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CHAPTER ONE

CARA EVANS STOOD at the graveside, listening to the priest drone on in French, and stared at the miles of vines owned by the neighbouring Durand Corporation covering the adjacent hillside like a patchwork.

She didn’t understand all the words in the eulogy; her French wasn’t fluent. But still she felt sad, and stunned, at the loss of her employer, Pierre de la Mare, the owner of the small vineyard on which they stood.

Not just her employer, her husband, she corrected herself.

Although it felt ridiculous to call Pierre that. He had been old enough to be her grandfather, she’d only been married to him for three days...and now she was his widow.

‘Marry me, Cara. Take pity on an old man who does not wish to die alone.’

She could feel the eyes of the tiny group of Pierre’s friends and associates who had arrived for the burial staring at her as she watched the sun dip towards the crest of the hill.

And could hear what they were thinking.

Gold-digger. Opportunist. Whore.

But she refused to feel guilty about accepting Pierre’s proposal. Pierre had told her the vineyard would have to be sold. All she stood to gain from their brief marriage was a small legacy from his will to cover the wages he had been unable to pay her for months.

Towards the end she’d been more like a carer than a housekeeper. She’d bathed Pierre, fed him, helped him dress, wheeled him into the fields he loved each morning so he could watch the vines ripen and had endless conversations each evening about everything from Simone Signoret—his favourite French movie star—to the latest news of Maxim Durand, the billionaire vintner who owned all the land surrounding Pierre’s much smaller vineyard. And who Pierre said had been trying to put him out of business for years.

She had never just been Pierre’s employee. She’d been his companion and eventually his friend. Theirs had never been a sexual relationship, although she’d be damned if she’d humiliate Pierre by letting anyone know that. They’d struck a deal: if she married him he would be able to pay her the wages he owed her after his death, and she needed that money to help her settle somewhere new.

The pang of loss and anxiety tightened around her chest. She would miss Pierre but, more than that, she would miss La Maison de la Lune because the house had become her home.

She’d been living at the ramshackle old farmhouse for eleven months, scrubbing the stone floors until they gleamed, dusting the worn furniture, learning how to work the temperamental washing machine, planting a vegetable patch to save money on their food bill.

She’d never stayed anywhere this long, never felt so settled and secure, and it hurt more than it ever had before to know she would be forced to move on soon.

She sighed. She ought to be used to it by now. So why did it feel harder this time? Was it just because she was getting older? She’d turned twenty-one two weeks ago. One thing was for sure, La Maison de la Lune held a special place in heart.

She squinted into the setting sun as a large black SUV appeared on the far ridge. A cloud of dust rose in its wake as it bounced over the rutted track towards the family cemetery on the edge of the de la Mare property.

Probably another of Pierre’s casual acquaintances come to judge her.

But then she noted the Durand logo on the side of the Jeep as the vehicle stopped and a man got out.

He was tall and muscular, wearing worn jeans, battered work boots and a grubby white T-shirt, his jaw covered in stubble.

She recognised him instantly, even though she’d never met him and never seen him in such casual attire—only in tuxedos and designer suits in snapped shots online and in tabloid magazines.

Maxim Durand, Pierre’s billionaire neighbour. And France’s most eligible playboy, according to Paris Match. Who else could look that ruthless and commanding—and annoyingly handsome—while dressed like a labourer? And who else would be arrogant enough to attend a funeral straight from the fields?

Anxiety skittered up her spine. What was Pierre’s business rival doing coming to his funeral? There had been no love lost between the two men, or certainly not by Pierre. Her employer had talked about Durand often, with utter contempt and surprising venom. She had loved Pierre—he was charming and paternalistic towards her—but his hatred of Durand had shown a side of her employer she had never quite understood. Pierre had been fixated on the other man. Every time they had a problem at the vineyard—a small fire, a spring flood, one of the field hands leaving—Pierre had blamed Durand, as if the other man was personally responsible for everything that had gone wrong over the years. Cara had tried not to encourage it. She’d thought Pierre was paranoid—yes, the Durand Corporation had bought up all the land surrounding the de la Mare estate, but Durand had never attempted to buy out Pierre—but now she wondered. Was it possible Pierre had been right? Had Durand simply been waiting for Pierre to die before making his move?

Durand slammed the door of the Jeep and marched across the dry earth to the graveside, his movements supremely confident. He certainly didn’t look as if he were in mourning. A strange liquid pull worked its way through her system.

A blush burned her neck as Durand dipped his head and she could feel his gaze, behind dark aviator sunglasses, assessing her in the retro fifties black dress she’d found at the market the previous day. The dress had been too tight, but with its wide skirt, fitted bodice and hourglass shape it had looked elegant. She never wore dresses, feeling more comfortable in what Pierre had laughingly called her ‘work uniform’ of shorts and T-shirts. But she’d wanted to look elegant today, for Pierre. And the dress had suited the occasion. Or so she’d thought until this moment. Durand’s perusal scorched her skin, insulting her and exciting her at one and the same time—and making her feel more exposed than elegant.

But he didn’t speak to her, his gaze leaving her burning face as he approached the graveside and said something to Marcel Caron, Pierre’s lawyer.

The priest finally stopped talking and handed her a trowel. She bent to scoop up a shovel of earth, far too aware now of her breasts straining against the tight bodice.

She sprinkled the chalky red earth on Pierre’s coffin.

‘Give Simone a kiss from me, Pierre,’ she whispered in English. Handing the trowel back to the priest, she said a silent goodbye to her friend.

Swallowing to hold back the emotion closing her throat, she turned from the graveside and walked past the graves of the de la Mare ancestors, heading down the hillside to La Maison de la Lune.

She’d decided not to arrange any kind of wake. Pierre had told her he didn’t want any fuss.

Pierre’s lawyer, Marcel, was due to come to the farmhouse after the service to give her a cheque for the money Pierre had promised her from his pension when they’d wed. She already had one of de la Mare’s best wines open and breathing—the way Pierre had taught her to do—on the kitchen counter ready for Marcel’s arrival.

She heard some hissed whispers in French as she headed past the other mourners, but no one approached her.

She needed to pack her rucksack and start thinking about where she was going to go next. She doubted there would be much time once the estate had been settled. And if Durand bought it he would want her off the land quickly. She wanted to be ready to go before she was pushed. And Durand’s presence here today—in his work clothes—suggested he wasn’t going to stand on ceremony.

Should she go to Paris? To London? To Madrid maybe? She’d never been to Spain before.

But as she tried to muster some enthusiasm for her new adventure all she felt was weary. And sad. And heartsick.

Sod it. She wasn’t going to pack tonight.

Tonight she wanted to remember her friend—a sad smile curved her lips—her husband. So once Marcel left she would sit out on the terrace, sip Pierre’s beautiful wine and enjoy the twilight magic of the vines she had come to love. The vines that had become a rare oasis of calm and security and safety amid the chaos of her nomadic life.

She could feel the laser-like intensity of Durand’s gaze behind his sunglasses as she made her way past him to the path out of the graveyard. A disturbing prickle of need ran riot over her skin and the hot, heavy weight settled low in her belly.

She struggled to rationalise the strange, unfamiliar sensations.

Durand was rich and forceful, a notorious womaniser, and exuded an animal magnetism it would be hard for any woman to ignore. And she had so little experience with men. As a foster child, she had learned to hide her light under a very big bushel. It was always better not to be noticed, then you might get to stay a bit longer. And as a teenager she’d been a tomboy, determined not to conform to the stereotype of an unwanted girl looking for love in all the wrong places. She was still a virgin, for goodness’ sake. Thanks to her rootless existence since leaving foster care she’d never settled down anywhere long enough to build a meaningful relationship with a guy. Well, apart from Pierre! But Pierre—despite their last-minute marriage—had been forty years older than her and frail, not a forceful, magnetic man in his physical prime.

Given her history, it was no surprise she found Durand’s attention a bit...disconcerting.

But the good news was she didn’t know him and she never had to meet him—so this weird heady feeling would pass. Eventually.

Before too much longer Durand was probably going to own the two-hundred-year-old de la Mare vines that produced the best vintage in the region and the beautiful old stone farmhouse that had become the first real home she had ever known.

But tonight the vines and La Maison de la Lune were hers. And she did not need to get Durand’s permission—or anyone else’s permission—to enjoy them.



‘How long before the estate goes on the market?’ Maxim Durand asked Pierre de la Mare’s lawyer in French as he watched the girl—de la Mare’s housekeeper, or nursemaid, or whatever the hell she was—walk past him without making eye contact.

Her curves moved sinuously in the vintage dress, the black silk shimmering gold in the sunset, the reddening dusk turning her mass of blonde hair, pinned in a haphazard chignon, to a rich gold. His pulse beat a lusty tattoo in his crotch. Infuriatingly.

Someone had said the old man had got himself a new housekeeper a while ago. He’d expected her to be young and pretty, but not young enough to be de la Mare’s granddaughter. How old was she? Early twenties at the most. Which would make her up to a decade younger than his own thirty-one years. And as much as forty years younger than de la Mare.

Did the old bastard have no shame whatsoever?

Despite her apparent youth, though, he would guess the girl had supplied more than just pastoral care for the old roué. De la Mare would have charmed her into his bed the way he’d charmed so many other women. She looked like just his type too. Hot and available.

But still the pulse of desire and a grudging respect, rather than the distaste he wanted to feel, persisted as she strode into the shadow of the trees with her head held high.

What was it about the woman that had captivated him as soon as he had arrived? Perhaps it was the flush that hit her cheeks as he checked out her impressive breasts—provocatively displayed for every man here to enjoy in the revealing dress—or the flicker of surprise in her cornflower blue eyes as they met his. Or maybe it was just that he hadn’t slept with a woman in close to three months and he was fatigued after getting up before dawn this morning to assess the new yield. But whatever the reason, he didn’t like it.

Now de la Mare was finally dead, Maxim intended to claim what was rightfully his—not get distracted by the old man’s leftovers.

‘Your haste is quite unseemly, Monsieur Durand,’ the lawyer murmured. ‘Monsieur de la Mare only died a few days ago.’

‘This is business, not personal,’ he lied easily. ‘I wish to be informed as soon as the estate is on the market.’

He’d waited long enough to get hold of the de la Mare Estate. He’d refused to deal with the old bastard, but had ensured that no one else would offer for the land while the man was alive. Now de la Mare was dead, the vineyard was his for the taking.

‘It is not as simple as that; we must meet tonight at La Maison de la Lune,’ Marcel Caron said, ‘for the reading of the will. Actually, it is good you are here. It will save me sending for you, as Monsieur de la Mare requested you attend.’

‘What?’ Maxim’s attention switched to the lawyer—the girl had already disappeared anyway—as he struggled to hide his shock. He ruthlessly quashed the foolish kernel of hope. He knew there would be nothing for him in the man’s will.

‘Monsieur de la Mare requested you attend two days before he died when he made his will.’

‘Why did he even make a will?’ Maxim said, his voice hoarse with anger. ‘He had nothing but debts to pass on and no heirs to pass it to as I understand it.’

Or none he was prepared to claim.

Bitterness rose in his throat like bile.

He swallowed it down as he had so many times before. Ever since he was a small boy and his mother had tied him to his bed to stop him from running through the woods to La Maison de la Lune in a desperate bid to see the man who did not want to see him.

‘You have not heard?’ The lawyer looked sheepish.

‘Heard what? I only returned from my business in Italy yesterday and I’ve been in the fields all day,’ Maxim demanded as the sick dread—which had been a large part of his childhood—churned in his gut.

‘Mademoiselle Evans, La Maison’s housekeeper, and Monsieur de la Mare were married three days ago, and she is now his widow.’

Bitterness knifed through his gut as his mother’s face seared his memory—fragile and drawn and exhausted—the way he remembered her, the last time he’d seen her, on the morning he’d left Burgundy as an outraged and humiliated fifteen-year-old.

‘Merde,’ he murmured as his anger became icily cold.

The little English whore hadn’t just been screwing de la Mare, she’d managed to seduce the old bastard into doing something no other woman ever had—putting his wedding ring on her finger.




CHAPTER TWO

‘MADAME DE LA MARE, THANK YOU for receiving us at this difficult time.’

Us?

Cara nodded as Pierre’s debonair lawyer Marcel stood in the farmhouse’s doorway an hour after the funeral. ‘It’s good to see you, Marcel. Is...is someone else coming?’ she asked. Marcel’s English was usually flawless. But then the SUV she’d seen at the cemetery drove into the farmyard. And Maxim Durand stepped out of the car.

He’d changed out of the grubby T-shirt and jeans he’d worn at the graveside into a pair of designer trousers and a white linen shirt rolled up at the sleeves. His dark hair was damp and slicked back from his face as if he’d recently showered and his jaw clean-shaven. But he still looked untamed and intimidating as he strode across the yard.

He’d also lost the sunglasses, the piercing gaze even more devastating than it had been at the cemetery when it raked over her figure. Thankfully, she’d changed out of the too-revealing dress, but she wished she had dressed in something more formal than the pair of shorts and the thin cotton camisole and shirt she was wearing. Marcel had visited the house often, especially in the last few weeks, to see Pierre and she’d stopped standing on ceremony with him months ago. But Durand wasn’t a friend or even an acquaintance.

‘Bon soir, Madame de la Mare. Marcel asked me to attend at your husband’s request,’ Durand said with a perfunctory nod of greeting. His perfect yet heavily accented English though, like his gaze, was ripe with thinly veiled contempt.

Cara ruthlessly quashed the shiver of distress, and the heady ripple of sensation which hadn’t died as she had hoped.

She hadn’t realised quite how large he was at the cemetery, his shoulders wide enough to block out the glow of twilight as he stood in the doorway. The top of her head barely reached his collarbone.

Why had Pierre requested his presence? This made no sense. The will was just a formality, a chance for Pierre to pay her the wages he owed her, wasn’t it?

Had Durand already bought the estate? Was that possible? Would she have to leave tonight? Or first thing in the morning? She’d thought she would have more time, a few days at least.

And why couldn’t she control the liquid pull tugging at the deepest reaches of her body? This was worse than seeing him from several yards away at the graveyard. Up close and personal, Maxim Durand was a force of nature, who seemed to have a control of her senses she could neither rationalise or deny.

She didn’t want to invite him into her home. Her sanctuary.

But as Marcel and Durand stood on the doorstep she knew she didn’t have a choice. The realisation made her feel like she had so many times as a child, being told she was going to be uprooted again and moved to a new family.

Powerless.

‘I... I see,’ she said, although she really didn’t see. ‘Please come in,’ she murmured, but her arm shook as she held the door open.

Durand’s shoes echoed on the farmhouse’s stone flooring as he walked past her, the scent of expensive sandalwood soap tinged with the distinctive salty scent of the man filling her senses.

She shifted away from him, feeling like Red Riding Hood being stalked by the wolf.

Without waiting for another invitation or any directions, Durand strode down the corridor towards the visitors’ salon at the back of the house where she had laid out a light meal for her and Marcel.

The shiver of distress, and unexplained heat, was joined by a spike of anger.

Durand didn’t own her home yet.

Given his height, he had to duck his head to get under the door lintel before entering the large airy room now suffused with the golden glow of full dusk. That he did it instinctively and seemed to know exactly where she would have laid out the wine and food she had prepared only rattled Cara more.

How did Durand know the house so well? Had he been here before? Pierre had certainly never mentioned that he had met his nemesis in all the conversations they’d had about his business rival.

Pierre had been obsessed with the man, but she’d always assumed that was simply because the Durand Corporation had been encroaching on the shrinking de la Mare estate for so long.

But now she wondered. Was Pierre’s dislike of this man, his enmity towards him, more personal? It was just one more reason to be wary.

Durand stood in the large room, somehow managing to make it look small, with his back to the butcher’s block table where she had arranged an array of cheeses, a fresh baguette and a platter of fruit. He stared out at the de la Mare vineyard, his legs wide and his arms crossed, making the seams of his shirt stretch over his shoulder blades. The rolled-up sleeves revealed the bulge of deeply tanned biceps. The sun had set half an hour ago, but there was enough light to see the gnarled roots of the ancient vines that were the de la Mare legacy.

Durand’s stance looked nonchalant, dominant, as if he were already surveying his own property, but tension vibrated through him too, almost as if he were a tiger waiting to pounce.

She covered an instinctive shudder by hastily lifting the carafe of wine she’d left breathing on the sideboard.

‘Pierre asked that I serve the Montramere Premier Cru tonight,’ she said, taking an additional glass from the sideboard.

But as she began to pour the wine Durand’s gruff voice intervened, the husky purr stroking her skin despite the brittle tone.

‘Don’t bother pouring me a glass. I prefer not to mix business with pleasure.’

If she’d been in any doubt the enmity between Pierre and Durand wasn’t personal, she wasn’t in doubt any more.

‘Very well, Monsieur Durand,’ she managed, pouring a glass for herself and Marcel. She lifted the wine to her lips, attempting to appear calm and unruffled by Durand’s surly presence. ‘To Pierre,’ she added. ‘And the de la Mare vines.’

Durand’s features remained schooled into a blank expression. But she noticed a muscle jump in his jaw when he dipped his head in acknowledgement then murmured, ‘Aux vignes, mais pas à l’homme.’

Perhaps he thought she didn’t understand him, but she got the gist of what he had said.

To the vines, but not the man.

‘To Pierre,’ the lawyer said, raising his glass without acknowledging Durand’s inflammatory comment. Either Marcel was trying to defuse the tension or he was deaf.

After sipping the excellent vintage, the lawyer sighed with appreciation. ‘Magnifique.’ He indicated the chairs at the table. ‘Let us sit,’ he said before taking a seat, ‘and enjoy the refreshments Madame de la Mare has provided while I outline the terms of Monsieur de la Mare’s will.’

‘I don’t wish to sit,’ Durand announced, ‘or eat. I wish to get this over with.’

The lawyer nodded and opened his briefcase, drawing out a laptop.

Cara sat opposite Marcel, determined to ignore Durand.

Clearly she wasn’t to be afforded any respect as Pierre’s widow. Or even as the host for this evening’s meeting. But she could agree on one thing with Durand.

She wanted this over with now too, as quickly as possible, so she could get this man and his disturbing effect on her out of her home. She had never felt this unsettled, this disorientated and yet oddly exhilarated in the presence of any man. And she didn’t like it. Why couldn’t she control her elemental response to Durand, especially given his apparent contempt for her?

Marcel took several painfully long minutes tapping on the keyboard of his laptop and retrieving documents from his briefcase while Durand continued to stand on the opposite side of the room, his presence like a shadow—crowding out all her memories of Pierre.

Cara downed a huge gulp of the fragrant Pinot Noir as she waited, not caring that she wasn’t fully appreciating the delicious notes of clove and smoke and white pepper in the exceptional vintage. Right now, all she wanted to do was forget about Durand and the strange sensations he aroused. And find out if Pierre had left her enough to stay solvent over the next month while looking for a new job.

‘To avoid too much legal language I shall summarise the main portion of the will,’ Marcel said, passing a copy of the document across the table to her and another towards Durand, who didn’t approach but left it on the table.

‘Monsieur de la Mare has left the property known as La Maison de la Lune and the surrounding vineyards of the de la Mare estate to his widow. Unfortunately, as the estate has considerable debts he understood she would have to sell part or all of the property. He was happy for her to do so, but has added a clause: Madame de la Mare must not sell any part of the estate to Maxim Durand, the Durand Corporation, any of its subsidiaries or any shell companies in which Maxim Durand or the Durand Corporation has an interest or she will forfeit this inheritance.’

‘C’est pas vrai!’ Durand shouted, startling Cara, who was still struggling to get to grips with the news.

The bubble of hope expanding in her chest at the prospect of owning La Maison burst at his furious reaction.

Why had Pierre done this? As much as she loved the vineyard, if Pierre had wanted the de la Mare legacy to continue the only answer was to sell the vines to Durand. For all his sharp business practices, the man was known as an excellent vintner. And no other reputable vintner would buy the land if it meant defying Durand.

A stream of French swear words followed as Durand stalked across the room. The leash on Durand’s temper was off now, if it had ever been on.

‘This is nonsense,’ he said, switching to English for her benefit. ‘He cannot prevent me from buying the vines; I have waited long enough for them. And anyway, who the hell is she?’ He glared at Cara. ‘She knows nothing of viniculture.’

Cara flinched—something about Durand’s fury and the anger in his eyes felt so personal.

This wasn’t about the vines. How could it be? Just as she had suspected at the graveyard, when Durand had appeared so unexpectedly. And when he’d turned up this evening at Pierre’s request. There was something between Durand and Pierre. Something that went way beyond the business of winemaking.

Oh, Pierre, is this why you insisted on marriage? Not to help me, but to defy Durand?

Her stomach turned over. Had Pierre used her? Surely he must have known his bequest would put her in the firing line of Durand’s wrath.

‘I don’t... I don’t understand,’ she said, feeling betrayed. Pierre knew enough about her childhood and adolescence to know how much she hated conflict. ‘Why would Pierre do this?’

‘I cannot tell you, Madame de la Mare,’ Marcel murmured, eyeing Durand with caution. ‘I advised against this course, but Pierre was insistent. He did not explain to me his motives but I believe it was important to him you be allowed to remain at La Maison de la Lune. And that you take ownership of the vines.’

‘She can’t have the vines,’ Durand announced, the cursing having stopped to be replaced by steely anger. ‘The vines are mine; they belong to me, not to some English salope who has been here only a few months.’

Cara shot out of her chair at the derisive comment. She clenched her fists, determined to face him down, not caring that he was bigger and angrier and a lot more intimidating than she was. Just because he was rich and powerful, and owned every acre of land surrounding the de la Mare estate for as far as the eye could see, didn’t mean he could insult her.

‘The vines are not yours, Mr Durand,’ she said with as much dignity as she could muster while her hands were shaking and her whole body was far too aware of his nearness. His strength. ‘And apparently they never will be,’ she said, ruthlessly quashing the ripple of guilt. And confusion.

She didn’t deserve this legacy.

She had been friends with Pierre, but she had only known him for a year; she wasn’t his family and they hadn’t been husband and wife. Not in any real sense of the word. She could see with complete clarity now, Pierre had used her as a pawn in his fight with Durand. How could he have had her best interests at heart if he had always intended to set her up against a man with Durand’s power and influence? By leaving her the vines and stopping her from selling to Durand he was setting her up to fail, setting up the vineyard to fail. However sick he had been, he had never been stupid.

Had Pierre hated Durand more than he had loved the vines? Perhaps.

One thing was certain, though—he had hated Durand more than he had cared for her. And that hurt, more than she wanted to admit.

‘What do you know about the de la Mare vines?’ Durand asked, his handsome face ripe with contempt. ‘About how to nurture and care for them? Or how to get the best out of them?’ His gaze raked over her figure, the heat in his eyes so contemptuous it burned. ‘You know nothing,’ he replied, answering his own question. ‘And yet you think you can take what is mine because you opened your legs for that bastard, comme une pute?’

Like a whore.

‘Monsieur Durand! There is no call for such language,’ the lawyer said.

But Cara couldn’t hear Marcel, all she could hear was the blood pounding in her ears. She didn’t care what Durand thought of her, what anyone thought of her, so why did his disgust cut through her composure to the wounded girl who had been called names so many times before? And why was his forceful fury only making the sensations racing over her skin more volatile, more electric, more uncontrollable?

‘I’m not a whore, I’m his wife,’ she said, her voice breaking on the words. ‘You certainly have no more right to the vines than I do.’

‘You think not?’ Durand stepped closer, close enough for her to feel the heat of his anger pumping off him, and see the tension in his jaw, the brittle fury in the vivid brown of his eyes. But there was something else in the dark depths that was even more disturbing. Something hot and vibrant that she could feel deep in her abdomen.

‘I have every right to these vines. I nurtured them and fed them, protected them from frost and fire and blight, picking off the insects until my fingers bled,’ he said, the forceful words as compelling as the passion sparking between them. A passion she did not want to acknowledge but couldn’t deny. ‘I worked these fields for hours, when I wasn’t even old enough to see over the top of the vines,’ he murmured. ‘And I promised myself then, some day they would be mine.’

Durand’s origins were sketchy. She’d heard the stories whispered about him in the media, that his mother had come from a poor family and no one knew who his father was. That he had started out very young working in the fields, had little formal schooling and had worked his way up from nothing, eventually earning enough to buy his first stake, then expanded and grown his business. But no one had ever suspected he came from Burgundy, and certainly not from around here, or someone surely would have mentioned it before now.

‘Are you saying you worked for Pierre and he didn’t pay you?’ Cara asked, her voice shaking. Was he lying to her? She could imagine he would be ruthless enough to do just that, but something about the tone of his voice, as if he were admitting something he was ashamed of, suggested the opposite. ‘I don’t... I don’t believe you.’

It couldn’t be true.

Pierre had been a complex man, perhaps more complex than she had realised, but he wasn’t a monster. Was he?

‘Oui, he paid me,’ Durand snarled. ‘The money he insisted I owed him for being born. And I did the work willingly until I realised that all he had ever wanted from me was free labour. That he never had any intention of acknow—’ He stopped short and something slashed across his features, something more than fury. Something that looked suspiciously like betrayal and hurt, as well as anger.

Cara recognised that emotion because she had endured the same feelings of confusion and inadequacy as a child, on the day her father had left her at the children’s centre in Westminster and told her he couldn’t look after her any more.

It was the last time she had ever seen him.

As she absorbed the echo of that shattering emotion now, tightening her ribs and making her heart thunder, she thought of the confusing statement he’d made—why would Pierre believe Durand owed him money for being born...?

Then she noticed the golden halo around the dark brown of Durand’s irises for the first time.

‘You were his son,’ she murmured, the truth suddenly so obvious she didn’t know why she hadn’t figured it out as soon as Durand had stepped inside her home.

Or rather his home.

Had he lived and worked here as a child? And never been acknowledged by Pierre?

The wave of compassion towards this hard, indomitable man was so fierce it nearly knocked her off her feet. Because suddenly she understood exactly why the vines meant so much to him. Why he wanted them so badly. And why he hated Pierre—or wanted to hate Pierre—as much as she had once wanted to hate her own father. For abandoning her.

But as the wave of compassion flowed through her, the wave of desire surged too, that shocking feeling of connection breaking down the barriers she’d been trying and failing to construct ever since his gaze had raked over her at the graveside.




CHAPTER THREE

WHAT THE HELL did she just say?

‘Qu’est-ce qu’elle a dit, là?’

Maxim was so shocked at the woman’s whispered statement his English deserted him—and momentarily so did his fury at his father’s vindictive attempt to deny him even from beyond the grave. He had said too much, far too much, but even so she couldn’t possibly have figured out the truth so easily when no one else had ever suspected his link to Pierre de la Mare.

‘You were...’ She stumbled over the words but her blue eyes were so filled with sympathy he stiffened. ‘You are Pierre’s son. Your eyes, the shading...they’re just like his.’

It wasn’t a question this time, any more than it had been the first time she’d said it.

‘What stupidity is this?’ he said, instinctively denying it.

But his voice sounded rough with shock as the humiliation that had consumed him as a boy—when he’d discovered what a fool he’d been to believe even for a second that a man of Pierre de la Mare’s breeding and wealth would ever have claimed a bastard like him—threatened to engulf him again.

He didn’t want her pity. And he had no intention of claiming the legacy; all he wanted was the vines. Vines he’d sweated and laboured over for years, believing his father loved him, or at least respected him, when all he’d ever been to Pierre de la Mare was a mistake.

‘Even if you are mine, as your mother claims, do you really think I’d want a whore’s brat to carry the de la Mare name? However good he is with the vines.’

The words his father had spoken to him the day he’d turned fifteen rang in his head. That was the day he’d finally got up the courage to tell Pierre de la Mare he knew they were father and son. The day he’d told his father how proud he was to carry on that legacy. The day his father had laughed in his face and told him he had no right to any legacy because Maxim would never be more than a field hand, a labourer, a bastard.

Pierre de la Mare had never been his father, whatever his mother said. It had taken him years to figure out the blood tie between them meant nothing to his father and it never had.

How the hell his father’s ten-second wife had figured out their connection, though, was beyond him.

He forced himself to breathe, to calm down as everything inside him rebelled against the pity in her eyes and the volatile mix of emotions it caused to roil in his gut—shame, humiliation, anger.

‘I can see him in you,’ she said, searching his face. ‘Pierre spoke of you all the time; you were like an obsession of his. I thought it was because you’d been so successful in this business so young. But I can see now it was always more personal than that.’

Maxim’s stomach tightened into a knot of fury at the softly spoken words.

‘In his own way, although he feared you, I think he was proud of you too,’ she added.

The comment knifed into his gut. Was she serious? Was this some kind of sick joke? Did she think he gave a damn about what de la Mare thought of him or his business? He’d stopped seeking his father’s approval sixteen years ago. He’d run away from the vineyard that night and left Burgundy the next day to make his own way in the world, after years living on the outskirts of his father’s land, effectively begging for scraps by doing everything de la Mare asked of him in the hope he would one day acknowledge their connection.

No one here had recognised him when he’d returned. No one except de la Mare—which was precisely why he had enjoyed remaining aloof and at the same time stymied all the old man’s attempts to save the vineyard from its debts. He hadn’t had to get his hands dirty because the old fool had run the place into the ground on his own. And when de la Mare had come to him, begging for help and investment, thinking that Maxim still wanted his acknowledgement, Maxim had taken great pleasure in laughing in his father’s face.

He had promised Pierre de la Mare at that meeting that once the old bastard was dead he would buy the vines and stamp the Durand name, his mother’s name, his low-class gutter name on them—and the de la Mare legacy that his father had been so proud of, and so determined to deny him once, would be gone for ever.

The old bastard had married this woman in a last-ditch attempt to trick Maxim out of the legacy that was rightfully his. And for that alone he should despise her...

Although...

Devoid of make-up, the girl’s face—fresh sun-burnished skin, high cheekbones, wide too-blue eyes and a mouth ripe for kissing—was all the more compelling. And her body, even disguised in the shorts and work shirt, looked ripe for a great deal more. No wonder his body had responded to her. She was a beautiful woman. The fact that she was his father’s widow did not detract from her physical allure.

He huffed out a harsh laugh, determined to break the spell she had weaved over him so effortlessly. ‘Do you actually think I care what that bastard thought of me?’

She blinked, obviously taken aback by the savage tone.

He realised too late he had made a tacit admission that the girl was right about his biological connection with de la Mare when the lawyer—whom he’d forgotten was in the room with them—murmured, ‘Is this true, Monsieur Durand? Pierre de la Mare was your biological father?’

He glanced at the lawyer, who looked shocked to the core.

He could continue to deny it. He had no desire to have it become common knowledge. But, feeling the girl’s eyes on him, he realised he didn’t want to lie. Lying made the truth more powerful. Made it seem as if he cared about the connection when he considered it nothing more than an unfortunate accident of birth.

‘My mother was one of de la Mare’s mistresses,’ he said, careful to keep any inflection out of his voice. ‘Elise Durand Pascale. We lived here—’ he glanced around the room ‘—until he got bored with her.’ He shrugged. ‘Then he allowed us to live in a small shack on the edges of the estate. But as soon as I was old enough, de la Mare insisted I work for him to pay for that privilege as my mother was too weak to work full-time.’ The bile rose in his throat, but he swallowed it down, the details of that devil’s bargain, a bargain he had only become aware of when he’d confronted de la Mare years later as a fifteen-year-old, still sickened him. What a fool he’d been to believe his father had wanted to train him in the art of winemaking so he could eventually take over the business, when all the old bastard had really wanted was a free field hand. ‘But I have no desire to claim a connection I take no pride in,’ he continued. ‘If you don’t keep the information private you’ll be facing a lawsuit.’ He turned back to de la Mare’s widow, although calling her anyone’s widow seemed absurd. Her young heart-shaped face was surprisingly guileless for a woman who had slept with an old man to get a hand on his property. Somehow he couldn’t quite get himself to think of her as a putain any more, though, when the disturbing mix of pity and understanding in her expression looked genuine.

‘And that includes you, Madame de la Mare,’ he said, just in case she was in any doubt.

Instead of looking surprised, she simply nodded. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Your connection to Pierre is private, I understand that.’

He doubted she did understand. Perhaps she thought she had a better chance of keeping the land if no one knew of his relationship to de la Mare. If so, she was mistaken. He didn’t need to be de la Mare’s son to take the land... And complete his revenge on the man who had sired him. And then discarded him.

‘If you wish to dispute the will based on this information you would have to submit to a DNA test,’ the lawyer said, obviously fearful for his job. He had to know Maxim had an impressive legal team and enough money at his disposal to keep the guy’s practice tied up in litigation for years over the legality of this last-minute bequest.

‘I have every intention of disputing this will,’ he clarified. ‘But I certainly don’t need to prove I am de la Mare’s flesh and blood to do it. All I have to do is prove the man wasn’t of sound mind when he made it.’ He let his gaze rake over the woman in front of him, lingering on the rise and fall of her breasts under the worn cotton camisole she wore beneath her shirt.

The visible outline of her nipples had the now familiar heat settling low in his belly. He knew he should ignore it—he didn’t want de la Mare’s leftovers—but then her breath caught and the heat intensified, despite his best efforts.

So she could feel it too? This pull between them that had disturbed him so much at the graveside.

‘I doubt it will be hard to persuade a judge that de la Mare was enthralled by the charms of his new wife when he made this will,’ he said, the husky tone hard to disguise. ‘And the ludicrous stipulations contained within it.’

In truth, he doubted the girl had had anything to do with the will—de la Mare had probably planned this final slight ever since their meeting two years ago, and she had simply been a willing participant. But that didn’t make his instinctive attraction, and his apparent inability to control it, any less baffling. Or annoying.

The girl’s flush rose up her neck and her breathing became shallower. Her nipples were so prominent now, he felt sure they must be painful. The heat throbbed and swelled in his groin as he imagined easing down the soft cotton to relieve her pain with his lips. He inhaled, capturing the scent of wild flowers and the vague musk of her arousal.

Damn, but she was exquisite. Beautiful, fiercely desirable and apparently unable to disguise her sexual needs. The veneer of innocence—however fake—was also captivating.

While it pained him to realise it, he couldn’t fault the old bastard for his taste.

‘Monsieur Durand, I assure you the will is watertight. Monsieur de la Mare was entirely cognisant when he made it,’ the lawyer said. ‘And Madame de la Mare had no knowledge of the contents of it before today, as per my client’s wishes.’

‘We will see,’ he replied, never taking his eyes off the girl. For that was what she looked like to him. Exactly how old was she? He’d wondered earlier, but he was wondering even more now. She had to be more than a teenager, but in the casual clothes, and out of the revealing dress, she didn’t look like much more. And his father had been in his sixties.

For a moment he considered that age difference. Her gaze darted from Marcel and back to him, her nervousness only increasing his desire.

Exactly how desperate must she have been to consider spreading her legs for an old man? And how could he hold that against her, when he had done things he wasn’t proud of himself as a boy, simply to survive.

He glimpsed the table, where an array of fresh local cheese and fruit and bread had been artfully arranged. And the thick fog of desire finally cleared enough for him to start thinking... If not clearly, then at least coherently.

The solution to this problem was simple. Why hadn’t he thought of it sooner? Surely if she had married an old man for his property, she could be bought. All he had to do was make her an offer she could not refuse—controlling this inexplicable surge of desire would also be a good start.

‘I will stay to eat after all—and try out the wine—so we can discuss the situation further,’ he said.

‘I am afraid I must leave,’ the lawyer said. ‘My wife will have dinner waiting for me.’

The girl’s brows lifted, and wariness flashed across her features. She didn’t like the suggestion that she be left alone with him.

Good, he had the upper hand at last. And that was all that mattered in a negotiation of this sort. He needed to be ruthless now—and stop obsessing about her rigid nipples.

Walking to the sideboard, Maxim poured himself a glass of de la Mare’s wine to keep his hands busy. And concentrate his thoughts on what he wanted to achieve—namely getting his hands on de la Mare’s ancient vines, not his nubile young widow.

He watched an array of emotions cross the girl’s face.

Concern, panic, maybe even fear.

But was she scared of him, he wondered, or the hunger her rigid nipples and shallow breaths had acknowledged, even if she could not?

Satisfaction surged at the evidence that she was finding it even harder than him to control her responses. Whether she was scared of him or the provocative passion that had blindsided them both, he could make her fear work in his favour. If he kept his head.

Before she could formulate a polite way to kick him out of the house he added, ‘This may be my last chance to eat a meal in the house where I was born.’

He couldn’t care less about having a final meal in La Maison. He barely remembered living here; all he could remember was the early mornings spent racing across the fields from the shack where he and his mother had ended up, and working with his father’s field hands in the predawn mist, or after school long into the night and watching and waiting for his father to arrive, and hopefully notice him and how hard he worked. And the day he had come to claim that connection, full of pride and longing, and had been left standing at the back door to meet his father—because he was considered too low-class to enter the house.

His deliberately wistful comment had the desired effect, though, when the sympathy and misplaced sentiment for his plight he had noticed earlier crossed the girl’s face again, and she nodded. ‘I understand, Monsieur Durand.’

The lawyer packed up his laptop and his papers, then snapped his briefcase shut. ‘If you have any questions, Madame de la Mare...’ He inclined his head towards Maxim. ‘Or Monsieur Durand. Feel free to contact me at my office.’ He laid down a business card for each of them. ‘But I do hope we can be civil about this.’ He gave a hearty if strained laugh. ‘I think a quiet meal together to discuss amicably how to proceed makes perfect sense. While de la Mare did not want the vines sold to the Durand Corporation, I see no reason why Madame de la Mare should not lease them to you, Maxim, if you wish to carry on producing the Montremare Premier Cru in your father’s honour.’

Maxim nearly choked on the salty cube of Brie de Meaux he had popped into his mouth. He swallowed his outrage with a sip of his father’s famous wine. ‘That is an interesting possibility,’ he managed, thinking Caron was an imbecile.

He had no desire to do anything in honour of that bastard. And he didn’t want to lease the vines, he wanted to own them. Because only then could he obliterate the last of de la Mare’s legacy. And complete his revenge on the man who had rejected him all those years ago.

But he had no intention of revealing that to either the girl or her lawyer. He had exposed himself enough already. He wasn’t usually a man given to emotion. In fact, he was famous for his cold, clinical business practices. But right now he wasn’t feeling cold or clinical. He was feeling hot and on edge. Somehow he needed to find a way to use that to his advantage in his negotiations with the girl.

As the lawyer left, Maxim watched his father’s widow make a point of sitting in the chair on the opposite side of the table. She picked at the grapes.

She was nervous, as well as turned on. Good—at least he wasn’t the only one unsettled by this inconvenient attraction.

‘How old were you?’ she asked. ‘When Pierre expected you to come work for him to pay for the use of the shack you lived in?’

‘Ten. Eleven. I don’t recall exactly.’ He shrugged, but the movement was stiff. He could see that damn sympathy clouding her eyes again and it was the last thing he wanted. ‘It wasn’t a hardship,’ he murmured. ‘I enjoyed the work. And I came to love the vines.’

She took the hint, her flush igniting again. ‘I’m sorry, it must be hard for you that he made that bequest.’

‘Not at all, I expected no less from him, Madame...’ He paused. He disliked calling her by that old bastard’s name. ‘What is your prénom?’

‘My first name?’ she said, and he realised he had lapsed into French again. Why did he find it so hard to concentrate around her?

‘Oui, your Christian name.’

‘It’s Cara. Cara Evans... Or, rather, Cara de la Mare, I guess.’ She didn’t sound sure.

‘Cara Evans is a better name,’ he said, oddly pleased by her hesitation.

Bright flags of colour hit her cheeks and the heat in his groin surged—which only confused him more.

‘As you were only married to the old bastard for a few days I think you do not need to take his name,’ he added.

‘Please don’t call him that,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry he wasn’t a good father to you. But Pierre was my friend.’

My friend. What a coy way to describe the man she had a long-term affair with.

‘You do not understand,’ he said, annoyed by the warmth in her voice.

Why couldn’t she get it through her head that he had no need of her compassion? Whatever his father had or hadn’t done to him a lifetime ago had no bearing on who he was now.

‘I did not need for him to be a good father to me, or any kind of father,’ he said, determined to spell it out to her.

He tore off a chunk of the fresh baguette and spread it with Brie, then bit into the snack and let the creamy, salty taste melt on his tongue—determined to look nonchalant if it killed him. He had never spoken to anyone of that time in his life when he had tried so desperately to win Pierre de la Mare’s admiration and affection, not even to his mother.

In some ways he was still ashamed of that boy—how weak and foolish he had been to need validation from a man who felt nothing for him. But Cara Evans needed to know that desperate child was long gone.

‘I survived very well on my own,’ he continued. ‘In fact my father’s decision to deny our connection, to reject me as a boy because I was a bastard and my mother was from a poor family, made me a much stronger man, prepared to fight for everything that is mine—and I will never allow anyone to have what is rightfully mine ever again,’ he finished.

Her eyes widened but, instead of the fear he had hoped to instil with the veiled threat, her gaze filled with that infuriating compassion—even rawer and more intense now than it had been moments before.

‘Pierre rejected you as a child because you were illegitimate?’ she said, clearly having completely missed the point of the disclosure. ‘How dreadful. I’m... I’m so sorry.’

She reached across the table in an instinctive gesture of comfort—and sympathy. The touch of her fingertips was like a naked flame, searing his skin and his pride and making the fire in his loins ignite.

He flipped his hand over and clasped her wrist, preventing her from drawing those incendiary fingertips away again, when she realised her mistake.

‘Do not feel sorry for that boy,’ he said, wanting to revel in the shock and wariness in her expression, but still disturbed himself by the fire that continued to spark and spit as her pulse went wild under his thumb. ‘He is long gone.’

Damn it, he was a billionaire, as far removed from that impoverished, rejected child as it was possible to get. He was rich beyond his wildest dreams now and wielded all the power that boy had been denied, and he was soon to be the master of all he surveyed... Including de la Mare’s ancient vines.

She tugged her hand free and he let her go, infuriated by the blood still pounding in his groin.

He could have any woman he wanted. Why the hell should he want this woman—a woman who had once warmed his father’s bed—so much?

But, even as he asked the question, his gaze landed on her mouth. Her small white teeth dug into her bottom lip and his breathing accelerated at the thought of biting that lush lip too and then soothing the soreness with his tongue, before plunging his
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