one of his devastating smiles.

“Tell me you love me,” Brad ordered, locking his arms around her waist.

“I love you,” she responded dutifully.

“And you will promise to love, honor, and obey me,” he recited.

Her mouth opened to respond to his command, but the beaming light faded from her eyes as she remembered the discussion with her parents.

“I will,” Sheila managed to answer after several seconds.

Brad had noticed her hesitation and the slight change in her expression. He drew his head back to study her, his gaze narrowing.

“I talked to Mom and Dad about us.”

“And?” His mouth tightened into a grim line.

“They thought we were being a bit premature about wanting to get married,” Sheila stated.

He released her abruptly and stepped away, his volatile temper surfacing. “I’m not good enough for you. That’s what they said, wasn’t it?” he demanded savagely and didn’t wait for a response. “What’s the matter? Am I too poor for their darling daughter? I suppose they hold it against me because it’s taken me seven years to get through four years of college. Is it my fault I wasn’t born with rich parents like yours and have had to keep taking time off to work and earn the money to go back?”

“Brad, please.” Sheila tried to stop his bitter tirade. “It is nothing like that. They just think it’s unwise for us to get married right now. You won’t receive your degree until this spring and—”

“—and they are afraid that if we get married now, they will have to support us . . . or, more specifically—me! I suppose they think I’m marrying you for your money. You know what they can do with their money, don’t you?”

“It isn’t the money exactly.” Sheila was painfully aware that talk of money struck a raw nerve with Brad. “They think we should wait a year before getting married so you can finish your degree and get a job without the responsibility of a wife. A year isn’t so long, not when we love each other.”

His dark gaze pinned her. “Tell me honestly, Sheila, do your parents approve of me as your future husband?”

Unwillingly, she hesitated. Her father had made his disapproval of Brad obvious. Only the influence of her mother had obtained the concession to a year’s wait. Sheila knew her father had agreed in the hope that she and Brad would part before the year was up.

“That answers my question, doesn’t it?” he declared grimly.

“They don’t exactly disapprove of you, either,” Sheila rushed. “They just don’t know you as well as I do. Besides, they still think of me as their little girl. It’s hard for them to see me as a wife to some man who is practically a total stranger to them.”

“Do you want to wait a year?”

“Of course I don’t,” she said.

“You don’t look very upset about the idea.” His hands were on his hips, pushing the jacket open.

Sheila lifted her hand in exasperation, bracelets jingling. “What do you want me to do? Beat my chest and wail?”

“I suppose they accused me of being a fortune hunter.” His voice was thick with sarcasm.

“My parents accused you of nothing.” Sheila controlled her rising temper with effort. “I admit my father doesn’t exactly trust you, but my mother is willing to give you the benefit of the doubt. It isn’t an endorsement, and neither is it a condemnation.”

“Am I supposed to be grateful for that?” jeered Brad.

“You are supposed to understand their side of it!” she said.

It was obvious by his expression that Brad didn’t agree. “What would you have done if they had told you not to marry me?” he demanded, his gaze narrowing.

“But they didn’t!” Sheila protested.

“But if they had,” he persisted.

Gritting her teeth, she answered, “If they had, I would have married you, anyway.”

“I’ll bet you would!” A bitter sound, only faintly resembling laughter, came from his throat. “I knew it would only be a matter of time before you’d admit that you’re having second thoughts about marrying me.”

“If I’m having second thoughts, it isn’t because of anything my parents said to me.” She pivoted to walk away. This was a side of Brad she despised.

He caught her arm and spun her back around, tightening his grip when Sheila strained to break free. His fingers were nearly digging into the bone as he forced her to face him.

“Don’t you ever walk away from me again!” Brad ordered.

Sheila met the rage blazing in his expression without flinching. “Let go of my arm and you’ll see me walk away again.”

“I’m not letting you go.” A strange light glazed his eyes. “You’re mine, and I’m not letting you go.”

A shaft of cold fear plunged into her stomach. “You’re hurting me, Brad.” She tried not to let the panic creep into her voice. “Let go of my arm.”

“It’s the money, isn’t it?” He relaxed his hold slightly, the glazed look leaving his brown eyes. “You’ve decided that after having everything you’ve ever wanted all your life, you don’t want to live on a budget, scrimping and saving for every little luxury. That’s why you don’t want to marry me, isn’t it? Because I can’t keep you in the style you are accustomed to.”

“Money is all you ever think about, isn’t it?” Sheila accused. “I am not going to spend the rest of my life apologizing for the fact that my parents are wealthy. I didn’t choose it to be that way. I had no control over it whatsoever.”

“You’ve never had to go without it.” He breathed tightly. “I’ve never had it. I’ve had to fight and claw and sometimes even steal to get what I wanted. Nobody has ever given me anything. They’re always trying to take what little I have. Now they’re trying to take you.”

Sheila frowned. “No one is trying to take me from you.”

“Aren’t they?” Brad mocked bitterly. “Now that your parents know we want to get married, they’re going to try to poison you against me. They’ll pay people to tell you lies about me until you believe them. Wait and see.”

“That’s not true. My parents aren’t like that.”

“I suppose they are as pure and lily white as you are.” Scorn was etched in the line of his mouth, contemptuous and vaguely savage.

“They certainly aren’t the monsters you are painting them to be,” Sheila snapped.

“You are either blind or incredibly naïve. I—”

The sentence wasn’t finished as an impatient male voice called, “Brad!”

Brad didn’t attempt to disguise his annoyance at the interruption. “What do you want, Tom?” he glared at the intruder, the same co-worker as before.

“I can’t cover for you all night,” he said. “You’d better get in there before you are fired.”

“I’ll be right there,” Brad agreed with an irritated sigh.

“You’d better be,” came the parting shot.

Sheila was glad for the interruption. She couldn’t bear Brad’s sarcastic comments and his unjustified accusations against her parents. She felt sick at heart and wanted only to get away and sort things out for herself.

“Go on in, Brad,” she murmured dispiritedly. “It’s time I left, anyway.”

“Don’t go, Sheila.” He held her fast and placed a hand on her other shoulder to turn her back to him.

She continued to avoid his gaze. “There isn’t any point in staying. There is nothing left to say.”

“Sheila.” He seemed to search desperately for a reason, then laughed shortly. “I think we’ve just had our first real quarrel.”

“I certainly didn’t start it.” She could find none of the twisted humor that Brad had in the discovery.

“It’s miserable, isn’t it?” he said. Releasing her arm, he started to stroke her cheek in a soothing caress, but Sheila drew away from his touch, unable to make the same sudden transition from anger to affection. “I never meant for us to quarrel like this,” Brad murmured apologetically. “I just lost my head, that’s all.”

“That was enough,” she answered tightly.

“Sheila, look at me.” When she didn’t obey, he caught her chin and forced her to comply. His handsome, golden features pleaded for her forgiveness. “How can I make you understand the way I feel?”

“You have,” Sheila assured him. “You’ve made it clear that you don’t believe I really love you and you think my parents are conspiring against you.”

“No, that’s not it at all. Don’t you see?” Brad gazed earnestly into her wary eyes. “You are the only thing in my life that means anything to me, Sheila. I’m afraid of losing you. I—”

A frown of concern creased his forehead, disappearing beneath a lock of blond hair. His sincerity reached out to invisibly touch Sheila.

“Brad,” she whispered, responding to his plea.

Amusement born of self-derision glittered briefly in his velvet-brown eyes. “You don’t understand, do you? You think I’m wrong to feel that way.”

“No one can take me away from you.” A half-smile curved her lips.

“I’ve asked you to be my wife, Sheila,” he began.

“And I have accepted,” she reminded him.

“Yes.” Brad nodded. “But I don’t have anything to offer you except my love. I’m asking you to give up everything for nothing.”

His thumb was caressing her collarbone in rhythmic circles. Sheila felt the magic of his touch begin to take effect.

“It isn’t such a bad exchange, darling.” She smiled.

“Love can’t put a roof over our heads or food in our mouths,” he reminded her. “It takes money, which I haven’t got.”

“Ssh!” Sheila pressed silencing fingers against his lips. “I don’t want to hear that word again.”

Brad kissed her fingertips, then held them lightly in his hands. “I don’t want to say it again, but money is one of the unchangeable facts of life. It can’t be avoided simply because it’s unpleasant.”

“I don’t care.” Sheila slipped her fingers from his hand and softly brushed the hair from his forehead. “Tell me you love me, Brad.”

“I love you.” He kissed her long and hard to reinforce his words. “A year,” Brad groaned when he lifted his head. “I can’t wait a year.”

Sheila rubbed her forehead against his jaw in a feline gesture and sighed. “I know.” Reluctantly, she strained against his embrace. “And you can’t stay out here any longer or you will lose your job.”

He withdrew his arms from around her, briefly kissing her once. “If it’s not busy at the desk, I’ll call you tonight.”

“I’ll be home,” Sheila promised.

“And you’d better be there alone.” Brad growled the mock threat.

“I’ll think about it.” She laughed and moved away without kissing him again. It would only have prolonged a moment that had already stretched too far.

As Sheila slid behind the wheel of her Thunderbird and started the motor, Brad was still standing where she had left him. He raised his hand in a good-bye when she reversed out of the stall. Sheila waved back, feeling very contented.

Driving onto the street, she was surprised to discover she was humming the tune of a sad love song. The melancholy lyrics were about a love that had gone wrong. Sheila gripped the steering wheel in irritation, blaming the song for reminding her of the argument instead of its satisfactory conclusion.

Money. What a stupid thing to argue about, she thought. Sheila wondered if poor people were naturally prouder, or if Brad was simply obsessed by it. For a few minutes during the quarrel, she had thought he was paranoid and had felt a twinge of uncertainty.

The car windows were rolled down and Sheila shook her head, leting the wind play over her face. Everything was going to be all right. She was positive of it. Brad was a rough diamond in need of some polishing to fit into her world. That was all. Once she accomplished that, they would make such a stunning couple. With her money and her parents’ connections, the sky would be the only limit to their future. Bright, shining, and cloudless.



Chapter 2


Stepping through the front door, the heels of her sandals sank into the thick pile of the cream-colored carpet. By most standards, her parents’ ranch-style house was a near mansion, but to Sheila, it was simply her home.

A maid quietly appeared in the foyer. Sheila handed the woman her purse and the expensive leather case containing her college books and papers.

“Would you put them in my room, Rose?” she requested, expecting the affirmative nod before it was made. “Is my mother home?”

“Mrs. Rogers is in her sitting room.”

“Thank you.”

The thick carpet silenced Sheila’s footsteps as she walked to the wide hallway leading to her parents’ bedroom and its adjoining sitting room. Outside the door, she knocked once, then walked in.

“Is that you, darling?” came her mother’s questioning voice from the bedroom beyond.

“It depends which darling you mean—me or Dad?” Sheila laughed.

“I was referring to your father.” Constance Rogers appeared in the connecting doorway, belting the long, desert-sand robe she wore. “We are hosting that political dinner this evening and I asked him to be home early. But you are equally welcome, Sheila, although I did expect you home sooner.”

Constance Rogers was an older, more elegant version of her daughter. Her blonde hair was styled in a shorter, more sophisticated cut, its shade lightened by the invasion of strands of white. Her figure, too, was slender and firm, but it lacked the ripeness of Sheila’s curves.

“I stayed for a while after my last class,” Sheila explained.

Shrewd, almond-brown eyes swept over her, missing nothing. “Your lipstick needs freshening. You also saw Brad before you came home,” her mother concluded with a hint of displeasure in her voice.

Sheila moved farther into the room, avoiding for the moment her mother’s astute gaze. She never made the mistake of underestimating her mother. While seeming to stand in her husband’s shadow, Constance Rogers was a power in her own right. It was her intelligence and social acumen, as well as her flair for public relations, that had enabled her husband to become so successful and powerful.

“Yes, I saw Brad,” Sheila acknowledged, sitting down on the velvet-covered loveseat. “I’d like you to talk to Dad about him.”

“Why?” her mother countered with a beguilingly curious smile that didn’t fool Sheila for an instant.

“To persuade him to give up the idea that Brad and I have to wait a year before we get married,” she answered smoothly.

“But I see nothing wrong with the idea.” Constance Rogers walked to the wing-backed chair near the loveseat, spreading out the long skirt of her robe as she sat down.

Crossing her legs, Sheila challenged, “Are you against my marrying Brad, too?”

“Darling, I wouldn’t dream of driving you into that man’s arms by forbidding you to marry him,” her mother declared with a throaty laugh. “For the life of me, I can’t understand what it is that you see in him. There are so many men in Texas who could offer you much more and would be much more suitable. And you could have any one of them you wanted.”

“I don’t want them. I want Brad,” she insisted. Her fingers impatiently plucked at the corner of a throw pillow.

“Why, when there are so many others, do you want him?” Constance sighed, the corners of her perfectly outlined mouth turning upward in a sad smile.

“Because he’s a challenge to me.” Sheila blurted out the truth without thinking.

She was never entirely sure of him. He would not indulge her every whim, nor treat her with the adoration she was accustomed to receiving almost from birth. Their relationship had been a constant struggle between two equally strong personalities with either the certain winner. This provided the spice, but it wasn’t the reason Sheila wanted to marry him.

“What I don’t understand,” Sheila continued, “is what you and Father have against Brad.”

Her mother hesitated, then answered with equal frankness. “He is overbearing and abrasive.”

Sheila relaxed against the cushions, a gleam in her cat-gold eyes. “Isn’t that what your parents said about Dad before you eloped with him? He lacked culture, social refinement, and political insight, and look what influence you have had on him. You made Dad the man he is today.”

“You can’t compare the two,” her mother insisted.

“Why?” Sheila argued. “Brad is ambitious.”

“I think the correct adjective is money-hungry.” Just then Sheila’s father entered the room, pausing beside his wife’s chair to kiss her upturned cheek.

Recovering from her momentary surprise at his appearance, Sheila flashed a reply. “I don’t believe that is a bad trait. After all, Dad, aren’t you always looking for a means to turn a profit?”

“The difference is that I’m willing to work for it. Your boyfriend prefers to get it the easy way,” he responded calmly.

“How can you say that?” Sheila smouldered indignantly. “Look at how he’s worked and struggled to obtain his degree.”

The character lines in her father’s sun-tanned face crinkled in an absent smile. “Yes, I’ve often wondered why a political science major would be working in a hotel. Since he lives here in the state capital, it’s always seemed to me that if he were truly interested in his proposed profession he would be working in a government office.”

“An excellent point, E.J.” Constance Rogers patted her husband’s hand that rested affectionately on her shoulder.

“Brad has worked in government offices before, but the hours conflicted with his classes,” Sheila defended.

“Really?” her father drawled in dry disbelief. “I pride myself on my ability to judge people, and you are seeing qualities in this man that simply don’t exist. I don’t like the idea of my little girl being hurt.”

Elliot John Rogers was a strong-willed man, and Sheila was in every way his daughter. Standing, she faced the pair without flinching.

“Neither of you understands Brad,” she accused. “You simply don’t know him the way I do. Furthermore, you don’t want to know him, in case I prove that you are wrong.”

“Sheila, that is not true,” her mother protested, but Sheila was already leaving the sitting room.

There wasn’t any point in continuing the discussion, not with her father present. Sheila could reason with her mother, but her father was positively rigid in his opinions, listening to no one, with the exception of his wife. Sheila retreated to her room to think. Obtaining her parents’ approval was not going to be easy.

The problem was at the back of her mind all evening, through the meal she ate alone and the textbook pages of her reading. She waited for Brad to phone, almost needing the reassurance of his voice. When she slipped between her silk sheets around midnight, he still had not called. Sheila closed her eyes, hoping sleep would provide an answer.

Something was trying to awaken her. Her head moved against the pillow in protest, but the sensation persisted. Drowsily, Sheila opened her eyes, fighting through the waves of sleep trying to drag her back.

The bedroom was pitch-black. The only item her eyes could focus on was the luminous dial of the travel clock next to her bed. The glowing hands pointed to a few minutes past three o’clock, which drew a groan of tiredness from Sheila as she snuggled deeper beneath the covers.

A light rapping disturbed the silence. It sounded like someone tapping on glass. Propping herself up on an elbow, Sheila listened, every sense alert, uncertain whether she had heard the sound or simply imagined it.

It came again. Someone was tapping on the sliding glass door leading from her bedroom onto the backyard patio. No criminal would knock before entering. Sheila tossed back the covers and slid from the bed, knowing it had to be Brad. No one else would be knocking on her door at that hour of the night.

Barefoot, Sheila padded to the glass door and pulled the cord to open the floor-to-ceiling drapes of jade-green. Moonlight bathed the tall figure standing outside, blond hair gilded in the silvery light. Snapping off the lock, Sheila slid the door open to admit Brad.

“What are you doing here?” she whispered as he entered. “It’s three in the morning.”

The same moonlight that had outlined his masculine form now streamed through the glass door to illuminate Sheila. Her bare legs gleamed with a silken sheen, the red material of her mock nightshirt ending just above her knees. Brad’s gaze made a sweeping inspection, drawing Sheila’s attention to her ample, if suggestive, attire and the gaping, unbuttoned front of the shirt-gown. Her fingers moved immediately to clutch the front.

“I know what time it is,” Brad answered, smiling as he moved toward her. “I just got off work and I had to see you.”

“You could have phoned.”

His hands settled on her shoulders and Sheila tensed. It didn’t seem right for Brad to be in her bedroom at this hour, even if she was planning to marry him.

“You can’t do this over the telephone.” His mouth claimed hers in a long, sweet kiss, but he didn’t attempt to draw her into his arms. “Do you still love me, honey?”

“You don’t think I would stop loving you so soon, do you?”

It suddenly seemed romantic that Brad had come halfway across Austin on his motorbike to see her and assure himself she still loved him.

“Have you?” Brad persisted, wanting to hear her speak the words.

“No,” Sheila answered with a small shake of her head. “I still love you.”

He swept her into his arms, holding her tightly, his chin resting atop her dark gold hair. The embrace made her feel cherished and safe. There was no demand for passionate kisses. He seemed to want only to have her in his arms.

With her head resting at the base of his throat, Sheila fingered the lapel of his blazer. A bliss-filled sigh slid through her lips while her lashes fluttered down in contentment.

“You took such a risk coming here at this hour,” she murmured as his chin rubbed the top of her head. “My father doesn’t trust you as it is. You really should have called, instead.”

“It’s worth it just to hold you in my arms and know you still want to marry me. You do, don’t you?” His mouth moved against her tousled hair.

“Yes, I want to marry you. Or do you think I make a habit of admitting men into my bedroom in the middle of the night?”

“I hope not,” Brad answered with mock gruffness, then continued in a more serious tone. “I probably should have called you, but your parents would undoubtedly have heard the telephone ring and picked it up to see who was calling. I couldn’t take the chance that they might overhear our conversation.”

Her eyebrows drew together in a puzzled crease. “Why?”

Brad didn’t answer immediately as he lifted a hand to cradle the side of her face in his large palm.

“You are very beautiful, do you know that? Having you for my wife isn’t going to be so bad after I teach you a few things.”

“Mmm, and you might make a fairly decent husband,” Sheila said, countering his jesting comment, “but you’re getting off the subject. What did you want to talk to me about?”

“Maybe I should have phoned.” There was a flash of white teeth as he smiled. “It’s too difficult concentrating when I’m holding you in my arms. I keep getting sidetracked by the soft shoulders and dangerous curves.” His hands glided over the silky material of her long sleeves to grasp her hands. “Come on. Let’s go over and sit down where we can talk.”

Retaining a light grip on her left hand, he led her to the bed. Sheila sat near the foot, curving her legs beneath her. Brad released her hand to switch on the small lamp on the bedside table. Its soft glow cast a small pool of light over the bed.

“You’re making this all seem very mysterious.” Sheila masked her bewilderment in a teasing murmur as Brad sat on the edge of the bed an arm’s length from her.

“I don’t meant to.” A rueful smile curved the firm line of his lips. “It’s just that ever since you left this afternoon, I’ve been thinking about what we said. Sheila, I can’t wait a year to marry you.”

“It seems like forever,” she agreed with a wistful sigh.

Brad leaned forward, transmitting a sense of urgency. “We don’t have to wait to be married. You’re twenty years old. You don’t need your parents’ consent.”

“I know I don’t, but—”

“What will waiting a year accomplish?” he argued in a persuasive tone. “We don’t have to prove anything to your parents—and definitely not that we love each other. As for their blessing, I wish we could have it, but if they choose to withhold it or attach conditions to it, like this year’s wait, then we can do without it. Once we’re married, they’ll have to accept me.”

“Are you suggesting that we should elope?” She nibbled at her lower lip.

“Yes. I don’t want to wait a year, six months, or even a week,” he declared.

“But what about college, your job? Where will we live?” Sheila found herself arguing.

“I know it isn’t practical or logical to get married now,” Brad admitted, raking his fingers through his thick blond hair. “We should at least wait until summer, when I get my degree, but when was love ever practical or logical? It’s a physical and emotional need.” He breathed in deeply. “I don’t know.” He released the breath in a long sigh. “Maybe it’s not the same for a woman as it is for a man. Maybe you don’t feel these needs as strongly as I do.”

“That’s not true,” she denied quickly. “I do feel them.”

He searched her face for a silent span of seconds. “Do you know how much I want to proclaim to the world that the beautiful woman at my side is my wife, Mrs. Sheila Townsend?”

“As much as I want to hear you say it.” She never guessed that Brad was so romantic, masterful—yes, and even possessive, but she had not glimpsed this traditionally romantic side of him before tonight. It seemed out of character.

“Then let’s run away and get married tomorrow, or no later than the day after. We can drive to Mexico and be married in a matter of hours.”

“I want to, yes—” The upward lilt of uncertainty in her voice kept it from being a total agreement.

“But what?” He spoke the qualifying word that she had only implied.

“I—I need time to think.” Elopement was the obvious solution, but Sheila wasn’t positive it was the only alternative, although it had been the one her mother had chosen.

He captured the hands twisting together in her lap and held them firmly. “If you are worrying about your parents, honey, you are going to have to choose. You either hurt your parents, or you hurt me. They have each other, but I have only you.”

When he put it that way, there was really only one choice she could make. He pulled her forward onto her knees, then slipped his hands around her waist. Sheila’s fingers curled over the muscles of his broad shoulders as she gazed at him.

“Elope with me, Sheila,” he ordered, reverting to the commanding Brad she knew best.

“Yes.” Her acceptance needed no elaboration.

The hands on her spine exerted pressure to draw her down. His mouth closed moistly over hers, tasting the sweetness of her surrender in a tenderly passionate kiss. Sheila warmed to the loving ardor of his caress, its glow spreading through her veins. Never had she dated anyone who was so adept at arousing her desire as Brad was.

His exploring lips trailed over her cheeks and the fluttering gold tips of her lashes. Following the graceful curve of her temple, he nuzzled the lobe of her ear and and the sensitive skin below it before hungrily returning to her mouth. Her senses clamored in a heady response.

Twisting her halfway around, Brad pressed her backward until her head was nestled on the pillow. He continued to plunder the vulnerable softness of her lips while the wayward caress of his hands excited a feverish longing.

When Sheila felt his fingers loosening a button of her scarlet nightshirt, she realized she was losing what little control she had over the situation. The unmade bed was too intimate a setting for a long series of passionate kisses to remain unfulfilled.

“Brad, don’t,” she protested and tried to check his actions.

“Yes,” he insisted and ignored her interfering hands to expertly free the rest of the buttons. He raised his head to look at her, smouldering fires of desire brightening his dark eyes. “I can’t help wanting you, Sheila, and wanting to make love to you.”

All the while he was talking to her in a seductive murmur, his hand was insinuating itself beneath the satin-smooth material of her nightshirt. It slid slowly and instinctively across her ribs to the rounded curve of her naked breast. Sheila felt it swell to his touch as she was unable to control the response of her flesh.

“No.” She pushed ineffectually at his hand.

“Don’t deny me, honey.” His mouth brushed over her lips, teasing with them, while his hand continued to caress the thrusting roundness of her breasts. “You have such beautiful, firm breasts. I want to touch them and see them and know that soon they’ll be mine alone to caress.”

His thumb circled her nipple, then circled it again and again until it was button-hard. She shuddered, the tantalizing caress draining her will. The nightshirt slid to the side, a scarlet backdrop for her naked torso, and she couldn’t force herself to object.

The lamplight illuminated the porcelain globe of her breast and the rosy bud of her nipple to Brad’s burning gaze. He plucked lightly at the hard button, stimulating the nipple to a higher point. Sheila moaned unwillingly, his teasing touch driving her senses wild.

“You like that, don’t you, my spoiled little brat?” His gaze glinted back to her face, his mouth crooking in satisfaction at the feverish glow in her cheeks and the trembling moistness of her panting lips. “It feels good, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, yes,” she breathed in tortured longing.

Her head moved in agitation against the pillow as his fingers stopped playing with her nipple and cupped the underside of her breast to push it upward. Her half-closed eyes saw his head bending toward the rosy point.

“Brad, no, you mustn’t,” Sheila protested and groaned when his lips encircled the pink nib.

His darting tongue licked its hardness, rolling it around, as if savoring the sweetness of a grape. When Brad bit into it lightly. Sheila gasped at the pain, which was strangely pleasurable. Immediately, his mouth opened over the nipple, taking it and its surrounding pink base into his mouth. As he erotically suckled her breast, Sheila felt the aching throb in her loins worsen, the burning emptiness pulsing to be filled.

Unexpectedly, he diverted his attention from her breast to return to her lips. Hard, punishing kisses bruised her mouth, bewildering Sheila as she wasn’t permitted to respond with the passion that was consuming her. Finally, Brad lifted his head, breathing hard, a dark gleam in his eyes that suggested anger.

“I should make love to you,” he said thickly, “here in your own bed, right under your father’s nose. That’s what he deserves.”

His hand glided down the side of her ribs, his exploring fingers encountering the elastic waistband of her panties. He lifted it just enough to slip the tips of his fingers beneath the band and followed its straight line across the quivering muscles of her stomach.

“Brad, no.” This time her denial was definite. The look in his eyes frightened her into protesting in earnest.

His knee forced its way between her legs while his weight pressed her suddenly struggling body against the mattress. Sheila was aware of his superior strength and knew that he could overpower her if he chose to.

Brad laughed softly in his throat. “I’m not going to make love to you—not until you ask me, remember?” He eased his weight from her slightly, no longer pinning her down. “Besides, even if I possessed your body, I’ll never be convinced you are mine until we’re married. Maybe your old-fashioned rules are contagious. Do you have a white dress to wear for the ceremony, my virginal Sheila?”

She relaxed, no longer feeling threatened by him. “I have a white dress. It’s very summery, though.” The dark glow she was accustomed to seeing returned to Brad’s eyes.

“We aren’t going to worry about fashion.” He kissed her cheek and rolled to the side to lie next to her. Self-consciously, Sheila pulled the front of her nightshirt together, missing the mocking twist of his mouth. His finger crooked under her chin and turned it toward him. “You will marry me in Mexico tomorrow, won’t you?” Immediately, he grinned. “Not tomorrow, I guess, since it’s already today, but tomorrow’s tomorrow.”

“No one could stop me,” murmured Sheila with a languorous smile.

“I did some checking tonight while I was on duty. All we need to get married in Mexico is identification and a tourist visa,” Brad explained.

“I have tons of identification,” she assured him, “student card, driver’s license, credit cards, passport. We’re going to be happy together, darling,” she sighed and snuggled into the crook of his arm, gazing dreamily at the ceiling. “I know we are.”

“Before we can make that a reality, we have to be married. And that means we have to make some plans.” He gently pushed her away and sat up. “This is one case in which a prone position is not conducive to thinking.”

Reluctantly, Sheila raised herself up into a half-sitting position against the pillows while Brad sat on the edge of the bed facing her. Flicking a wayward lock of hair from her cheek, she wrapped the nightshirt more securely around her.

“What are the plans?” Sheila asked, certain that he had considered everything before presenting this proposal to her. Brad was thorough in just about everything he did.

“First is the matter of transportation,” he began. “My motorcycle would get us there and back very economically, but traveling almost halfway across the state of Texas would not be very comfortable, not with you and me and our luggage. As much as I hate the idea, logic suggests we should take the car your parents gave you. Is the title in your name? I wouldn’t want us to have any trouble crossing the border with it.”

“It’s solely in my name,” she nodded in assurance, “title, registration, insurance—everything.”

“If we’re going to drive that distance to get married, it would be foolish not to spend a couple days in Mexico on our honeymoon, right?”

“Absolutely.” A wide smile of agreement beamed across her face, topaz eyes sparkling with pleasure. “Where are we going in Mexico?”

“Juárez.”

“Juárez?” Sheila repeated in astonishment. “But that’s a day’s drive from here. Why not cross at Laredo or Eagle Pass? Any place would be closer than Juárez.”

“Keep your voice down.” Brad frowned. “I am well aware of the geographical distances, but there are other considerations to take into account. If your parents do happen to find out what we’re planning and try to stop us, they’ll immediately assume that if we’re crossing the border, we’ll pick one of the closer places you just mentioned. I’m sure it would never occur to your father that I could be so ‘stupid’ as to drive clear to Juárez. It’s a case of reverse psychology,” he finished with a faintly smug quirk of his mouth.

“You might be right.” But it seemed to her that Brad was taking unnecessary precautions. She didn’t like the way he insisted on regarding her parents as villains.

“I know I’m right,” he said decisively, and she didn’t try to argue. Brad reminded Sheila of a little boy playing a game, and she smiled secretly at the thought. “Anyway,” Brad continued, “I know my way around Juárez better than the other border towns.”

“I haven’t been to Cuidad Juárez since I was a child. This time you can act as my tour guide and show me the sights,” she suggested.

“Be glad to.” There was a provocative gleam in his eyes as he ran his gaze over her length, taking in the feminine curves accented by the tightly wrapped scarlet nightshirt and the bare expanse of her long legs. “Providing we don’t spend most of our time pursuing other pleasures.”

Strangely, the implications of his remark didn’t stimulate her desire. It made Sheila feel vaguely uncomfortable.

“We can’t spend all our time in a hotel room.” She attempted an off-handed shrug. “We have to come out sometime to eat.”

“Maybe,” Brad conceded with a faintly leering curl of his lip. He straightened from the bed and took two steps from the edge, his back to Sheila. “But that brings up another matter.”

Sheila tipped her head to the side. “What?”

“Money.”

She stiffened. Their afternoon quarrel was still too recent for her to forget his bitterness and sarcasm on the subject. She stared down at her fingers clutching the front of her gown.

“I thought we weren’t going to talk about that anymore,” Sheila said with taut quietness.

“Believe me, I don’t want to bring it up.” Brad massaged the back of his neck, a grimness in his tone. “This isn’t going to be easy for me to say. I’m practically broke.” He sighed heavily. “This week’s paycheck had to go for rent. I have only a few dollars left to get me by until next week’s payday.”

“Oh.” There was a wealth of understanding in the small word.

“God, I hate this,” Brad muttered beneath his breath, then squared his shoulders. “Sheila, do you have any money of your own—I mean, besides the trust fund you’ll get when you’re twenty-one? I don’t want you going to your father to borrow any money. It would tear my guts out to elope with you on ‘his’ money.”

Sheila felt an initial astonishment. He was actually asking her for money. He had always been adamant, almost neurotically so, about not taking any money from her, regardless of how strapped he was. Now he wanted to use her money for them to get married.

It was a good sign. It meant that she would be able to persuade Brad to use her money and inheritance to further his career without him feeling guilty that he was living off of her. The future looked rosy-bright. Her parents would be upset by the elopement, but Sheila knew they would be won back to her side when her marriage to Brad was presented to them as a fact.

“I have my own money,” she told him, “a savings account my father set up for me with almost ten thousand dollars in it. It’s supposed to be a practical lesson in the value of money to be used for my living expenses this year.”

Brad half-turned to look at her. “But is it yours?”

“Completely my own, with no other signature on the account,” Sheila assured him.

“Good.” He nodded crisply. “We’ll use that, then. You can draw it out tomorrow and we’ll have that obstacle out of the way.”

“What about your job and classes?”

“The classes will have to be skipped and I’ll arrange for Tom to call in sick for me. There isn’t any problem there.” He raked a hand through his thick blond hair. “We both have things to do today. I’d better be leaving so we both can get some sleep.”

“Do you have to go?” Sheila sighed.

“This time.” He nodded. “I’ll meet you this afternoon at four in front of the hotel and we can decide on what time we’ll meet and where.” His mouth touched hers briefly. “And, remember, not a word about our plans to anyone. I’m not going to take any chance of it filtering back to your parents.”

“Yes,” she agreed reluctantly.

“Remember to lock the door,” he said, then smiled broadly. “Just think, honey, in a little more than twenty-four hours we’ll be on our way to Mexico.”

A brief smile touched her lips. When he withdrew his arm from around her shoulders, Sheila felt cold. The disquieting sensation increased as Brad slipped into the night and she closed and locked the door behind him. She was shivering as she crawled into bed. Bridal nerves, Sheila told herself.



Chapter 3


In a Juárez hotel room, Sheila smiled at the telephone receiver. “Yes, that is what I said, Mother.” And she repeated the statement she had made seconds ago. “Brad and I were married twenty minutes ago by an official of the Civil Registry.”

Brad stood beside her, his arm curved possessively around her shoulders. Sheila directed her smile to her husband’s handsome face. His touch was warming the confusing coolness that had plagued her all day. In retrospect, her apprehension seemed silly.

“Don’t be so upset, Mother. Brad and I are going to be very happy. We’re going to have a two-day honeymoon in Juárez; then we’ll be home. We simply loved each other too much to wait.”
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