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One night in Rome Donna Lovelace's life suddenbngfed. That night she
fell in love with a mysterious stranger.

But Rick Lordetti was a hired bodyguard, and heady belonged to her
new employer, Serafina Neri, the beautiful retisedress who'd engaged
Donna to help in writing her memoirs.

Convinced that Rick was more than a bodyguard taffd@ and had
fathered Serafina's son, Adone, Donna resolvedrget him. But as Rick
said, "When night falls and the stars take shaeénagve are inclined to
forget our resolutions”.



CHAPTER ONE

THE fascination of the scenery held Donna Lovelacd&ratied, with its
narrow roads hacked out of the hillsides and wigdipwards all the way
until the rackety cab seemed to hang in the aivaltbe great clumps of
rock and the deep gleam of the sea. The Italiaredof the cab seemed
entirely nerveless, blasting his horn most of thretand hurling remarks at
Donna that she barely understood but took to bsstgances that they
weren't about to plunge over the cliffs.

The craggy hillsides were swept by sun and wind2owiha had the feeling
that civilisation was being left on the lower slep# southern Italy, along
with the terraced vines and the silvery-grey olinees; the mulberries and
almonds. Up here there was a wildness and a gratiteiexcited her even
as it alarmed her.

When the driver suddenly flung the words, 'Villapenatore!" over his
shoulder she felt her heart quicken with anticppatand knew they were
nearing her destination.

Somehow she hadn't expected the villa of Serafiextd be in this part of
Italy. She had imagined it in the smart suburbBafe, an elegamalazzo
in a park, with white statues agleam in the sunfandtains spraying. A
house in this high region would surely be more g ... even romantic.

The cab swept around a bend in the precariousanddhere ahead of them
were tall iron gates that were firmly closed. Thbé screeched to a halt and
a uniformed guard strolled out of a small stoneseoget among a group of
trees; he came to the gates to exchange a barfdgdian with Donna's
driver.

After several minutes the driver turned to her said excitedly: 'Passport,
mees! Show passpodvanti!

'Oh—he wants to make sure I'm genuine?' Donnadtipppen her bag,
extracted her passport and handed it over. Thalgban took a number of
minutes to scrutinise the picture inside and finedlquested that Signorina



Lovelace be so good as to step from the vehicleesoould make sure of
her identity.

Donna did as she was asked and had the feelinghathaeached the
frontier of some Ruritanian principality ruled ovey Serafina Neri, the
world-famous film star, now retired and living iectusion, protected by
her own special guards not only from photograplaad sightseers but
from the constant threat of abduction, the menae¢ wealthy Italians
lived with.

They had to be careful, Donna supposed, but sthiedyguard on the gate
could see that she wasn't carrying a camera onatlja eyes flicked her

up and down, and then he handed back the pasapdrspoke again to the
cab driver, waving his hands about and obviousliedum about what he

was proposing.

Donna soon learned, for the driver climbed out e tab, pulled her
baggage from the boot, held out his hand and deedkinid fare. It seemed
that she was to be allowed through the gates, butoot. The guard
obviously had strict orders that he wasn't to tamstone, and she supposed
he felt confident he could deal with a slim youegretary clad in a white
shirt and doeskin skirt, a soft leather bag slurgnf her shoulder, into
which he delved the moment he had let her throhghgates and bolted
them again. The cab drove off in a stampede of, dust Donna stood
there quietly while her bag was searched, her thlogaten hair held at her
nape in a big tortoise- shell slide, her ale-caddueyes shaded by dark
lashes quite innocent of any make-up.

There was a certain independent style to thetbioligh she didn't possess
any formal sort of beauty. Her nose tilted, hett schrlet mouth was too
wide and crinkly, and there was a crooked littlsftain her chin. Her figure
was willowy, the bones clearly defined in her asklewvrists and
collarbones.

She lifted her face to the sun and relished thieofae There were aspects to
this job at the Villa Imperatore that were strargel decidedly alarming,
but she had longed to come to Italy, and had sddhis position with La

Neri because her father had been a well-known ¢démmeraman who had



worked on a couple of Serafina's films and lightieel actress so well and
made her look so lovely that La Neri had never dten him. She had
remembered the name Lovelace, and so Donna wasanereabout to

undertake the task of helping the famous star tteveer memoirs.

Donna had freelanced on this sort of work beforé preferred it to the
routine of office work. It held its perils, of cae, and once she had helped a
well- known comedian to write his biography and riduit decidedly
un-funny trying to keep out of his clutches.

But this time she'd be working for a woman, thaokdness, and there was
less risk of losing her patience, not to mentiontwour, when she finally
got down to the job.

‘Grazie.' She smiled at the guard as she accepted her bagjuarg it back
on her shoulder. He stared a moment at her, treembauth relaxed slightly
and he bent to pick up her suitcases. He gesthadshe follow him and
Donna proceeded to do so, along a narrow pathwayagitie trees that was
presumably a short cut to the villa. Birds whistkad hopped upon the
branches overhead, adding to the air of seclusiban estate deliberately
isolated from the rest of the region. What mutdet like, Donna wondered,
to be a rich, famous beauty who lived in fear ohg&idnapped? Was there
a certain excitement in it for a woman who no langenped her way across
the cinema screen but who lived on past glory, rseed from her husband
whom she had never divorced because she was atdeatholic?

The trees suddenly thinned and Donna followed tredyout upon a wide
forecourt fronting the Villa Imperatore ... it wggite wonderful, but in no
way a classic Latin villa. Its walls were cobblddjng with clumps of
flowering weed, with a side tower crowned by arharay in which hung a
large iron bell. The long main structure was roafeded oval tiles, with a
central archway leading into a small courtyard adMith climbing plants,
great terracotta pots spilling with flowers, andhtced by a fountain with
three stone basins into which the water was turgpprobably fed from one
of the mountain streams.

'Fascinating," Donna murmured. 'Like somethingafwt dream.’



'Scusa, signorina The guard gave her a questioning look.

'Molto bello,'she smiled, waving a hand at the vilBuona fortezzaDonna
had a sense of humour and couldn't always supjtress

'Si, si' He nodded, understanding her, perhaps at hegntie man despite
the polished, lethal- looking pistol that hung froms belt. 'Come,
signorina. A ndiamo!

He walked in under the archway and Donna followed past the cool

splash of the fountain to an oval-shaped woodemnr dm®t with a Judas
window. He pulled the iron bell at the side of titie grille, waited until a

face appeared at the other side, then nodded &riddena standing there
with her suitcases at her feet.

The dark eyes stared at her through the grille. Miss Lovelace," Donna
explained. 'The Signora Neri is expecting me.’

'Si.' The wooden door was opened and the slim youngnfaotpicked up
her baggage and led her across the dim, polistredoaed hall and up a
flight of stairs to thesalone Here the footman paused and tapped upon one
of the double doors, casting at the same timeegdce at Donna that was,
she felt, very Italian in its assessment of hee faied figure. She remained a
trifle aloof, for she already had the feeling thresurrounding herself with
men La Neri was probably one of those women whedlito be the centre of
their attraction. Flirtations, Donna felt, would tnbe welcomed in this
house, not that she was the type who indulgedemthll that frequently.
She hadn't yet met the man who could set her pthselsling and her senses
aflame.

'Avanti!’

The footman swept open the door and ushered Dartoailovely, almost
barbaric room, so that Donna saw the great sofaslsigred in zebra skin,
and the great spread llama skins on the floor bélped wood blocks before
she actually looked at the sole occupant ofstilene.



‘The Signorina Lovelace,' intoned the footman, Wien withdrew, leaving
Donna alone with her employer.

They gazed at each other, a slim fair English gintj a goddess-like Latin
woman with masses of shining dark hair, long lusdrgreen eyes, an
imperious nose and mouth, and a perfect body atad ijade-green
houserobe of shimmering soft silk. La Neri was smgka cheroot and
standing with her back to a long window ... she eaary inch the dream
inamorataof a million men, and Donna was in no doubt tlne ktalian
woman revelled in her power.

'So you are Donna,' she said, in a rich silky voler English made even
more attractive by her accent; the voice which hag¢mured so many
endearments while those long, pale hands had ear@ssireams the men
who watched her in the darkness of the cinemarauaito pretend that their
wives or girlfriends looked as she did.

Your father, Donna, was a very good friend of mike was a fine
cameraman, a master of the art, and he knew examthto photograph my
face so my lItalian nose would not look—well, toalitin, if you get my
meaning?'

Donna smiled and suddenly realised that this wowmwas far more human
than she appeared at first glance. There was & smiler lustrous eyes, a
curve to her lips as she let the cheroot smoké fdoifn between them.

'He often spoke of you, Signora Neri. He told me yad more style than
any other star he had worked with.’

‘Grazie But it saddens me that he died in that awful istdote in Los
Angeles—a great, very sad loss for you, my chikpeeially in view of
having lost your mother when you were so young. elmw, it is fate the
things that happen to us, and we can no more amgidate than we can
avoid the fall of night and the coming of dawn. Bonna, you are going to
assist me to be autore.It will be a very new role for me, and it will fpelo
pass the time, no?"



Donna smiled as she thought of this vast estatedws this woman and all
the things she could find to do; exploring her doménding out all the
flowers that grew about the place, all the birdst #ang in its trees, all the
tracks that led to breathtaking aspects of the r@ds and the ocean.

But La Neri was a cosseted orchid, not a ramblasg yand it had probably
never occurred to her that there was pleasure fol® in simple things.
For too long she had lived in the spotlight and neamted to put into a book
her teaming memories of those days and nightsasfysglamour ... her
loves, her triumphs, and her tears.

'Do you think we shall work good together?' An eleghand made a
gesture towards a deep chair and Donna sat dowssing her slim legs and
reposing her hands, with the short unpolished fimgiés of the typist.

'l hope sosignorg' she replied. 'The villa is a fascinating pland &have a
feeling I'm going to enjoy Italy.'

'Everyone who has any heart enjoys Italy." The abtewas stubbed and
green eyes flicked Donna's legs and simple clothivigu will call me
Serafina, like everyone else here at the villal fired, have you no young
man to object to being parted from you while we kvan my memoirs? The
book will take time, for | have much to tell, anddn't permit strangers here
on visits to my staff.’

'l have no boy-friend—not on a permanent basispimaosaid. 'l suppose
you could call me a career girl.'

'‘Good." Serafina sat down herself on one of therazebvered sofas,
arranging herself with a natural elegance, so tidsfof her robe fell

gracefully about her slender, well-cared-for figughe could easily have
passed for a woman in her thirties, yet Donna kinem what her father had
told her that La Neri was almost forty-one. It wiasredible, and if at any
time she had undergone cosmetic surgery there waggn of it. Her skin

was matt and warm-coloured, and she had the lusdima of mouth that

men would crave to kiss.



"You stare at me.' Serafina slowly smiled. 'Are ysndering how ancient |
might be when | daresay you know that | have a grow son of
twenty-five?'

'My father told me you were beautiful,” Donna sadirifle shyly. 'Real
in-the-bone beauty doesn't fade, it just seemsifmave in texture.'

'Like an emerald or a Picasso, eh?' Serafina laughkly. 'If a woman is
born beautiful, then she takes care of her begugyas she would take care
of a precious gem. | rarely go out in the sun, t@resay that would seem
sacrilege to a young, obviously energetic girl Ijaurself. | never eat
starchy foods, nor do | drink wine, though | sommets enjoy a small
cognac. Italian food is fattening, so | leave wadthne thepastaand the
polentaand keep strictly to a diet of broiled beefsteaét green vegetables.
| am a very vain woman, Donna, and | can also pe@aus and cruel when
the mood is upon me. Do you think your nerves stdind up to me?"'

'I'm no wilting plant—Serafina.’ It was a beautiii@dme, but Donna still felt
a trifle shy about using it, especially when shealied the extraordinary
fame of this striking woman, who had risen fromItlaek streets of Sicily to
become an international star who had been wooesbine of the world's
most eligible men. But Serafina had been marriedndhe was eighteen to
a man older than herself, with whom she had livaly @ short while,
producing a son that he had reared while she haé gff in search of fame
and fortune. She had never lived again with hebanod and for some
strange, private reason of her own had found ivenrent to stay married to
him. It almost seemed as if she preferred the worehmen to be at a
distance ... like a true goddess of mythology.

'No." Serafina ran her remarkable eyes over hethywlusecretary. "You
have good hair and bones and a certain poise wHige. You are not
subservient—I detest and despise people who bowsaraghe to me. Ah
yes,' the well-cared-for teeth showed in a brilligmile, 'l like homage, but
| like the honest kind, not the kind they call $iervice. | have guards about
this place. You have seen them, of course. You nstated, Donna, that |
have wealth and there abeiganti in the hills of Italy who would like to
abduct me for ransom. Once it was tried! | wasdlang by car to Naples to
visit my sister and they surrounded the car on mojoles, but luckily |



had with me my personal bodyguard and he was algettme away from
these loathsome, dirty creatures who will not wiorrka living but prey like
vultures on those who have worked for what theyeliav

Serafina lounged back against the zebra skin, dvdrttead at rest against a
brilliant cushion, her eyelids half-closesi, | have worked like a dog in my
time and it will all be told in my memoirs—they Wite exciting and for
some they will be provoking, for they will revedlet quirks and faults as
well as the charms of people ! have known. You wdt be bored, my
young English helper. You may be amused —even meag®us by the
excitements of my life when | was a girl in my twies. Tell me, have you
yet had a lover?’

'‘No--' Donna was taken aback by the franknesse@efjtiestion and felt the
hot colour come into her cheeks. 'Not if you mean--

'Yes, that is exactly what | mean.' Serafina ladgbaftly as she studied the
lingering colour on Donna's cheekbones. 'l thowhBritish girls were
highly emancipated and only too ready to discaedctiastity belt. Why are
you different, eh? Have you not yet met a man wirs gou to reckless
desire? Is it even possible that you possess shlidaed ideals, such as
saving yourself for your wedding night?'

Donna didn't welcome this kind of probing into Iparsonal life, but she
recognised that Serafina might be a rather lonagnan for all her luxury
and the protectiveness of her guards. Now thatfetied herself in the
company of another female she obviously felt themalsion to gossip, and
the gossip of women invariably led to the bedroom.

'I've never yet met a man | cared that much for,’

Donna admitted. 'I've also kept rather busy sife& business college.’
Serafina probed Donna's face with her green eyes.have unusual looks,
though it would not be strictly true to call yoweptly. The pale gold hair is

natural, eh? | ask because you have such darkslastmntrast, and also
darker toned eyebrows.’



'l couldn't be bothered to be a dyed blonde,’ Darphed. 'Those dark roots
would be too much!’

'Proving you have a basic honesty and good seBseafina nodded to
herself. 'l think | shall get along with you, Donrar the most part. | got
along very well with your father. We used to shsaasage sandwiches on
the set, but in those days, of course, | was lesdanger of putting on
weight. Sausage with a spread of mustard—ah, tsasdwiches were
really quite delicious. You must miss that nice reaary much, child?'

Donna nodded. 'Dad was tough and uncompromisindgnamaobably set an
example | look for in— in other men.'

‘That is inevitable,' Serafina agreed. '| much tbeey own father, but it will
all be told in the book, how he died, leaving mythaw to bring up a
daughter on her own. | was nice to look at and—iedboys were soon
after me. Sicilian girls blossom quickly, you unstand, and some of them
marry very young—As | did. A kind enough man, the tife with him was
too tame, and when | had the chance to enter ayeantest | took it--'

Serafina spread her hands and her rings glittemelaeo fingers. ‘It was the
beginning for me. | won the contest and was giverakk-on part in a film
about the rice fields. Ah, it was so exciting, ssydifferent from a life of
poverty in the back streets of Sicily. | made thestrof my chance in that
film—I grabbed fortune by the tail, like a big jyiprawn, and | gobbled it.'

Moments of silence were ticked away by a lovely dlatk under a glass
dome while La Neri dwelt on those early days of ¢emeer, which once it
took off had been brilliantly successful. It wasnity her beauty which had
captured the imagination of the public, but she p@ssessed a warmth and
a temperament that had reached out from the cirsemen and made the
filmgoers love her.

'Have you brothers—sisters?' she asked Donna. ‘fatler and | used to
talk mainly of the films and | cannot remember & had more than one
child.'



‘There was only me,' said Donna, with a tinge gfee 'I'd have loved a
sister, but Dad never remarried after my mothed,dsd devoted himself
to his work.'

'It is good to have a sister," Serafina agreedd 'Aow, Donna, you will
probably wish to see your apartment and to refyesinself after your long
journey. Did you travel by air to Rome?'

'No, | caught the Paris-Rome Express and travéhatlway, through the
Alps and all that lovely scenery.’

'What a hardy young creature you are! Those traiasisually packed like
sardine cans—what then did you do in Rome?’

'I went to the Fountain of Trevi and threw in argbDonna admitted with a
smile. 'They say your wish gets granted if it'sryfst time in Rome.’

'Ah, so you also have a superstitious bone! llggdstamecara, the first time

| was there—and my wish came true! What was yolurgonder?' Sera-
fina's smile was faintly mocking as her eyes svizapina's face. 'Not to win
a beauty contest, | think- perhaps to meet a mamwduld sweep you off
your feet, eh?"

Donna refused to reply, for though she hadn't wisk@ a romantic
involvement she had squeezed her eyes tight asosked the coin and
hoped to find it pleasant and happy in Italy.

'Roma, non basta una vitaSerafina spoke the words almost sensuously.
‘The most fascinating city in the world, where happs is to sit at a
pavement table with a glasswahoand watch the people stroll by in all their
differences. Did you stay long enough to see tinesstiover the dome of St
Peter's?’

'l stayed a day and a night," Donna said softljpembering that sunset
experience from her hotel balcony, the sky likeugengreen lake as the
flaming sun fell away and the stairway streets wihi&ir lines of laundry
were lost in the dusk. She had eaten dinner aidted but had felt the urge
to drink coffee on th@iazzanear the Bernini fountains. Then she had hired



a carrozzaand asked the driver to take her to the Colosseumre the
moonlight had been shining over that great auditorwhere long ago the
Christians had been torn by lions for the amuseroktite Roman crowds.

Standing there among the ghosts she had suddealy llee sound of
footsteps, of someone approaching her with delilmeraand remembering
the tales that it wasn't wise in a foreign city #éostranger to walk alone,
Donna had turned to hurry back to her carriage laad found herself
confronted by a tall man wearing his coat like @a&l about his shoulders,
with a face so darkly tanned that his eyes glealikednyx.

'What,' he had asked in grating English, 'bringSaxon girl to such a

place—does she hear the roar of the crowd agaiheakons are released
from their cages, great tawny creatures paddingsadhe sand of the arena,
manes bristling, snarling lips drawn back to expbsegreedy teeth?'

Donna had been too startled to reply, too alarmediin to realise for a
moment or two that she had seen him before, ahotel where she was
staying overnight. He had been dining a few tahieay from her own, and
what had caught her attention was the small galgithat he wore in his left
ear- lobe, just below the bold darkness of his.hair

'Why would you come to a place such as this,” he $aept a lean,
expressive hand around the Colosseum where evegyttas quiet except
for the sound otigalesgrating away in a nearby grove of cypress and ilex
trees, 'unless you felt the pull of the past. Instarefully and you might
hear the roar of the lions as they pounce.’

Donna had felt an impulse to run away, up the stepbe safety of the
carrozzawhere the driver waited for her, drowsing in theamlight with his
elderly horse, but something about the Italianngtea and his remarks held
her there ... something about his looks grippedrhagination and made her
realise how unchanging was the truly Latin faceisTinan might have
stepped from a canvas which had been painted imiBsance days. He
stood in silhouette against the moonlit sky, hetdees boldly defined and
somehow ruthless, and despite a tinge of fear Dooo&in't help but feel
fascinated by this dark stranger ... a tinglingsséion like electricity
seemed to run through her body. He looked at hettlzare was a magnetic



guality to his eyes above the hard-boned nosehtist of his cheekbones
and the brooding curve of his mouth.

'Yes, you have a sensitivity which makes you avedréhe past.' His eyes
held hers beneath the sardonic slant to his blemk$ '"You were here just
as | was, Saxon girl with your hair like ripe whdat loose on your
shoulders for the centurions to admire beforeitheslleapt to tear your slim
white throat.’

Donna shivered at the image he evoked and it seaséddanything might

be possible on a night such as this one, with tbemtasting shadows
around the vast arena where the Christians hadfdretheir belief in the

teachings of Paul, who had come to pagan Rometablesh the church of
the crucified Christ. 'And what were you?' she dsk®ne of the cruel
Romans feasting your eyes on the slaughter ointhecient Christians?’

'l was a gladiator from the island of Sicily," leplied. 'On the nights before
a special bout of cruelty, when Caligula would beré to watch the
spectacle, they gave the gladiators what you mighita rather special
treat—a girl from among the captive virgins. Thatild have been the first
time we met, eh?’

He smiled briefly and glanced around the greatamnghere such awful
things had taken place in the past, and there wagthing about the hard
gravity of his face that made him remarkable inayWwonna found very
disturbing. Her eyes measured his imposing heigigt as the shifting
moonlight played over him she thought she saw etdahi® his features a
certain look of pain.

'Perhaps a modern young woman from England mighty dbat she
believes in renaissance—the rebirth of the spkitsmile moved about in
his dark eyes like a distant light. 'lIt might se@mnyou a profane belief,
signorina.’'

But anything could have been believable in this@lahere time had stood
still, and there was something in his eyes thatk®d at feelings deep
within Donna that no stranger had the right toudlst 'lI've never really
thought about itsignore.'Reacting to that twinge of alarm she gathered her



coat about her and moved away from him and asasteined up the steps to
her carriage she felt afraid that he would follosv h. a Latin wolf, she told
herself, with a unique line ifaire I'aimable.

Back at the hotel she discovered that a dance mvasogress and as she
hovered in the doorway of the Domino Room somea@raléd her a silver
mask and she noticed that all the couples on theedfioor were masked.
Suddenly she longed to join them, for this was dreg and only night in
Rome, but she didn't have a partner and was tuwvay from the music
and the hail of coloured prisms from the immensdioig ball in the ceiling
when a hand came to- rest on her waist. "Will yaicg with mesignorina?
"a deep, rather gravelly voice requested, sonteemabove her fair head.

Donna spun quickly around and found herself contéay a tall man in a
dark suit, and again she was attacked by a combgedihg of fear and

shyness. He was wearing a black domino which addedd of menace to
his face and she recognised him instantly, butttiie he wasn't going to
permit her to get away from him so easily. His &rgycaught her by the
wrist and she felt the strength in them. '‘Come, iyay not know the music
they are playing but they play it tonight in memafya certain famous
Italian who long ago went to America and becamesthbodiment of every
woman's secret dream.’

The lean fingers took hold of the silver mask anshiba found herself
submitting to the dark stranger as he adjustednibsk over her face.
Through the slits she looked at him, but she digti'him that she did know
what the music was called. Without a word she iet lead her on to the
dance floor and there she entered his arms tothantic strains obream
Lover.

Donna danced with the dark stranger until the baiir was empty and the
orchestra packed up. They wandered out on to thecteand they talked ...
he knew so much about Italy and she listened toihian kind of dream.
They didn't exchange names, but before they pdmtedsked her to take
breakfast with him the following morning. He kisdeet hand and thanked
her for her company.



But he wasn't in the dining-room the following mimgn and there on her
table was a single white rose and a note in ageaeclope'ln Italy we say
che sera, ser®Perhaps one day we may dance together again, psrha
without our masks.'

The note had been unsigned, and the rose had beewhite, just opening
from a bud, and with a stem that was quite thomlBsnna knew what it sy
mbolised to the tall Italian who had come into liferso strangely, and then
departed without saying a real goodbye.

'‘And what did you think of Rome?'

Donna gave Serafina a startled look. 'Oh—I thoitdigautiful—dolce,and
also just a little sad.’

"You are your father's daughter,' the actress gaitl,a smile. 'And now go
with Enrico and he will show you to your apartmeWte dine at eight
o'clock.’'

As Donna followed the footman up a flight of sta@rsclosed by delicate
iron handrails she wondered if Serafina's son livexe at the villa. She had
used the collective term, which seemed to indithéepresence of other
people. Perhaps there were guests staying heraslvetho took siesta in the
afternoons, unlike English house guests who plagedis in the sunshine,
or swam in the pool if their hostess had one.

When the door of her apartment closed behind Esrigniformed back,
Donna kicked off her shoes and paddled her todseithick wool rugs that
lay about on the floor of fine-grained wood. Thenfture was in dark
polished rattan, even to the bedhead. Curtainscamdrs were in Italian
patterns, and there were brass oil-lamps in plaeteotricity. Never before
had Donna worked in such attractive surroundingd,she felt a mounting
sense of excitement.

She gazed at the wild mountain scenery from hecoogl ... this was

Serafina's stronghold where she ruled like a psscend even had a
bodyguard to ensure that she came to no harm. lgdan person, whose
memoirs promised to be as fascinating as she was.



Donna's heart beat fast and she felt certain slsegaiag to enjoy working
in Italy, which had welcomed her with such a stergcounter on the steps
of the Colosseum. She pressed a hand to her tanddelt the pulse beating
there as she recalled the powerful Latin face &ednight-dark eyes. She
had never in her life before met a man who dareslear a gold ring in his
ear ... in the revolving witch- light of the Domimom it had looked like
the wedding ring from a slim female finger, gleagihere in the shadow of
the man's black hair,.

Who was he, and would she ever see him again? flgetong she really
knew about him was that he came from Sicily, islahdhe lemon-tree ...
and the vendetta.



CHAPTER TWO

DoNNA met other members of the household that evenidgtamas as she
had guessed, there were several guests stayihg ilta Imperatore, who
were drinking cocktails in thealonewhen Donna entered the room. They
didn't take any particular notice of her, beingabed in gossip about
mutual friends, or enemies, and though Donna spdite Italian, she was

a trifle lost among those to whom it was their natlanguage.

Then a young man strolled towards her and diréatigna met his eyes she
knew him to be Sera- fina'sson. Slanting, jadeigreges set in a
remarkably good-looking Latin face, which when hevdnear was marked
by lines which Donna suspected were caused byeadbypleasure rather
than hard work. When he smiled at her those jad@s eyinkled in a way
most women would find disturbingly attractive, lnna’'s main reaction
was one of curiosity. So this was the son Serdfadhleft with her husband
while she had sought the adulation of the world|, mow she was a woman
of fame and wealth her son chose her company fenemce to his father's.

Donna didn't return his smile but gave him a cegkd look. He knew she
was his mother's secretary, and he probably assthmeg@art of her duties
was to be nice to him.

His eyes flicked her up and down, taking in hersdref a soft brown
material, the neck-plunge outlined by silvery bamdssilk. Her bosom
beneath the dress hinted at where the silk cagrgishadow, was girlishly
young. Around her throat she wore a plaited bandilgér, but no other
adornment, and compared to the other women indbenrshe looked the
image of simplicity.

'What beautiful hair you have.' He smiled beguiln@s if never in his life
had any girl resisted him for long. 'And what raktkin, as if it might be
perfectly cool to touch.’

‘Touch me, Signor Neri, and I'll slap your fachg sejoined, ‘and probably
lose myself a very good job.’'



'‘Ah, a girl of spirit and fire despite the cool btte looks." He stroked a
finger down his cheeks as if warning her that caefte would touch her in
the same way and she wouldn't slap his face. 'Wbald you like to drink,
Miss Lovelace? | suppose | must be formal until geunit that we become
friends?’

'You lItalian men are very sure of yourselves, argou?' she said,
remembering that other Italian with his remarksat@ddn't seem to put out
of her mind. 'It must have something to do with iyapbringing and the
way your female relatives make little gods of you.’

'Don't you believe in making a fuss of little boysand big ones?' he
murmured. 'The pleasure isn't all one-sidggnorina.’

'‘Where | come fromsignore,the boys and girls are treated equally. Boys
aren't brought up to believe that girls love themsight and are then
prepared to be their devoted slaves.'

'‘Ah, don't you believe that it's possible to fall iove at first sight?’
Something leapt into his eyes, a little gleam ddliginge that made them
brilliantly green. Intrigante! Usually the English girl who comes to ltaly is
searching for the passionate romance she has babteuo find in her own
cool country.'

'l came to Italy to work,' Donna said, in a cooloce 'And | would like a
drink, if you were about to give me one. An orabgessom.’

"You seesignorina,you are a romantic at heart.' He smiled as if beew
quite certain that he would soon have her eatingobtnis hand. 'Every
other woman in this room is drinking Campari or kadbut you ask for an
orange blossom—what exactly are the ingredients?’

'Gin and orange juice.' Donna'’s sense of humoutdmtile denied and she
gave a sudden laugh, warm and throaty. 'What didigwagine,signore,
that it was made from crushed blossoms with a désice wine? Nothing
so exotic. As | told you, I'm just an efficient setary who rather enjoys her
work.'



'l wonder?' His jade eyes slid over her face angd bambed back casually
from her face and looped into a barrette. 'Wateoimetimes still because it
hasn't yet been disturbed, and you may find thatsouthern atmosphere
will melt the icicles around your heart. | will &t your drink and you will
stay right here, eh?’

"You couldn't make me run awasignore.'Her smile was faintly teasing.
"You don't frighten me enough.’

His eyes narrowed when she said that, and then katin grace he
sauntered to the drinks cabinet, made too confidghis many conquests,
Donna reflected, to be shaken for more than a mbobyea mere secretary.
He was attractive and he knew it, but Donna hadimtention of
jeopardising this job by flirting with him. Seraéirwas the type of woman
to be possessive of her belongings, and it ceytawaluldn't please her to
have her son paying attention to someone in hetcyment.

Donna glanced around the room and supposed thafirfgewas waiting for
her guests to assemble before she made a grarmh@mtn a spectacular
gown, looking a hundred times more attractive thayone else.

And it was at that precise moment that La Nerirdike her entrance into
thesalonewearing a dress patterned in different shadesveirsmagical as
she moved, a pendant of diamonds burning like flaagainst her velvety
skin, with matching eardrops and bracelets. A sigladmiration swept
around the room ... but Donna caught her breath fary different reason.

A man followed Serafina into th&alone,clad in a dark dinner suit with a
dress shirt in a deep wine colour instead of thditional white. Donna

knew his strong bone-structure immediately, thatcierposture, that
radiation of authority, that stillness in contrast La Neri's physical

radiance.

A look of shock sprang into Donna's eyes and shieafgain the same
reaction she had felt on the steps of the Colossauesperate urge to run
away before the man looked at her. She gave a nerstart when a cool
glass was placed in her hand and she heard a muaicaur: 'Her beauty
always takes my breath away and I'm her son. WHheakl at her 1 find it



hard to associate her with down-to-earth passiand,yet | am the living
proof that she has felt them. The orange blossdmysur taste?'

Donna had taken a deep gulp because her throagjdreel so dry. Upon
leaving Rome she had thought never to see agabntettkestranger who had
spokento her so evocatively, yet he was here atillag and she felt again
that disturbing thrill of the nerves to see shinagginst his black hair that
small ring of gold.

'Who is he?' Donna couldn't hold back the wordsl, sime could feel her
heart beating fast as he stood just inside the yatowly casting his dark
eyes over the faces of the home guests who wehergak in small groups,
talking together in the animated way of Italianso® his eyes would settle
on her and there would be no escape from thosm@sehe had stirred to
life that night in Rome.

‘That's Lordetti,' she was informed. 'Rick Lordeitiobably the most envied
man in ltaly because he takes care of Serafina,refies on him as on no
other man, not even her broker or her priest. kg'snother's bodyguard.’

"You mean—nhe lives here at the Villa Imperatore?’

'Of course, though for the past week he has beBwome on some personal
business and during that time the villa has beerentlian ever like a

fortress. When Rick is here to safeguard her, Bexdéels less nervous.'
Her son gave a curt little laugh. 'She refuseseleebe that she's safe with
anyone but Rick. She is amused by the idea thasdrecould protect her,

but then her own son isn't a trained assassin.’

'Is that what he is?'" And as Donna spoke thoset-igtk eyes were
suddenly upon her face, but the look of recognisbe had expected had
become a glance of supreme indifference; he mdiieked her features
and moved his gaze to someone else.

'Yes, that is what he is—my mother's hired henchman

Donna caught her breath sharply, and instantly -gaden eyes were
looking down at her, as attentive as those othes éyad been dismissive.



'You have gone quite white, Miss Lovelace! But ydon't have to let
Lordetti bother you. You can ignore him. He dineishwis because my
mother feels easier if she has him nearby—she magrbid fear of being
abducted, of falling into hands that would abuse &ed she trusts no one as
fully as she does her own highly paid Sicilguarda bravoSome months
ago he took a stiletto in the ribs on her behatf dre steel broke in him.
Must have been painful as hell, but he drove heraand those mountain
bends at a speed beyond belief and saved her fnenclutches of a
motor-cycle gang. | doubt if the man has any irgene any woman but
Serafina.’

Donna's fingers clenched around the glass thatheldrink ... yes, she had
known that night in Rome that he was a man witmigter side to him ... a
man outside society but accepted as a close assafi@mne of society's
most celebrated women. A man who lived dangeroogtywhose code of
loyalty would be cast-iron.

'Strange,’ drawled Serafina's son, 'the attracidhe hoodlum for the lady.’

‘Surely you must feel grateful to him for savingiyonother from a gang of
kidnappers?' Donna glanced at the man beside ltksan that he was
glowering across the room at Rick Lordetti, whorsed indifferent to
everyone in the room except the elegant womanarsitvery gown, who
turned to say something to him to which he respdmd¢h a brief, almost
grave smile. Although Serafina wore high heels aad quite tall for a
woman, Lordetti towered over her, unusually tall foLatin male, with
broad muscular shoulders under the smooth dark rimlatef his
single-breasted jacket.

'He's well paid for what he does, and for the risksakes.' The look on the
good-looking face of La Neri's son was frankly geed, and there was a flare
to his nostrils. '‘But I'd kill him if | ever thouglthe rumours were true!'

'"What—rumours?' Donna felt compelled to ask .krtow.

"That he's Serafina's lover!



They went in to dinner after that, being seateal lahg beautifully set table

in a dining-room furnished with antiques that mbave cost a fortune.

Great candlelit chandeliers shone over the tabile k8 costly lace, crystal

and silverware; its wine and flowers, and the L&tices that made Donna
seem very fair-skinned and alien, a pale sheeretohhir whenever she
turned to the dark young man at her side.

His name was Adone Neri and she couldn't help thghkow well it suited
him, but she had to be careful not to be too resipenfor once or twice
Serafina had glanced down the table when her smih&d and her eyes had
the hard .glitter of emeralds.

But most of all Donna was aware of the man seat=idb Serafina. He
joined rarely in the vivacious conversation of gaests, quietly eating his
food and no doubt on duty the whole time, vigilafitthe woman who

apparently made him forget all other women whemvhs in her presence.
His eyes seemed to look right through Donna, amdfsh hurt as well as
indignant, for he had said such disturbing thingshiose hours they had
danced together. The charm she remembered soywhadl become a cold
indifference, and Donna wanted to hate him for logkat her as if he had
never held her in his arms to the strains of romanusic ... as if he had put
that rose between the covers of a favourite book!

Telling herself she'd destroy the flower later thigiht, Donna wondered if

Serafina was aware that when in Rome her faithbadyguard did as the

Romans and flirted with other women. Here at thia wther women were

obviously beneath his notice ... or was it possibl La Neri was jealous
and he didn't dare to openly recognise her segfefaonna had heard that
in her days as a great star Serafina had not oatierher rivals weep but in
a couple of instances had ruined their careers.

Donna glanced away from that dark indifferent fand though she wanted
to believe her self-made explanation, she couldaeleerself that Serafina
would always find men to bind to her remarkableutgamen who would
love her ruthlessness as well as her charisma.



The food was deliciously cooked and served, butiadrarely tasted it. She
made bright conversation with Adone Neri, but laél time she was racked
by a tormenting question. Was Rick Lordetti thediowf Serafina?

She gave a start when someone leaned across atabaddressed her in
a supercilious voice. '‘Are you in film&ionda bella,or do you act in
commercials for television?'

The man had a manner that matched his voice andcladsin a velvet
dinner jacket with a bow tie against a pale pinktsibonna gave him a
direct look and said clearly: 'l am here to asSighora Neri with the writing
of her memoirs. | thought everyone knew | was leeretary.’

'‘A secretary, eh?' The man laughed and looked drdum. 'How
democratic of our hostess to invite members oftedf to the dinner table!
It must have something to do with the red influenceour politics these
days, or do you suppose the Mafioso are involved?’

A few of those seated near the man broke into feughut at the end of the
table a dark head was suddenly turned in his dimeetnd Donna felt a cold
little thrill as those night-dark eyes seemed tipghe skin from the foppish
face that even looked as if it had been powdered.aNvord was said, but
Donna saw the ringed, effeminate hand crumple thereidered napkin,

reach for a wine glass and the next instant set@ppling so its contents
spilled on the lace cloth. A servant was quicklgréhto remedy the matter,
to mop the wine, replace the glass and set the taldrder again.

From beneath the shield of her dark lashes Donrnahed as Serafina
leaned a little towards Rick Lordetti and whispesaminething. His lips
moved in a brief sardonic smile and Donna knewainigy that La Neri

wouldn't hesitate to throw every single guest duber villa if the mood

took her, but the man beside her was a permandutdi He was everything
to her, and those she invited to the Villa Impemattm amuse her were
puppets she might flick aside with her painted dirtigs.

She glanced down the table at the flustered fophe pink shirt and
smilingly drawled. 'My dear Conte, do be carefulatvigou say in front of
Rick. His grandmother was a Sicilian witch, you Wn@nd she taught him



some of her tricks. | would also advise you notgention the Mafia in his
presence ...he and they are sworn enemies anddgin¢ lbneak your neck if
he thought you had the idea he was part of theiorioms organisation.
Rick, my dear Carlo, is the only gentleman | haverenet in a very varied
life.'

A flush mottled the Conte's face and there wasradr to his self-indulgent
mouth. So that, thought Donna, was one of the modteof Italy. It was no
wonder La Neri preferred a Sicilian gunman at hiele sas a sort of
uncrowned escort. They matched like the profilea bnonze coin dug from
ruins, and a little shiver ran through Donna assslvethe silvered fingertips
slide across the back of Lordetti's right hand ndi the gesture seemed to
indicate. 'My castellan!'

Big bowls of fruit salad were brought to the tableng with a luscious thick
cream which most of the women declined. Donna wasumong them, and
she heard Adone laugh as she dipped her spoort@anceam and fruit with
frank enjoyment.

'How refreshing,' he remarked, 'to see a womanis/baafraid to enjoy her
food.'

'Haven't you heard,' she smiled, 'secretaries soragtgo hungry when jobs
are thin on the ground and the rent has to be p&de cream, anyway, and
this is gorgeous!

'From our own cows,' he said. 'My mother has a farthe valley and | must
take you down there one day and show you the be&stDo you ride—
Donna?'

It hadn't taken him long to get around to her firatne, but there seemed
very little Donna could do about it. He had his hests charm, and didn't
seem to realise that he might lose her this j¢ieibecame too attentive.

'l am here to work,' she reminded him. 'I'm not ohgour mother's house
guests, and you should realise that she won't appod a—a friendship
between us. In a way | agree with that awful Caateoss the table—I
should eat with the rest of the staff and not getideas above my station.’



‘Then who would | talk to at dinner?' he asked wtef 'Some of these
bored married women who are looking for a gigolo?"

'So long as you don't get the idea I'm looking doe," Donna rejoined.
'Please, don't pay me too much attention or ygatime dismissed from a
job I rather want. I've never worked in Italy befpleast of all for someone
like your mother. | realise she's temperamentdl tibat's what makes her
exciting, and already she's beginning to wonddmif flirting with you,
signore.’

'‘Aren't you flirting with me,signorind' he asked. 'l rather hoped you
were—ah, how the eyes flash and suddenly have rmytbwk! If Serafina
hoped to keep me in my place, then she should hiase a secretary with
scraggy hair and spots. Your skin is like that org@u have just eaten.’

When he leaned close to her as if he'd like tolbhes skin with his lips,
Donna drew quickly away, shaking her head at him darting a look
towards the head of the table ... instantly herthfett as if it jarred itself
against her ribs, for she had caught a pair of dggs upon her, watching
her intently from under brows that cast shadowshenlean, commanding
face. So Rick Lordetti hadn't forgotten her, ané sht there with bated
breath as the lid of his left eye slowly droopedairwink of sardonic
conspiracy.

Her breath caught in her throat. Was that what&eted, a secret friendship
with the new secretary, whom he wasn't prepareedognise in front of his
mistress!

Donna felt indignant and disillusioned, and sheegaim in return a look of

scorn which didn't seem to affect him visibly. Henely leaned back in his
chair and the edge of his lip twitched as if withusement. When Serafina
turned from her other neighbour to say somethirtgryg his entire attention

was hers once more.

To the devil with him, Donna fumed inwardly. Howrdd he assume that
behind Serafina's back a wink was as good as dmbdr secretary! And
with a sudden air of recklessness she turned taédand for the remainder



of the evening she responded to his overtures asccareless of Serafina's
disapproval.

In the salotto grandethe rugs were taken from the parquet floor, the bi
stereo deck was piled with records and most ofjtlests danced until past
midnight. In her reckless mood Donna quite enjdyeidelf, and she didn't
only dance with Adone but was approached by sontlkeeobther men, who
bowed to her when they requested a dance but leeld fittle too close to
well-tailored dinner suits as they circled the fltmthe kind of music which
had been popular during La Neri's reign in Hollywoo

It was the kind of music Donna had enjoyed onceregfuntil there came a
moment when one of her partners attempted to kissithe neck and she
felt obliged to stamp on his foot in order to pubrake on his unwanted
ardour.

There was a slight tussle and then he releasedvittera curse and she
whirled away from him and slipped through the lamen windows on to
theterrazzaoutside, softly shadowed at one end and cool #itescented
warmth of thesalotto.

Donna realised that she was slightly exhaustedhbydancing and her
attempts to understand the conversation of hengtwho didn't speak
English. It felt good to be alone for a while arfte sstood by the stone
parapet and took several deep breaths of the mighthich was faintly

haunted by a night- flowering shrub that hung tesry flowers over the

wall.

It took a few minutes for her to realise that aeotbcent had joined that of
the shrub ... the drifting aroma of a strong butunpleasant tobacco.

She cast a look behind her, to the left where faelsws were almost black
and she faintly discerned a tall shape and thegergtow of a cigarette as it

was drawn upon. Her pulses quickened. Her treaokesenses responded
to that shape because it was taller than otherah#re party. Oh lord, she

would have to come out here just as that man haserhto come and smoke
a quiet cigarette! He'd think she was pursuing winen all the time she

wanted to avoid him!



'Don't run away,' he drawled, and her fingers diedicthe stone parapet as
she heard again that gravelly voice that gave luisdsva kind of fateful
significance. 'Just stay where you are and letathgadu that it's wiser if we
pretend we've never met before. You need a well-palh here on the
Saracen coast, and why shouldn't you have it, tiubetter if we remain
strangers in front of Serafina.’

'Why, wouldn't your mistress approve?' Donna astadly. '‘Doesn't she
know that you try and pick up strange girls whe's® in Rome and
affected by the attitude afolce far nientg’

'As | told you then, Donnmia, there is no strangeness between us. You felt
the chemistry just as | did, and that kind of afolygs a thing from the past.

| didn't follow you from the hotel. | went to theema quite independently
and you were there, as if you had to go there,detrme again.'

'Oh, stop it!" Donna turned in his direction, adenl look of torment on-her
face. "You frighten me, do you know that? | know yarry a gun and what
you're paid to do with it, so don't tell me I'veeexmet anyone like you
before. You're not the kind of—of friend I'd eveant!'

'Keep saying it often enough, sweetheart, and yghthgrow to believe it,’
he said, in that grating voice of a man who propabhoked too much and
accepted the danger with irony. 'Human beings adveappose they can set
aside their feelings like a stale sandwich or aldthat's lost its fizz, but
feelings are flesh and it's like trying to tear aygiece of yourself when you
try not to care for someone.'

'‘Care?' she exclaimed. 'Are you having the galag I—I care for you?
You're the last man on earth —a hired gunman!'

'I'm human like everyone else,’ he drawled. 'ltgese nights when I'd like
nothing better than to lay my head on a loving $theu

'With your gun under the pillow?’

'It was a sword in the old days."



'Is that what you imagine you are—a kind of blacdkgkt for La Neri?'
'Sounds romantic, doesn't it?'

'‘Sounds nicer than hoodlum! Were you ever in Clacaignore!You have
a slight twang in your voice and | can't help betagous.’

'Women are curious creatures. Yes, | met Serafirthe States, only it
was at Las Vegas, in one of the night clubs.’

'Were you the club's strong-arm man?"

"You—little devil' He made as if to move in hereltion, and then slid
back into the shadows as they both caught the saindomeone
approaching. Rick Lordetti was a barely discernifi@ape again when
Adone Neri reached Donna's side. 'There you aeesald. 'I'm glad you
didn't slip away to bed without saying goodnightnte. What a night,
carinal The moon is softly dying among the stars.’

Donna, still inwardly shaken by what Rick Lorddtdd said to her, and
still very much aware that he was within earshowwbfat Adone was
saying, caught at the young man's arm and gavetiaseeching look. 'l
am tired—it's been a long day and I'm going indowe——

'When you've kissed me goodnight.' He caught hblteoand pulled her
against him. 'l don't have to make you, do 1? Yanathat kind of a girl?'

'I'm not the kind of a girl who goes around kissewgry man | meet,' she
said, trying to pull away from him. But now he haid arms around hef
Adone wasn't going to let her go easily and hiseayere gleaming as he
brought his face down towards hers...

‘Let the lady go,' drawled a voice from the shadd@an't you see you're
annoying her?'

Adone swung round in Rick Lordetti's direction. '@ that?' he
demanded.



Rick moved forward and a faint ray of moonlight tatross his lean dark
face. His teeth were bared in a slightly dangesouge.

"You!" Adone quivered as if a whip had flicked Blgn. 'Up to your usual
tricks of skulking and spying, Lordetti? Well, dotny that stuff on me! Let
me tell you, if I had my way you wouldn't come wiitla hundred miles of
my mother, let alone walk in and out of her roorasfayou have rights.
You're just a thug she overpays for the privilege!

"You pompous little cockerel." A match was struckl éhe flame flared at
the tip of a cigarette, casting its brief light oWRick's inscrutable face.
Smoke jetted from his nostrils as his eyes flickaetbne's enraged face.
'When did you ever earn a wage, one way or anotliesay you were very
much privileged yourself, but not to the extentating your attentions on
Miss Lovelace, who will most certainly earn her fxée

'‘Damn you!" Adone flushed deeply. 'l could knockuydead off—you,
Lordetti, you're nothing but a gigolo!

Rick drew on his cigarette until the tip glowedliapthen he leaned forward
and snapped his fingers in Adone's face. 'Youke & turn out of the
Commedia Dell 'Artemio. Miss Lovelace will assume that Italians are all
steam and no broth, so why not simmer down beforeget your pretty
face reorganised into something not quite so fatehi

'Blast you!" Adone was fuming, and when he swumpgiach Rick adroitly
stepped to one side and clipped the younger marss&the nose. This had
the instant effect of making it bleed, and grablimg handkerchief out of
his pocket Adone clamped the cambric to the offdrfdature and looked at
Rick Lordetti as if he'd like to kill him. "You wdnget away with this," he
mumbled. 'I'll see to it that Serafina fires you!

'Yes, you see to it,’ Rick drawled. He turned cligua Donna, who had
watched the dispute with a mixture of fright andciaation. She couldn't
feel entirely sorry for Adone, for he was obvioualy indulged young man
who liked his own way, but what had given her acgh little thrill was
the feeling that Rick Lordetti had been defendirg.h that he had not been
able to stand by while Adone pestered her.



'Shall we go in?' Rick stood looking at her andisbaded and walked along
the terrazzawith him, while Adone stood mopping his nose. Wiste
glanced back, Rick gave a gravelly laugh. 'A littleod-letting will cool
him down, so don't be too concerned. You didn'tvisbe mauled by him,
did you?'

'Of course not!" Sne glanced up at the tall Sicikad realised anew how
much power there was in the broad shoulders; héd goobably make
mincemeat of someone like Adone even though hecoasiderably older.
‘Thanks for stepping in, but aren't you worriedttha'll make trouble
between you and his mother?'

‘Not in the least.' Rick studied her face as thaysed by the lighted glass
doors of thesalotto.' There is very little trouble the young man can mak
between Serafina and me. He isn't the one who septe any problem.”’

"You mean--' Donna was caught, held by his darkseyie would take
another woman to do that?'

'Exactly.’

Sometimes it took only a single word to say evenghand Donna felt her
heart strangely gripped as she looked at Rick Lttrdest faintly smiling,
the cigarette drooping from his lip. He was tougig he could probably be
very rough, but somewhere deep inside him Donnavktiere was a
tenderness that melted her very insides. She swalittk and he caught at
her wrist, holding it tightly yet very gently. 'l—lever thought I'd see you
again,' she whispered.

' knew I'd see you." His thumb moved against tifeisner skin of her wrist.
'l looked in the hotel register and saw your namewvdlace. | knew a girl
with that name was on her way to the villa to wimkSerafina.'

'Perhaps | should go away—I've already caused leoodtween you and
Adone.'

'Life is a troubled thing, and there's no runnimgg from life.’



Donna's pulse was pounding under his touch anchée k—oh God, there
was no sense to this! It was beyond reason that@lkid feel so disturbed by
a man she barely knew ... a man who didn't denlySkeafina had a prior
claim on him.

'I-—I must have had too much wine,' she gaspedinguaway from him.
"Too much of everything for one day—tomorrow lthite at it all and see it
for what it is.’

'What is it,belladonna?’

‘The fascination of the devil! You're differentatls all, and I've only known
college boys and a comedian who thought he wasistiele when he was
only a tiresome bore. Tomorrow I'll be the sameardga

'Yes, everything seems more ordinary in the daytiRiek drew away from
her and gave a sardonic bow. 'The only problermaswhen night falls and
the stars take shape again, we are inclined tefangr resolutionsBuona

notte, signorina.'

‘Goodnight,signore.’
Donna fled away from him yet again ... taking wihbr the troubling

awareness that they would meet tomorrow and byigtayhe would still
affect her more potently than anyone else she hadreet.



CHAPTER THREE

IN the days that followed Donna was kept busily arkvo the most
charming office she had ever worked in, at a Reaaise desk on which the
pale-green Hermes typewriter looked very modern antl of place.
Overhead the ceiling was painted to represent dagsiwith her retinue of
maidens clad in flowing draperies that revealed/aceous arms and legs.
The group idled on the banks of a stream in whigly tvere reflected as if
in a mirror.

The walls of the room were panelled in rich darlodi@nd across the floor
was spread a lovely old carpet. Beyond the longlaivs stood a Judas tree
aflame with deep-red flowers—blood of the traitBut what fascinated

Donna and made her gaze across the small counyasdhe black stone

knight that stood sentinel there, head slightly edwhands in gauntlets
crossed upon the hilt of a sword.

The very first time Donna noticed the figure, sk her heart give a leap
and recalled what she had said to the man who weifa's bodyguard.
'‘Are you a sort of black knight for La Neri?'

It was a romantic idea, Donna realised. Probablgtsampt on her part to

soften the harsh reality of what he really was,athired to protect a rich

woman, swift and deadly with the gun he carried immmany ways outside

the law. How many years, Donna wondered, had leg Isuch a life? How

long would it take before he became completely ama against people,
that inner core of warmth no longer able to ledp lifie ... as she had seen it,
felt it, that night on theerrazza!

Since that night he had kept at a cool distancegmigetraying by a flicker
of an eyelid in Serafina's presence that he haddametest interest in her
secretary. Donna didn't know whether to feel ragkor rather piqued, for
there had been something dangerously excitingwmba man leap to her
defence ... a man who was far from being an impetumy. It had been
something of a revelation of what life must haverbéke long ago when
men had been prepared to duel over the honounoiaan.



Anyway, she was truly relieved that Adone's thréwtd come to nothing,
and if Serafina knew of the fracas she certaintintliknow the cause, for
Donna felt sure she would have been told to packbhgs and leave the
villa. Adone, in fact, must have been quite intatéxd, for he seemed vague
about some of the details of the incident and dlgtaaked Donna if he had
annoyed her in any way. She thought it wise to lsayhadn't, and he
rumpled his hair and gave her a quizzical look. Itatian should always
drink wine," he said. 'He'll sing on wine but tunraisty on whisky. | suppose
| must have said something Lordetti didn't likecdgse | remember him
giving me a karate chop across the nose. | damji¢avith him when I'm
sober—he's dangerous because he never loses perteamd he never
takes more than one drink. It is the danger in thiat Serafina likes.'

Adone leaned over the desk where Donna was sitind,where she had
been working busily until the son of the house bahe strolling into the
room.

'How very neat," he murmured, but his eyes dwdl briefly on the typed
page and were now upon her cyclamen pink shirt wghopen collar
showing the slim gold chain and crucifix around heck. 'But what a
shame for a girl to be shut up with a typewriterewhhe world outside is
such a pleasant place, and there ticatioria down on the coast where we
could eat huge roasted prawns andsagnethat would melt your heart.
Come and lunch with me, eh?"

Donna firmly shook her head, well aware that onegbt her down on the
coast in his very fast car the lunch hour wouldtstr into the afternoon and
instead of a neat pile of typing on thick creampegra Serafina's dictation
would still be on the recorder and she would warkrtow if her secretary
had been having a sleep instead of getting on lv@thwork.

"Your mother's a generous employer,' she told Adamel | like my work.
She has remarkable recall, you know. She remeneberss in the past as if
they had happened yesterday.'

He shrugged and began to prowl about the roomgvanfijoining his dark
brows together. He wore tailored slacks and a resilgrshirt, and with his
rumpled hair was very attractive. It was a pity,nDa told herself, that



Serafina had never insisted that he work for kisdj, for he was idling his
life away in meaningless affairs with women, andlidg his sense of
boredom with the whisky that didn't suit his lierhis temperament.

'Don't you ever get the urge to do a job of wobBk®na asked him. 'Doesn't
it worry you to waste your energy and health onanatonous round of
pleasures that must leave you with hangovers ot as well as the
body?'

He lounged against the rococo carving of a bookcase looked at once a
little too wise and worn for his age, and yet haak tair of the spoiled rich
boy. 'Encouraging sign,” he murmured, 'when awahts to save a man
from himself. What sort of occupation would you gest | take up?"

"You play an excellent game of tennis,’ she samwhy not teach other
people to play?’

'Keep the body occupied and fit at the same ti@, ldis lips curved into a
smile. 'l believe you're a little Puritan, and @ g®u wear a crucifix. Are you
out to save my soul before it gets scorched irfites of hell?"

'I'm being serious,' she said. 'A man in your positould start a really
good sports club—tennis, squash, badminton. Whenhave skills they
should be put to use, but of course if you prefefritter your life away
that's your businessignore.'

The faintly mocking smile died out of his green £y he studied her
behind the antique desk, wheaten hair drawn bamk fner brow, and
perched on her nose the horn-rimmed-spectaclesnebded when at>
work. They gave her a slightly prim and proper amgd suddenly Adone
was giving her what could only be called a meltitadjan look.

'l could put you between warm slices of bread aatdyeu!' he exclaimed,
and in one impetuous stride he was beside her,aniiick of his hands he
had removed her glasses, and in a lithe bend didudyg he had placed a kiss
on her mouth.



'‘Adorable, maddening Miss Prim," he exulted. 'Yoairgght, my life was a
wasteland before you came into it and it is tinrsettled down. Will you be
my wife?'

Donna gave a laugh and retrieved her glasses frisrhamd. 'You'd die of
shock if | saidgrazie,let's go and see the priest right away.'

'l would be enchanted.’ He touched the little goidss that rested in the
hollow of her throat. 'A girl who loves for lifeh& Are you afraid Adone
would make a restless husband who would soon bsinthafter other

women?'

'Old habits die hard.' For some fleeting reasontsbeght of Rick Lordetti
and her eyes sobered. 'You shouldn't be in h&gmore, talking such
nonsense and interrupting my work. Your mother wdd displeased if she
came in and found me wasting my time with you iadtef typing this
chapter. She'll want to check it over later today.’

'If you married me, Donna, you would never havevtok again.’
'Really?' she murmured. 'Would your mother keep bbus in idle luxury?’

'‘Carina, you are cruel! | thought your heart as soft asrygkin.' His green
eyes dwelt on her young figure. '"How | would reltkle right to make you
faint with desire—you are very desirable, do yaalise that?"

'Please stop it!" Donna spoke with a sudden nergbaspness. 'You are
bored and have nothing better to do than 10 confeeie saying foolish

things —now look what you've made we do!" She haa some words

together that would make an awful mess of the cadopies if she tried to

erase them and giving Adone an annoyed look sleethersheets out of the
typewriter. 'Please go away!

'On one condition." He lounged there tinkering wtile antique inkstand
adorned with brass nymphs.

'l refuse to make conditions in order to get deliteacesignore.’



‘Then | remain and there will be tr@nquillita for you.'

‘You really are a spoiled brat," Donna informed hiviou should have had
my father in charge of you—he'd have seen to it yboa got a little more
discipline.’

'‘Ah, but can | help it if I find yowsimpaticaand feel the need to be with
you?' Adone roved her slightly flushed face witk fade eyes and a tiny
nerve flickered in his lip. 'Say you will dine withe this evening and then
I'll leave you to rattle away at the scandalous wiest

‘They aren't scandalous.’

'Give them timegarina, they will be as soon as Serafina starts to tatiuab
the film world. My beautiful, glittering mother hasstar's need to be in the
public gaze and to be at the same time untouchaste-wants her book to
be a best-seller, and in this day and age thatlisachieved on the grand
scale if there is a layer of ham, butter and spe®veen the covers. Dear
Miss Prim, | hope you are prepared to be shockeenwla Neri start to
reveal a number of spicy secrets about the peogle whom she has
worked—secrets they will be unable to dispute, bseashe has a very
surprising virtue— she never tells lies.’

'I'm not a prude, you know.' Donna wound fresh pame carbon into the
Hermes. 'l didn't come here expecting the memdiesfamous film star to
be like Peg's Paper. My father was part of therfilking world and | realise
its racy aspects.'

'It is true, then, what the very famous Hitchcoalssabout the cool-looking
blonde, that inside she is a smouldering flame?"

'l shall really start to smouldesignore,if you don't go and amuse yourself
somewhere else. | have work to do!

'l said | would go away like a good boy if you agpleto dine with me
tonight." He leaned forward and touched a fingethm little cleft in her
chin. 'Don't be obstinate. Give in to what you lsealant and say you will
come.'



'Has no woman ever resisted you?' Donna askedngedway from his
touch.

'‘Don't force me to be immodesra' His green eyes crinkled into a smile
that was suddenly beguiling. 'After a hard day'skwahat can be nicer for a

girl than to put on a charming dress, to climb iatast car and be driven to
a good restaurant? Can you resist?'

Donna thought about it and realised that the itieitadid sound attractive,
but all the same she couldn't quite forget thatedNeri was inclined to be
amorous and she didn't want to wind up on one @d¢hmountain curves
fighting for her honour.

'‘Ask yourself which is the best of two evils,' ha&irmured. 'My mother
finding me in here with you, or a cool drive in tn@untains. In each there
is an element of risk and it's for you, Donna,aket your choice.'

Donna glanced about the charming room in whichvabrked and out upon
the sunlit courtyard where the figure of the sthnight caught and held her
gaze. Suddenly she could have laughed at the fdezirgg afraid of Adone

... suddenly all that mattered was that she remigihe Villa Imperatore.

'What time would you like me to be ready?' she dskend when she
glanced back at Serafina's son he merely seemeddzlgoking Lothario
who had never really harmed anyone.

'If you could be ready by seven-thirty that shogile us plenty of time to
be together.' His eyes gleamed pure green in tbatent, holding Donna's
a moment before he swung on his heel and stratletie door, where he
gave her a slight bovAtrivederci, car a.'

The door closed behind him and Donna proceededheittwork, pushing
to the back of her mind any lingering doubts shghihhave regarding the
wisdom of being dated by Adone Neri. On those maanads, she had to
remember, there would be no dark-eyed knight toectorher rescue.

She smiled at the thought. How absurd of her toktbi Rick Lordetti like
that... he was probably far more dangerous thamAdawuld ever be. No



woman in La Neri's position would employ as herympérd a man who

wasn't capable of great ruthlessness in dealing twdse who attempted to
harm her ... according to Adone he had already dstrated his ability to

snatch Serafina out of harm's way and in doing &b $ustained a knife
injury.

Something seemed to stab beneath Donna's own.rdb& .was a naive fool
if she really imagined that a man like Rick Lordbgtd any real interest in
her. Serafina was the woman in his life. La Nerthvier great beauty and
fame; her sensuous eyes that dwelt on the darkafieiith the gleam of

possession in them.

Donna switched on the tape-recorder and listene&dmfina relating
incidents of her girlhood in Sicily, the kind ofddaround Rick shared with
her... two people who knew what it was like to grow in a tough
environment where poverty was shared by everyodeaaoepted with a
kind of rough and ready courage. Those back straeterding to La Neri,
had been forever hung with lines of washing, naisgll times of the day
with people shouting across to each other frometicbalconies that almost
touched, teeming with ragged children whose bigitied eyes were made
luminous by constant hunger.

La Neri had used her beauty in order to get away fthe noise, the hunger
and dirty streets. Rick Lordetti had used his towegs and was a man who
would know his way about in the jungles of bigestiwhen darkness fell.

His snarl would be as menacing as that of the othemtures who had

prowled out of the mean streets in search of prey their own lost souls.

He would often choose to be solitary, like the stfigure that stood in the

sunshine that could never warm it.

Donna gave a little shiver and wished she couldchpoisn out of her
thoughts as easily as she pushed out the handsatorisAwho had
proposed marriage to her as if he were asking foeee of candy.

But Rick Lordetti had never been a lotus eater Akiene ... he was a man
whom she felt to be branded with memories which ledidirremovable

scars. Some awful happening in his past had madeahhard man who
gradually thrust all tender feeling deep into tlagkér recesses of himself,



burying it out of sight until one day it would naniger exist and he would be
like that figure out on the patio. He would havened to stone and never
again would tiny flames leap to life in the densuyhis Sicilian eyes,
beckoning a girl to come and burn in them.

Donna drew a hand across her eyes as if to shuhaustill stone figure.

She must be affected by something in the Italiamoaphere ... the man
fascinated her because he was like no other mahaghknown. He was no
knight in blemished armour, but merely a henchmha teok care of a rich

woman, in more ways than one! Adone had said heteadin of Serafina's
rooms as if he had rights, and she'd have to benasent as a schoolgirl if
she believed he went in and out of that luxurioedrbom in order to look
under the bed!

It came as a relief when the door of the officermaeand the footman
appeared with Donna's mid- morning tray, on whicod a cup of coffee,
home- baked flaky biscuits and cream cheese. Wasealso a big velvety
peach with the leaf still attached. 'Oh, how nisbE exclaimed.

‘Thesignoresent it,' the footman told her, his eyes politank.
‘The signoreé' Her heart had leapt with a crazy, unimaginabjeeh
'Signor Neri.'

'Please thank him for me." She smiled, and wasrutiywaismayed that her
heart could behave like this when common senseh@idhat Adone was
the one who would regard a girl as a peach; tharbleably had an entire
repertoire of charming gestures designed to wealgir's resistance.

Alone once more, she wandered with her coffeee¢ddhg glass doors and
stood there looking at the stone knight through ldeves and dark-red
flowers of the Judas tree. Donna had never thooifghérself as a romantic,
but since coming to Italy she had started behallegone ... like some girl
in a novel who felt herself drawn to a strangersome inexplicable reason
.. a dark stranger who had disturbed and fasanbhex from the first
moment she had looked into his eyes.



Was she so very wrong in believing there had bessrtain wistfulness in
those eyes? That they had dwelt on her as theydWweaebut could never
have her?

Her throat suddenly ached and she quickly blinkeayethe tears that filled
her eyes. 'Stop haunting me!" Unaware, she had dnam®ss the patio and
was standing in front of the black knight. But thead was bowed in the
helmet of chain-metal, and the hands were storlyastithe hilt of the
sword. Only the birds had voice and wing ... thgkhkept his silence and
his vigil.

Donna cooled her skin with toilette perfume anddeel for the evening in a
silk-jersey dress the colour of green grapes, yipéated from the hips to
the ankles, worn with a chenille jacket with blaagarl buttons. The effect
was soignee, for she had arranged her hair inssgknot at the nape of her
neck and added black pearl studs to her earlobes.

A slight nervousness affected her and she couldlegulse beating under
the skin of her neck. Perhaps she should have treenwith Adone and
taken a chance on his mother finding them alongenoffice, yet all the
same it felt nice to dress up for dinner at a estat, and she was pleased
with the dress she was wearing for the first time.

Green girl, she thought, allowing these Latin menirhpair the cool
serenity she had been so proud of. Well, no on&csay she didn't look
cool on the outside, even if her heart was no losgee of itself.

Then to her confusion Adone was waiting for hethat foot of the stairs,
looking incredibly handsome in a white dinner jackeer dark slimline

trousers, his poplin shirt pale blue and immaculkatgint of sapphires at his
cuffs.

'‘Che bella!"He planted a foot on the bottom step and watclezdcme
down to him. He reached out a hand and took holdeo$, possessively.
"You are charmingsara. You are adorable!

"You look rather nice yourself, Adone.’



'‘Grazie.'His eyes smiled into hers. 'That is how it shdaddthat two people
should be a suitable match for each other. Jusk thow adorable will be
our bambini.'

'‘Now don't start that again,’ she protested, butrtig laughed and drew her
towards thesalone,where he threw open the door and stood framed with
Donna in the opening.

'We are just off," he announced to the couple wtwupied the room, the
woman stretched out on the sofa with the softiighplaying over her hair,
the man tall and dark by the open windows, theitable cigarette between
his lips. In an instant Donna was aware of himh roots of her fair hair
and she saw the thoughtful narrowing of his eydseadrew on his cigarette
and then flicked a look at Adone.

'Don't drive like a contestant for the next ral§€rafina drawled at her son.
'Donna suits me admirably as a secretary and t dash to lose her. In fact
I'm wondering if it's wise to let you have her fime evening—she's an
amazingly unspoilt creature and | knew and liked fla¢gher, and | don't
think he'd approve of yowaro.'

'l shall guard this girl, Serafina, as Rick guayds.' Adone shot a glance at
the other man, who fractionally raised a black egeband jetted smoke
from his nostrils. 'Surely | couldn't take as atéetxample my own
mother's cavalier?'

'Is that what you are, Rick?' Serafina slid heissens jade eyes to the tall
figure of her bodyguard. Their eyes met and shghed purringly, as if at a
very personal joke between them. 'There are fewIikerRick, and | wish
you were like himcaro, but you have the warm, impetuous nature and it
pleases me to spoil you because | saw too muchelnuwmgen | was a girl;
too much longing for the sweet things of life. Bnhjour evening, Adone,
and do try to behave yourself.'

'Of coursemadonnina.He moved blithely to the sofa and bent over ts kis
Serafina, and Donna could hear the actress laughimgsedly as she
reached up to caress the face that bore suchreeBkdo her own.



Then, feeling dark eyes upon her face, Donna gave the compulsion to
look at the man whose body and soul Serafina seémbdld on a chain.
Why didn't they marry? Divorce was no longer implolssin Italy and
Donna felt quite certain that Rick was La Nerigdo How could any man
spend hours in the company of a woman so seduatisenot make love to
her?

His eyes were still and dark as Donna met them tfaewl they slid over her
slim figure in the graceful green dress and it wsasf he ran a hand very
lightly over her body. She reacted as if actuallyched and her eyes flashed
appeal and anger at him. 'Don't!" The cry was indyes. 'l don't want to
know what Serafina feels when you take her in yoors!

She gave a start when Adone took her by the aromé&Cit's time we were
going.' His eyes caressed her face, but she feling She went with him
from the room, but felt as if she left some vitatpof herself behind. It was
madness to feel attracted to a man who belongethather woman ... a
possessive woman with a terrible temper, whose tioggrnails would rip
into her if she ever caught Rick actually touchieg.

Donna felt sure he wanted to touch her ... sheskad his eyes go curiously
bleak when Adone had taken hold of her arm. A treraa through her
which the young Italian must have felt for whenythmused beside his
sleek Maserati he gazed down at her with a kinshaduldering concern in
his eyes. 'Don't be scared by Lordetti—I know yoej ®onna. | noticed the
way you looked at him, for you probably sense tinel lof man he is. If you
must have it straight out, he has killed in hiseim

'‘Oh no!" Her eyes pleaded that it not be true Aulane nodded and his eyes
were absolutely serious.

'It happened a long time ago in a dockside fight #nded in the death of
Rick's opponent when he was knocked to the growmadss&ruck his head
against a stone bollard. The police arrested Riuk lae was tried for
manslaughter, and though he was never found guiiltlge actual killing it
was established that he started the fight and hadtave for wanting the
man dead. It seemed he had been a member of thesdaind had been
responsible for a tragedy in Rick's family.’



‘A tragedy?' Her eyes searched Adone's in the mojok that he could tell
her what had happened. 'Do you know the details?'

'His mother was murdered." Awful, unbelievable vgordShe was an
American and something of a sculptress, who metraadied a Sicilian
while on a trip to the island. They had a smalv®lfarm and when her
husband died in what was called an accident shedaahis death on the
Mafioso and said they had killed him because hesesf to pay protection
money to their organisation. Then one day she tiexself for being
outspoken about those terrible people, and Rick-waeg only a youth at
that time—swore he'd find the killer and have reageance. No one doubts
that if the man hadn't died by hitting his headuoeild have died at Rick's
hands.'

Adone paused, significantly. 'So you see, Donna,aren't the only person
to feel nervous of him. It's that banked-down resglshess that makes him
perfect in my mother's eyes. Indispensable wouldheepolite word to
describe what he is to her, and | doubt if sheatué without him.'

Adone touched Donna's cold face. 'lt is a shoclatugy, but it adds to

Serafina's sense of security that Rick's reputasantough one. It makes
him more formidable as a bodyguard—nbut you're irdanger from him,

cara. In all the years I've known him he has never labk¢ any other

woman but La Neri.'

'What about when he goes to Rome?' Donna spokedhis impulsively,
unable to forget the way Rick had looked at hesséheyes of his holding
tiny flames that might blaze up and consume h&nefever got close to him,
when Serafina was not around.

Adone shrugged and opened the car door. 'Who knoWe?has a

partnership in a club there, but if he sees othemen, and if Serafina
knows of it, she never mentions it. To my certaiowledge her trust in him
is implicit, and you have seen for yourself thashentirely devoted to her.
Other women could be but a passing diversion. Hengig there has never
been the faintest whisper of any kind of infidelityhave doubted myself if
the man has a heart.'



Donna slid into her seat and moments later the M#seas speeding away
from the villa. She felt Adone's knee against legr and heard him give a
slight chuckle when she delicately withdrew frora tontact.

'‘What | like about you," he said, handling the raay with expertise once
they were on those serpentine bends that twistdduaned all the way to

the coastline, 'is that you're rather like an e@gerfume that a man can't
forget once he has breathed it. It amazes me thease still single, and still

very much thevergine.Have you ever fancied an English lover?'

'l wonder why it is," she said, 'that foreignensa}s imagine that English
women are so— forward? | daresay the majority obekave just like
Italian girls. We wait to fall in love before weast throwing our favours
around.’

'‘Ah, that would be something, Donna, to have yoawing your favours at
me."' He shot a glance at her just as they rountded@that seemed to hover
in space above the rocks and the sea. Donna dhesexyes in horror, but a
moment later they were still on the road, thoughwineels seemed hardly
to touch the tarmac.

'Why are Italians such reckless drivers?' she abkeathlessly.

'Perhaps to compensate for having to be cautioehwie start courting a
girl of virtue.'

'What is the object, Adone, to make me beg for gfeityou'd slow down
a little, then I might just enjoy this drive.

'Chicken-hearted?' he mocked. 'Some women lovstalfever.'
'‘And | don't doubt you speak from vast experience.'

'‘Does it worry you to be with a man who has frardhjoyed the company
of the opposite sex? Do you prefer the monkish?ype

'l enjoy good company, but | don't like men whowstuaif.'



"You think | am showing offcara?'

'l believe you may be trying to prove somethingthpes to yourself. A
strong man doesn't have to flaunt his abilities.'

"You are saying | am not a strong man?"

"You're a spoiled one, Adone. You're handsome,rsecuyour mother's
affection and her need to see you never want fgitharg. But you know in
your heart that you're wasting your life in lotswéys. A woman never
wholly respects a man who has achieved nothingekpeértise behind the
wheel of a fast car, and in the various boudojrisdsecharmed his way into.’

'So you prefer Don Quixote to Don Juan?'

'‘Any time. To tilt at windmills even if you taketass is better than never
trying at all.’

'So what are you searching for, Donna, a knight wéwwies a sword? A
foolish Quixote who puts honour before everythitge® Do you really
hope to find someone like that in this day and ayeive in a materialistic
world, and ideals are very much out of fashion.’

'What a pity," she murmured. 'lIt must have beeregsbmething to have
lived in an age when men were prepared to be habtei—like the men

whose white stone monuments stretch across thbatttk-fields as far as
the eye can see. My father once took me to see, tean'll never forget the
words carved on one of those headstones. Coutagesaid, is the soul of
man, and honour the shining sword that he carkBdfather wanted me to
know about sacrifice. He said it was a dying griacthe human race and
that if ever | found it | was to pay it homage.’

'‘Ah, what a girl!" Adone laughed softly, almostriedulously. 'You are like a
good deed in a naughty world, for with you it igo$t talk, is it? You truly
believe that such things as chivalry and self-§aeristill exist—Cristo
santo,what | have to live up to, and | am such a |aaetst!’



Donna had to give way to a laugh. 'It would be nisdone, to meet Sir
Lancelot, but | don't really expect to. As you sag,live in a world that puts
too much emphasis on material possessions andgattead regardless of
other people's feelings. | think the most awfuletyld man | can think of is
the tycoon who tyrannises over everyone in his esnphd builds himself
images of gold to worship. Fancy any girl supposhrag such a man could
love her! It would be like loving Hitler!'

Adone laughed with delight. 'More and more you higgm my life,
carissma,and to think | imagined that Serafina's secretaould be a
blue-stocking with a severe haircut and a sharguenWhat a delightful
surprise when you arrived. | could hardly beliewelock!

'l didn't come to the Villa Imperatore on your bhahe reminded him.
"Your mother doesn't really approve of our—frienigsiou know.'

'She thinks | shall lead you astray." The car swaptview of the harbour,
where the sea lay still and shadowy under the statitthey drew nearer
and the myriad sea-craft lights were reflected fittvn rigging of fishing

boats and yachts. Some miles out there was a ganaitch-tower above the
slabs of rock, throwing its light in a circle.

'Is that your intention?' Donna asked, as they swep the forecourt of a
sea-front restaurant where music was playing, idgifout from lighted

windows and stealing among flowering bushes of malea and white
clusters of magnolia. A charming, unexpected plaoré)onna had felt sure
that Adone's taste in restaurants was rather nopleisticated.

The throb of the car engine died to stillness addrfe sat looking at Donna
in the glow of the dashboard, his face as detaitethat on a Roman coin,
his eyes as slanting and green as a leopardesatbke thinking about you,'
he said frankly. 'l long to be with you—to hold yioumy arms. | have never
known a girl like you before—intelligent, with a nai of your own, and yet
innocent--'

'‘Adone,’ she broke in, with a touch of desperatiwa;ve known each other
such a short time and you're rushing me with ytvarm—oh yes, you have
it and you know it. You're probably the best-loakiman I've ever seen, but



you live in a world of sophistication and | justese different from other
women you've known and probably been half in loviawVhen the gilt
wears off the gingerbread--'

'l don't think it will, in this instance.' His firggs touched her hair. 'Like silky
wheat in the sun—there are so many things | shdikiel to give
you—myself most of all.’

'Please--' Donna knew that for some deep and inveagbn she was tonight
susceptible to Adone's looks and the things he batdcaution was warning
her that if she dared to show him that he wasrggtinder her skin with his
amorous and attractive charm she would have trowiile him. He was
every inch the warm-blooded, impetuous Latin, amhia didn't want to
become part of an involvement that would neversbather deepest
longings.

'I'm awfully hungry," she said. ‘Can't we go in aad?’

"You sit so close to me but you are running awaynfme," Adone said, with
unexpected perceptive- ness. His hand reacheafdabe and he made her
look at him. 'l have an ambition, Donna, and tbisnelt away your English
reserve and have you warm and yielding in my aMos.are lonely—as we
are all lonely inside ourselves, and | have theathge of knowing you find
me—not distasteful, eh?'

He was remarkably handsome, there was no denyatgHis looks and his
Latin seductiveness were inherited from his mothed in that moment
Donna wondered about his father. What kind of a mvas he, and why
didn't La Neri live with him? Who stood in the wa$fie gave a little shiver
and knew the answer all too well—and then as sbkeld at Adone her
heart felt as if it turned right over inside heddor a fleeting, incredible
moment she seemed to see the shades and anghegladres features in the
face of Serafina's son.

She seemed to see a likeness to Rick Lordettisauiftl mental arithmetic
verified her suspicion . . . Adone could well be gon of Neri's lover!



'What is it?' Adone had caught the sharp catchifeobreath, and he was
staring at her face, which had a sudden shockedth@d made her pupils so
immense they almost swamped the tawny irises. Adioe® closer to her

and in the throes of a very real desperation Daéhnest him away from her

and sought the handle of the car door. It openéddsha slid out on shaking
legs.

It was true ... it explained everything, and ittHike hell. Adone was Rick's
son! She had seen the likeness for herself, tinetteei fine hard bones that
combined with Serafina's facial beauty to make yoeng Italian so
striking.

She had known ... instinct had told her that somgtlvery basic and
powerful held Rick Lordetti to a woman who was mioréove with herself
than she could ever be with any man. It was thatsyago she had borne
him a son who hadn't the remotest idea that heinvasy way related to
Rick.

As Adone approached her from the other side oMhbserati she saw even
in the way he walked, erect yet curiously gracéfid likeness to the man he
didn't even like. He took her by the arm and Doreraembered the hard
look in Rick's eyes when Adone had touched hentlaig in his presence.

It was awful, grating her feelings as a woman, thate should be no love
between a man and his son. Rick Lordetti knewriln tand yet he seemed
to have made no effort to establish a rapport wibne. It was as if he had
given all his affection to Serafina; all his stroagd selfless protection to
her alone. Or was that the way she wanted it? Adaine should never
learn the truth but should go on believing himsk# son of a sanctified
marriage?

It seemed more than likely, Donna realised, in vathe old Hollywood
system, that idolised stars should always seemaglaus and romantic,
with never a hint of scandal in their lives.

Donna entered the restaurant with Adone, a tilhéo chin and a resolute
smile in her eyes, and she wasaware of peoplegitoiwatch them as they
were shown to a table overlooking the harbour hatdistant watch-tower.



Adone smiled at her as they took their seats—hswaring smile wasn't

quite steady, for now she would always see Rickdone, as he had been
all those years ago, carrying a terrible vengeanbes heart which one dark
night he h&d finally satisfied.

While Adone discussed the wine list with the wastlee glanced away from
the cosy interior of the restaurant out towards-kbiaely watch-tower
standing sentinel among the rocks. It looked caltitbere and bleak, and
her fingers clenched on the table, forcing thenesehot to jerk away when
Adone covered her hand with his.

‘These other people think we are lovers," he muethubid you see the way
they looked at us—we must look good togeticam?

'Please, can't we talk about something else?' gbkeswith a touch of
exasperation. 'Let's just enjoy ourselves.’

"Then let us discuss the menu,' he smiled. 'Woaldlike smoked ham to
start with, or perhaps sole with avocado sauce—thatvsounds tempting?'

You choose for me, Adone.'

"You are putting yourself in my hands, eh?’

"Yes—if you like.'

' do like." His eyes were upon her face insteatthefmenu. 'l like just about
everything, even the reserve behind which you ptoteur heart. | find it

exciting, challenging that you have not yet let@anmto your heart.'

Donna gave him a composed look in reply, but inkigiself she had never
felt so disturbed and nervy.

'Do they really call this the Saracen coast?' sked determined to change
the subject.

He nodded. 'You see the watch-tower out there, lwthiese days is used to
guide the fishing boats past those rocks. Manysyagp it was used as a



lookout for the Saracen pirates who came raidirggdbastline, and directly
the signal was received that a pirate craft had keghted the people would
speedily hide away their valuables and their daergtitAdone broke into a
smile. 'It has its amusing side, for sometimeselsisctly reared girls were
quite happy to be carried off, away from the sugitweir parents had chosen
for them. It was too often the case that only tllelomen were able to
afford a bride, and girls prefer young virile swesrts, eh?’

'It isn't always the case that an older man lackkty,' she rejoined. 'My
father was a very attractive man to women when & past fifty.’

‘The romantic father who has taught you to seaockrdéie grit and honour.'
Adone took a bread stick and bit into it with hisrf white teeth. 'Are you
not setting for yourself an impossibly high stamjazaral There are
other—virtues.'

'Such as?' She gave him a challenging look.

‘A warm and passionate nature, and a certain tidtin what women like.
Sometimes the man of integrity is a cold stick giuaitan who has no real
understanding of women. Often he prefers the devantlike sort who will
only make demands on his soul. You can't want a likarthat?' Adone's
eyes were deeply green and sensual. ‘Not a geriyidu!"

"You barely know me. And I happen,to think thatshevho make sacrifices
make life worth living for other people.’

'How very noble of them.' He gave a mocking laugi¥hat if the main
ingredient is missing when you do find this paragbrirtue? What if you
aren't attracted to him physically? It happensaarbportant, you know.
Could you give yourself to a man without wantingnhin every sort of
way?'

'NO ------- * She had said it before she could stegself, and he laughed at
her, knowing he had trapped her into revealing #ieg could never be

satisfied with a tepid relationship but would néethe on fire for a man. As

the hot colour came into her cheeks, Adone's laugimelted to a soft

vibration in his throat.



'l know you, la favorita. Before you could think of marriage you would
want to be in love—very much in lov€he hellothat is something for a
man to anticipate, but right now we shall enjoy sale in avocado sauce,
eh?

Oh yes, she thought, her cheeks cooling over tHe, shere was a
devil-charm to Adone that came from Rick Lordettshe had never felt so
convinced of it!

She thought of Rick that night in Rome, and the wWeay had danced, his
arms holding her close to him, his eyes meeting tteough the slits of a
black mask that added devilment to his lean Sicilae.

Had they never met again she would have gone ormdraring him as a
mysterious and gallant stranger, wlio had kissedhaed and left a white
rose to remind her that their meeting could hadedemore than dancing.

They had both been aware of the chemistry... tlatlp knew that it still
simmered in their veins each time his eyes met; lsavt, stolen glances
that Serafina had not yet intercepted. Donna kneN gnough that the
danger was there, of falling in love with a man whes far removed from
the romantic idealist of her dreams.

A man whose roots and loyalties were inextricalag tip in another woman
... a beautiful woman he would never give up fgirawho came to work at
the Villa Imperatore for a few fleeting weeks.



CHAPTER FOUR

THERE was always plenty of dictation on the tape- reeoffdr Donna to
transcribe on paper. La Neri was obviously a womho didn't sleep very
well at night, for that was when she seemed atni@st reminiscent, and
because she had a flair for dramatic detail Doonad herself involved in
her work without any effort.

Listening to Serafina on tape she could understahg a man might
become enslaved by her. She had a warm, caressicegwith a charming
tinge of accent, and according to her revelationsiraber of famous men
had tried to win her favours, and not all of thenthie world of films. There
had been shipping tycoons, influential politiciaasg wealthy bankers.

She spoke of the jewels they had showered on hertlee furs she had
rejected because she despised the slaughter ofifbkamnimals. Few
women, she said, could match the leopard for gthestiger for beauty, or
the baby seal for endearing charm. Some men iofaron came close to
matching the lithe power of the leopard, but thesoshe had in mind had
not been met in Hollywood but in her native Itajgcording to La Neri the
men of her own country had more charm, courtesysenduality than most
of the screen idols, and it was significant, staest, that one of the most
successful charmers had been an Italian.

Donna smiled to herself, and then looked thoughtdrafina was being
amazingly frank with her opinions, but there wetgiaus blanks in the
early sections of the book—details of her girlndeft unstated, so the
impression was of something tantalisingly withheld.

Not once did she refer in any way to Rick Lordedtid Donna thought she
knew why. When the book was completed Adone woeistirhis mother's
memoirs, and she was determined to conceal thddoie of his birth. No
one but Rick was aware of that secret, and Dondaghassed because of
the likeness to Rick which she had glimpsed in Agloreatures. In some
ways it was an explosive secret. The gossips wbale a field day if it
came out that La Neri was intimately acquaintedhwaigr bodyguard.



Donna's dexterous fingers paused on the typevkatgs and inevitably she
thought of herself in Rick's arms, there beneathabloured prisms that
spun over the masked dancers while the orchestya@Dream LoverThe
remembered thrill of dancing with him could notdenied, and she heard
again that gravelly voice as they walked on theatar of the ballroom. He
had played a kind of game with her; made her feelrbmantic fatalism of
two people who met by chance but who would nevestragain.

Her fingers clenched the edge of the desk and siméed to feel angry v ,th
him for putting on such an act when he had knowthaltime who she was
and that she was on her way to work for his ..iness.

He had stormed ner defences that night and driwgrth@ caution with
which she usually treated strangers who tried tagguainted with her. He
had charmed her in a way she had never known hedackright now she
was finding it hard to forgive him. Suddenly sheildm't bear to listen to
Serafina's voice, and after switching off the reeoishe walked restlessly to
the long glass doors and out upon the patio ofddmi knight. She was
halfway across the small courtyard before she becaware of someone
leaning against the trunk of a mulberry tree, Imadiden among the leafy
branches where the pearly silk eggs glimmered rilsnaf cigarette smoke
drifting out from the foliage.

Her steps faltered, but she was too close to thelradant smoker for retreat
to look casual and fighting with her sense of patie proceeded towards
the iron seat near the figure of the knight anddsatn as if taking a short
rest from her labours.

' missed you at dinner last night,' Rick drawled.

'l worked,signore,and had dinner on a tray. We had problems witliitine
chapter and it had to be re-typed.’

'l hope you aren't being overworked? Hignoracan be forgetful of other
people's feelings.'

'l didn't mind. The book is really going rather el



"You look rather pale from where I'm standing.'

Donna glanced at him before she could stop heaselfshe saw the glint of
gold against his black hair, and noticed that he wearing a dark silk shirt,
corded breeches and high-laced riding boots. His dald hers and neither
of them spoke for a few tense moments.

'Don't!" Donna wanted to beg of him. 'Leave me aldnve can't be friends
openly!

'What you need is a glassdho rosg he said. 'We say in this part of the
country that our rose wine would warm the hea statue. Tell me, does
the stone knight intrigue you? Does he perhaps makehink of the story
of the marble figure that came to life in the magimi and made its way to a
nearby cottage where a young woman was sittingeatvindow?"

'He left behind a marble finger," Donna said, foe $iad read the horrific
story.

‘Gothic romance has a strange hold on the imagimalias it not?"

'All romance should be confined to the imaginatishge replied, a trifle
primly.

'It is safer there, en? A young woman can weavea&es around a stone
knight and not have to mind about his faults ordesands. What if the
black knight stirred one night and climbed to ydaicony. Would you
scream and rouse the household?’

Donna sat there staring across at Rick and thobhghsaw that his eyes
were having wicked fun with her, she felt certdiere had been a deep,
meaning note in his voice. She rose to her feehanded past him into the

office ... instantly she caught the tramp of hding boots as he followed

her and sauntered in through the open glass ddarg. with nerves, she

stood at bay against the desk, and if she had etiedDon't you dare touch

me!" it couldn't have been more apparent what skeethinking.



He gave his gravelly laugh and glanced lazily alibatroom, looking big
and powerful in his dark shirt and corded breectiese hefty boots laced
against his strong legs. He had a look of learsHed danger about him; a
man who had not been youthful for years but whold/oetain his present
look for a- long time to come.

'l want to touch you quite a lot,’ he drawled, tagdher mind with
consummate ease. 'lI've thought of little else sihaenight in Rome."'

'Please go away!"There's no need to look quitewste-eyed with
trepidation,’ he mocked. 'l haven't entered yodrdem, sweetheart. In here
| can always pretend to be giving my opinion ondpas. Am | mentioned
in it?'

Donna shook her head, and wished it was possiblédpto be in Rick
Lordetti's presence without feeling so disturbedhsy way he looked and
the things he said ... in everything he said tothere seemed a double
meaning, as if she wasn't meant to take serioustihang he might imply.

He turned from a painting on the wall and gaveakzily intent look, his
eyelids drooping as if heavy with those dark lashéyou were writing
about me, what sort of a man would you say | was?'

Donna considered only briefly before replying. "Kied who would walk
to the gallows smoking a cigarette.'

‘They wouldn't let me." His eyes narrowed as h&ddoat her. 'They tie a
man's hands behind him and place a cowl over lad.he

She gave a noticeable shiver, and at once he pigkéte mouthpiece of the
telephone on the desk and asked to be put thrautjie tkitchen. Instead of
coffee, he said, the Signorina Lovelace was toroedht a glass ofino
rosawith her mid-morning snackSi,the Mount Etnaosafrom the Sicilian
grapegGrazie.'

"You didn't have to do that,' Donna protested, wotmming into her cheeks.



'Perhaps not,' he shrugged, 'but I felt likewoluld join you in a glass of the
wine, but Serafina will be expecting me to join frea short while.'

Words that seemed to have barbed tips so that Dalnmast flinched away
from him. Of course, it was only to be expected 8erafina came first with
him. It might amuse him to flirt a little with theired help, but he had no
intention of causing La Neri any real distress.

"You are liking it here on the Saracen coast?'skedcasually.

'Very much,signore' Donna introduced a cool politeness into her &@icd
saw him raise an eyebrow a fraction.

"You say thatsignorina,but you see far more of this room than you see of
the countryside. | think--' He broke off and hischavhite teeth clamped his
upper lip for a moment. 'l think we must arrangensthing—do you take
siesta?’

Donna shook her head and felt the sudden leap rohd&wt, aware that
Serafina rested religiously for a couple of howrsteafternoon, no doubt for
the sake of her looks and because she seemed fey atfnight from
insomnia.

'What is your opinion of secret meetings?' he askethat casual tone of
voice.

'I—I don't think they're very wise.’
'Wisdom is for the elderly and neither of us hahed that stage, even if |
can give you quite a lead. Would you agree to shditde conspiracy with

me?'

Donna felt dual reactions to his half-expected joesEven as she said,
'‘No!" she was aware of wanting quite desperategaioyes.

You haven't given it much thought," he mocked.

'One doesn't have to think twice about playing irt, signore.”



'Quite so.' He gave her a smile that held shadélseo§educing quality in
Adone, whom she knew to be part of him. 'Are yowkicken-hearted, a
girl who came to Italy to work among strangers?'

‘That's just it—I don't want to lose my job!
'l shall see to it that we're very discreet. Wgoli trust me?'
'Girls who trust men against their better judgngtthurt.’

'So you have passed judgment on me and found méngaeh?' As he
spoke he held her eyes insistently with his own thed dark lustre, that
faint whimsical smile in their depths caught at heart and made her want
to retract... oh, it was unfair of him to stir upldy dangerous longings in
her.

'I—I won't get involved with you—in that way. Whyag't you leave me
alone? You said yourself that we should behavesikangers.'

'In front of—others," he drawled. But his relaxesheé of voice was not
reflected in the sudden tautening of his shouldersghe dark silk had
stretched against their power. Into his eyes hateca demanding look that
completely banished that wistful hint of humournow he looked like a
man set on having his own way with her.

Donna saw that look and it frightened her. 'Yoareogant,' she flung at
him. 'How dare you assume that I'd want to—to nyeet in secret! You
belong to Serafina—you're her devoted slave!

I'm no woman's slave, but there are things in nig kou don't
know—things | don't intend to talk about.' He spgkinly. 'Anyway, you
are free to choose. You and | can meet and no eee Ioe any the wiser, but
if you haven't the nerve, or you aren't woman ehotlgen nothing has been
lost, has it, or gained?'

'I—I've never had affairs with men--' She heard Ittiee choked sound in
her own throat, and felt the active pain that heusdhtake it for granted.



'l know very well you haven't! His words cut acokers, and a curt
movement of his head made the gold ring glimmeo. yOu think I, a
Sicilian, would mistake you for the sort a man ntigérelessly enjoy—like
a slice of melon on a hot da@risto dio,have | given you that impression?'

His face had gone like stone ... only she didniitwrick to be of stone ...
she wanted stolen hours with him, to see him snléhear him talk, to

pretend he was hers instead of Serafina's. Shéhfak was loneliness in
him despite his relationship to Serafina, a womasspssive of the men
who belonged to her, demanding of their attentmal yet somehow devoid
of a passionate warmth of heart.

'Isn't it an affair you're asking for, Rick?'

'No—damn it!" He raked a hand through his hair btaak strand fell across
his forehead. 'Do you remember that night in Roftet is all | wanted—I
swear it!"

'Oh, Rick—— The impulse to give in to him was like a wave spiag over
Donna and she wanted to throw herself into his arnfsom that night in
Rome a spark had been ignited and it had been dering) ever since, but
to be alone with him would only fan the flame ahthey were ever caught
together by Serafina there would be a terrible sckle belonged to her and
nothing was going to alter the fact.

'Don't look like that!" He took a step towards laed as if control of his
hands was suddenly beyond him, he caught hold mfcheshed her waist,
and the next moment had her locked against him. \&& strangely
boneless and it was at once the most frightenimigyah exciting sensation
she had ever felt. And it was inevitable what hayage... their lips met
wildly until she pulled her head away.

'Rick—please!
'‘Be quiet!" He caught her by the hair and pulledfaee to his once more.

"You aren't being fair--'



'In the name of heaven, do | have to shut you Hijg' mouth closed

demandingly on hers and after some initial strugbke suddenly gave in to
what his kiss was doing to her... Rick, oh, thiswack, and they clung in
hungry abandonment.

'We knew it had to happen sooner or later," heemedtagainst her throat. 'l
was fooling you and myself if | ever thought we Icbloe alone together and
not have this happen. You're so sweet and | cantidble where you're
concerned. You'll have to try and forgive me, Dgnmat | can't not kiss
you.'

She didn't try to stop him, her hair tangling i3 fingers as he kissed her
neck, the most defenceless part of a woman, mahkerggo weak and
shivery as he buried his lips into the softnessrigeher ear. Suddenly he
groaned into the soft hollow and drew himself avirayn her. 'l don't just
lust after you, you believe that, don't you? Youstelieve it, Donna.’'

'l do believe it, Rick.'

He drew a ragged sigh and dragged a hand dowiades #Will you forgive
me?'

‘There isn't anything to forgive,' she assured Himl joined in the kissing,
didn't I?"

He smiled and looked her up and down. 'You wouldlllyebe a match for
someone my size. But | am glad you didn't entirekist me—that | wasn't
being entirely the lusting brute.’

'Oh, Rick, don't use those terrible words!

‘They are fearful, eh?' His eyes brooded uponthen suddenly he reached
out and stroked the soft hair away from her eyésu 'had better tidy your
hair, cara. You look—kissed.’

At once she flushed- and hastened around the deské her comb and
vanity-case out of a drawer. She heard Rick langthat gravelly way of
his. 'l don't want to make trouble for yargra compaziente."



Donna's hand shook a little as she combed herahdirearranged it, and
they both knew what had come into the room to jbem, the inevitable
feeling of guilt because he wasn't free, could néeefree to kiss another
woman in Serafina's house.

Donna had just put away her comb and mirror whendibor opened and
there, as if in a frame, stood the woman whose dolRick was like a chain
he could never break. She wore a velvet morningengim silvery green,

long-skirted, with draped sleeves and a heart-shapeice. Her hair was
unbound about her shoulders and in the sunlighttrae through the patio
doors Donna saw the unexpected threads of silveéaiieri's glistening

hair.

When her green eyes settled on Rick, he was logragrinst a corner of
the desk with some sheets of typescript in his harde with the other
hand he was applying the flame of his lighter tigarette.

'So here you are!' Serafina gave him a sharp Mbich he returned lazily,
the dark lashes making his eyes look darker. Heen waiting for you for
the past ten minutes—what are you doing?'

'‘Being inquisitive," he drawled, a thread of smdki&ing from his nostrils.
"You don't imagine you could write a boatgrissima,and not arouse my
curiosity?"

'About what?' she demanded.
'Many things.'

She gave a petulant shrug and turned her gaze or@Dber eyes as hard
and gleaming as green glass as they swept thefajurer secretary in pale
linen with discreet touches of turquoise. Donnakémb outwardly
composed, but her heart was pounding. Her nervegerga as she
imagined the proportions of the scene had La Negps in while Rick was
kissing her.

'l thought you wore spectacles to work in," shepped at Donna. 'Did you
take them off in order to look attractive for tsignore?'



'‘No, of course not." The spectacles lay on a skiphd beside the
typewriter, placed there when Donna had gone outoothe patio and
encountered Rick. She wished to heaven she haddstayhere, then he
wouldn't have followed her from the patio and theuldn't have finished
up in each other's arms.

Donna felt as guilty as if they had been caughhat embrace, but Rick
looked as nonchalant as he had beneath the mulibeeryas if it wasn't the
first time he had kissed a girl behind Serafina'skb

'Don't be sharp with Miss Lovelace because I'venake liberty of reading
some of your manuscript.' He drew on his cigaratte looked intently at
Serafina, and Donna saw something in his eyesthgted her ... a look of
command that was far removed from the gaze of gtiant lover or a paid
bodyguard. It was there for a brief moment, bumade Donna realise that
he wasn't under La Neri's thumb at all but was @bbomore her master
than she was his mistress.

Donna's fingers clenched the spectacles which aldepicked up, and it
now seemed ridiculous that she had ever imaginatdahman like Rick

sacrificed his real dreams and desires and deVtesklf to Serafina out of
a sense of loyalty. The truth struck Donna thatvhe the real power at the
villa; that he controlled La Neri and her fortumedavas far from being her
slave. She should have realised it right awayadnt he said himself that
he was no woman's slave?

"Your book will have a wide appeatarissima.'He gave that quirk of a
smile and Donna tried to ignore the way Serafispoaded, throwing out a
hand to him which he pressed a moment to hisAigsab of jealousy struck
Donna under the heart and she wished she couldhiratend not be so
stirred up by his every action, his every look, ethivere all part of the
expertise of a man who deceived his mistress esdre &ept her enslaved
by him.

Oh yes, Donna could see it now, and her hands si®eke placed carbons
between sheets of manuscript paper. Serafina wassldve, not Rick
Lordetti!



"You truly believe it will be a best-seller?" Thensual tones of La Neri's
voice were overlaid by a tremor. 'l am only coneermvith telling people
about my career, Rick. That is the best way, ehffeNaf the shadows but
only the spotlights, as on a film set.’

'By far the best way," he agreed. 'Your memaiesjssima,should be as
beautiful as you are."’

'‘Caro mio,you always make me feel as lovely and desirablenas in the
old days—ah, those days, Rick, that fill my heaithvéo much emotion!'
The slim elegant hands wrapped themselves abowhlaiglders, holding
him as if no one else existed for her, and Donmbtbavatch and suffer the
painful knowledge that no one could possess hitiasbeautiful woman
did. Her hands clung to him with a kind of helples®d, as if he were the
strong staff she leaned on and couldn't live withou

They were standing like that when there was a@éliock on the door and
it opened to admit the young footman with Donnad@-morning tray. The
sunlight caught the gleam of rosy wine in the st&urglass and even as
Donna noticed it, Serafina was giving the wine glasharp glance.

'What is this?' she demanded of Enrico. 'Who hatered wine to be
brought to the workroom?"

'It was | who ordered it," Rick explained. 'Missvetace has been looking
rather pale—you have to admdara, that she has been working hard on
your book and had a meal on a tray last night.’

Serafina shot a glance at Donna that was sudderigstile that it made her
eyes look cat-cruel. "The girl came here to wahe said cuttingly, 'not to
be mollycoddled! Have you been complaining to #ignor that | am
overworking you, Miss Lovelace?'

'Indeed not!" Donna looked indignant. 'l didn't dsk the wine, and |
daresay it's my lack of a sun- tan that makes role pale.’



'‘Are you now suggesting, Miss Lovelace, that yoa lkept for such long
hours at the typewriter that | am depriving youwsohning yourself in your
bikini, your slim English body on display for theemof my household?’

Donna flushed, half in anger. 'l never wear a biKin
'‘Ah, you mean you like to lie in the sun in yourdogkin?'

‘No, I don't! I consider the bikini an ugly garmgahd | quite agree that |
came here to work. It has never crossed my nsighora,to behave at the
villa as if | were a guest. | enjoy my work, and Eertainly not complaining
about anything.'

'l am gratified to hear you say that," Serafingppea, 'for | intend to keep
you as busy as it suits me. | am paying you anlextdesalary, and in future
you will not expect to drink wine while you are Waorg.'

Donna's temper flared right up and she felt an isgto take hold of the
wineglass and toss the contents out on the patienpant. She hadn't
wanted the wretched drink in the first place, aoohsthing of what she felt
must have leapt into her eyes for Rick took hol&efafina and propelled
her towards the door. 'What a lot of fuss over susmall matter," he chided
her. 'Your cellar is stocked with enough wine ttoxicate the crew of a
battleship and you get petulant because justa iftit is served to a young
woman who works hard for you. It isn't like youlte so inhospitable.'

Serafina ran searching eyes over his face, andhaemicbefore she departed
the office she turned to look again at Donna, dredgreen eyes were still
hostile and sharp with suspicion. Donna's nerves ggolt and she felt as if
it were showing that she had been ardently kisgegtldoman whom La Neri
considered her sole property.

The door closed and Donna was thankfully alone stidight turning the
vino rosato a glowing ruby colour. Donna felt as if it wduhave choked
her, and yet she knew in her heart that Rick hadnin& be kind. Oh
God—she sank her face into her hands and feltsiused, so torn between
liking him and believing him to be an experiencaklerwho played with the
feelings of silly young innocents like herself. Staen't wanted to feel this



way about any man, least of all a man much oldan therself whom she
could never hope to have.She felt haunted by thgsmrAdone had told her
about Rick ... about his mother and the vengearckead taken upon her
killer. Such terrible events would have helped kehim the way he was,
scarring his mind and hardening his heart.

Donna wondered if Serafina had ever possesseemierness to ease the
pain of his memories. She had her great beautyseHactiveneess of her
body, the charisma of her stardom ... yet in appgab Donna for a little of
what they had found together that night in RomekRé&vealed a certain
emptiness in his life; a need for some quality wsge@ssed by La Neri.

Or was she being hopelessly naive and romantictah@iman ... killer,
gambler, lover of another woman? Donna reachedaadtran a finger
around the rim of the wine glass ... a wine to wétmheart of a statue, he
had said, but hers was vibrantly alive in her wéaiwdy, responsive to the
very thought of him even as her mind warned het thacare for Rick
Lordetti was to play a dangerous game.

She shivered convulsively and carried the glassioé to her lips. It was
faintly sweet and potently warming as it wendednits/ through her veins.
There would have been a bittersweet pleasure tingha few stolen hours
with Rick, but she must keep her distance from Winile she remained at
the Villa Imperatore; she must not run the risketfing him kiss her again.

That look in La Neri's eyes had been sharp as @eblas if she might be
capable of using a stiletto on anyone who darddytand take Rick away
from her. The bond between them had been forgegldgo ... he belonged
to her, the woman who was Adone's mother.



CHAPTER FIVE

IT was a glorious morning, with golden sunlight spglacross the bed as
Donna awoke and stretched her limbs in her flimgpm nightdress. She
gazed upwards at the sunlight as it moved acr@aspdinted ceiling of her
bedroom, gilding the angelic faces peering arouoéfyf white clouds,
curvaceous limbs and shoulders just showing. Afitex weeks she had
grown very fond of this room, with its hand-woveuartains and glossy
rattan furniture. Through an adjoining archway ¢heas a smabala,with

a bookcase, a desk and a small curving couch. Aaktwas also a small
balcony that jutted above the stables, althoughn2ahdn't mind the smell
of horses but knew it was the reason she had tigwise attractive pair of
rooms.

Quite often there were guests at the villa and Barould see them trotting
the glossy-coated horses along the flagstone pathed into the hills. What
fascinated her was to see Serafina riding sidesadtiid in a moss-green
riding habit and a small bowler-like hat that mdus look like some
beautiful Edwardian print which had come to lifewhs a costume she had
worn in one of her favourite films and because whs La Neri she lived
and loved and rode her black mare just as it shiezd

When Serafina went riding, Rick went with her, clada corduroy jacket
and well-worn corded breeches, with the high-labedts acontadino
might wear. Did he ever think of .his parents' eliiarm on the isle of
Sicily? Donna wondered. Did he ever have dreantd gnéleri would never
want to share with him?

They made a striking pair, and Donna had thougbatvedis unobserved up
on her balcony, half concealed by drapings of gaiauntil late one
afternoon when hoofbeats came along the path tosthigles and then
abruptly paused right under the jut of her balcony.

'‘Donnal’

It wasn't the voice of a youthful Romeo, for it @@ in a very masculine
throat, and it also demanded that she reveal liérsal where she sat in a



rattan chair, half hidden by the wine-coloured laingilleas that grew so
abundantly over the framework of her balcony.

Donna remained where she was and told herselhthatould ride on in a
moment, and then she tensed as the hoofs clatkelitté closer. 'l know
you're up there," he said. 'And | feel confidet tinanches of this magnolia
will take my weight—shall | climb up?'

'‘No!" She jumped to her feet and moved to the edtjee balcony, and there
below in the reddening glow of the sunset he sidashis big handsome
bay that swished its tail in a certain impatiercget to its oats.

Rick gazed up at her with a slightly derisive smildeel sure Juliet didn't
react in that timid way when Romeo wanted to climber balcony.'

'Perhaps Juliet didn't have visions of a slim baaking his neck before he
reached the balcony,’ Donna retorted.

'‘Ah, concerned for my safetgarina?'

'Don't call me that!" Her hands clenched the balcoaml. 'Save your
endearments for the Signora Neri, who wouldn't bey\pleased if she
caught you talking to me in this way.'

'‘As a matter of fact | wished to apologise for Weey she spoke to you that
morning in the office. | hope you understood--'

'Only too well, signore. She suspected that you were paying me some
attention and she didn't like it. It was perfectitural—she obviously cares
for you and depends on you, and | certainly doaftto be the cause of any
friction between you. | would prefer to be left més—by you.'

'‘By me, but not by Adone, eh? You have been getjinte friendly with
him, haven't you? The other evening songs at theopiand you play quite
well, don't you? What is it this evening? Have yoade your plans?’

'He's taking me to a dance on the yacht of a frldddnna tried to speak
casually, but she couldn't quite keep the tremadrobiner voice—even to



think of dancing was to recall every detail of lgeimeld in Rick's arms
while the music played. She had tried ... triecodeately to think of Adone
as being Rick all over again, but it hadn't realiyrked, and she knew as
she gazed down at Rick in the deepening dusk beaiveuld have loved to
dance with him on the deck of a yacht as it rockieanchor and the sound
of the sea mingled with the music. She wanted talbse to the hard
warmth of him; every inch of her skin clamoured ¢ontact with him, and
having to deny herself that gratification was mpaeful than anything she
had ever experienced. A physical ache could be dethl, but it wasn't so
easy when it came to soothing heartache.

'l hope you will be careful in his company, DonriRick's face had gone as
hard as iron and the big bayshifted sideways &isgers had tightened on
his bridle. 'Adone is a very experienced young raad he knows how to
turn on the charm. | wouldn't want to see you ceonany harm when you
go dancing on this yacht. He has friends who dadtogether meet with my
approval.'

'How stuffy you sound!" Donna forced herself togau’l would have said
that you are far more dangerous than your—than Adould ever be.’

Rick's eyes narrowed and she saw them glitterieg &g the darkness was
creeping over his face and figure. Her heart jer&ked she prayed that he
hadn't noticed the slip of the tongue she had almeasle.

'l have known Adone all his life,” Rick said curtlfyou have been

acquainted with him only a few weeks. He has a wsiitdin in his blood and

he likes his own way. | have seen the way he halselb at you. | have seen
desire in his eyes!

Donna had noticed before that when Rick gave ia t®rtain emotional
feeling his English became far more Latin ... Dowas ready to believe
there was a dangerous strain in Adone, and she kieeawwhom he had
inherited his self-will, and his strong passionsey came from Rick, as did
his bone- structure.

"You don't have to concern yourself about signore' Donna said, making
herself sound cool and casual ... making beliewdidn't thrill her deep



down that Rick was jealous of her friendship witthofe. 'l can take care of
myself, and | believe Adone has learned to respgdieelings.’

'‘And what are those, Donna?' Rick spoke demandiriDign't lead that
young man on if you don't intend to fulfil his—exgations.'

'What do you mean by that?' she gasped.

'l should think my meaning is clear enough. Youwdra child, and neither
is Adone, and you might be wise to stay away frbis party--'

'Don't dictate to me!' Donna was furious with hion &ssuming he had the
right to tell her what to do. "You neither emplog mor own me, and in my
spare time | shall go exactly where | please. Sauadictatorial attitude for
your--for Serafina.’

'l am well aware that | have no rights with regévdyou,’ he said. 'But |
don't want to see you get— hurt.'

'l rather fancy, Signor Lordetti, that | stood matance of that if | had run
the risk of seeing you behind Serafina's backresky it's a game you have
often played and | suppose you're annoyed becarefaded to join in. |
can go out openly with Adone. | thought his motimgght object, but as she
doesn't--'

‘Serafina has never refused Adone anything hedrased,’ Rick rejoined,
his voice on the edge of harshness. 'Her attitsideat if he fancies to play
around with the English Miss, then by all meanglet, and for what it's
worth, Donna, there have been a number of girkdane's life—they are
toys to him!'

'‘And what are they to you?' she demanded. 'Do yowy édone his
freedom to enjoy himself openly?"

'Freedom is quite a word, isn't it?' A note of Heass had come into Rick's
voice, as if a kind of weight lay on his spiritoY have it, Donna, but in the
name ofCristodon't trade it in for regret. That can come sa@g&sa young
girl, and for the rest of her life she has to lwgh it." 'l suppose, Rick, |



wouldn't be laying in regret formyself had | agreedlandestine meetings
with you?' As she spoke Donna gripped the ironinditont of her, needing

the outer pain to try and offset the inner one.af\ére you worried about?
That | shall get into trouble with Adone the way&ma got into trouble

with—his father?'

'‘God in heaven, no!' It was a husky exclamationmtvere in the gathering
darkness which Donna barely caught. The pain statidier nerves rather
than her ears and she felt the torment that wrehtte words from him.
There was an abrupt silence between them, filleldyirthe cigalesin the
trees and by the jingle of the bay's bridle as beed his head, scenting the
nearby stables and wanting to get home to his suppe

'How did you guess?' Rick asked suddenly. 'No ooeldc have told
you—you're making a wild guess!

'‘Adone is like you—didn't you know?' Donna's lipsre so dry that it hurt
her to speak. 'Haven't you ever seen yourselfmfhi

Again there was a void of shocked silence, withyadhle sound of the

cigalespulsating in the air. 'Perhaps | have tried toidhseeing myself in

that young profligate.’ Rick spoke harshly. 'If yloave any sense you will
keep out of his clutches, but as we have both dgreave no dominion over
your life and you are free to stretch your wingakd care of them, won't
you? There's no way for a girl to fly to the stange her young and shining
wings are broken.'

The hooves of his mount clattered on the path asitmed the bay in the
direction of the stables. They cantered away, ana the darkness was
complete ... it even felt as if it had crept intorida’s heart.

She withdrew from the balcony into her small prevsdila,and there with a
shiver she lit the lamps. It seemed awful to hat fRick should feel no
affection for Adone, and see in him only the faoltéis own youth. It was
as if he had never wanted to associate himself with birth or the
upbringing of Serafina's son, whom she had lefthiéhands of a compliant,
much older husband. Where was that husband nowP®ekist at all, or



had he been invented to provide a background qgbectability for
Serafina?

Donna sat down on the rattan couch and cradledshi@u against her.
Suddenly she felt quite certain that Serafina haden been married to
anyone. Someone had been well paid to take catelafie until she was
ready to have him share her home ... the only maa iNeri's life was Rick
Lordetti.

Always ... from the beginning ... and it suitedrth® pretend to the world
that he was only her bodyguard.

Yes, that was the way Serafina would want to la®,if her life was a

dramatic screen-play. No doubt both she and Rkeldlthe danger inherent
in their way of living, he the stern, tougiastellanwho carried a gun,

holstered beneath his well-cut jacket. It was nex@ting for a woman who

was an actress to her fingertips, and much moaedeterrent to kidnappers,
the publicity built up around La Neri and her bodggd, a man with the
chilling reputation of having killed a member oéttreaded Mafia.

Donna drew a shaky sigh ... perhaps she should dRick suggested and
cancel her date with Adone. She didn't really wargo to this yacht party,
for she was aware that his kind of friends werehwstkind. Most of them

had money and were merely intent on enjoying bfed those who didn't
have money of their own were adept at gamblingasrdwing it so they

could have fun.

She went into her bedroom and after lighting theda in there, drew her
fingers down the flowing skirt of the dress she hldady hung on the door
of the wardrobe. She could always excuse herséff asheadache, and yet
if she did so she would be giving in to Rick. Giyim to a man who had no
right to try and run her life. If Adone was spoiledd addicted to pleasure,
then Rick was half to blame. He had never triecstmp Serafina from
always giving in to Adone, of paying his debts ahdugging her shoulders
at his misdeeds. She adored him and saw her owstaoding beauty
reflected in his handsome face.



Restless, torn with doubts, Donna wandered aboutrd@m, giving a
nervous start when the pretty Limoges clock begaochime. Adone had
asked her to be ready by seven-thirty, and sheonfdhalf an hour in
which to shower and dress ... if she went with find didn't find some
excuse to let him down.

She drew her bottom lip between her teeth andhiditant... if she broke
this date, then she knew what Adone would do ap#nrey. He would drink
too much, probably get into a card game and logertoch, and spend the
remainder of the night with a woman who was boreith Wer husband.
Donna had no illusions about Adone, but she waseatteat he had led a
more temperate life since she had started going/ibnthim. She quite liked
him, even if she couldn't pretend that he was Rizkn Rick! Why did he
have to intrude into everything ... her thoughtd #eelings, and her heart
itself!

More from defiance than actual desire, Donna gathdogether her
toiletries and robe and went along the galleryhi bathroom. There she
quickly showered, covering her hair with a cap lisesshe didn't have time
to dry it. Talcum-powder flew and her cheeks wedrtestfed from the

warmth as she looped the sash of her robe andestept of the steamy
bathroom ... giving a gasp as she walked straigfot someone who was
going along the gallery.

As she stumbled a pair of hands caught at hetyeogthat they seemed to
lift her from the floor. Her eyes lifted and lockedth Rick's, and time
seemed to lose a beat as they stood like thataeespetween their lips
where their quickened breath mingled. Her eyelidensed to grow
weighted and through her lashes she saw that usttand of black hair
meeting his left eyebrow. She hung there in hissamimost as if drowsy, a
silken-dark curl to her lashes, with little wetastds against her neck. He
studied her face intently, as if memorising hettdess and the wild flush
across her cheekbones. Her heart was poundinigr@sg to get out of her
body into his.

'Do you know what I'd like to do with you?' he munrad.



She didn't need answer to him, for it was theréen eyes that she was
perfectly aware of his inclinations.

His lip quirked and deep in his eyes were a palitité flames. 'I'd like to
lock you up like some Victorian guardian and sed that you couldn't
come to any harm. My advice has gone into onerghpat of the other, eh?
You are going to this party, looking fresh and iomiet as some infant
straight out of the soap bubbles.’

'Why are you so against this yacht party?' Shehjadtto ask, for it wasn't
the first time he had seen her going out on awateAdone.

'The yacht is théalila and it belongs to a man | don't very much like.
Several times Adone has lost money to him at camdag, and | know for a
fact that this man cheats. Adone is a young deitfi the women, but he has
his saving graces and one of them is that he lchtssts as much as | do. He
hasn't yet discovered for himself that this maa éardsharp, and there will
be trouble when he does find out.’'

‘Then it's just as well I'm going with him to tharfy," Donna said. 'He
seems to behave himself when I'm around.’

'How does he behave when you're alone with hintk Rsked, and one of
his strong hands clasped her head and tilted kveacs so that he could
look down into her eyes, searchingly.

'‘Better than you do.' She had to defend herselhag®ick, and to attack
him seemed the best way. His eyes narrowed, amdgihi¢e suddenly he
lowered his head and took her lips with his, incapte of brief, biting
kisses that made her feel as if her legs were goilggve way beneath her.
Then he put her away from him, and she believedag accidental, when
his hand touched her body where her robe had klighened. She heard
him catch his breath, then swinging on his heeddid curtly:

'Enjoy your evening. You probably will be safer wifdone than you
would be with me!'



Donna almost ran into her bedroom, legs tremuleushe quickly closed
the door behind her. She was breathing unevenlyhandskin was still
tingling where his hand had brushed. She had hebodit this kind of
physical awareness, this chemistry that was soengsis, and so often
active between two people who had no right toite€he pressed her hands
to her burning cheeks and was suddenly aware diday in the way a man
would be aware of it, of its smoothness and slimnasd youthful
desirability. Rick wanted her, she had seen itiseyes ... and she wanted
Rick to feel like that, and it was wrong, it wasidarous, and it could lead
to disaster.

She began to dress, but she still wasn't in fuitrd of her nerves or her
emotions. She couldn't forget the feel of Rick'suthoon hers, his
reciprocation of a little cruelty because she ltade on the defensive with
him, saying sharp things because she didn't ddve tender.

Oh God, to be tender to Rick would lead to compikices she didn't dare to
face. She could hardly look at herself in the nmirfor what he did to her
was there in her eyes ... the glow of an exciterttattenhanced her looks
and even made her hair feel extra soft and silkye $/ore a long
honey-coloured velvet skirt and a long-sleeved sikikt in magnolia. On
her feet were slender strapped shoes, and hejewagllery was a pair of
topaz eardrops. Her father had always said thatesdembled her mother,
and that what he had loved about the woman hedsddo early in their
life together had been her style, her touch ofscta®d natural air of reserve
that concealed a very real warmth of heatrt.

Donna picked up the small velvet jacket that maddier skirt and draped it
around her shoulders. As she made her way dowssthe hoped that
Adone had already said goodnight to his mothshe.didn't want to go into
thesalonewhere Rick would look at her with the knowledgédis eyes that
her body had reacted to his with a desire almostletp what he as an
experienced man could feel. She felt the warmtihgis her cheeks, felt
the tremor in her legs that made her grip the raihdf the stairs.

As she reached the bottom of the staircase shent#ug sound of raised
voices. 'Who the hell are you to put in your spakeut money?' Adone
spoke in a loud, angry voice. 'You get paid youraek for being the



strong-arm man everyone's afraid of, Serafina'daig shadow who lives
like a lord at her expense! But don't forget yojust an employee, Lordetti,
and you'll keep that big Roman nose of yours outhpbusiness.'

‘There is no need, Adone, to get so incensed, ' ebimiSerafina's placating
voice. 'Rick is perfectly right— you have been hgsrather heavily at cards
and I'm not made of money. If there is to be dap@n the yacht, why
should you need more money? | gave you a cheqyeadelw nights ago.'

'l have a debt that has to be paid,” Adone sagdidrie of voice becoming
sulky. 'l don't want to get the reputation of bempilker.'

‘A bilker, mio caro?What is that?'

'‘Someone who evades payment of a gambling debte@oinyou can afford
to let me have another cheque.'

'Don't give him any more money, Serafina.' Rickksgpgrimly. 'If he wants
to gamble in the kind of company that plays for gimously high stakes,
then let him earn the money to do it with.'

'l tell you | have a debt to pay." A note of vidlaislike had come into

Adone's voice. 'And as | told you once before, lettid don't boss me
around, and don't behave as if you're the master N®u're nothing more
than a paid henchman and you imagine you can puetr of the devil into

everyone, only you don't happen to scare me. Ohl ye®w all about your

karate skill, and it's certainly no secret that kiked a man that way, even if
they did say he struck his head. | daresay youdcoubp me down, but that
doesn't mean | shake at the knees when you frowreat

'Silenzio! The order came with sudden sharpness from Sera¥ioa will
not speak to Rick in that way, and you will undanst, Adone, that even
from you | will not tolerate such insolence or mentof matters that are in
the past. You will ignore him, Rick.'

'l usually do,' Rick drawled. 'l understood, Adotigt you were taking Miss
Lovelace to théalila. Do | also understand that there is to be a cantega
down in the saloon?’



'Probably, but | need the money to pay off my lgssdon't give me that
look, Lordetti. | shall take care of Donna, if tsavhat worrying you. Is it?
I've noticed you looking at her once or twice. Brafirl, isn't she? Such
wonderfully fair hair--'

'Shut your mouth,' Rick snapped at him. 'If I'm cemed for Miss Lovelace
it's because | know the kind of company you keeplolbt if she is
accustomed to mixing with social parasites and womko fornicate like
back-alley cats. She is obviously a nice girl, ssMarned that she stays that
way--'

It was at that point in the dispute that Donna deedito enter thealoneand
remove Adone from Rick's presence before they darb®ows. Adopting a
casual air and a smile, she walked into the roBmhere you are,' she said
to Adone, as if she hadn't caught a word of thenglea 'If we don't make
amove the party will be over before we get there.’

Adone turned to her, and then with an air of pessseness he came to her
and in front of his mother, and Rick, he bent aisddd her cheek. 'You look
as if you had walked in from among the flowers,shi&l gallantly. He held
her arm, gave his mother a little bow, and pointaeghored Rick as he
escorted Donna from thealone.

'l hate that damn man," he muttered, as he opé&eecht door for Donna. 'l

wish Serafina could be persuaded to cut loose fiom but he has such a
hold on her that she seems to regard him as samdeokiomnipotent force

in her life.'

'l shouldn't interfere between them," Donna saickfodly. "Your mother
obviously has a great need of him, and you cawy'ttlsat he ever really
interferes in your life.'

'He puts his grit into the oil when he feels likehelieve you me, Donna.

Damn him to hell," Adone muttered, as he startect#r and they sped away
from the villa with a promise of speed that madeogrip the edge of her
seat. A quick glance at Adone showed her that heiwa reckless mood,

and suddenly she wished that she had taken Ridkiseaand stayed at

home.



'Adone—

'What is it?' He hurled the car around a bend dmdwheels made a
protesting scream on the tarmac.

'I—I have a slight headache—would you mind turriagk? | don't really
fancy going to the party.'

"You dressed yourself up for it, and very nicelya-fact, I've never seen
you look so stunning.' He flicked a look at herreas he moved his foot
down on the accelerator. "You will make those otlhemen look like a
bunch of bats who have just flown in out of theesavlhey deck themselves
out in diamonds and furs, but they haven't yourveléous skin and hair.
Rick's jealous, do you know that? He's jealousefisiecause | have you--'

'‘No one has me, Adone,' she broke in, feeling thekgning of her pulses
because Adone had hit so close to a probable tRelsause | go out with
you sometimes it doesn't mean that you can taker igranted I'm your
property. Please turn back. I'm really not in th@odhfor a party.’'

"You were when | suggested it," he rejoined. 'Yaid $t would be fun to
dance on a deck above the water. What's the ma@tema? Did you
overhear some of that argument with Rick and are afoaid | might be
leading you astray? How very amusing! He's thewane could do that! He
knows more about the gambling syndicates and thenge&haracters who
walk on the dark side of the street than | couldrdsnow. He's a Sicilian
who took an oath of vengeance, and during the yeamsas searching for
the man he swore to kill he mixed with the dregevary back-alley bar. A
lot of it rubs off, especially on a teenager, agdhe time he was my age,
Lordetti was a seasoned gambler. | envy the wagahecut the cards, and
you must ask him one day to throw a knife so dedia melon at ten paces.
They whisper about him in the waterfront cafes.sHbee man with the
golden ring.’

'Who did the ring belong to?' Donna felt a comparisto know. 'lt's a
wedding ring, isn't it?'



'Yes, it came from the hand of his mother. He reedav before they closed
her coffin, and an old woman in the district whieedived pierced a hole in
his earlobe and he has worn the ring ever sincdia®is have a strain of the
dramatic in them, and they're as steeped in theatemas the Corsicans.
That's part of his mystique for Serafina. She haggal so often in romantic
melodrama that she regards Rick as her big daxk ftesuits him to play

along. She's still a superb-looking woman, andsshlsb a very rich one.’

'I'd say there's more to it than that," Donna fohacself protesting.
'What, for instance?’
'No one seeing them together could doubt thatrthelgvoted to each other.’

'As lovers, do you mean?' Adone snarled the wdtthat's what I've never
been able to tolerate; as if where my own mothecaacerned I'm
puritanical. Time and time again I've walked intbem, hoping to find her
in his arms so | could really raise the roof, beisHoxy, as underhand as the
devil, as if he has some sixth sense that alwagpskéim ahead of being
taken by surprise. He's like a damn tiger... hesraall danger!

The car roared on with angry speed towards the rivae, until the
conviction grew in Donna that they were never gamgrrive there without
a mishap. It was on one of the raking bends thatn&draked just in time to
avoid a sprawling mass of earth and rock, probaébbught down in the
rainstorm of the previous night.

The Maserati skidded to a halt, and unfortunatebyma had fastened her
safety-belt and was saved from jerking forward, Adddne had left his belt

undone and as the car bucked to a halt he was hfomward on to the

steering wheel, and Donna heard a grunt of paintia@dext instant saw
blood gushing from his mouth.

She swiftly unbuckled her own belt and carefullgwihis head back against
the seat so she could see what he had done. 'lkeartsell,' he mumbled,
and after stemming some of the blood with his hanctkef Donna
discovered that he had badly cut his bottom lip @nevas bleeding
copiously. She could also feel some loosened teeth.



'l've got to get you to a doctor!" she gaspedslha could see at once that his
lip needed stitching. But he shook his head and hle¢ handkerchief
pressed to his mouth.

'Dentist,’ he spoke through the stained linen. 'WWose any teeth—damned
if I will! You drive. I'll direct you to his house.

It was during the drive to the dentist that Done#t more than ever
convinced that Adone was very much a part of Rickdetti. He didn't
whine or complain, but hung on to his severelylguand loosened teeth.
He had fine teeth, so Donna could understand whydseconcerned that
they be saved if possible, and it was with intenre$ief that she drew the car
to a standstill in the small courtyard of a housa@ the promenade.

Donna spent the next couple of hours with the désitivife, drinking coffee
and waiting anxiously for Adone to be attendedittavas true that he had
invited the accident with his reckless driving, bbe felt sorry for him and
couldn't help admiring his courage. He hadn't gead¢cand though the pain
must have been considerable he had borne it quirtlt before taking the
dental chair he had told Donna not to telephonenuither. 'She gets upset,’
was all he had said.

The tension was relieved when the dentist came thensurgery to inform
Donna that the patient was resting for a few misated would soon be able
to see her. 'He will soon recover,’ she was assuggnor Neri has
excellent teeth and it would have been a pity $e la couple of them just for
the sake of avoiding a little more pain. His liglwrobably carry a scar, but
only a slight one. He's an extremely good-lookingryg man, but it was his
teeth he was mainly concerned about. He dislikesdba of dentures.'

Donna smiled her relief. "It was the cut on higlat was worrying me. Will
| be able to drive him home?'

The dentist shook his head. 'l am going to sugipestSignor Neri remains

here at my house for the night. He is still verglgdn and has lost quite an
amount of blood. | have x-rayed his jaw but therétiany sign of a fracture,

but | would like to keep him under my care andratten for the remainder

of the night, and we have a spare room in whicharesleep.'



This sounded like good common sense to Donna, &e\she nodded the
dentist turned to his wife and requested that shkenup the spare bed and
put in a hot-water bottle.

'‘Now come along and see tBggnor.' Donna was escorted into the rest
room, where Adone was stretched out on a sofa ihgpkather pallid and
with a neat line of stitching in his lip. He heldta hand to Donna and his
eyes expressed what he was at present unableitt@utords. She clasped
his hand and smiled down at him. 'l shall be veapjodnatic when | tell your
mother about the accident,’ she assured him. ‘Perawv you'll take heed
of her warning and not drive so fast.’

He pressed her fingers and a smile came into leis &y he drew her hand to
his cheek and held it there. She knew instantly ltleavas begging a little
sympathy even though he knew he'd risked both tiveis. Donna leaned
down and gently kissed his face. 'Are you stilpain?' she murmured. 'l
understand from the dentist that fixing those te&h no picnic, and on top
of that you had to be stitched. Are you quite camafae? Are you truly
feeling better, or is it still bad?'

He shook his head and Donna guessed that his nveaghnumb at the
moment but would be sore when the effects of thextion had worn off.
'‘Get some sleep,’ she urged him. 'l expect youhenatill come and fetch
you home in the morning."'

He frowned slightly, and Donna added quickly: 'bknyou'd like me to
come for you, but she'll want to fuss over youteli It's her right, Adone.’

He gripped her hand as if he'd like to keep hehwim, but Donna drew
away from him until he had to release her. 'l naest she said. 'See you
tomorrow.Arrivederci!'

Back in the sitting-room Donna caught sight oftélephone and wondered
if she ought to put a call through to the villaeStould speak to Rick. Ask
him to explain to Serafina that Adone had suffeaeslight accident ... no,
when one spoke the word 'accident' over the telepitalways sounded far
more ominous than it should, and it wouldn't do Aela lot of good if
Serafina insisted upon coming down to the dentafjesy tonight. He



needed to get some uninterrupted rest, and would ko better in the
morning ... more able to cope with her anxiety.

‘Thank you for all you have done.' Donna shook kamith dentist and his
wife, and they watched her from the doorway ofrtineiuse as she drove
away in the Maserati. She made for the mountainl,read though her
nerves still felt a trifle shaky, she felt confidesme could handle the car on
those undulating gradients. It was that rock fak $iad to be careful to
avoid, and she forced all her concentration upandniging, keeping the
headlights at full force so she would see that rdaefirdirt and rock before
she drove into it.

Donna estimated that she was about halfway homenwhe engine
suddenly stalled and she found herself pressingtdreer button to no avail
at all. Some kind of engine damage must have ocedumhen Adone had
swerved the car and brought it to that jarring faddich had thrown him on
to the wheel.

'‘Dammit!" Donna sat there, with the headlights ygthout across the road.
She wasn't on a bend, thank goodness, or the Magenad have been a
hazard to any vehicle driving down. But she waargted in the car and had
to admit to herself that she didn't fancy walkihg test of the way to the
villa. She felt tempted to remain inside the caremhshe could lock the
doors and snuggle down beneath the lap-robe whicbn the back seat. It
would be assumed at the villa that she and Adome staying overnight on
the yacht, and as soon as it was daylight she ceald home without
feeling nervous of the dark twisting road and wié&ht be lurking among
the trees that crowded the slopes.

The longer Donna stayed inside the car the moretait she became to
step outside and start walking. Just to test thesite of the night she
switched off the headlights, and as the darkndksar@und her the nerves
crawled along her spine.

It was no use! She was still on edge from whathegapened to Adone and
couldn't face that dark journey on foot. She waéttle down on the back
seat of the car and feel quite secure with theslmmked.



Donna sank her head against the back of her sdavished she had taken
notice of Rick ... the entire evening had beersaster, and instead of being
safe in her comfortable bedroom at the villa she steanded here in the
dark. Suddenly, without warning, there swept over the wish that Rick
was here to make the night feel less lonely. Ridk challenged her as no
one else had ever done; who sometimes teased tiehasvere a small girl,
and then treated her as if she were a woman henvech desired.

Far down on the water Donna could see the lighteefishing boats, and
way above her in the sky shone the stars whichl angght reach on young
and shining wings ... so Rick had said. A girland, he had meant. A girl
who didn't give her love away as if it had no valgirl who kept her heart
and her body for the one and only man.

That man could never be Rick ... she had to acebpt Adone had said of
him, that he had walked too long on the dark sid&® street to be able to
look at the sunlight with untroubled eyes. For reawd always he had linked
his life with that of a woman who was like him amttlerstood him. It would
be folly ... it would be asking for a broken hdarever dream that she could
fit into his life. When her work was finished aetVilla Imperatore they
would say goodbye.

'Rick ..." she sighed, and fell asleep in a carrstteforgotten to lock.



CHAPTER SIX

IT was the touch of a hand that awoke Donna and ahepswith a cry,
dazed and cold with an ache in her neck from tigdeaat which she had
fallen asleep.

The car door was open and the figure of a man @asng in towards her ...

instinctively she flung out a hand to push him awayd then he spoke and
caught her by the shoulders. 'lt's all right, Danviau are quite safe with

me.'

'Rick!" She stopped struggling and realised thatas faintly light enough
for her to see his face. Dark, strong, reassul®ig. Rick, you gave me such
a scare!'

'l gather you had trouble with the car. Why digioti lock the doors, eh? It
was a little risky falling asleep with them unlodke

'l—I forgot." She looked about her and saw thatitibense darkness of the
night had given way to the pallor of early mornifi¢yhat time is it, and
what are you doing here?'

He shot the cuff of his trench coat and took a labkis watch. 'It's just on
five o'clock, and | would like to know what you ateing here in a stalled
car. Dg | take it Adone is still on the yacht ahdttyou ran out on him?'

'‘No.' Donna sat there rubbing the back of her r@gxklooking at Rick with
bemused eyes. 'Tell me why you're here.’

'Serafina couldn't sleep and wanted coffee. | maglesome and then,
curious to see if Adone had yet brought you hom@ok the liberty of

glancing into your room. When | saw your empty bgdmped to the

conclusion that you were on the yacht with him, bmés coming down to
fetch you home. And now you will explain what yoe @oing alone. Did

anything happen--?"

But before answering him Donna had to absorb waairl the meaning of
his words—that Serafina couldn't sleep and wantdtee. It implied an



intimacy Donna had tried to avoid facing ... it megat Rick had been with
Serafina during the night. Pain seemed to grab bioter heart and she had
to make an effort not to jerk away from his handt &=ld her by the wrist.

‘Something has happened,' he said grimly. '‘Cortlen&'

She did so and became a little choked up for nf@e obne reason when she
came to the part about Adone not wishing her tonphus mother in case
she became upset. 'She was with you!" Donna waated, out. 'She had
your arms around her!" ' 'To drive like that withpassenger!" Rick
exclaimed. 'He could have hurt you! You are alhtjgeh? In one piece?’

Donna felt the touch of his hands and this timedtigerk away from him.
'I—I'm perfectly all right," she said stiffly. 'lad my safety-belt fastened,
and Adone would have been all right had he fasténedHe was driving
like that because of the argument he had with you!'

'So you heard.' Rick thrust a cigarette betweenipgssand there was an
impatient click-click of his lighter as he appligde flame. 'He takes
advantage of Serafina's generosity to him—you ahgifg her to write this
book, so you must realise how hard she worked terhar money. Do you
think it right that a man of Adone's age shouldrggon his mother and
make no attempt to find an occupation for hims8lize didn't whimper at
a little pain! Is that supposed to prove that laefean? He has a strain of
something in him that | don't like and never wille-takes advantage of
women! They are prey to him!'

Donna shivered, for it seemed terrible to her tariick speaking like this
of Adone, who was part of his own bloodstream; vehasry bone-structure
proclaimed him part of this man who spoke so apghht the cigarette
smoke gave the illusion of scorching words.

'He's been hurt,’ she said huskily. 'Can't you dddtle sympathy for him?'

'It is Serafina who will need the sympathy when Bhars that the young
fool has injured that classical face of his." Smgksehed from Rick's lips,
and then they twisted into a cynical smile. 'Witlattface and her flair for
drama he could get into Italian movies any timenmhed, but he's a lazy



young hound. He prefers to chase the women—wedinlt have to tell you,
do I? I hope this sensational little accident dralibteresting scar won't go
to your head. He's flawed in some way. You have#tise it, Donna, for |
don't want you to make a ruin of your love life.’

'How can you speak like that about him--?"
Donna bit her lip. 'He's Serafina's son, afteraadt] you care greatly for her.’

'Yes,' Rick agreed. 'l have great caring for het,lbve doesn't blind us to
the faults we see in those we care for. All theesaagirl like you—you are
worth the love of a real man.’

Rick turned away as he said this, straightenedstéul height and lifted his
gaze to the sky that was becoming tinted like pd&athat moment Donna
couldn't take her eyes from the strength of hig fthe passionate face of
some dark angel, she thought, who had never réallyd heaven. What
would it be like to be in Seraflna's shoes ... &weh him for lover and
guardian ... her whip and caress?

‘A new day begins,' he murmured. 'Virgin as younm'

She felt the colour warm her cheeks and she woddéree was thinking
that he would like to be the man to show her tleaglires and perils of love.

'Has it struck you, Donna, how alone we are righw In the heart of the
mountains, with only the birds and the wild ha@svitness that we have
each other's company at last.’

Her heart pulsed an excited rhythm it had no riglieel. He was Serafina's
and if she had any sense she would ask right ndve wriven home to the

villa. She glanced across at the dark-blue Impath the sensible words

were on her lips, but the impulse to prolong th&neness was too strong to
be denied.

He turned towards her as if he sensed in her silbecdesire not to end this
hour alone. He held out a hand to her. '‘Come aradckt your legs,’ he
invited. 'Let's take a little walk."'



Donna didn't argue with him but slid from the Madeand joined him,
feeling his warm strong hand enclose hers. Theyntealithe slope at the
side of the road, crushing the herbs and grasses timeir feet. The scent of
them arose in the fresh air and the early wind cainthe hair from her
brow. They walked in silence, but she knew theyenmosth aware of the
current of physical attraction running from hisgars straight into her
veins. It was tingling, electrical, leading themamong the peaceful trees
where the birds piped and the butterflies dartetheavagrant streams of
light. Now and again Rick glanced down at her wathfaint smile of
conspiracy, as if he had something in mind thatrshstn't ask about. Her
answering smile was slightly grave, and she knesvfglh more guilty than
he about this stolen hour with him. Her hair wamlied about her
shoulders in soft disarray and each time he loaktdter it was as if a slim
flame burned in her body. She noticed that the difeltis trench coat was
twisted, proof of how hurriedly he had flung it omer a high-necked black
sweater and black trousers.

‘This is how two people should walk together,' hals'Not talking too
much but absorbing the enjoyment of each other. Wanted this as much
as | did ... | can feel it.'

It was exciting that Rick should want to be alon¢ghwer, but always like

the throb of a bruise, persistent through the pieasvas his relationship to
Serafina. He made no secret of the need La Nerphadn, and when he

was with her it was plain to anyone watching théa this devotion was
unstinting. But there was another side to Rick hadseemed to reveal it
only when he and Donna were able to snatch afittle together.

The toughness seemed to melt away a little anddderher aware that he
could be tender. It was as if he found with hettle lof the youth he had lost
during those years he had searched for his motkiégs ... a breath of
innocence he had to snatch, as if sometimes herteestfled by the exotic
presence of Seraflna, the sophistication, the ntésms, the beauty he
knew so well.

All at once the trees where they walked seemeddw d¢ess dense and as
the daylight cleared away the shadows they cama thmo strangest little
building Donna had ever seen in her life ... steangd yet delightful, its



walls completely covered with climbing plantss'talled arullo sovrano,’
Rick told her, as they paused to look at it. 'Thegn't usually seen in this
part of Italy, but | had it built so it was an ekaopy of those little houses. It
is a house, you know. My den, my secret hideaway.'

Donna gazed at it in fascination, a two-storied;wdar stone house with a
cone-shaped roof of small tiles beautifully laidteat they overlapped. It
was rectangular in shape with narrow windows andwatshaped door.

'Would you like to see the inside?' Rick asked, lamgave her a smile that
slumbered in his eyes, half- humorously, as if herevaware of the
nervousness at war with her eagerness to stepaagh that door with him
and shut the world outside. As she gripped his Isedcould feel with her
thumb the tiny hairs on the backs of his fingerd #grere swept over her the
awareness that he was completely male and notebntjoverned by
conventional behaviour.

'I'm not going to make mad, passionate love to'yeudrawled. 'l did think
of making us some breakfast.'

She smiled but couldn't prevent the dash of wildowo across her
cheekbones. 'Is the house really yours,' she askedl,do you come here
often?’

‘Not as often as I'd like." Somehow a significamark, as if Serafina's
demands on him weren't always welcome. He led Démiae door of the
trullo sovranoand unlocked it with a little key that he tookrfrdnis pocket;
a key on a chain with a charm she couldn't helgcimgy, for it was a camel
carved from a piece of polished amber.

Catching her glance upon it Rick explained th&aidl been given to him a
long time ago by an old Sicilian woman who origethfrom a half-wild
region in the desert. 'l was a bit of a boy thhge,'said. 'She told me that
because the camel has such patience and enduransdhe only infidel
admitted into paradise. I've carried the charm eiece—heaven knows
why! Would you like to have it, Donna?'



'Indeed not, Rick.' She gave him a slightly shodked. 'It might bring you
bad luck to give away a charm you've had all tyeses. | was admiring its
prettiness, that's all.’

'Don't you get the urge to possess what you adhiieR murmured, and he
captured her gaze before she could look away friom h

'‘Not when | know that it belongs to someone elg®&'said quietly.

His eyes held hers, then his eyebrow quirked ttnéetknow he took her
meaning and he returned the charm to his pockepasked open the door
of the cone-roofed house. He moved his hand irstuge of invitation and
Donna tried to look casual as she entered what Re#t called his
hideaway. It was a word that implied secrecy anel abuldn't help but
wonder if he ever brought other women here, andaiteat he might read
the question in her eyes she concentrated-on Igakinnd the main room,
with thick white walls and the windows deepset abaw alcove with a
couch. She saw that the window- frames were camidstrange birds and
animals, and on the deep sills were a pair of pe&d water jars. There was
a table and a pair of chairs and a colourful rugeced the stone floor. A
small spiral stairway led to the upper room, whidbnna guessed was a
replica of this room, only it probably containeted.

'What are you thinking?' Rick asked, and throwifiights trench coat he
approached another alcove in which stood a snmalkstwith a sink and a
cupboard.

'l don't quite know what to think," she said. Tisigll so different from the
villa—it's all so very simple, and | never thougiityou as a man who went
in for simplicity.’'

'Each one of us is a divided creature,’ he saidnimyg the cupboard and
taking from it a packet of spaghetti, a can of ttoea and a pan. 'l relish
being able to step beneath a shower each morning atso enjoy cooking

spaghetti for myself—and sometimes for a guest.’

'Do you often invite people to your hideaway?' Speke casually and stood
looking at the titles of books on a carved shelf.



"You mean women, eh?' He spoke with equal casusabese turned a tap
and water filled the pan, though Donna would havers the place wasn't
actually plumbed. He caught the look she threwiratdnd gestured at the
windows. 'l have a tank outside which is filled rfroa nearby stream.
Carrying the water from the stream represents dangeof a task, but when
| use my den and I'm able to make coffee for mysedn I'm glad | took the
trouble. | don't use this place for carrying ondoaffairs, if you were

wondering.'

' wasn't—"'

'Of course you were.' He lit the stove and a blamé flared under the pan
of water. 'It's a natural reaction. Why else, yander, would a man want to
build a place like this, hidden away among thetregth only the birds and

bees for neighbours? Would you believe that | somest wish to be on my
own?'

Donna's fingers clenched on a book she had takem dmm the shelf,

which was beautifully illustrated with all sorts birds. Her glance moved
around this white-walled, alcoved room with itslgotwindows and floor

of dark tiles ... yes, tiles, not stones as shefinstdassumed.

'Did you build this house yourself?' she askedtaltin her voice. 'Did you
lay the tiles on the roof and the floor, and dothdt carving around the
window frames? Did you, Rick?'

You like it all the better for knowing that?' Heutpspaghetti into the
steaming pan. 'Did you imagine that all | couldvas play poker and look
tough? | was brought up in Sicily where boys areggla to be men at an
early age. | was taught carpentry and bricklayiggrty father, and by my
mother | was shown how to use a chisel on wood. f#ltemagic in her
fingers where | have only a painstaking adequacihe-Mafia killed her

with the chisel she used for her work.'

'Oh, God!' Donna felt the blood leave her face.

He scowled blackly, a can opener poised aboveahrex tomatoes as if it
would have given him satisfaction to have used & weapon on the man he



had eventually killed with his hands. 'Childhoodkes us, so it's said. It
made me in one black hour, and after that | wdgfolwn in my heart even
if my body was still a boy's, and there was no nglegtime. They left my
mother dead, but my--'

He stopped there, abruptly, and opened the caansdtbes with a quick,
strong twist of his hand. 'How do you prefer yopaghetti, salty or bland?'

'I—I'll leave it to you.' Donna was staring at hiaching to hear more about
that terrible time in his life, instinctively awattgat he didn't often talk about
it.

'‘Adone has told you things about me, eh?' he $a@jdessed he had from the
way you sometimes look at me.'

'How do | look at you?' she asked.

'Like a half-frightened girl, and like a woman wbares that a boy had his
heart broken.’

'Oh, my dear--' And there it was her turn to bretikas if she had said too
much and yet not enough.

He shrugged, drained the pan of spaghetti and dippeto a dish and
placed the dish in the warming compartment of tbges Butter sizzled in
the frying pan while he drained off excess juicenirthe tomatoes and
tipped them into the hot butter. All his movemerii®nna noticed, had
economy and purpose about them, and it felt go@dhtoh him and to know
that she was someone with whom he could find synypahd relaxation.
She felt certain that with Serafina he rarely tdlké his past, nor did he
bring her to hidrullo sovranoto eat the kind of meal he would often have
enjoyed in his mother's kitchen.

Donna curled down on his couch with the book ofl§jtbut her eyes were
upon Rick as he percolated coffee and opened d smaf Nestle's milk.

She knew that she was sharing something specialhint; something they
would have to pretend had never happened whenvikey back together



under Serafina's roof. That was the hemlock inrtisxicating wine ... La
Neri's hold on him.

She breathed the tang of herbs as he gave a prtie tomatoes and the
aroma mingled with the hot coffee, and Donna wisdreléntly that this hour
could never end, that each and every day she rhgglalone like this with

Rick, and that when the day drew to its close &ednight settled over the
roof he had made strong and lovely, his arms nulgige strong around her
and hold her with loving against the heart sheltealed with her love.

As her heart confessed in silence her love for lenbrought food to the
table and beckoned her to come and eat. He lawgtibd ungainly way she
ate her spaghetti and showed her the trick of wigndion the fork, rich with
butter, herbs and tomatoes.

'‘Good?' he smiled, a deep crevice in his dark ch¥e& often thought |
could make a good thing of my owmattoria.”

'Why not, Rick?' she asked, hands clasped aboudupeof coffee. 'l could
be your waitress.'

He flung back his head and laughed, and never &dfad she heard him
laugh like that. 'l believe you mean it, little orimut | am too much the
Sicilian to expose your charms to the pinchingdirsgof Italian customers.’

Donna felt the colour move in her cheeks, for sida'timiss the way Rick
ran his eyes over her, nor the deepening notesivdice, as if he thought
there werelelicious aspects to her.

"You love Sicily very much, don't you?' she saaHes half-lowered as she
twined spaghetti around her fork. 'Do you go thsemetimes?’

'l would be a dead man if | did so," he said irafiic

Donna gave him a shocked look and he inclinedda@slh There is a hunk of
stone in Sicily with my name carved upon it. | haemies.' He snapped
his fingers in a significant way. 'It happens iLiy@oss the brotherhood, and
| have done so, on more than one occasion.'



'‘Are you safe—here?' she asked, and her lashediftetito expose the
anxiety in her eyes.

'Let us say | am safer." He lifted the coffee puat eefilled their cups. 'ltis all
right, Donna, there is no need to look as if they going to crash in here
with their guns blazing. They hate me, but thepees me at the same time,
and the days have passed when they could kilalg Without the hammer
of justice coming down on their heads. But Sicélgiill rather untamed, and
that is one of the reasons why | love it. | migideed have taken the chance
of seeing my old home again, but | have—responsédsl’

He meant Serafina ... it was there in his facedhat brooding as he leaned
back in his chair and drank his coffee. Yes, thoudbnna, she would be

terrified of letting Rick go home to the island wieleath might stalk him in

the hot sunlight or the dark shadows. Rick wasrtle& on which Serafina

had built her life and she was never going to tebfhim.

'l wash the dishes," Donna said, jumping to fest. 'You smoke a
cigarette—I know you're longing for one.’

'What if | said, Donna, that | was longing for ybu?

There was a silence and she didn't dare to lookimt 'Have you any
washing-up liquid for the pans?' she asked, forainglmness into her voice
which her heart was far from feeling.

'The dishes can wait." His chair moved as he stipodnd because she didn't
dare to be taken unaware by him Donna swung rouifatce him. He came
towards her, graceful as a lean panther, lookingf &sose deep, dark
elements in his life had cast their shadows in® \gry flesh. His eyes
pinned her on their dark steel. 'l know," he saldjost grimly. 'l know |
promised not to touch you, but I've got to. Jus tmce | want to pretend
that you are mine.' His voice became raw, savagearit you near to me! |
want what | can never have beyond this moment!'

She saw his eyes smouldering darkly above herlahe plucked her to
him and his hand wrapped itself about her throé#tiagere a stem he could
snap ... if she dared to defy him. She didn't evant to. Her slimness, her



youth, were lost in his embrace and his head waspeld by her hands as he
caressed her throat with his lips and then slowdyught them to her mouth,
capturing the soft little cry she gave.

The power and strength in his kiss ... the piere@nget demand ... these
were not the lightly given caresses of a man angusimself for a while.
Donna knew it with all her being, folded closerRak than she had ever
been to anyone, body and limbs crushed to his las Wanted to melt her
into himself. With the movement of his lips came ftery little words she
couldn't understand but which she knew originatedhfhis native island.
His hands brushed themselves-through her hairl|extdder nape, came
down over her shoulders, hard in themselves andiyletenderness in their
tips. His mouth moved against hers until with aalineess gasp she buried
her face in the warmth of his throat. Her eyes calowly open to meet his,
drugged from the power of his kisses.

Those deep, searching, unrelenting kisses whichréaadhed her inmost
heart, so that now he must know her secret.

'We kiss and make exciting vibrations, eh?' he nweah. There is no
shame in it, a man and a woman should feel like whih each other, as if
they have no need of anything but a place to beeatogether. | want to
know, have you ever kissed like that with anyorse éI

She shook her head and felt the cashmere of higtemagainst her cheek,
and the long hard pressure of his legs against Hesshand stroked across
her hair as if he loved the soft feel of it. '| vidnit change one hair of your
head," he said. 'l wouldn't change you in any \aag, | wish you could stay
always the young, pure, so sweet to hold Englighlighink | would like to
put you in a nunnery because | can't have you.'

Donna pressed her fingers against the back ofddk,where it was warm
and so curiously vulnerable, so different from tast of him that felt so
hard. She could say it now and what they both whotaild happen, up
there in the soft shadowy room into which theditstaircase twined. Her
heart beat like a soft drum and she was aboutttheaword when his hand
closed gently over her mouth.



'Let it be good like this," he murmured. 'Even thlout would be wonderful
for me to carry you up those stairs. Just to knbat {you would like it,
Donna, lights up a flame inside me. But there vgagbk the reality to face
afterwards.' He cupped her face in his hands amddgdown into her eyes.
'We both have dreams, but mine are snared and chenset free. You
understand me, don't you? You aren't a girl thaaa takes lightly ... you
are a girl that he takes for always or not at di.'smiled a little and bent to
brush her lips with his. 'Ah yes, you would be gens for the sake of that
boy ... that Sicilian boy of long ago who came hamdind death in his
house.’

'Oh—Rick!" Her mouth moved under his and once ag&rgathered her
close to him in hard hunger that he refused tsfator her sake. Her lips
and hands clung to him and for a short while, thetes arms, there was no
tomorrow, and no woman named Serafina to hold legieet hands that had
a grip on Rick no other woman could hope to bréakas Rick who with a
sudden groan put Donna away from him.

He turned from her and went to where he had fluisgtiench coat. He
sought in the pockets and took out a pack of ctggseripping them open
with his thumb. Came the click of his lighter amdake wreathed about his
dark head. There was a silence that in itself wiaacof desolation.

He moved to a window and Donna watched him, hanstiprofile against
the light, faintly frowning, the cigarette fixed Iugs lip. 'Sometimes the right
people meet at the wrong time," he said broodirighat night on the steps
of the Colosseum we were strangers and yet we leaelv other. Later on
when we danced | think if | had suggested to yat We run away together
you would have come with me without asking a simglestion. Am | right?'

'l might have asked if | could fetch my overniglatgh she said, the smile
shaky on her mouth.

'So easy to do,' he said gravely. 'To chase timdoai, to get lost among its
soft golds and shining curves, and to hell withghst because every man is
entitled to some kind of a dream. But it wouldrté worked ... | was even
tempted that night on the terrace to warn you agaoming to work at the
villa. We were attracted to each other, but | stdwdve told you then and



there that | wasn't free to do anything about iat khen, Donna. Not
now—or ever.'

'l understand, Rick--'

'Do you?' He swung to face her and a ribbon of blaeke twisted from his
lips. 'Tell me what you understand.'

‘That loyalty means more to you than—Iove.’
'Love passes, child, when it has to—when the tivelars off!"
'No—— Her hand was held out to him in mute appeal.

'It does, Donna, when it can't be satisfied inwlag that nature meant it to
be. Love isn't all romance and sweet wild words.dthunger and a craving
that feed on themselves if the body has to be deinghe end all that is left

is the bitterness, the dregs. You have the sweawt wfi youth in your veins,

carina. Your life and loving are ahead of you.'

"You're being cruel--'
"To be kind.'

There seemed no answer to that and no chance, Delhitastabbingly, to
be happy with him, free to roam where they would,hbld hands in
candlelit restaurants, to wander through art galerand old Italian
churches, things she would have loved to do wittk Recause now she had
been shown the secret side of him ... the sideidrétdhow to those who
thought of him as the tough bodyguard of Serafiea.N

'l know what you are thinking," he said, and thees something of carved
Italian stone about him, an obdurate power in &cefand body that made
Donna want to run to him and pound against the thall kept her out of his

inmost heart. It wasn't that she wanted to podsi@ss.. she so desperately
longed to be part of him.



‘Are all my thoughts so transparent to you?' Shadrtt keep the hurt note
out of her voice, for she had just learned thaihigwomeone brought with it
a special kind of pain and sensitivity.

'In this instance the current of your thoughtsike la live wire | am
touching.' The black sweater was high againsthist, lending shadow to
his features. "You want me to lay it all bare, wihalds me to Serafina. You
feel you have the right to know and you're askiogrgelf is it because she's
a rich woman. It isn't! Sufficient to say that Meato put her before you, this
woman whom others think of as the sex tigress shiegyed in her films. |
know the reality of her and that | have it withity power to break her heart.
| won't do it, Donna. | won't let you be part obéimer woman's heartbreak. |
won't flaw in any way the sweet goodness | fingion, the tender kindness
in your mind and body. | know | make you suffer whespeak like this, but
imagine that suffering in someone older, a womarm wh the outside
appears to have everything, yet who is really tlotine of fears you can
have no conception of.'

He fell silent a moment, his shoulders hard ana fig he stood with the
light from the window behind him so his face wassked in shadows.

'l think you can imagine what would happen to twaman if | left her to
find a little of my lost youth with a young girlthink you know what would
happen to us if we had to live with that knowledgke drew a harsh breath.
'I—I can't find it in me to rape that woman's fegs.'

Donna winced at the word he used ... a terribledvtloat induced a graphic
image of the proud and beautiful Serafina flung domwvounded disarray,
weeping among the shards of her broken heart.

No, thought Donna, it wasn't in Rick to be thatetrand battling with her
tears she turned blindly to the sink and beganashvthe dishes. She heard
the click of Rick's lighter and breathed the dnifticigarette smoke. He
smoked far too much, as if he had tensions whichiévéind a certain relief.

Suddenly Donna couldn't endure losing him compjetaid with her hands
dripping water and suds she swung to face him. "gfiopld | be coy?' she
said tensely. 'l realise that you and | have noréutogether, but that doesn't



mean we can't—after all, we don't have to hurt aeydrick, | want to
know what it feels like to be with you—really wiylou, just this once."’

His nostrils tensed and the tip of his cigarettengld bright as he drew the
smoke deep into his lungs. 'The hell you do!" Tleeds whipped from his

mouth. 'Do you think that's all you mean to me? Sone to take to bed for
an illicit hour, like some harlot who is nothing readhan a willing body to

please mine? If that's all you meant to me, therolld have carried you up
those stairs an hour ago. I'm only human! | enjayilg a woman in my

arms -—and to have you--

'Cristo dio,'he raked a hand through his hair until it sprawditk across

his brow, 'don't ask me to treat you like thatbuld, heaven help me, but
with every decent impulse in me | don't want taaint to cherish what we
have, Donna. | want to remember it as somethingdganod sweet, my
heart.’

'‘But it feels so lonely, Rick, being good and sweet

She came to him and lifted a hand to the linessrfate, which seemed to
have deepened as if he were making an effort netatch out for her. 'Didn't
you mean it when you said that one night the blagight might climb in
through my balcony? | wouldn't scream, Rick.'

'l was teasing you when | said that.'

'Were you, Rick?' Her hand slid up the front of sigeater. 'And are you
pretending to breathe so unevenly, or is it alt #maoking?'

'l warn you not to try me too far, Donna. I'm naahe of stone.’

'No, Rick, you're warm brown flesh and wide showddand when | touch
you | feel as if my legs are going to give wayydil put me up on a pedestal
| shall promptly fall off.’

'Little devil!" He caught her gently by the hairdalooked down into her
eyes, seeing there the candour and yearning she moaeffort to hide. "You
wouldn't be able to do this with a younger mandsn't you ever try it on.’



"You mean he wouldn't have your cast-iron contiolthat it, Rick?' She
pulled away from him, hurting the roots of her h&orry to fling myself at
you, but | didn't realise | was dealing with someasi noble.’

'I'm older than you, and wiser," he grated. 'ltereands \yith just one stolen
hour ... if | swept you off your feet and carrieduyup into that cool little
room, soft with shadow, do you really imagine iulkbend there? We'd
want more ... enough for a thousand days and nighgfuse to risk it!

‘There's no need to sound so emphatic, Rick.' 8he lgim a smile and was
determined not to let him see that his rejectiort o very much. 'Why
should you risk your position at the villa for take of a little nobody like
me? You can rest assured that in future | shalh biéle wiser, and not
mistake a few kisses for the sign of something rsageificant. You'll have
to put it down to my crass inexperience in thestera'

'l put it down to your romantic young heart.' Hestyeed at the sink where
the dishes were still swimming about in the watét. be grateful if you
would carry on with the washing up. | gather songebas to go down and
pick up the invalid and I think it had better be than Adone's mother. I'll
leave my key with you, Donna, so you can lock up hiouse when you
leave—you will easily find your way to the villaybu follow the path that
leads away from the rear of ttrailllo sovrano.'

Rick turned and picked up his trench coat, swingfitige a cloak about his

shoulders. His cigarette jutted from the cornehigf mouth and his eyes
were narrowed against the updrifting smoke, towaiddair that was still

rumpled. Two-faced Janus, Donna told herself, keefide gate of another
woman's heart.

He strode to the door and opened it and theredrecgtl back at her. For a
brief moment he just looked at her and she despisediay she melted just
to see that strong Latin face and commanding ad,that something just a
little wicked about him ... a wickedness that rigbtv was offset by a deep
glint of humour in his eyes, half-wistful.

‘Arrivederci, mia.Don't think | wouldn't like to be the one whwill give

thee the treasures of darkness and hidden riches@#kt places".



Then he was gone, striding away from her, and wiittle bleak smile she
turned her attention to the plates and pans. Wheihad finished and tidied
them away a quietness fell over the house and Detowl there looking
about her and feeling a sudden sense of lonelilsgaze rested on the
little staircase that twined its way to the uppegions and she realised that
she couldn't leave without seeing that cool, saftigdowed room, as Rick
had called it.

The little twining stairway was soon mounted and tbom above was
white-walled and peaceful as the cell of a monle divan bed was covered
by a simple woven quilt and above it on the walswagainting of old castle
ruins lying scattered on a hill, half buried in @vilowers. On a small carved
table beside the bed was a small oil-lamp ... é@awoman's picture in a
plain gold frame.

With a sudden tremor in her hand Donna picked epfrdimed picture and
studied it ... the woman was lovely and in a vaese fashion, with dark
hair drawn away and simply styled about her fatevds the depth and
darkness of the eyes that told Donna who she wnastheere swept over her
a feeling of acute pity bordering on terror. Shengked over her shoulder as
if someone had come into the room, but there welgtbe corner shadows
into which the light from the small windows didrdach. Donna felt her
wrist shaking and replaced the picture on the tabfear of dropping it.

Rick's mother ... and perhaps the real reason whyduldn't bring a woman
to this room in order to make love to her. Donmaksd a hand across the
single, white-covered pillow, and there was a sviediow aching deep in
her bones. Only now, only in this moment, did Ricky belong to her. Into
this moment was packed all the sweetness that nmgie been, all the
bitterness of what could never be.

And it was then that she caught sight of a smailethbox just behind the
lamp and she couldn't resist the impulse to li# fid and have one more
glimpse into what was private to Rick. Inside tleex Ity a pair of masks;

one was black and the other one was silver, anch®o@membered a pair of
eyes smiling at her through the slits of the blaxdsk, and the touch of lean
fingers peeling the silver mask from her face thmre¢hat dawn-lit terrace

above the city of Rome.



So he had kept the masks just as she had kepto#ige.r. wanting to
remember the way they had met ... needing to keeething for when they
must part.

She gently closed the box, and a few minutes kadrlocked the house and
was making her way back to the Villa Imperatoregerehshe must behave
towards Rick like a polite stranger and nevertlshow that she knew what
it felt like when he took a woman in his arms aedhis warm, demanding
lips rove her skin.

Donna drew her little velvet jacket around heRick had kissed her and
then he had put her out of his arms, and at thee thiere was never to be any
escape from seeing him with the woman he had chosleeep in his arms.

From now on it would take all Donna's enduranceay on working for
Serafina, but she had signed a contract and coutdaak it without
damaging her career as a freelance secretary. & dound to stay at the
villa until the memaoirs were completed, and sdfaiNeri was only halfway
through the book.

She came in sight of the villa, but it no longeusk her as beautiful... now it
seemed like a prison in which she must serve aseatthat would be
exquisitely painful.



CHAPTER SEVEN

FORr about the tenth time Seraflna took hold of hersghotograph and
studied it. '"He was so handsome when this was takgear ago,’ she
mourned. 'That scar on his lip has altered him,ri2ort has given him a
look of—of menace.’

‘Not really." Donna sat in a chair beside the ddytre which her employer
was attractively arranged in flower-printed shagtuvith full sleeves; a
notebook was open in Donna's hand and her pen wiaedy but they
weren't getting very far with the new chapter.

'Why do you say not really, when | have only to pame him scarred with
this picture in which he has no blemish at all?aBea gave her secretary a
frowning look. 'l know him better than you, so dargue with me.’

'I'm not arguing,’ Donna said reasonably. 'It'sydh&t he had a fuller lower
lip before the accident and now the scar has tigittét and slightly altered
his expression. Apart from that he is still a rekabdty good-looking man.’

'Man—yes, that is it." Seraflna pounced on the wéFtat is what has
happened, and suddenly | realise that my Adonensia and no longer a
charming, feckless boy. Was he in great pain whédrappened, Donna?
And was he very brave about having to be stitchiéaowt the anaesthetic?'

'Very brave,' Donna assured her, for about thetbzeme. 'The scar would
have been more noticeable because the ether wautrielaxed the facial
muscles and made the stitching more difficult. tdally hasn't lost his
attractiveness, Serafina. In fact--' Donna paufedn her opinion that loss
of sensuality in Adone's lower lip had somehow iaved him, and it was
noticeable that when he smiled his mouth took ghlly twisted look that
intensified his resemblance to Rick.

Serafina leaned back against a silk pillow andisti®onna with narrowed
eyes that were clear jade in her magnolia face se/lstiin was kept supple
with expensive lotions and massage and a rigoraetsfrdm which she

never strayed. 'You find my son attractive, doow® she said in a silken
tone of voice, her eyes running over the slim linE®onna's figure in a



simple belted dress with short sleeves. Sincedivinder the warm Italian
sun her skin had taken on a honey-hued tan whtabffabe natural fairness
of her hair, recently re-styled into a pageboy vaittmooth undercurl.

'‘Any girl with normal eyesight and natural instisiavould find Adone
attractive," Donna smiled, for it was both a shiaidl a source of danger
hiding behind Adone's unconcealed interest in kigs. mother was well
aware that they swam together in the big greed-pleol and lazed in the
sun at the poolside. Since his accident Adone lesh lbess prone to fast
driving and gambling and had taken to enjoyingdheenities of his own
home. Apart from the swimming-pool there was a gano®m fitted out
with a large snooker table, another for ping-pangdart-board and even a
one-armed bandit which had been smuggled intoitleeby Rick because
Serafina found it amusing. Being a gambling machineas illegal on
private premises, but Donna had already learnegdhdul way that Rick
would go to quite a few lengths to keep La Nerighap

There was also a projection room at the villa anehis fun to watch the old

movies in which Serafina had starred, and alscecuiiew others made by
the stars of the golden era of Hollywood. Seatdtanvelvety gloom of that

small cinema with its comfortable armchairs, anteptly aware of Rick's

drifting cigarette smoke, Donna had to admit tretgrison was a luxurious
one. But the subtle torment of being so near t& Ritd yet so apart from
him had a way of building up and creating a tensian sometimes kept her
awake for hours. She would find herself tossing amding in bed, her

mind tortuously alive with images of him alone wiBerafina. Each

morning if there wasn't a reel of dictation on tape-recorder she would
feel the hot agony of jealous reproach ... how @ahie love a man whose
body and soul were so in bondage to the demanasather woman?

This very morning Serafina had sent for her to came: take notes because
the tape-recorder had not been employed last nagid, Donna felt a
twisting pain inside her each time she noticed fist mauve shadows
under Serafina's eyes, and directly she had enteeebse and ivorgala
attached to the big bedroom Donna had breathedtahg of Rick's
cigarettes.



'‘Adone finds you equally attractive, does he nSt&tafina moved a plush
buffer across the shining surfaces of her longdingils.

'It's only because we're thrown together quiteta [@onna said, a trifle
defensively. 'l—I don't want you to imagine thah Igetting any foolish
notions about him. I'm your secretary and I'm dratihat you allow me to
enjoy the amenities of your house.’

‘There is no need to sound so prickly." Serafinegalow, purring laugh. 'l
know my son and | don't want you to be hurt by hitre-has hurt others
with his careless philandering, but most of thermesgomen who should
have known better than to get into his clutcheswkl; | agree with Rick
that you are a different type of young woman. Yewdn't played around
with men, have you?'

''ve never felt like doing so." The uncontrollaldelour had come into
Donna's cheeks at Serafina's mention of Rick .thep discussed her, and
he had evidently dropped the hint that Adone waimng a little too
attentive. Donna was torn between the thrill of Wimg he cared what
became of her, and a dash of resentment that hddshrderfere in her
private life.

Serafina's eyes followed that flow of colour anel Way it dwelt on Donna's
cheekbones, and a gleam of speculation came intgreen eyes. 'Ah, is it
possible you are in love, Donna? You blush liké&lahose heart is beating
a little too fast—ah yes, it is all too possibleyMdone has the charm of the
devil himself, and you are young and inexperiendég.child, 1 hope he
hasn't seduced you?"'

'Of course not--'

"You are English and reserved, and that would dppeAdone after the
easy way he has conquered women of the more walang You are as well
so much his opposite in a physical sense, so &ud so charmingly
restrained in the white bathing suit that you wehen you swim with my
son.' Serafina reached out and touched with anaetefinger the slim
watch-strap on Donna's wrist. 'Has he mentionethtéas betrothed to an



Italian girl who is completing her education at thenvent of the Lilies in
Florence?'

Strangely enough Donna was neither surprised byn&d@ngagement, nor
in the least concerned that he hadn't told her taionimself. Such a
revelation would hardly have been conducive toirgaflon with her, but
even as she looked politely interested it was enifflem the way Serafina
was regarding her that she had expected a moraarabteaction to the
news.

'l suppose you imagined that your blonde attrastould overcome my
son's sense of duty where this other girl is camd?' The velvety tones
had hardened. 'From your lack of surprise you rhage known that he had
made an agreement to marry in the near future.’

'l had no idea he was engaged, but I'm not altegestirprised.' Donna tried
not to sound cynical. 'l do realise that in Latouotries it is still in practice

for the parents of a girl to engage her to a mdéorbeshe is barely out of the
schoolroom.’

'Isabeta will complete her education quite soou, thien the arrangements
for the marriage will be made. | wanted you to knehere you stood with

my son. | didn't want you to get the idea that hesviree to become
seriously involved with you. Adone is aware thati$h to see him wedded
to a young lItalian girl in the old way of our copnt

There was a pause and the long-nailed fingersg&t®na’s hand as if in
consolation. "You must accept, my dear, that yeyust an interlude in my
son's life, a means of distraction for a virile gguman who will settle down
as soon as he's married. Isabeta is a sweet clilghe will make him a nice
young wife. She is what | want for him, you undenst?'

'Yes,"' said Donna, who understood perfectly thatf8Be was making
possessively sure that Adone's prospective wifa'dgteal him away from
her. She meant to bind Adone to her just as shébadd Rick; neither of
the men closest to her was ever going to be setfréer seductive coils.



'So you are not the sort to make a scene,' Serplimrad. "The British are
very self-contained, aren't they? Pride comes kgfassion, eh? We Latins
are much more volatile and | am sure it is forlihset that we marry our own
sort. Adone's young bride will make him happy.'

Donna felt quite sure that a young and obediehstaight out of a convent
would have little chance of exerting her own cheaand claims in the
house of La Neri. Doubtless the couple would lieegh where Adone could
have access to his mother's cheque-book and certtrioe spoiled until he
lost the charm and courage that might have helpedtd overcome his
self-indulgent ways.

When a sigh escaped Donna it was immediately paliaoeby Seraflna. 'l
am sorry, my dear, if | have hurt and disappointed, but it's best for you
to be in the picture.’! She gave a throaty laughy Iitle pun, you
understand.’

She leaned back against her silk pillows, curviegdrms about her head so
that the shantung sleeves fell away seductiveiynfher bare arms. One of
them wore a wide gold slave-bracelet, but this wonmvas no man's slave,
Donna told herself. She was the one who did th&eing), and who could
blame any man in full command of his instincts fesponding to such a
woman? Despite the intermittent gleam of silvehén hair, it was still rich
and abundant about her elegant neck and lovelkingjiface. She stretched
her shapely body with a hint of voluptuousness@mzk again Donna took
note of those interesting shadows beneath thegaliered eyes.

Donna felt again that stab of sheer pain, so pay#at she had to hold her
breath in case she actually groaned with it. Skiddoardly bear it that Rick
belonged to this woman who lived only to pleaseséliér It was there in
every line of her body, so carefully preserved gfa still had the curves
and the provocation of ageless desirability. Hen skas as supple as silk
beneath the shantung gown, and those mauve shadawsingled with the
green of her eyes gave to her face a look of séeshaustion.

'So now we understand each other," Seraflna drawed will not lose
your heart to Adone if you're a wise girl, thougbuppose | can't stop him
from encouraging you to lose your—head. Anyway, go@ English and



emancipated and it has to happen some time towwsen. | imagine my
Adone is an excellent lover ... perhaps even k litithless, if one is to
believe in hereditary impulse.’

Donna felt the quickening of her pulses ... Seeflias referring in a subtle
way to Adone's paternity, and Donna could well éedi that he had
inherited a certain ruthlessness from Rick. She edaestlessly and the
notebook fell from her knee and sprawled open ertlifck carpet of tawny
velvet. She bent to pick it up and when she sttaiggdd she avoided
Serafina's eyes and moved her gaze about thisylosalla, with its
gilt-scrolled wall panels, beautifully draped silwghite curtains, crystal
wall lamps in clusters, and ornaments in white jade onyx. A room
straight out of a glamorous film in which La Neright have starred.

'l don't feel like working today.' Seraflna gavdelicate yawn and glanced
at her watch on a gold strap, its jasper face saded by small glittering
diamonds. Each time she moved a fragrant perfumigesvdrom her,
mingling in Donna's nostrils with that lingeringhtpof cigarette smoke.

'It's almost eleven o'clock and you might as wellagpd have your coffee
and cookies. Yes, run along. We'll start that neapter in the morning—go
and amuse my son, but remember our little talk, tweou?'

'l shan't forget it," Donna promised, and rosedoflet. She felt tense, but
not on account of Adone's engagement. She well kheweason as she
made her escape from Serafina's scented and lapgsdnce. There wasn't
a shadow of doubt in her mind that Rick had beeh ®erafina during the
night, and though Donna was painfully aware thattsd no sort of hold on
him, it stabbed at her sensitivity that he spemst focturnal hours with
another woman.

A sensually seductive and fascinating woman whogratlably made him
forget that he had ever held Donna in his armsfalhidrom the contact an
excitement which had welded them together in lotigrey kisses. Kisses
that made her shiver in retrospect.

Donna went into the office to place her noteboo# pan on the desk ... a
stream of sunshine beckoned her to the windowssheididn't want to be



alone with the silent black knight, with his stdmends forever clasped on
his sword and his eyes forever cast downwards, sliedmade her way
through an archway that led to one of the brigip@ios so hung with
flowers and creepers that it was a haunt of bindsteoney-bees.

She wanted to be alone, but her wish wasn't torbeted, and she had
walked around the huge sweeping branches of dé&feee she realised that
this part of the garden was already occupied. Sheeat once to a standstill
beneath the golden honeybags of the laburnum, ernabitetreat as Rick
caught her with his gaze and Adone swung round fiteenwrought-iron
table where they were seated. The two men arosBanda was obliged to
join them, finding when she reached the table they were drinking red
wine and sharing a plate of sandwiches; thick otismoked ham between
slices of brown bread.

She felt a fluttering of nerves in the pit of héoreach and failed to be
unaffected by the look of Rick in a chalk-stripdits casually open against
his muscular throat. She felt the piercing scrutieygave her through his
lashes and she wanted to resent him for his bétodiyhose kisses he had
seared into her skin and those whispers she hagtstodd with her senses
if not with her ears.

'How nice that you come and join us." Adone smiledn at her as she took
the seat he drew out for her, and she smiled bekkraas if she had been
longing to see him.

"Your mother was unable to concentrate on the eypter and | was told to
run away and have my elevenses." And then, asvif-deven, Donna
glanced at Rick, but his dark, weathered face gatleing away. He looked
his sardonic self, strong and assured in his magemneth perhaps an extra
dash of gravel in his voice when he said to hesu'Yhust have some wine
with us. Perhaps Adone will be gallant enough txhfean extra wine
glass—you will do thatcompare?'

'Instantly." Adone drew his fingertips along Dormsnldare arm. 'A moment
ago, by that tree, you looked as if you had walketiof the cloister of a
nun's garden. The pale dress, perhaps, or somethyayr eyes. You will
stay and not run away from Rick, eh? | think herakyou a little.’



'What nonsense!’ she exclaimed. 'l do assure ydond, that my nerves are
perfectly steady—Signor Lordetti is only a manggafall. I'm sure he has
chinks in his armour like everyone else, despisettiigh reputation.’

‘At last," Adone laughed, 'a brave girl who refuseket the Lordetti legend
go to her knees! | will be but a few minutes feihchihe wineglass.'

He sauntered away and Donna deliberately watchedohit of sight. She
gave an uncontrollable start when fingers lightlyahed her wrist, sending
an electrical tingle right into her armpit. Shewliger hand off the table top
into her lap and clenched her fingers togethei teti fingernails dug into
her palm.

'If you flirt with him, he will misunderstand,’ Ricdrawled.

'Is that what you did?' she asked. 'Do you imagioe're the only man
around here whom | find—attractive? I'm Englishjesnber. We're an
emancipated race and like the bees and butteviigeflit from one pollen
cup to another, getting our wings well dipped ipexence.’

'Stop trying to sound like demi-mondaine.The merest flick of a whip
seemed to stir against her skin, making her guaaerlook at him defiantly.
He leaned there with his glass of wine, but sometlif him reached out
and touched her, though this time he hadn't starédger.

'Stop giving me orders,’ she rejoined, letting thgentment into her eyes.
"You haven't got my scalp on your belignore,even if you think you have.'

'l would love to know why you are talking like arllgivho has bitten into a
sour lemon.' He took a swig of his wine and gestatehe ham sandwiches.
'Perhaps you are hungry and should eat something.’

'No, thanks." She looked away from him and studiethssive wall creeper
burdened with bell- flowers and the fluttering wenagf big white butterflies.

'Male butterflies attract their mates by carryinggffpme on their wings
during the time of courtship,” Rick told her. '‘Aveesal of the human
procedure, eh?'



'Oh, | don't know," Donna rejoined, 'the tang @facettes and strong soap
can do crazy things to a woman. | imagine we chgedlcarried away, but
thank heaven, we're able to come to our senses-wiilkéng from one of
those mad dreams that make no sense and are fggstda.’

'Was that all it was, sweetheart?' His drawl hambbee faintly mocking. ‘At
the time | could have sworn it was an impossibadr from which neither
of us wished to awaken.’

'Impossible is the word," she said tensely. 'l naste been out of my tiny
mind to—to let you kiss me.’

'As | recall there was mutual participation, Dommi.' A dangerous little
smile had come into his eyes, which held her garesa the table as if his
black pupils were magnetic. 'What has happeneditbtiee warm ardour |
recall so vividly? You were like a rare champadra tvent to my head, and
now you are bitter lemon with ice. There has t@leason--'

'Oh yes, Rick, there's a reason,’ she broke inyasdlin her mind was the
picture of Serafina lounging with languid gracehmr day bed, the lids of
her green eyes weighted with a sensual langudon't think | have to spell
it out, do 1? Is your mistress aware that you gagnes behind her back?'

'My mistress?' He raised an interrogatory eyebrand there was a little
twist to his mouth that made Donna want to strikenay.

"You know well enough who | mean,' she said coldly.

"You refer to Seraflna.' He moved the wineglassiabohis lean fingers and
Donna couldn't help but remember the feel of thiosgers on her skin,
moving with the caressive expertise of a man whewkexactly how to
arouse a woman ... and satisfy her. Only for Daitve@e could never be
sweet satisfaction; in its place there was theraghitterness of having to
live in the house of the woman who had the wholRigck. It hurt far more
than she had imagined it would; it injured her pra well as her body, for
how could she wipe out of her memory that momergmwshe had offered
herself to Rick?



She felt scorched by the memory and couldn't Iadkra, closing her lashes
down over her eyes.

'‘Aren't you glad now,"” he murmured, 'that we didake those steps
together?’

'Glad to my soul," she said fiercely. 'At least y@aa that much conscience!

'Oh yes, | have a conscience.' He said it with gpdenge of irony in his
voice. 'But few of us can escape the deadly arrbwtivaction when it
strikes.'

Donna shivered and said involuntarily: '"How painfau jnake it sound!’
"It is, and we both know it. As if love were onlyrfmasochists.'

'Don't talk about—Ilove." Her eyes blazed their nés®ent across at him.
'Why couldn't you leave me alone altogether? Whyydiu have to kiss and
pretend--?'

'Pretend, Donna?' He tautened in his seat andhigisrs gripped the stem of
his wineglass as if he might break it.

'Weren't you pretending? Playing the Latin lovethwthe little ninny of a
secretary—almost following the script of one ofdbmld films Seraflna
likes us to watch on her private screen. Is thatthy you get your private
kicks, Rick? When she lets you off the leash andlgm prowling in Rome,
do you often come across some little girl lost Wdte you--'

'Stop it!" he snarled. 'Another few moments of @nsl you will be in tears
and | shall—control yourself, there's a good ghdlone is returning, and |
have a feeling you are going to need a glass a¢.win

'Here we are.' As Adone arrived at the table Danaaaged to do as Rick
ordered and was looking fairly composed, thougheh#n the table her
knees were trembling and she was inwardly shakdémwatclose she had
come to losing control. Oh God, it was hell beinglove with another

woman's lover!



'Seraflna is asking for you, Rick," said Adonehaspoured wine from the
jug. 'Something about some accounts she wantso/tmok at, and a bill
which she feels sure she has already paid.’

'l go to her.' Rick tossed off the remaindetlod wine and rose to his feet,
towering a moment beside the table, his tall shai@dliimg over Donna. She
couldn't look at him. She wished to heaven sheneagr met him!

‘A jug of wine and thou, isn't that how it goes@' drawled, and as he
strolled away Donna caught the click of his lighasrhe lit a cigarette.

'Lordetti quoting poetry!" Adone gave a laugh ahiaerded Donna her glass
of wine. 'What's got into him, | wonder?’

Donna felt a searching look as Adone sat down ledsél and poured wine
for himself. Donna remembered the taste, vibrardt a little sweet, and
running warm through the veins... the wine Serafiad said her secretary
wasn't to drink in working hours, but which she Idoenjoy right now
because she had been given a little holiday.

'‘Anyway, here's to Signor Lordetti,' she said ragdner glass so the sunlight
caught in the wine and made it glow a deep ruby.

'What has he done to earn that?' Adone clinkedylaess with his, but still
there was a searching little light in his eyes.

'Oh,' Donna's smile was bittersweet, 'he left getioer, didn't he?'

'So he did." Adone leaned nearer to her and his gyitened. 'You do look
most ravishingly pretty this morningarina. Your hair reminds me of the
pale gold bubbles on a glass of freshly poured gzame, and your skin is
like creamy buttermilk with a dash of honey stirretb it. Your mouth is a
luscious deep pink, and if | took a bite--'

'‘Adone,’ she said his name with a hint of sweetk®ncin her voice, 'should
you be saying these things to me? | think you shdea saving them for
your Latin bride.'



The silence that fell collected into it the chirgiof birds, and Donna
breathed the pervasive scent of a nearby shrubhgmsat in white flowers
and small red-brown leaves. She sipped her winesamd Adone's eyes
harden into green gems, and the scar became muceatwe as he thinned
his lips.

'So that's why you and Lordetti had your headsttegenvhen | came into
the patio? He was telling you about this girl I'mpected to marry at the end
of the summer?'

'It was your mother who told me.' Donna felt ddithervous throb of the
heart that he had noticed the atmosphere betweaselhand Rick. 'She's
concerned that you and | might be getting a littke —friendly, but | told
her that she has nothing to be worried about. Letcongratulate you on
your forthcoming marriage | understand ydidianzatais a nice, sheltered
Italian girl from a convent.'

"You imagine I'm in love with this—schoolgirl?' Hisows drew together in
a disturbingly familiar way, reminding Donna of Riwhen he was vexed.

‘Love is a usual ingredient in the wedding cakes'said, with an attempt at
lightness. 'Your mother seems happy about her pobise
daughter-in-law.’

'She is the only one," he grunted. 'The last tirsaw this girl she had on a
pudding hat with a plait under it and | couldne $eer hips for puppy fat. |

agreed to the alliance, but | hoped in the meantima¢ Serafina would

forget all about it.'

He touched a finger to his scarred lip and gazeddipinto his wineglass.

'l shall have to call off this ridiculous engagemtd?er dio,| can't possibly
marry someone—what could | possibly want with aveagirl like that?
There is naamorevolezzaso how can | stand at the altar and give this girl
my vows? For much of the time | have dismissed tigisnatafrom my
mind, but it would seem that my mother has clungthe idea. Such
nonsense! Love is an impulse to embrace, to wanesae beyond reason.'



He glanced up suddenly and caught Donna's gazehgitbwn. 'l shall tell
Serafina that | want to marry you!'

Donna could only look at him in speechless shock.
'With you | feel good—desire surges in me whenuctoyou.'
‘That isn't love,' she exclaimed.

'You aren't a schoolgirl, Donna.' His eyes heldeager glow as he
leaned towards her. 'You know as well as | thaé Isvmostly physical,
with a dash of tolerance and tenderness, and angpi¢ the natural
conflict between a man and a woman. On my weddigbtd want
warmth and welcome, not a trembling nun in my awitso will have
been told very little about pleasing a husbandahtifair hair flowing
over my pillows like champagne, and your mouth undae, Donna,
all your tantalising reserve melting away as | kiesi until you moan
with longing.'

His eyes had kindled and a little nerve pullediatdcarred lip and Donna
couldn't help but see in him a haunting likenesthéomore hardened man
who " could shoot love and anguish through her benes.

'‘Adone, please stop talking like this. You knowadl as | that we can't
be anything more than just good friends." In a kifhdlesperation she
pushed the plate of sandwiches towards him, asnfight provide a
barrier. 'Have a ham sandwich and let's changsubgct.'

'What humanity you havearina.' He moved his green eyes caressingly
over her face. "You care about the feelings of roffeople, and you
would be amazed how many women care only aboutdbk®s, even
though they are supposed to be the tender vex. &repbsessed by
their looks, and what other people think of therhey go through life
believing they were the objects of every man'srdeEiven my mother--'
He broke off, shrugged his shoulders eloquentlytan# a mouthful of
wine.



'Serafina is the one who must always be indulgeldnaade happy, even
in this matter of my marriage. Tell me somethingydnyou ever noticed
that she has scars on her wrists?'

Donna nodded, for she had noticed those wrist smadshad wondered
about them. They were fine as hairs but not re@emt,Donna couldn't help
but suspect that they had been self-inflicted.

Adone inclined his dark head and pushed a strartthioffrom his brow,

which held a sheen of perspiration. ‘It happenediabight years ago, and |
believe it had something to do with Rick. They aeeretive about their
private conflicts, but | suspect that he might haamted more freedom. He
has this club in Rome and a manager to run it] baagine he would have
liked a more active part in it, but my mother hais tonstant need of him.’

Adone brooded a moment, running a finger rounditheof his glass. 'How
much he loves her | don't really know, but as | shg has this desperate
need of him and so in order to punish him for etadking about leaving
her, she took a razor blade from his shaver (hehHeakind of whiskers that
have to be sheared off) and cut her wrists witNdt pretty, eh? But some
women will go to those lengths in order to havertben way.'

He gazed lingeringly at Donna, and she noticechérgous working of his

hand on the table top. "You would go through hefbbe you would do that

to a man. | feel it in you, this aura of sweet ggzvand charity. What you are
on the outside you are on the inside, and you havdea how rare that is. |
want what you are! | want you!'

He caught hold of her hands, gripping them andmuthem towards him.
'‘Be mine, Donna. Be my rib, my roots, my woman--'

'‘No!" She pulled free of his grip and leapt to ketf "You can't break your
engagement and hurt that girl. In my country it Wdduardly matter for lots

of people there no longer take marriage very sshypubut here in

Italy—you know it's still important to keep your vebof honour. You know

itis!'

'We could go away together, you and I--'



'‘And what would you do for money?' She just haddyg something that
would stop all this foolishly romantic talk. '‘Peephork in the real world,
Adone, they don't live the lotus life that you dwere at your mother's
Shangri-La.’

Adone stared at her, and then it was as if flane leen tossed on to
oil—his eyes blazed and Donna saw something awfthém, consuming
and dangerous. His look of Rick seemed wiped odtsamething else was
there in its place, and it frightened Donna so et obeyed wild impulse
and fled away from him, across the patio and ratedsweep of the lovely
old laburnum tree, making for the little inner patinat led into the office.

She heard Adone's chair fall and strike the graske leapt to his feet, and
she knew she had angered him in a terrible, unésgegay. Her heart
pounded as if it were in her throat and even asameto the office Adone
was at her heels like some infuriated jungle cat. ddught her by the
shoulder and spun her around, and his eyes welteriglg like a cat's,
something primitive and fierce in them.

'Let me go!" She tried to break away from him, higtfingers dug into the
bones of her shoulder and made her cry out.

'I'll teach you to throw in my teeth that | livef@a woman.' He pulled her
roughly to him until he had a tighter grip on hand then she felt herself
half lifted and then flung down painfully on theodir. The next instant
Adone was kneeling over her, tangling the fingdrsre hand in her hair
flung golden across the carpet, while with the otine took a grip on her
dress at the neck and ripped it down to her wélsnna struggled and
kicked, but he seemed to have such awful streragtth,stark in her mind
was something she had once read ... that a manrt orteviolating a woman
could kill her in his fury and not realise he hamhd so.

'So you don't care to marry me?' he snarled, hgefis straining at the very
roots of her hair. "You'll be glad to when [I'veigimed with you, you little
goody-goody with your haughty ways!'

It was like a nightmare, and the more effort Domrade to escape him the
harder and closer this seemed to bring him. 'ldfggu, Adone!



'‘Beg away, you honey-skinned bitch, it's music tp ears.' He swung a
stunning blow across her mouth, bruising her ligiast her teeth. 'And lie
still, unless you want to be hurt more than is seagy.’

'‘Adone, you're behaving like a crazy person—oh Gaajj it!"

'Yes, I'm crazy for you, but you like a man to kéepdistance and not take
liberties—how do you like this little liberty, ehRonna cringed from his
touch, sickened and horrified by the animal he tumded into. Even his
face seemed changed as he leaned over her andlshi fhand moving
down her body. Adone! This was handsome Adonewfaom she had felt
an affection because he was part of Rick?

Digging her fingers into the carpet in order todfistrength and leverage,
Donna waited to gauge the exact moment when hedmoglvulnerable

enough for her to make a final effort to throw roff her body. When she
felt the slight lifting and the fumbling she brougip her right knee and
used it without conscience or care. She drove heelnto him and it was
music to her ears when he cried out and his gaigksined on her. Quick as
a flash Donna rolled free of him and leapt to leet fracing to the door with
a desperation such as she had never known infbeghe found the handle
and could hear her own sobbing breath as she wedrtbtle door open and
sped across the hall to the stairs.

It wasn't until she reached the gallery that slaéised how torn and gaping
her dress was. She drew the torn pieces againstnigeshe was trembling
from head to foot, and there was a stinging painenlips. Also there was
an ache in her leg as if she had wrenched thenaadtcle in her defensive
action against Adone.

She swayed from sudden reaction and clung to ttulesd ironwork that
balustraded the gallery. What in the name of Gadl ¢pat into Adone to
make him behave with such indescribable fury? & asif something evil
had overcome his charm and split him into two ssjgamen, and Donna
realised with a shudder that she had almost bgedra sob caught in her
throat... it was probably true what they said i ldw-courts about rape, that
it did often happen to a woman with a man she kresnif unaware she
triggered off some primitive spark of temper anst lwithout having the



faintest notion that it could exist in someone whosmpany she had found
pleasant.

Donna turned from the balustrade towards her agartand then came to a
faltering halt. Rick was standing there lookingw#ll, his eyes steely and
grim through narrowed eyelids. Donna felt as if heart turned over, for

Rick's eyes were raking over her dishevelment amavis demanding to

know what had happened to her.



CHAPTER EIGHT

'I—I FELL over.' Donna dragged the torn section of her daessss her bare
skin, the strap of her net brassiere having beekelr.

‘It must have been quite a fall." He took a stepatals her, and still in the
throes of deep sexual fear she retreated from Iemeyes widening with
the distress of a woman who had been manhandled.

'l left you with Adone.' Suddenly there was an oouisi note in Rick's voice
and his eyes were fixed upon her swollen lip. 'Mpd) God--'

‘Just let me alone, Rick," she said tensely. 'legmto my room--'

'He did that to you?' Rick's eyes were suddenlytenolvith rage. 'He
abused you--?'

'Please, | want to go to my room." Donna went tesplaim, catching a
frightened breath when he moved into her path.ihatka quarrel, that's all.
He tore my dress, but I—I don't think he meant to.’

'He struck you—or did he do that to your mouth wattkiss you didn't
want?'

'l fell a-and knocked my face. Rick, | want to galachange my dress.'
'My dear girl, don't defend the brute if he hasealtmis to you!

Donna stared at Rick and for the first time sheeusiod why he disliked
Adone, even though there wasn't a scrap of doulbiemmind that they
shared the same blood line. He had told her ther® avwild streak in
Adone, and he knew just by looking at the statewsas in that she had
fallen a victim to it.

'What has he tried to do to you?' Rick moved anattep nearer to her. 'It's
all right, child, I'm not going to touch you, bidtAdone has harmed you
then I'm going to thrash the devil out of him orasel for all. Tell me,
Donna!



'l made a silly remark and made him lose his tethpdove all she didn't

want Rick to lose his temper completely, for thergs a strength in his
shoulders and hands that the younger man could neateh and he'd near
enough kill Adone if he went for him. 'Please fdrgbout it. I'm going to

ask Serafina to release me from the job and I'caldd to leave the villa as
soon as possible. It's the best way —all round.’

'You can't leave!" A twist of sheer savagery wesrbss Rick's face, and
even as Donna's heart gave a jolt between alarniesmale awareness of
why he didn't want her to go, she couldn't help woinder if Adone
inherited from Rick that untamed impulse he haddese on her. 'l won't
let you run away from that little swine! You dohdve to--'

'l do, Rick.' She went to move past him, but sutideer legs felt useless as
she brushed against him and with a low exclamdt®naught hold of her
and swept her into his arms. He carried her intdoedroom and kicked the
door shut behind him, and he held her close irahiss, his face buried in
the side of her neck.

'l kill him if he's had his way with you! I'veaj to know, Donna, for the
sake of my sanity!"

'No—he didn't get that far.' She was trembling agaid wasn't sure if she
was afraid of Rick ... oh no, she couldn't blamekRor the devilment in
Adone, and almost of their own accord her armstabput his neck and
she clung to him, feeling the hard bone and strengjt him, the
protectiveness she needed so desperately right now.

'Things are getting out of hand,' she said shaldlgone got upset because |
talked to him about his engagement—Serafina toldabmait it, but | didn't
dream he'd get so—so angry. He doesn't want the gir

'‘No, he wants you!" Rick spoke harshly even asrbdled her in his arms.
"You're a new kind of toy he wishes to possesshaiadk in his destructive
hands, but I'll break his hands if he ever tougfeesagain!'

'Rick," her hand moved to his hair and strokednlige, 'l can't stay at the
villa. Surely you must see that?'



'l can't let you go, surely you must realise that?'

'You aren't being reasonable,’ she protested. 'Miaue Serafina to
consider—we both know it and there's no way to igno She owns you
body and soul.’

'Do you really believe that?' Anger strained thiodige pain in his voice.
'Do you think I'm just an older edition of Adonehavwants you here for no
other purpose than to besmirch your reserve aneindg® Oh yes, in a way
| understand what you do to him! Those with comess in them always
want to drag what's sweet and clean through thairroud. It's a basic drive
they're incapable of controlling. More and morg it people these days, in
those who produce films, who write plays and boakd are enabled to
communicate their infernal nastiness to others lmeegome dirt merchant
provides them with a shop window. How often thesgstioes a man meet a
young woman who actually has self- respect?'

Rick moved his hard jaw against Donna's soft face.

'It's like finding a diamond on the edge of a drdiale. Never again must
you be alone with Adone—do you hear me?'

'I'm leaving, Rick—please listen to me--' But hisuth had covered hers,
silencing further words, drowning them in his kiske hurt her bruised lip,
but even stronger was the charge of love rightugincher body, deep into its
most sensitive areas. Her mouth softened, yieléeedth his, and her head
fell back against his arm and everything was fdegofor endless moments.
Donna's only awareness was that if Rick had even logiven to a desire
beyond his conscience she would have been powddessist him. She
loved the feel of him against her... no single pater body was repulsed by
his.

'Don't leave me yet awhile," he spoke in a rouglspdr against her mouth.
'l never beg of anyone, but stay until we haveatpgoodbye.'

Goodbye ... that most bleak of words, putting ab&iance between people
who longed for warm proximity. Hating the word aadtlit implied, Donna
tightened her arms about Rick and his face sankdow buried itself near



her heart, where her body softly curved and quivexiethe touch of his
warm lips.

'‘Madonna mia, mia adoratayou can't know, and | can't tell you, what
loneliness | feel just to say the word. Stay, mwarhel will ensure that
Adone never troubles you again. It's a firm promisg dear. | never break
my promises once they are made.’

She lay still in his arms, but her heart raceden ltody ... not away from

Rick but towards him. It was without a ray of hopet she had to stay
because he asked her to. She had to give in tbhd@et even as her mind
mocked her for a fool... a fool who knew that hights belonged to

Serafina and that snatched moments during the alalg only be hers.

"You won't refuse me, Donna?' His breath raspedmwacross her
half-closed eyes. 'l shall see to it that you afeghtened again by Adone.'

Her eyes opened then and clung to his, looking degptheir darkness
where tiny flames burned.

'Rick, don't touch him, will you? There isn't argenl, a-and it might cause
trouble between you and Serafina. You know shesdmehim.’

'Yes, and it hasn't been to his advantage.' Rittklier gaze and a gleam of
curiosity came into his eyes. 'Why isn't there aagd for me to give him a
well-deserved beating?'

'I—I used my knee on him, and from the yell he ghbelieve | scored a
bull's eye.'

Rick flung back his head and gave a yelp of laugHsella, that should put
him off his stroke for a while!" Then, sobering, tigpped her face in his
hand and studied her every feature. "You will s&dop’

'l shouldn't, Rick. If | had a scrap of sense Bglpmy bags today and leave
before anything else happens. What if we ever goglt together like
this— you in my room?'



'Che disastro!’And with a sigh he drew his hands slowly away fitoenand
allowed her to leave his arms. He glanced arountddéwdroom, taking in the
attractive simplicity of its furnishings. 'So pleas and quiet here, no frills
and heady scents of beauty lotions.’

'Only horses,' she said lightly. These rooms oadrithe stables.
'You don't mind that?'
'Not at all. | like the smell of horses and thersbof them in their stalls.’

'I must pick out a a mount for you so you can gmg. We have some nice
creatures—one of the mares is due to foal in adays.’ He pushed his
hands into the pockets of his trousers and atlitle df his eyes Donna
drew together the torn front of her dress, tryiadook casual about it but
intensely aware of the impulse Rick was resistiage felt the flow of

warmth over her skin, the tingling of her nerve £fat the touch that ached
in his eyes.

'For your sake, Donna, | shall refrain from bregkidone's jaw, but it
would give me pleasure.' His eyes swept her updamah in her torn dress,
his own jaw like a thing of iron. 'The sooner héesl down with a wife the
better. It will be arranged without delay, thougitly the girl!"

Rick strode to the door and there he turned ané @anna a brief, rather
grave smile. 'Until we meet again, eh?"

She nodded, and when the door had closed behindrew off her ruined
dress and put on a robe. She rubbed cold crearh@ntsore lip and combed
the tangles out of her hair.

A feeling of weariness crept over her and she dutl@vn on her bed, one
arm flung across the pillow as if for comfort. Sdehed bodily from the
bruises Adone had inflicted upon her, but it waes akhing inside her that
was harder to bear. Her arm wrapped itself abapitiow and her slim
body in the silky robe was alive with longing foicRs complete love. She
almost wished it had been he who had flung her domvthe floor in order
to possess her. It would have been less cruel,lsmmehan imposing such



restraint upon himself that he left her so nerwpesiung up that she was
ready to leap out of her skin at the slightest@oismovement.

She had agreed to stay here, but it wasn't goibg &asy. This was a house
shadowed by events in the past, and those scaéem@fiina’'s wrists were
Rick's penance for wanting his freedom to run hub @n Rome.

What would Serafina's reaction be if she ever cabgh making love to
her secretary? So far he had restrained himsdlfpbona knew each time
he held her close to him that he came closer tmtimg off that restraint...
the strongest man was unable to hide his desine #ovoman, and Donna
smiled a little, unable to deny herself the pleasoir knowing she was
desired.

But her smile slowly faded, for all she had in plaaf desire was the
loneliness a girl never fully comprehended unté shet a man who meant
absolutely everything ... whose touch and talk entite personality held a
magic never found in anyone else. A powerfully sldafascination. An
emotional rapport of mind and body—soul and sex.

Donna wanted the hard holding of Rick's arms, é#sing, and his tough
protection. Without them she was half a person, tgildening her arms
about the pillow she felt her vulnerability and lear of the future. Love
was only a source of strength if it could be realis. hers never could be,
for Rick was committed to a woman who would kilké&f rather than live
without him.

Came the soundless slide of tears down Donna'&slaseshe gave in to the
trauma of the past hour; it helped to cry a lited she dozed off to sleep
with the tears still wet on her face, and when @leke there was a tray
awaiting her on the bedside table.

Feeling renewed and suddenly rather hungry, shepsgushed the hair out
of her eyes and reached for the tray. There weterakecovered dishes, one
being apizzawhich was still warm, and delicious with its cheg®matoes
and anchovies baked together. She ate hungrilypanced coffee from the
pot, adding plenty of sugar and sipping it withflehbsed eyes. Her bare
feet curled together at the delicious taste, andag an added sweetness



knowing that no one but Rick could have arrangadl ller lunch be served
in the peace and quiet of her room. Dessert wasobter favourites, a
luscious black-cherry tart with a layer of creanugtard under the latticed
pastry, covering the cherries an inch thick.

"You darling,’ she whispered, blushing a littlaret absurdity of talking to
him when he wasn't there. But he understood hédintgeand knew she
would have found it hellish having to eat at thenedable with Adone, and
later that day he managed to slip a note undedd@r which came as such
a relief that she actually trembled as she rea&tibne had been packed off
to stay with his fiancee's parents, for it was degrabout time the couple
got acquainted with each other, and a long-distaetsphone call to
Florence had settled the matter. Isabeta woulddige=n in a very short
while and Adone would then become her official es@m hand to take her.
to the round of dances and entertainments thatduoilarranged for them
prior to their marriage.

Donna breathed a sigh of relief, though she couldp but feel a certain
pity for the girl whose parents had arranged the marry a virtual
stranger. There was every possibility that as aveongirl she might
become smitten by Adone's good looks ...for Dorlmase¢ looks had
become a golden mask over the face of a devil.

Was there any real hope that he would settle dovire ta faithful husband?
Donna hoped so for the girl's sake.

The next few days were pleasant and fairly busg oioe Serafina was now
in the Hollywood section of her book and she hadyrtales to tell of the
film people with whom she had worked in those gnldays when the film
city had been at the height of its glory.

In relating these anecdotes Serafina didn't resothe tape-recorder but
acted them out for Donna, who couldn't help bdtufater the spell of the
actress in this woman, who had not only dramatiitylbut was able to
reveal the funny side to life in Hollywood as wadl the excitement and the
competitiveness.



Now and again Rick strolled in to watch the perfante, and at these times
Donna noticed a relaxation in him and a softengqmession in his eyes, as
if Serafina recalled for him a time in their retatship when they had been
more carefree together.

Donna tried hard not to feel jealous of that relaship. She did her best to
be objective about the emotional tangle in whigytivere snared and told
herself it could only add to her experience as mamto have loved a man
who had such gallant strength. A lesser man woane laken advantage of
such a situation, but there was in Rick a coreteélsthat Donna found
rather awesome. She knew he would stand by Serabneatter how
desperately he might want to hold her in his arBsmetimes \v;:hcut
intention their eyes would meet, and Donna woudd déephysical sensation
so acute that her legs would tremble. She knewithtall his body Rick
was reaching out for her without being able to toher, and her own
reaction was a mixture of joy and denial.

There were times when she wished he would slipta beneath her door
and ask her to meet him at thraillo sovrano. And when he kept his
promise about providing her with a horse she hdmedould ride with her
and they would go again to that little stone hcase kiss each other.

But it never happened, and she rode alone. It w#ha had clamped irons
on his feelings and was resolved never again tohtdwer ... to draw her
slim body close to his strength, so achingly clasehe took her lips in
kisses that aroused her to such a sweet wild Ignfginmutual surrender.

There was a kind of agony to loving this man wha slaown her a glimpse
of heaven and then withdrawn himself from contagthwher, and
sometimes she felt she would have to leave tha vdther than endure
another night under the same roof with him. Shenkttat his nights were
often spent in Serafina's apartment, and there meraings when Serafina
dismissed the very thought of work and lay on lacdny, gazing out over
the valley and the mountains with dreamy, slumbeyes. It was as if her
feeling for Rick was so intense that it sapped Viality and left her
looking like some beautiful wraith.



Those zestful mornings, when La Neri was brimful hefr Holywood
triumphs, were far less frequent than her indolemés when she was
disinclined to do anything but wear one of her glamais peignoirs and buff
her fingernails.

'Run away and amuse yourself," she said lazilydorfa. "You like to ride,
and Rick tells me you have a good seat.'

'‘But we aren't getting on very quickly with the lkg@®onna had to protest. 'l
came here to work and--'

'‘Are you getting bored?' Serafina gave Donna aideriag look, as if she
half suspected what made her restless. 'You get salary, my dear girl,
whether you pound the typewriter or go for a carféany would say that
you have a cushy time working for me."

It isn't that I'm ungrateful--'

‘Then what is it, pray?' A mocking gleam showea@litsn the jade-green
eyes. 'ls there a young Englishman waiting impé#gidar you, or have you

some other reason for wanting to hurry my memdsgfRere someone you
don't like, or maybe someone you like a little taach? One of the men
working at the villa, perhaps? Does he pester goaan it be that he hardly
takes notice of your existence?’

'I—I just feel guilty about taking money for workn not doing.' Donna's
nerves felt as if they were stretched on live wites your typist, not a
guest at the villa.’

"You should like being treated as a guest." Seaadipoke more sharply.
‘There are times when you mystify, me, you English Does your frosting
hide fire, | wonder?' She yawned delicately andgbklen slave bracelet
moved on her arm, revealing the fine pale scargaevblee had slashed her
wrists in order to top Rick from leaving her.

| n place of riding clothes Donna wore slim yellslacks and a pale-tan
shirt with a length of silk knotted about her thrdghe days right now were
bel tempowith skies so blue and flawless above the mousttiat Donna



could see the glittering layers of ice on the Ipglaks, thrusting into the sky
above the valley that was richly terraced with grapes.

Donna was greeted on her rides by the workers enwtime valley and
offered grapes by the lean young men with flaskeyes. She would accept
the grapes with a smile and ride on, for the lastg she wanted was to
become involved with another Latin ... she was g hard enough time
loving Rick and wasn't the kind of girl to find calation with someone
else. She preferred her own company and that aiu@ene, a young horse
with a very gracious nature, hand-picked for heRIogk and that extra bit
lovable because of it.

Inevitable she made friends with some of the yoginlg who worked in
the vineyards, and one of them, whose name wasnfeswas soon to be
married and she invited Donna to be a guest awtddding. Donna was
immediately intrigued by the idea of attending al déalian wedding, but
she wondered if it would be considered proper far to go without an
escort.

The next morning she casually asked Serafinabtld be all right, and to
her dismay was informed that if she went alonedshe' swamped with
eager young men who would think she was availabteafl sorts of
attentions.

"You had better go with Rick," added Serafina. Dooauldn't believe her
ears, and Serafina laughed at the expression dadeerDon't you care for
his company?' she asked.

'Of course--' Donna bit her lip. 'Why should | atif#'Then why do you look
as if you have swallowed an olive?

'Would he agree to escort me to a village wedding?'

'If 1 ask him to do so. These village affairs hala appeal for me, but now
and again Rick has a nostalgia for the old waySioily, and these rustic
weddings are much alike, with great jars of wiragst pig, confetti and
almonds, and folk dancing. Rick will keep the eageys from making a



nuisance of themselves—you aren't the type whe likdoe pestered in that
way, eh?’

Donna shook her head, too dumbfounded to be offereklias an escort to
be able to speak without stumbling all over hegten She couldn't imagine
why Serafina was being so magnanimous and she dahe' to ask... it was
exciting beyond words, the thought of being witltiRat such a happy,
carefree function as a wedding. Her heart racéukgtrospect, though there
was every chance he would refuse to take her, kigpvow provocative it
was when they found themselves thrown together.

That evening at dinner she tried to catch his ey®der to silently appeal to
him to take her to Assunta's wedding. To hell wier pride, she told

herself. Serafina was going to have him to theb#hd, but all she asked
was for one long, sunlit day in his company, ampegple who would sing

about love and rejoice in its warmth and promise.

Serafina looked particularly stunning that evenimggaring a black
silk-jersey dress, high-necked, with bands of sibads down the sides of
the long clinging sleeves. An exotic perfume cltmdper, and her ear-clips
were of jade clawed in gold, with a superb matchtura@pch on the shoulder
of her dress. Her sophistication was complete, ngakionna feel somehow
naive in a plain white dress trimmed with sea-blue.

It was while they were drinking coffee and liqu@uthe salottothat Rick,
standing over by the un- draped windows in darknangwear, suddenly
looked directly at Donna across Serafina's darkagimbead. His eyelids
seemed weighted with a hundred secret thoughtshadashes threw
shadows into the crevices of his lean face. Helgltifted his glass to his
lips and when he touched his lips to the glass @deit her heart move
inside her ... she knew in that instant that Ricksvkissing her in his
thoughts ... making love to her until she lay hedgl and weak in his
powerful arms.

It was like an act of unfaithfulness right thereSarafina's presence, yet
defiantly told herself she didn't care. She hdkklgnough of him if he made
love to her with his eyes it hurt no one but thelnvese



'‘By the way,' Serafina drawled, 'l have suggedtatiRick be your escort to
this village wedding—and he has agreed.'

‘Thank you," Donna said quietly, and she didn'edarook at Rick in case
her eyes betrayed the golden tumult of her thoudtes eyes, she knew,
had a tendency to turn gold when she was deeplieelxand with an air of
sedateness she sipped her liqueur. She would @ihf@am Assunta if she
could borrow a regional dress from someone in tllege and for one
stolen day she would pretend to belong to Ricto.be his uncomplicated
village girl.

Her heart told her that he wanted it that way al$, weeforget for a day that
he wasn't free to love her.

'Well, show Donna a little enthusiasmjo." Seraflna turned her head to
look at him. 'She will get the idea that you fih@itiresome bore taking her
to this wedding.'

He quirked an eyebrow and then gave Donna an exatggegenuflection,
playing the mock Latin up to the hilt. 'Believe nsggnorina, it will be a
pleasure and an honour to be your escort, for ll bleathe envy of every
young man at the celebration. You will stand ok la white rose among
carnations--'

'Don't overdo it, Rick." Seraflna gave a laugh veitbudden edge to it. 'You
are making Donna blush with your Sicilian flattefywhite rose, indeed! Is
that how she strikes yomio?'

'She has fresh innocence, has she not?' He sttoltbéd piano and put back
the lid. He sat down on the bench and ran his fengéong the keys. 'l am
not Semprini, but | remember Sicily tonight and soaf the island songs
my mother taught me to play on the piano she hgapet all the way from
Rome. My father muttered for days about the expdn#eshe only laughed
at him and said she wanted her children--'

Rick broke off and began to play a tarantellakstg a few odd notes but
producing a lively melody that made Donna's feedl fikke dancing.
Serafina had fallen into a brooding stiliness,lbeely head at rest against a



deep red cushion. Donna noticed that the liqueasggas lax in her hand,
and it came as no surprise when the glass suddignmbed from her fingers
and spilled its contents over the skirt of herggrsilk dress. Serafina stared
in a stricken way as the liqueur spread its stiegksnthrough the silk, while
Donna jumped to her feet and hurried across taf sée could help. To her
dismay she saw tears gather in the green eyesaxatira looked helpless
and lost.

'‘Can | do anything?' Donna asked, tensing as shRifk's hand press her
shoulder and then withdraw. He leaned over Seraiintbtaking hold of her
hands drew her to her feet.

'‘Come, there's no need to cry,” he said, and Daratehed as he led the
weeping Serafina from the room. Donna felt mydtifiurely it took more
than a spilled drink to make a grown woman cry tikat, even if the drink
did spoil a rather expensive dress? Donna slowlyetd and gazed at the
piano where Rick had sat and played a melody hemdrered from his
boyhood. Was that why Serafina wept, because steema@ed by the
music, and because she knew more about the tragédylife than anyone
else? Was that why he was so gentle with her,itiggaer almost as if she
were a child who had inadvertently spoiled her slPes

Deep in thought Donna wandered out on toténeazzawhere the night air

was redolent of cypress, lemon flowers, and a turglvhass of wall roses.
Overhead the sky blazed with countless stars axighlespulsed away in

perfect beat. Donna felt strangely troubled, arsb ahoved by the great
gentleness with which Rick had led Serafina awayahm about her waist,
her head against his shoulder, the two of themirgjpanemories Donna
could never be a part of.

She leaned against thierrazzawall and the tune of the tarantella kept
beating away in her brain, and she knew beyonddat that she could
never willingly cause a rift between Rick and théliant, moody actress
who had been part of his life for so long. Theres\aa affinity between
them that left Donr.a out in the cold. It no longesrmed her that Rick
desired her. Sensual hunger was only a part of lve he had shared too
many years with Serafina to let the passions oflady overrule the
compassions of his heart.



Donna bowed her head in thought... perhaps shddtibgo with Rick to
Assunta's wedding, where the atmosphere would beative of love and
the giving of a woman unto a man.

She breathed cigarette smoke before Rick approaghédame to stand
beside her. 'Is Serafina all right?' she asked.

'Yes, she's taken a sleeping pill and gone to I&wk gets into these
strung-up moods, especially now she's retired ftoenscreen and has so
little to do with her time. That was why | suggesthe write this book

about her career in films.'

"You suggested it, Rick?'

'Why not? She had a remarkable career and in mayg & a rare kind of
woman, and a lot more courageous than you mighgimea It takes more
than beauty to establish yourself in the heartsramdis of film buffs, and
Serafina stayed at the top of her profession hger than most. Now," he
drew hard on his cigarette and the tip glowed,wimg faint red shadows
over his face, 'now she hasn't the release fostieng emotions that she
once had.'

'She has you, Rick.'

'Yes, she has me.' He glanced absently at the $tdrisk she realises that
certain aspects of our relationship are hollowiveder as much of myself
as | can, but there are parts of me | can't givelhvish to God--'

He broke off raggedly and Donna could feel him logkdown sideways at
her, moving his eyes over her hair which fell sadt curve to her shoulder.
She tensed and prayed he wouldn't touch her .wakgumpy herself and
she might leap away if he touched her, or throveéléat him and find him

more vulnerable tonight than he had ever beens8hsed in him a certain
desperation that matched her own, and if Serafahataken a sleeping pill
she wouldn't want him tonight. It couldn't be wrding two people to take
each other ... and yet Donna felt the shady, tilicbngness in it; the awful
chance to spoil what was somehow romantic and rébautiful between

Rick and herself.



Her gaze travelled upward to the stars, so pur&gwaly, so impossible to
drag down into the mud. That was how she wanteddwerto be, out of
reach and yet as certain as those stars.

As Donna realised this, she also understood thatsts more grown up
tonight than she had ever been, and deeply awatdhé abiding seat of
love was in her heart. She drew a soft sigh andiveat a great white moth
float by on gauzy wings ... oh yes, now she trolyed and didn't need to
gratify sensuality in order to feel its reality. Sbould look at Rick as she
looked at the stars, and it was the most perfetinig of her life.

'Why do you sigh?' he murmured.

‘The night is so lovely—everything has a meaninguugoose, even the
smallest insect scurrying among those roses.'

'l thought you might feel sad.’

'‘No." She shook her head. 'l think I've just becamwoman, Rick. It
happened without all that silly, specious nons@émsgagazine stories about
the raptures of the body. My heart is so alive sméware. I'm part of you
and you don't even have to touch me."Ah, Donna-

'No, don't touch me, Rick. This is the way it ha®¢ with us and now | can
bear it. It's even rather lovely.’

'We have the stars, eh?' A brief smile moved onntasith. 'We mustn't
howl for the moon.'

"You saw that film as well?' she smiled. 'It made weep, but | didn't
believe at the time that two people could care schrand yet walk away
from each other—but it can be done, can't it?’

'If it has to be done.' He ground the stub of hig@tte into shreds and
dropped them to the paving of ttegrazza.l'm taking you to that wedding,
if you are thinking of making that sacrifice as Wweélassure you Serafina
won't mind.'



'‘Are you sure, Rick?'

'Of course. You shouldn't leave Italy without atterg an Italian wedding.
It's all rather beautiful, in a warm, earthy, unbited way. Love should be
like that—Ilike fruits coming to season, like chidik®aking out of the egg,
like rain falling on sun- parched soil. A naturabpess rather than the
artificial one based on the idea that men and woanerqualPer dio,what
man ever brought forth a baby? What woman evegdesi a battleship?
We are meant to be different and each in our owpimaortant, one to the
other. Therein lies the mystery and the exciterhent.

'Oh, Rick,' Donna gave a soft laugh, 'you are veugh a man, aren't you?"

'You are amused, eh? You find my ideas old- fagtdokchauvinistic, and
out of touch with modern trends in living and logth

'No, | like them, Rick. They're a real man's logittanking, and | hardly
think you're the type to want a woman at your knpating off your boots
and kissing your feet.'

‘The tail-end of what you say has an intriguingnsta it,' he drawled.

'Rick!"

'Has it not? The poor feet are just regarded asgibiere to stop us falling
over, but really they have a lot of sensitivitytihem.'

'l giggle when anyone touches mine!

'‘Ah, and who, may | ask, has touched your feet Witise curving insteps
and slim ankles?'

Donna caught the rasp of jealousy in his voice ancke again she was
swept by the incredibly sweet awareness that Reokted her ... that he had
noticed so much about her, from her ankles to fies.e€She shivered with
the secret delight of it, but Rick thought she walsl.

‘Shall we go indoors?' he asked.



‘No, let's stay a little while longer out here undlee stars. Oh, what a
night—what a lovely night!

"You haven't told me who had the audacity to togmlr feet.' He spoke into
her ear, his breath moving warm and smoky agaersskin.

'Who else but my dad?' she laughed. 'We were \esg decause we lost
my mother when | was so young and needed doubpéngsl of love. Rick,
we have that in common, in a way.'

'Yes," he said thoughtfully. 'We have much in compmoi amore We look
at the stars together and we really see them aod kimey are the eyes of
heaven. We have affinity--'

Donna caught her breath and Rick slid his arm abeutwaist. She had
thought that he had affinity with Serafina, but wtagally so? Had he ever
been like this with her, able to relax and be hifmsble to say deep
meaningful things to which she listened? Donnaggdrup at Rick and saw
his profile outlined strong and remote againststiaglight, as if he might be
thinking the same thing as herself, that for muc¢hhis life he had
worshipped at the shrine of Serafina's physicalitye@nd never found with
her a communication of the spirit.

'Yes,' he murmured, ‘we have affinity, you and ke Whew it that night in
Rome, and when we danced together, both of us maskel yet in our
hearts unmasked.'

He glanced down at her and the shattering tendenmekis smile went
through Donna like a shaft of ecstasy, overwhelnhieg making her weak
and strong at one and the same time. To be witk Wés to be alive and
aware as she had never been before, a part ofyemtaough they might
never experience ultimate union.

'In the strangest way," she said softly, 'I hawendeen happier than | am
right now. I'm glad we met, Rick. I'm so glad | vtogo through life never
having known a man who fits all my ideas of whahavalier should be.’



'Many would smile at you for saying that," he draalvlwith a touch of irony,
though she felt his hand press warm and hard aga@msbody. 'l have a
tough, hard reputation, Donna. | killed a man, tlouhey called it
justifiable manslaughter, and | carry a gun fooarferfemme fatal®f the
films. Where is the knight errantry in that, eh?’

'l know it's there and | don't care two hoots Wither people say or think.'
She studied his face and it was the rugged, uncamiping face of a man
who had lived hard and suffered a wrecked boyhdbdre were emotional
scars no woman could hope to erase completelyDboha knew she had
touched his heart, perhaps with her youth, her rmitiam and her
innocence, and it thrilled her to the very cord 8iee could make this tough
man tremble when he drew her close and touchechdigh to hers.

They were lost in that kiss when a voice broke intleem, demanding
Rick's attention. They tensed in each other's amasthough Rick's mouth
ceased its warm caressive movements against herfowa convulsive
moment he was unable to relax his hold on her btialy. Then she felt a
kind of shudder go through him and when he swungddo confront the
owner of the voice he attempted to shield Donnmash as possible.

'What is it?' he asked, and he still breathed unlgv&Vhat do you want me
for?'

He sounded half savage, like a man who had beggedarom the warmth
of a dream.



CHAPTER NINE

DONNA recognised the man as one of the stable hand$jiditalian was
too rapid for her shaken senses to take in. Risgareded in the same rapid
way, and when the man hurried away Rick turneddoria and told her that
his favourite mare, Contessa, was about to havéoéand he suggested
that she go off to bed because he was going tetagghe birth.

'l was born a farmer's boy, as you know,' he saidzically. 'My skills are
various.'

'Mayn't | help in some way?' Donna looked eagar sfte knew Contessa
and sometimes spoiled her with a piece of sugawely chestnut who had
been mated with Rick's bay stallion. 'l promisetooget in your way.'

'Have you ever watched such a procedure beforeR' IBoked hesitant.

'‘Contessa is a thoroughbred and somewhat highiggitand this is her first
foal. Are you sure you want to be present? It sorhething to shrink from,

but on the other hand you are--' He smiled slightlgd moved his hands in
an expressive way.

'l know what you mean.' She smiled herself. 'I'mirgin who's supposed to
get the vapours at the facts of life.’

It isn't that entirely," he shrugged his broadustiers, 'but you aren't a
country girl and you might feel a certain distredsres are like women,
you know—they scream a little at these times, whishperfectly
understandable, and you might find it rather harthke.’

'Let me be with you, Rick.' Donna moved her hanairagj his arm. Time's
running short for us and this is something spdaalou. | would like to
share something like this with you.’

'Very well, but if you decide to faint do it on alb of hay.’
She laughed, but knew the experience was goingate lits harrowing

moments as well as its wonders. "Thank you, Riekpging the man you
are—for not treating me like a child.'



"You are a woman.' His hand touched her hair. 'Caloweg!

The birth had its moments of difficulty, but thests for Donna, the testing
moment for her, was when the mare thrashed outcanght Rick in the
upper left arm with one of her hooves. Donna hitlipen order to suppress
a cry when she saw the blood quickly stain his evhitirt.

'Hold her head," he ordered, and Donna obeyedfbimthe mare seemed to
respond to her touch and to quieten down a littheenwvshe caressed the
damp chestnut skin. Contessa writhed in the fihnedds of birth and her

pleading eyes seemed to look directly into Donraais, then Rick gave a
heave and the foal was free, and Donna felt thegiog of her own heart

as Rick's sure strong hands completed their task.

‘A bella bambino,he said, his teeth hard and strong against hiatsvge
skin. He wiped the foal with a cloth and its coaeeged as creamy-brown,
the mare's ears pricking with excitement as shetuher head and caught
the scent of her long- legged baby. 'Here you sxeetheart,” Rick gently
placed the foal near its mother. ‘Now you may kissr son.'

The mare gave a little nicker and her long tongegab its task of licking
and caressing the foal. Donna watched and was ura#he tears on her
cheeks, and when she turned to Rick he was slostéegr over his face
from a bucket, and again she caught her lip betweeteeth as she noticed
his reddened shirt sleeve. The stable lamps fletkerasting shadows about
the warm stall that smelled of hay and horse svidet.stable hand passed a
long-necked bottle to Rick, who drank from it thiss

'Keep an eye on her, Cecco, but | think she'lliibe. fNot too bad a time for
her, en?' He thrust the damp hair back from hisvtaed gave Contessa and
her foal a fond look. 'She has a lovely foal—he mhiwmirn out a racer with
those legs.'

Cecco grinned and then glanced at Donna. Slgneorincihas good nerves,'
he complimented her, speaking slowly so that shiergtood him.



‘Grazie,'she said, but she wasn't quite sure how long éies were going
to stand the sight of blood still seeping throughkR sleeve. 'That arm
must be attended to, Rick," she added.

He glanced at his arm and took another swig of wirater on,' he said
casually. 'Now, what shall we call Contessa's $aortha, would you like to
name him?'

'‘May I?' Her eyes widened with delight and lockeathwig, which held in
their depths a glinting pleasure in what they hiaaresd—the beauty and
menace of birth, the primitive wonder of it all. &ttsharing had somehow
intensified what Donna felt for this man, for tolnighe had come very close
to the warm, capable core of him which his tougteear concealed from
most people.

'It would make me very happy to have you name tiad 'fhe assured her.
'Do you need time to think about it?'

'No." Donna shook her head and glanced at the wlamewas absorbed in
her foal, having nuzzled him to his long, tremultegs to that now he was
pressed close to her. 'May he be called Domino?'

There was a brief silence and when she lookedcht $tie saw the big vein
beating visibly in his neck beneath the sheen ®bhdown skin. He reached
a hand towards her as if to touch her, then dréack and clenched his fist
against his thigh. He inclined his head and Dormacctell from his eyes

that he was remembering that night in Rome wheyltlad first spoken and
danced in the Domino Room. She hadn't known thanh& was bound to
another woman, and she wondered if she wouldhstile come to the Villa

Imperatore had she known that Serafina Neri waswbanan.

'‘Domino is the perfect name,’ he said, and he wlatker to Contessa and
fondled her beautiful head. 'Do you hear, my laayr son is named after a
memory, and that is one of the nicest ways to Ineeoll

Donna felt a warm prickling of tears in her eyesonight would be safely
locked away in her memory, for she could never IBiek more than she



did right now. "You must have that arm seen to¢ skallowed the
huskiness from her voice. 'It's bleeding badly aedds bathing.'

He nodded, had a few words with Cecco, and they rireede their way to

the house. The night air was cooler, the starg cleia and everything was
wonderfully still. When they entered the hall Ritew his jacket from her

shoulders. 'You run along to bed, Donna. Your @yesaching for sleep and
| can manage to put a plaster on my arm.’

'Do you really think I'd let you slap a plastertbat cut without seeing to it
properly?' Donna gave him a chiding look. 'You desenore than that after
what you've done tonight.’

"It isn't the first time I've helped a young aninrdb the world, and it won't
be the last.' He gave her a quizzical smile. 'Damieh? I'm glad you
thought of that, for when he grows into a proudnguaolt | can look at him
and be reminded by his name of a certain young worteo made my life
rather special for a while.'

‘Tonight was very special,’ she murmured. 'l shewerr forget it and | do
thank you, Rick, for letting me see Domino comeittie world. It was
so—meaningful.’

'Life, birth, all things ultimate have a beautythem.' His eyes moved over
her face, taking in the slight flush across hereghenes and the attractive
disarray of her hair. 'You were good with Contessaim and tender.

Animals are vulnerable creatures and not everysmase enough to know
it."

'Oh, Rick--" She saw what smouldered in his eyelshaa to restrain herself
from reaching out and clutching him ... she kneat fRick ached for her as
much as she ached for him; it was like a palpabbt boming off his skin
and stealing over hers, a sensual feeling sucheabad never dreamed of.

'l know, sweetheart. We shared something very atitnand earthy, and the
natural conclusion would be for me to scoop yourumy arms and carry
you to my room."' He drew a deep breath as if hesthveas beating hard, and



as her gaze slid across his chest she caughtadipist blood-stained sleeve
and said quickly:

‘Let me see to your arm—Iet me do that, at least?’

'Very well." He glanced at the damp, clinging ske@nd grimaced. 'Who
would have thought the old man had so much bloddnm eh?’

'You aren't old, Rick!

‘Years older than yowarina' They mounted the ». stairs side by side and
when they reached the gallery Donna made for tde sn which her
apartment was situated.

‘There's a washbasin in my room, Rick, and | haa@me antiseptic.’
"Your room?' he murmured. 'I'm not that old, hohey.

Donna opened the door of her room as casually ssilge, but she didn't
dare to meet his eyes. She lit the oil lamps frioewtall lighting filtering in
from the gallery, and her heart gave a throb whiek Blosed the door and
they were alone together in the intimacy of herrbedh. He strolled to the
padded bench at the foot of her bed and sat dowit) mot saying a word as
she went to the washbasin and ran water into d,tank from the little
cupboard underneath a bottle of Dettol and a feo®€l still wrapped in a
plastic bag.

'You had better remove your shirt, Rick. I'll sahke blood out of it." She
managed with a certain effort to sound fairly chsua

'‘Anything you say, nurse.' She heard him give ghsligravelly laugh and

when she turned to him he was pulling the shirtadunis belt and stripping

it from his shoulders. They loomed wide and brovaowe Donna as he
came to her, rolling the shirt into a bundle anacplg it at the side of the
washbasin. The deep cut in his upper arm had ceaddded heavily, but

the lips of it had a sore look, and he winced s$higas she applied the damp
flannel with its application of antiseptic.



She bathed his arm intently but was conscioushaltitne of his gaze upon
her, moving over her hair and her face. 'You misgeglr vocation,' he
remarked. 'You have a firm but gentle touch.’

‘This cut is quite deep, Rick,' she said, a noteooicern in her voice. 'l do
hope it doesn't become infected--'

'I'm tough as saddle leather," he drawled. 'I'nmkha# Contessa didn't lash
out at you and dent your soft skin.’

When he said that it was as if he drew his hana bee skin, and Donna
found it impossible to control a little shiver.

"It isn't that bad,' he laughed, but she felt hissahes go tense as she wiped
the flannel over his skin, cleaning his arm of lblodheir eyes suddenly met
and the naked need and yearning sprang like a ffeome him to her. 'Oh
God—you're right in my gut, Donna, and | want youswh want you!'

She swallowed to ease her dry throat and turngdiéccupboard for the
packet of antiseptic plasters. 'l— | could make saoffee—I feel terribly
thirsty. How about you, Rick?'

He nodded and she could feel his uneven breathingha placed a pink
square of plaster over the cut.

‘Ther§, how does that feel?' She glanced up atdmich bared to the waist as
he was, with his tousled dark hair and that smihmming ring in his
earlobe, he had a pagan look that she both lovedeaned with every scrap
of her femininity.

"You look like a Sicilian pirate," she said, catghher breath.

'l feel like one," he growled. 'It wouldn't take amfor me to scuttle my good
resolutions right now and set sail for damnatidmeyi'say hell is paved with
them, but it would be heaven—ah no!" He turned awdly a groan. 'I'm
tied, and there's no way for us to be togethemtdne you deserve to be with
a man—Ilike that girl Assunta, who will stand at #ti@ar with her young man
and have it all made right, the way it should be."



Tied! The word flashed at Donna and she flincheanfit as she ran the
stained water from the washbasin and refilled thvaold clear water in

which she placed his bloodied shirt. She tidiedpllaee, and then dried her
hands on a towel.

'We could both do with some coffee—will you staydyeRick, or shall |
bring it to your room?'

'‘Not my room," he said at once, and Donna bit ipeHis room was out of
bounds to her because Serafina had access ty iby caght.

'l shan't be long." She left him and went downstao the kitchen to
percolate coffee and cut him some sandwiches. Vgherreturned to her
room with the tray Rick was sprawled on her bedinsloasleep, a large,
disturbing presence across the bedcover.

Donna set down the tray and stood there at thedmbsoking at him, his
features relaxed into vulnerability, tired out aftes efforts on behalf of
Contessa. She smiled a little. It seemed unfaghtke him awake just for
the sake of drinking her coffee, and also she whatddiave him to herself
just a while longer, and like this there was nonhan it. His brown chest
moved with his regular breathing, shadowed by thae &across the firm
muscles. His stomach was firm and flat, and Dormadcunderstand how
hard it would be for any woman to let go of thismidonna felt she wanted
to bury her face in his chest and curl her bodgelt his and have for a
little while the warm contact with him that coultfést beyond tonight.
Here in her room he had felt relaxed enough toasliéep on her bed, and
Donna realised the significance and was woman dntmgesent that she
must be but an interlude in his life who must dia up to another woman.

Her hand reached forward as if to shake him awlakejf she did so he
would drink his coffee and leave her, and she wdaddilone once more.
While he slept on her bed she possessed him k.aet big, grumbling
sleepily as he settled into a more comfortabletjmosi

Donna drew away from the bed and quietly carriedtthy into the little
sala,where she poured coffee for herself and sat drqmki She would let
Rick sleep on, and then towards dawn she would Wwekeso he could go to



his own room and no one any the wiser that he padtgart of the night in
her bedroom. That was her resolve, but the evénkemight had made her
sleepy and the little couch in tisala was hardly an inviting bed. Donna
walked back into the bedroom and there she heditfe only a few
moments before slipping off her shoes and carefifligg herself on to the
bed beside Rick. As her head settled on the pidlbevsmiled a little ... he'd
be rueful in the morning when he found they hagtstegether in all
innocence.

Donna woke suddenly and was instantly aware thauscular arm was
wrapped around her and had drawn her close toRi'mth. She lay and
savoured the sweet closeness and nuzzled herddue thest... and then
came down to earth with a chilling thud when soneegpoke from the foot
of the bed:

‘The pair of you make a pretty picture ... thatniole hair scattered over
Rick's shoulder... it's like something out of a emtic movie!'

Donna went to raise herself and felt the strong &gmten around her,
telling her that Rick was awake, that he had hedrat Serafina had said as
she stood there with her dark hair flowing about ghoulders of a
jade-green velvet robe.

Rick's arm relaxed from Donna's waist and it wasvhe sat up, a hand
thrusting the tousled black hair from his eyekntdw what you're thinking,
cara, but this is all quite innocent. You should know mell enough by
now to believe that I'd never seduce this girlsted all under your roof.'

'Do | know you, Rick?' Serafina leaned her bodyirsgathe bed, while
Donna sat up and drew herself defensively away frRick, who belonged
to this woman who had come to claim him, as sheygwvould. A tremor
ran through her when Serafina slid green eyes dmay Rick and studied
her, crouching there unable to hide her feelingwlkt. It was her fault, all
this, for not waking Rick. Like a romantic idiotesihad wanted to sleep
beside him, and now she had made him look a lifeextihen all the time he
was kind and gallant ... a sob caught in Donnatsath



'Don't blame Rick,' she said huskily. 'He was tiadidr the foal was born
and he fell asleep on my bed, and I--'

‘Are you in love with him?' Serafina asked quietly.

Her quietness was unexpected, for Donna had expecteild flare of
temper, daggered fingernails reaching for her e@gthing but the note of
resignation in Serafina's voice.

'Yes,"' Donna said, for now she had nothing to Hideve Rick with all my
heart, but | know he belongs to you and he hasrregvany time betrayed
you--'

'Rick was always strong in ways that make other weak.'

Serafina drew a sigh and then a faint smile tou¢tezenouth as she came to
where Rick was still tensed upon the bed. She eshéir him and cradled
his face in her hands, and bending over him sluedaiiss against his hard
cheek.

'Rick was always the best of brothers,' she s&lidhbut him | would have
ended my life long ago Cristo dio,what | have done to yomio, selfishly
holding on to you and always putting my desire®teeyours, believing you
were like the stone knight in my courtyard who cbgjo through life
without needing someone you could love as a mannahcs a brother?
Riccardomio, how have you managed not to hate me?"'

Donna heard these words with a stunning clarityasheir meaning struck
at her heart she gave a little cry, and Rick turtoeder at once and caught
her back in his arms, enfolding her close to thry ¢ere of him.

'It's quite true," he murmured. 'Serafina is myesjsout not a soul beyond
this room knows of it.'

'‘But why--?" Donna looked at Serafina with bewiktereyes. 'l just don't
understand.’



'Few people would, if they were not Sicilian, iethhad not suffered as Rick
and | suffered all those years ago.' Serafina bégavalk back and forth,

beautiful with her flowing hair and yet with a s@adook of pain that made
her seem haggard. 'How do | speak of it even yhe.torment, the horror,

the desperate yearning to die that Rick would How& He carried me to

the nuns and they cared for me—don't you understaodna, those awful

men came to the farm and they killed our mothertheg raped me— raped
me!'

Rick gently let go of Donna and slid from the be@. went to his sister and
drew her against his shoulder, and in that indbemna saw and understood
the difference in his attitude towards his beayttiurmented sister. She saw
the protectiveness and realised it had always imeevidence whenever she
had seen him with Serafina. The caring and thedimaship, and the total

lack of anything sensual.

As he held her, his eyes found Donna. 'No one kntraswe are brother
and sister, that Serafina was long ago the youngdtt girl whom the
Mafia abused. For years we managed to hide it abghe might be the
idealised screen star—it hurt no one, and | hacdhed that people thought
of me as gigolo as well as bodyguard. No youngwgas ever prettier than
Sera, as we called her in those days, and thenthugs came to the
farmhouse and | arrived home from rabbit hunting &sund my mother
dead and my sister in the mud of the yard wherdnaberawled to the water
pump in an effort to wash off the feel of theitHif hands. They had almost
brutalised the life out of her, my young sisteffiiten, and she begged to
die. But she was all | had, and | took her to tbeshand they looked after
her—until her baby was born.’

'Oh, no!' Donna's face went white as the bed sheets

'‘Adone,' he said quietly. 'He knows of his illegiticy, but he's unaware that
his father was a Mafia henchman, whom | have aivisaysed was the one |
disposed of in the age-old way of Sicily—by vendgetty revenge. The
other three were caught by the police, but thetfohad managed to elude
them and | swore | would get him—and | did, andaswvell aware that he
was dead before he fell against the stone bolldndwthey allowed to be
called his instrument of death. It is understoottaty that certain passions



must be revenged, but we are also Catholic, and'sSkaby had to come
into the world despite the way he had been forqeahiner.’

Rick drew a deep sigh and the lines were deepligedcin his face. 'We
have always known that Adone might have charatiesisot to our liking,
but what can really be done about it? When alkid sind done he is my
nephew.'

Rick's nephew ... Donna sighed softly to herseifl at last she understood
why she had seen a resemblance to Rick in the barejgather decadent
face of Adone. It would be there, for Rick was baixle ... Rick was the

brother of La Neri who all these years had beemtealiby a terrible

memory, and had clung to her brother in such degrerelupon his strength
and loyalty that she had found it impossible te Wwithout him. Donna had

never forgotten what her own father had once saidet, that if she ever
found gallantry and sacrifice in a man she wasatpiphomage, for it was a
rare thing to find in this age of hardened heant$ @ebased values, with so
many people making their selfish contribution weak age of lovelessness.

If Donna had loved Rick before this revelation slogv adored him, and it

was there on her face, there in her eyes, untitashlesed that Serafina was
gazing at her with the sad eyes of a woman whakeadr been able to love
since that traumatic day when on the thresholde$ Isweet discoveries she
had been brutally used by four adult men and Igftddive for Rick to find.

‘After Adone's birth," he said, 'we invented thargbf Serafina's marriage to
an older man, which somehow suited the image aflaiging in the film
world. It was what Sera wanted, to be an actresd,itawas what Sera
achieved. It compensated, just a little.’

'‘And what of you,mio? What of you and your compensations?' Serafina
drew herself out of his arms and took a long lobkia lean, tough face
which had never been smoothed by the loving hahdswoman he could
take into his life ... the life he had willingly deted to the sister whom men
had savaged.

'I've been unutterably selfish, Rick." A shudderself-reproach swept the
shapely body that all these years had been worstiipp men only from a



distance. 'l thought that because | could live aithlove, you also could
live as a monk. Ah, | realise of course that theree been fleeting affairs of
no account, but this time--' Serafina swept a haria2bnna'’s direction. 'This
time, brother, you have met your blonde Nemesi®, eh

'Donna understands the situation--'

'Does she really?' Serafina gave a soft lauglhinktl have suspected for
some time that you were attracted to each othéi, thought it would flare,
be assuaged, and then forgotten. But | came lodkingou here when |
found your own bed unoccupied. a man and a gitlitosach other's arms
like the babes in the wood. | was very much mowedear Rick. | could see
at once that it was someone special, this youhgmgidled in your arms as if
were the most precious thing in your life.’

Then, as a sob caught audibly in Donna's throagfifa lifted a hand to
Rick's face and stroked his cheek. 'You have eaynadgrail, my perfect
knight. You have been the very best of brothersldrade taken already too
many years of your life away from you, making otiyay guard against the
night and the memories. You must have your Donnd,y@u must have
babies with her, as a man is meant to —a man ssigfoi Few people
know of the tenderness that burns in you, Rick,tomustn't be suppressed
any longer until it grows cool and the flame fiyadioes out.’

She turned and beckoned to Donna, who slid fronbéteand came to her.
Serafina took hold of her hand and then took hbRlick's and with a smile
she joined them together. 'l give my brother to,y@onna Lovelace. Love
him—Ilove him with your heart, your body and youukdor he's one of the
best of Sicilian men.’

Rick's hand tightened on Donna's, but his eyes weaeching his sister's
face and Donna sensed at once what was troublmg®nce before when
he had wanted his freedom to go his own way Sexdfad cut the veins in
her wrists, using the blade from his razor.

"You tell me | can have Donna,' he said, 'but velnatyou,going to do, Sera?"



'l am going to Rome." With a sudden smile she dremwething that crackled
from the deep pocket of her robe. 'l have heréegtam from Elio Renaldo,
who directedThere Shall Be No Dawabout a year ago. It received very
flattering reviews from the best critics, and noswhires me to ask if | will
return to the screen to play the part of the matharfilm to be callebweet
Calvary,which he assures me has a marvellous script.Wkmloat you are
thinking, Rick, that | have never played a matepet in a film because
I've always liked to look glamorous. But | am a heat after all, and will no
doubt be inevitably a grandmother when Adone msirtieis young
girl—and | am going to see to it that he does mhay’

Rick's fingers were hurting Donna's, but she bbespain with a pounding
heart and could hardly believe that heaven mightdys ... if Serafina truly
meant to try and live her life without his constaatveillance.

'l mean to do it, Rick." Serafina drew herself a@ight and looked him
proudly in the eye. 'l have missed film life mohan I've admitted even to
you, and that's one of the reasons why I've beablarto sleep and have
taken too many of those damned pills, as you baltt | never needed them
when | could exhaust myself on the film set, anidnifake a success of this
comeback, Renaldo will use me again.’

She was glowing, beautiful, and all at once Domlizlie tension slacken its
hold on Rick's body. 'l should like more than amyghto marry Donna,' he
said, his voice deep with feeling. 'l loved hemfrthe moment | looked at
her, and she honours me by loving me in return.’

'Honours you, Rick?' Serafina laughed gently. 'Mwrdbrother, | am sure
Donna knows that she is the one who is honouredv Nm going to
telephone Renaldo and to have a facial massage+stag' too long in
Donna's bedroom or the servants will gossip.'

When the door had closed behind her—and Donnasie# Serafina had
never in her career made such a perfect exit—sth&ark turned to look at
each other for a long breathless moment.

'It can't be true,' he sighed. 'She will changerhard and | have always
found it hard to resist her tears—she sufferegpsor young Sera, and was



for weeks so apathetic that we thought her braoh gigen way from the
shock she had suffered. Then the baby was bornh&nd was no denying
that he was beautiful like Sera, but she hatedeing sight of him for a long
time and he stayed with the nuns until he couldbstered with people we
knew, close- mouthed Sicilians who kept what thegvik to themselves.'

Rick drew the breath harshly through his nostrilgl &vent to where his
jacket lay across a chair. He searched the poeketdound his cigarette
case, and Donna watched, seated on the benchfabtha the bed, as he lit
a cigarette and drew the smoke deep in his luhg&art you, Donna, you
believe that?'

'With all my heart," she replied, and she coullll f&el herself trembling a

little; was still emotionally stirred up and hardhple to believe that Rick
might yet be hers. But she knew he was torn by tooubthat he had been
for such a long time his sister's custodian thatt@dn't yet take in the

implications of being free of such a duty.

'l have to be sure,’ he added, 'that Serafinajist'acting. I'd never forgive
myself if | took my happiness at the expense o$heshe has tried before
now to kill herself.’

'I know, Rick, I've seen the scars on her wrists.'

"You are such a wise, sweet girl," he said tendé&ftyu make no demands of
your own and yet you are entitled to, for you knbdove you—quite
desperately. You could say that you come beforesister, but you don't.’

'l have not had my body torn and my dreams raged $ierafina,” Donna
said quietly. 'l can understand why you've needmd gtrength and your
tough yet rare grace of heart. Just to know youdeas wonderful—just to
think of being loved by you brings my heart into thyoat. But if it isn't to

be--'

'I must find out for certain.' In two strides hesastanding over Donna and
then he was lifting her to her feet. His arm locksdlf about her waist and
bending down to her he took her mouth in a longdkistgekiss. 'I| must speak
alone with Sera. You will be all right, my heart?'



'Of course.' She smiled, but her heart was affégdafina couldn't open the
door of heaven and then slam it in their faceshe. couldn't be that cruel.

Rick left her, closing the door firmly behind hibonna sank down on the
bed and let her body fall into the place where &é $lept. She buried her
face in the lingering male scent of him and clutthiee pillow with her
hands. Oh God, would Serafina have let her intowledl-guarded secret if
she hadn't meant Rick to believe that she wasgdtim free at last? Even
Adone was unaware of the true relationship betwiek and his mother.
So secretive had they been that it was likely tmdy the Sicilian nuns, the
priest, and the people who had cared for Adone khatRick Lordetti was
more than a bodyguard to La Neri. After he had deat and found the
remaining killer and rapist he had then attachedskif to his sister, and
they had been together ever since ... but what.nan God, what now?

In a little while Donna roused herself and wenhalto the bathroom to take
a shower and change into fresh clothing. Shelfelheed of coffee and rang
for some, then she went and sat on the balcongddia, but was feeling
too restless to remain there. The stables! Shedvgailand take a look at
Contessa and the foal.

They were doing fine and Domino was busy sucklitgmDonna entered
the warm stall. Contessa snuffed at Donna'’s shittaecepted sugar lumps
from her hand ... and at that precise moment antradal thrill and
awareness ran through Donna and she turned quaciynd and there was
Rick, leaning with a shoulder against the wallddlaa shadow-weave shirt
with dark tailored trousers emphasising his lergjtleg.

He smiled invitingly into Donna's eyes and openisdams to her. She ran
swiftly to him and was collected so closely to Himat she almost lost her
breath.

'Serafina is packing right now to go to Rome," h&l smoving hfs lips
against her face. 'She seems quite excited.’

'‘But won't she be nervous, Rick?' She has depemdgau such a lot and
has this fear of being— attacked.’



'Renaldo is sending the company helicopter to perkup, and it seems they
employ really tough professionals to guard thearsst Rick held Donna's
eyes with his own and there was a deep down, \axtgia smile in them. 'l
think seeing us together acted as a kind of relmaseera—Ilet's say a little
punch over the heart that made her realise thatam@and must make it on
her own. She knows | love you and that | must jouwt first—yes, my heart.
Sera is my very dear sister, but you are my soul.'

'Oh, Rick--' Donna was lost for words and couldydkiks his throat in the
opening of his shirt and love every bone and siaelim, now and into the
limitless future.

'l shall make arrangements for us to be marriedkdyiiand quietly by the
local priest, and we shall attend Assunta's weddsgan and wife. Would
you like that?'

'With all my heart, Rick.'

'My Saxon girl." He stroked loving fingers throulgér fair hair. 'This time,
thank God, we escaped being torn apart.'

Donna smiled as his lips closed upon hers, andrrveoeld she forget that
night in Rome, where she had met and loved her S8aikan with the ring

of revenge in his ear. She touched the golden witiy her fingertip, and
though she knew that Rick would never be totally of his terrible

memories she would ensure that his future wasifikéh love.



