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Chapter 1

				Lara stretched each muscle in her body and exhaled slowly and fully. Come on brain … fire up, she urged herself silently. Time to pull herself together.

				It was the start of second semester at Melbourne University’s law school, and Lara was struggling to adjust to her recent change in environment, from the wild ocean beaches of Anglesea where she’d spent the holiday period, to this airless and timeless lecture theatre. All around her, the twenty or so other students who’d achieved strong first-term results in criminal law lounged on the hard wooden benches, getting out their notebooks or setting up their laptops. Sitting up straighter in her seat, she sighed and willed her mind and spirit to join her body in the room.

				But just as the class became focused and the tutor, Mrs. James, rose to scrawl notes on the whiteboard behind her, Lara’s attention was caught by a silent stirring of air as the door re-opened to admit someone new at the last minute. A guy, dressed in jeans and a faded black t-shirt that fitted closely around his slim body. He carried an old bomber jacket in one hand and the relevant textbook and a notepad in the other. A new student. A different kind of student. With tousled brown hair that fell across one side of his face and piercing blue eyes that darted around the room in an instant stock-take, he looked tougher, more masculine than the brainiacs and private school boys around him. No guessing what sort of person he’d be with those looks though, Lara thought distractedly. Definitely not someone from her world.

				“Ah, you must be Mr. Black, transferred from Sydney,” said Mrs. James, registering his arrival and bending over the enrollment list. A sea of faces turned to the stranger, and an almost imperceptible murmur passed around the room, followed by a stifled giggle from two girls sitting at the front. “Please take a seat wherever you like. We were just about to get stuck into the niceties of manslaughter.” She smiled ironically.

				He grinned in return, and with a gravelly “thanks,” moved to a seat directly across the other side of the wide U-shaped seating arrangement from Lara. She watched vaguely as he settled in and sorted through the paperwork he’d been handed. Then she returned her full attention to the front of the room as the class resumed.

				At one point, “Mr. Black” answered one of Mrs. James’s questions about a landmark case clearly and succinctly. Lara glanced involuntarily across at him as the discussion moved on, and was taken aback to find him looking straight back at her. She scowled and looked away, hating the feeling of being watched. No attention required over here, thanks Mister. She passed the rest of the class with her gaze focused deliberately on the tutor.

				When the ninety minutes of class was up and they’d been assigned a decent volume of reading material for the next tutorial, Lara slung the strap of her shoulder bag across her body and followed the others out of the room. The new mystery man was standing just outside the doorway, so that she almost had to brush against him as she exited. Her senses were assaulted by a distinctive musky, masculine scent as she moved past him, vaguely aware that two girls from the front row, Sally and Kristen, were introducing themselves to him with big smiles and asking his name.

				“Marcus,” came his audible reply, before Lara disappeared through the cloisters of the old building and headed to the library. Marcus. Marcus Black. Whatever.

	
Chapter 2

				On Wednesday morning, Lara made two cappuccinos — thanks to her one indulgence, an espresso machine — and went next door. She lived in the historic suburb of Carlton in a converted first-floor bedsitter — the typical student’s existence. The residence next door, a mirror image of her own, was occupied by Daniel, an extroverted gay guy with whom Lara shared a warm friendship. They’d started this mid-week ritual about a year earlier, and got together without fail throughout each term to analyze human nature, discuss potential romantic interests and failed dates (him), and describe the ups and downs of university life (her), which Daniel found fascinating, given that he hadn’t even finished school.

				This morning, Daniel was dressed in tight black pants and a loud ’70s paisley shirt he’d undoubtedly picked up at his favorite thrift shop. After giving Lara a giant bear hug and her holiday mail, he launched straight into all of his news about the café/bar where he worked, focusing in particular on the arrival of a new customer — a handsome young businessman who was coming in almost daily and who seemed to be lingering more and more often … 

				After a short while though, he ceased his musings and turned to Lara.

				“Well, that’s enough about me and my little world. What’s going on with you, genius? How was the beach? How is that great institution of higher learning up the road treating you?”

				She gave him a quick summary of her time away: her surfing escapades, walks on the back beach, and cozy nights by the fire. He raised an eyebrow at a couple of her descriptions, silently signifying his views on her “wholesome” outdoor activities. Smiling to herself, Lara moved swiftly to university talk, describing a student rally that was being organized on campus to protest the recent rise in fees, while Daniel listened with wide eyes. This was more his style! Then, just as their breakfast was coming to a close, he started down a line of questioning that always got a little under her skin.

				“And, honey, I don’t suppose I even need to ask whether any interesting man has entered the scene? You’re just going to give me the stock standard ‘no comment, not interested,’ aren’t you?” asked Daniel. “Such a waste for mainstream mankind, you know.”

				Daniel knew just how non-existent Lara’s love life was and how inexperienced she was with the opposite sex, and he was constantly trying to encourage her to change that sorry state of affairs. Usually she had nothing to offer him in reply, but this time she must have hesitated for a nanosecond — just enough time for Daniel to hone in like a bloodhound. He leaned forward and peered into her eyes.

				“Good God, girl, something’s happened, hasn’t it? Don’t even try to hide it from me, Lara! Tell me everything, this instant! Who’s the lucky man?”

				“No, no, you’ve got it all wrong,” she insisted with a laugh, having to raise her voice over the top of his to stop his runaway thoughts. “There’s no man! I was just thinking that there was someone ‘interesting’ who’s started classes with me … just interesting as in ‘different.’ He looks more like he belongs on a billboard selling some hip new product than in a law lecture, that’s all,” she explained. “So, of course, every girl in the faculty is talking about him.”

				“Including you, it seems,” Daniel observed pointedly.

				“Sorry to disappoint, but he’s not my type, Daniel.”

				“I’d love to know exactly what is your type, girl.” Daniel sighed. “It’s very elusive.”

				She smiled in the face of his frustration. “Well, whatever it may be, it sure isn’t physical perfection. I couldn’t handle the arrogance.”

				“That’s presumptuous.”

				“Wherever there’s smoke, on the other hand … ”

				“Hmmm. You could do with a bit of fire in your life, if you ask me. We might have to work on this one. Things could develop, you know, if you play your cards right and work on your sex appeal,” said Daniel with a scheming look in his eye. “The raw material’s there, all right; it can just be a bit buried at times … oh, honey, I’ve made you blush! Now you’ll definitely have to keep me posted about this guy. I’ve got a feeling about him.”

				“All right, nosey.” She laughed again. “But you’re wrong, you know. I haven’t even spoken to him, and I don’t intend to. I’m not in town to pick up a man, Daniel, and even if I was, he’s way out of my league. Don’t be so desperate on my behalf!”

				Daniel just waggled his eyebrows knowingly in response, which resulted in a gentle whack across his shoulder before they parted for the day.

				• • •

				Once she’d made her way into the large lecture theatre for the torts class an hour later, Lara took her usual seat toward the back of the room. Looking around, she saw Marcus sitting across from her and down a couple of rows, running his hand through his hair as he sorted through his books. Once again, although just dressed in an old t-shirt and faded jeans, he could have leapt out of a magazine ad, with his athletic build and air of style and confidence.

				Sally and Kristen had apparently noticed him too, as they moved quickly over to sit at the empty bench beside him. A couple of their friends joined them as well, the guys shaking Marcus’s hand and making introductions. It looked as if he had fallen into the most social group in the faculty without even trying, Lara thought wryly. That’s what those looks could do for you. What must it be like to live such a charmed life?

				It had taken her weeks just to talk to another soul when she’d started at this giant campus. No wonder the best-looking people were usually the most boring and smug — there was no need to develop a whole heap of character if you could attract an eager crowd regardless.

				Among the students in the room sat Lara’s two friends. While she’d generally been a loner during her first year on campus, she’d slowly become close to this unusual pair. The three of them were distinctive in that they weren’t the stereotype second or third generation law students racing to earn their first million, but that was really where the similarities ended. Kate, strong and proud, who had used her razor-sharp mind to top the state’s final school exams and who was fascinated by all aspects of the law, was destined to become a judge. And Pete, disheveled and disorganized, was passionate about human rights law and even more so about live music and his pub band, Burst. Although Lara still often sat alone in lectures for concentration purposes, the eclectic threesome regularly hung out together for a catch-up and some laughs, gossip, and legal-speak. And, because of their characters and their differences, there was never a dull moment.

				As the class got underway and everyone got busy taking notes on the critical topic of negligence, Lara continued to glance curiously over to where Marcus sat, still pondering the marked differences in people’s university experiences. After a while, she realized two things: Firstly, he wasn’t taking any more notes than she was. And secondly, he seemed to be watching someone intently toward the front of the room, near to where Pete sat with Kate, rather than absorbing the content of the lecture. She frowned as she stared at his profile, wondering what had caught his attention.

				Just then though, he must have sensed her stare, as he turned his head quickly and looked directly into her eyes. Their gazes held for a second before he turned away with the subtlest of smiles, causing her to flinch in embarrassment. Great, she groaned inwardly. No doubt he thought she had just signed up as the latest member of his fan club, an observation that couldn’t have been further from the truth.

				After two hours, the class was dismissed and the crowd began to disperse. Lara waved at Kate, pointing toward the library where she had decided to keep to herself and photocopy some reference material. Seeing Marcus and Co. standing nearby, she moved away behind some bodies and turned hurriedly into the entrance of the quiet law quadrangle. But after only a few steps, she tripped over the quad’s uneven paving stones, dropping her water bottle and course notes as she protected herself from the fall.

				Groaning in annoyance, she leaned over to pick up the fallen items, only to have the flap of her bag open so that more items spilled out onto the ground.

				“Damn!” she exclaimed, hoping that nobody had witnessed her complete lack of poise. Turning around then, she was mortified to lay eyes on the very person she least wanted to see, standing only meters away and watching her with crossed arms, openly amused at her irritated expression. Marcus Black. Why on earth had he come this way? Her eyes flashed at him and she flicked her dark hair back angrily before whirling around to reclaim her stray possessions, deliberately ignoring him and praying he’d get the message and just go away. But a few seconds later, she was agonizingly aware that he was leaning down next to her, picking up her keys and lip balm. Then, as they stood back up together, she held out her hand, careful not to touch his as he returned her things in silence.

				When she’d finally packed everything safely away, Lara took a steadying breath and looked up at her helper. The plan was to utter a dignified “thanks,” but the plan came unstuck. Lara wasn’t sure whether it was the remaining laughter in his eyes, the enticing potency of his scent, or the fact that she was in the presence of the most beautiful person she’d ever seen. But whatever the reason, she suddenly felt utterly insecure and disorientated, and found that she could barely breathe. Then instinct took over, and she turned and walked quickly away without saying a word.

				“Wait, please!” he called to her back, but Lara only walked faster. She knew he must be thinking that she was the rudest person alive and that she’d probably cringe about it later, but right then she didn’t care — she just wanted out.

				Around the corner and out of the quadrangle, she bolted as fast as she could to the library, and then to her labor law class, keeping a very low profile for the rest of the unproductive day.

				• • •

				When she woke the next day, Lara remembered her immature response to Marcus’s assistance, and crushed her pillow down onto her face with a grimace. What on earth had gotten into her? Since when had anyone made her so nervous or made her doubt herself like that … and just because of his looks! How truly tragic her behavior had been. She went into the bathroom and took a good look at herself in the mirror. A slim, fit young woman stared back at her with fierce dark eyes, a capable woman with enough life experience to handle anyone and anything. Except an intoxicating demi-god, apparently.

				Determined to get back on the front foot, Lara arrived at the morning’s criminal law class a few minutes early, with her head held high. Sliding into a vacant seat at the back of the room, she pulled out her notepad and began doodling idly while the conversation buzzed around her.

				Then, shortly before Mrs. James commenced the tutorial, she felt rather than saw someone sink into the seat beside her. A moment later, the unmistakable scent hit her, and the hairs rose on the back of her neck. Slowly and deliberately, she took a deep breath before forcing herself to turn her gaze toward Marcus. She found that he was already looking at her, but without the mockery she’d expected after the previous day’s performance. Instead, his look was guarded.

				“Hi again, stranger,” he said simply, after a pause. She gave him a half-smile, the best greeting she could offer with her heart hammering in her chest. So much for self-confidence. She was off-balance again already.

				“Do I at least get a name?” he prodded, alerting her to her silence. She cleared her throat.

				“Lara. It’s Lara,” she managed.

				“Lara,” he repeated, nodding slightly. “That fits. Well, I’m Marcus. And it’s nice to meet you, Lara. Better late than never, I guess.” With that, he gave her a wry smile and held out his hand. Taken aback, she felt obliged to meet his grasp, but instantly regretted the move when her body reacted to the contact with an involuntary shiver. She pulled abruptly out of the handshake as if she’d received a shock, hoping he hadn’t noticed. Unfortunately, though, it seemed that he had.

				“Don’t like me very much, do you?” he observed.

				“What? No, that’s not it,” she replied, embarrassed.

				“Then what is it?” he asked, seemingly genuinely confused. “Because it’s something.”

				But she could only blush and shake her head in response, incapable of explaining something she didn’t really understand herself. At her prolonged silence, he leaned back in his chair and sighed.

				“All right, then. Some other time, maybe,” he finished quietly for both of them, before turning to face the front of the room as the class began.

				Lara moved her seat slightly away from Marcus’s, hoping that a bit of extra distance would protect her from his magnetic pull, and would help her to concentrate. It didn’t work. She sat restlessly for the entire period, hyper-aware of his every move and sound at her side and desperate to escape the tension that had invaded her entire body in his presence. He certainly didn’t seem similarly affected, leaning back casually in his chair and following the group discussion. Sitting right next to him was not an option for the future, Lara realized. She was acting like a movie star groupie, instead of her usual together self.

				The minute the class ended, before Marcus could say another word to her, Lara grabbed her bag and hurried out the door, gratefully releasing her tightened muscles as she went. She ducked quickly around the back of the building and made her escape.

	
Chapter 3

				The following morning, Lara felt a true lightening of her spirits. She was going home! Armed with a small backpack, she headed directly from uni toward the middle of the city with wings on her heels, to take a train south to the satellite city of Geelong, and a connecting bus that wound along the coastal road to the town of Anglesea.

				The bus dropped her at the quiet end of town, and she stood for a minute breathing in the salt air and allowing her body to adapt to its changed surroundings before hitching up her backpack and setting off down the hill to the narrow dirt road that she knew like the back of her hand. At the end of it, hidden behind an old picket fence and a busy landscape of native flora lay the pale weatherboard cottage she loved like no other place. Almost skipping down the driveway, she burst through the kitchen door, which, as always, was unlocked.

				“Gran!” she called out, throwing her bag on the kitchen table. “I’m home!” Before anything else could happen though, she heard the scamper of giant paws on floorboards as a suddenly alert black Labrador came skidding around the corner from the living room, ears pricked and tongue lolling, and bowled directly into her. “Hiya, Chief.” She laughed, crouching down on one knee to give her dog a giant bear hug, as excited to see him as he was to see her.

				“Lara, my dear,” said the elderly lady who’d just entered the room and was approaching her with a smile, arms outstretched. They held each other in a tight embrace for several seconds before stepping back. “You’ve arrived just at low tide … I was about to take Chief for his beach walk. Why don’t we go together? I can’t wait to hear all of your Melbourne news!”

				Their reunion taking this familiar form, the two of them picked up as if they’d never left off, and Lara slipped immediately back into her comfort zone in the town she’d called home for almost all of her twenty-one years.

				• • •

				Lara rose silently at dawn the next morning and headed out the back door with Chief to grab her surfboard and wetsuit from the shed. In a routine as familiar to her as brushing her hair, she squeezed into the tight-fitting suit, waxed her board, and headed for the beach track with a towel over her shoulder. Coming over the rise at the top of the dunes, she was delighted to see a good strong swell. She walked out a short way before plunging into the freezing water, paddling over the waves as she headed out beyond the break, and enjoyed perfect surfing conditions for the next hour before the sea calmed, while Chief faithfully guarded her towel.

				Returning home, she spent the better part of the day lounging around in tracksuit pants, sipping cups of tea, and reading the paper, chatting to Gran and taking Chief for a walk. After watching Gran’s game shows by the fire in the evening, she fell into bed and was lulled to sleep by the familiar sounds of the sea.

				It felt great to be home, and she felt a tightening in her chest as she packed up her city belongings on Sunday evening, preparing to make the trek back to Melbourne. She longed to stay, in so many ways. But duty and the future called, as they inevitably did.

				• • •

				On Monday afternoon then, Lara was sprawled on the university lawn in the afternoon sun, with a good novel for company. The book was so totally absorbing, in fact, that it took her a minute to notice that someone had approached, and was standing above her, silhouetted against the blue sky.

				“Hi there, Lara. May I join you for a minute?” The husky voice was unmistakable.

				Lara sat bolt upright, staring at her visitor with a bemused frown until he cleared his throat meaningfully, alerting her to the growing silence.

				“Oh, sorry. Okay, sure,” she responded nervously, putting her book away. A moment later, Marcus’s lithe frame was sitting on the grass next to her, his backpack thrown to one side.

				“I saw you crashed out here, and decided it was the perfect opportunity to clear something up. I’ve got a question for you, if you don’t mind.”

				“About … ?”

				“About whether I’ve said or done something to offend you.” He regarded her closely.

				“No … of course not … ” she stammered in embarrassment.

				“So … ?” he persisted, one eyebrow raised quizzically. He clearly wasn’t going to let this go. Lara shuffled uncomfortably.

				“So, you’re probably wondering why I’ve been so unfriendly, when you’ve been nothing but pleasant and helpful to me,” she finished his thought in a halting voice.

				“Something like that, yeah,” he replied with the shadow of a smile.

				“Fair enough, I suppose.” She swallowed awkwardly, unnerved at the prospect of having to explain one of the less admirable aspects of her character to this near stranger. Fixing her gaze on a blade of grass in front of her, she paused before choosing her next words with care.

				“Look, it’s nothing personal, believe me. It’s to do with me, actually, not you. I just get — overwhelmed — by some types of people, and don’t know how to respond to them. And I guess you’re one of those types. But I really haven’t meant to be rude or anything. I’m sorry I haven’t been more welcoming.” She was grateful to have found her voice at last.

				“‘Some types of people,’” Marcus repeated slowly, an uncertain expression on his face. “I’m not sure what you mean by that, exactly. We barely know each other, after all. But I guess I’m more interested in whether we can move beyond this … impasse. I don’t know too many people in Melbourne, and I could really use some friends.” At that, Lara felt even worse about her previous rudeness. She knew all too well what it felt like to be an outsider, after all. And just because the guy looked like Adonis didn’t mean he didn’t deserve some common courtesy.

				“Oh, well, when you put it that way … ” She looked back up at him with a shy smile. “Let’s start over. I know exactly how tough it can be coming to a new city without knowing anyone.”

				“You do? Where are you from?” he enquired in a more relaxed tone as he settled back on the grass.

				“The coast. An hour and a half from Melbourne. Coming to ‘the big smoke’ was a real shock for a small-town girl like me. How about you? How are you finding it down here?”

				“All right, thanks. Still finding my feet a little bit and getting used to the colder weather, but I’m getting there.”

				They spent a couple of minutes comparing the two cities, agreeing that Sydney was the more beautiful and exciting of the two while Melbourne was more cultured, but disagreeing about which city had the better football code. Lara realized with surprise that she was now enjoying their easy conversation — such a far cry from their former uneasiness.

				“So why the big move in the first place?” she eventually asked him. At that question, though, his expression tightened slightly, and he looked away.

				“It was just time for a change of scene,” he answered elusively. “But I wanted to stick with my legal studies, so I was stoked when this place accepted my transfer application. My grand plan is to be a prosecutor in the next five years. How about you? What’s a beach baby doing so far from home?” She noticed that he’d deftly batted the attention away from her own line of questioning.

				“I made a promise to my father,” was all she replied with a slight frown. Thankfully, he didn’t enquire further. He obviously believed, as she did, that everyone was entitled to his or her privacy.

				“So, here we both are,” he concluded.

				“Yep, looks like it,” she agreed, and for a long moment they simply looked at each other. Lara could get lost in those blue eyes, given half the chance … 

				“Well, on that note, time for me to get going and leave you to your book,” he said, breaking the spell, and stretching out his arms before reaching for his bag. “So much to do here, always. But thanks for the chat. It’s been most … enlightening. And I’m glad we’re good now.” He smiled.

				“Good as gold.” She smiled in return.

				“So I take it you won’t run from me then, the next time I decide to help you out?” His smile had become teasing.

				“You have my word.”

				“And that you might even consider sitting in class with me occasionally?”

				“Maybe even that,” she agreed.

				“Excellent,” he said. “Although, on second thoughts, maybe not such a great idea. That perfume you wear is very distracting. What is it, by the way?”

				“Just oil of tea rose,” she managed to respond in a strangled voice after a brief pause, suddenly uncomfortable once more.

				“Tea rose. Hmm. It’s amazing, and it suits you,” he finished thoughtfully, before rising to his feet. “Right. Well, thanks again. See you in class.” And with that, he gave her a final wave, slung his bag over his shoulder, and walked away.

				“Yeah, see you,” she said quietly to herself as she watched him leave, her thoughts confused now that their meeting had ended. What was all of this? Why was her heart hammering in her chest, just because he’d sought her out as a friend? And why did she have to feel like she’d been hit by an electrical charge, when he clearly didn’t?

	

Chapter 4

				Lara kept her eye out for Marcus over the next couple of days, but he seemed to disappear from the campus immediately after each lecture. She was unnerved at her disappointment, but didn’t want to examine it too closely. Her hopes and interest had definitely been raised since their conversation, but where exactly did she think that was going to lead her?

				On Thursday, though, Lara sauntered to the cafeteria to have lunch with Kate and Pete, who were already engaged in their usual banter.

				“So, troops, who’s game for a night out on the town?” Pete was asking. “It’s about time you guys came and gave Burst some support. Probably about time you had some real fun too.”

				“‘Fun’ comes in all shapes and sizes, Pete,” Kate retorted, rolling her eyes. “I can’t do anything this weekend, I’m afraid. Going home to see the folks. Maybe next time?”

				“I’m out of action for the weekend too, sorry. I’m heading back to the beach,” said Lara.

				“Yawn,” replied Pete, directing a bored expression her way. “Whatever turns you people on, I suppose.”

				“Speaking of which, have you guys checked out the new male specimen everyone’s talking about? Because if not, now’s your chance,” said Kate, sitting up straighter and inclining her head to the cafeteria entrance. “Mmm, nice, don’t you think, Lara? Not too many of that caliber around here.”

				Lara turned without thinking, and found herself looking straight at Marcus, who had entered the room alone and was unraveling his scarf, turning a number of other heads as he did so. As she gazed at him, her heart rate increased undeniably, and she felt a wave of relief at his return to the campus. For his part, Marcus was seemingly oblivious to the stir he’d created, his eyes busily making a sweep of the room as he searched for someone. Then, as he located Lara, their gazes locked and held, and Lara felt warmth radiate through her entire body. He raised a hand briefly in greeting, the corners of his mouth turning up, before taking a few steps her way.

				As he glanced at her companions, though, his half-smile fell and he froze on the spot for a few seconds. A confused expression seemed to flit momentarily across his face, before he took a deep breath and composed himself so completely that the hesitation might never have occurred. Then he continued toward their table, his face blank until he gave another smile — one that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

				“Hey there, Lara. How’s it going, guys?”

				Kate stared incredulously at Lara, before turning back to Marcus and smiling warmly in response, greeting him and introducing herself. Pete did the same, standing up and shaking Marcus’s hand eagerly.

				As Lara murmured her own greeting, Pete dragged a spare chair from the next table and insisted that Marcus join them. The two guys struck up a conversation about Melbourne’s nightlife, and Kate took the opportunity to drag Lara to the counter to order another round of coffees.

				“You know him?” she whispered in amazement the second they were out of the others’ earshot.

				“No. Well, not really, he’s just in my crim class,” Lara replied.

				“Well, why haven’t we already heard about him, girl? You can see from a mile away how amazing he is! And he’s remembered your name. Interesting.” She gave Lara a gentle prod with her elbow. “Maybe this is one guy you’ll actually show some interest in. I certainly would, if I were single!”

				Kate had a long-term boyfriend named Matt, who’d recently launched his career as a promising young architect, and with whom she was hoping to buy a little “renovator’s delight” at the end of the year.

				“Kate, open your eyes a bit wider … he’s completely out of my league! Anyway, if anyone were interested in Marcus they’d have to join a long line. He’s created a bit of a stir among the girls in criminal law, something I’m sure he’s very used to … ”

				Kate looked appraisingly at Lara. “You think any one of those girls has anything on you? You don’t see yourself clearly at all, do you? I guess that’s one of the reasons we love you, you crazy tomboy. Well, just don’t be too surprised if that guy over there shows you more interest than you’re expecting. He’d be mad not to.” She led the way back to the table, leaving Lara to hope that her friend wouldn’t say anything pushy or embarrassing.

				“So, you’ll have to come and watch us play, if you’re into live music.” Pete had obviously become comfortable with Marcus very quickly, and had already worded him up about Burst. “The others are coming to our gig on the first Saturday in August, aren’t you girls?” He gave them a half-joking glare. “Why don’t you all come as a group?”

				“Take it easy, Pete, jeez,” Kate replied with an exaggerated sigh. “I’ll come along if you stop laying it on so thick! You up for it, Lara?”

				“Sure,” said Lara, wanting to show her friend some support.

				“Okay, I guess it’s a date then.” After a pause, Marcus smiled. Kate’s gaze flickered toward Lara and she gave her a gentle kick on the shin. Pete too was noticeably pleased with the latest addition to his guest list.

				“So anyway, where are you living in Melbourne, Marcus, and how long do you plan to stay?” Kate asked him innocently, obviously determined to milk him for personal information on Lara’s behalf. He shifted in his seat before responding.

				“I’ve got a small apartment in East Melbourne for the rest of this year, and then I guess I’ll see how my study’s going. And my finances. I’m not really working right now, apart from a few odd jobs here and there … I’ll just have to see how long the savings last. At this stage, I’m not planning any other moves though. Melbourne’s a terrific city, and there are plenty of weekend getaway options that aren’t too hard to get to.”

				“Oh God, not another one,” Pete groaned. “Why do you guys feel the need to disappear on weekends? Everything a person needs is right here!”

				“Don’t get me wrong; I like going out in the city,” Marcus replied with a grin. “But I also need a regular hit of the great outdoors or I go a bit stir-crazy. So whenever I feel a bit of cabin fever coming on, I go and do a bit of hiking, mountain biking, kayaking … stuff like that. I’m packing a tent and going rock climbing tomorrow.”

				“Oooh, Lara, a fellow adrenalin junkie!” exclaimed Kate. “Lara’s a fanatical surfer, Marcus. You guys should hang out sometime and see which of you can outdo the other in the thrill-seeking department!”

				Lara winced at Kate’s sledgehammer subtlety. She felt even worse when Marcus, following an initial look of surprise, gave an obviously forced smile in her direction, and dismissed the idea outright.

				“Thanks, but I prefer flying solo when it comes to weekend pursuits,” he murmured before checking his watch, gathering his belongings and announcing that he had to be off. “Great meeting you all though, and looking forward to your gig, Pete.” Marcus wrapped his scarf back around his neck and strode off, without so much as a glance in Lara’s direction.

OEBPS/images/logo_Crimson.gif





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
CRIMSONO@ ROMANCE

CONTEMPORARY

Caroline Carter






