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Marrying in haste!

No sooner had Sophia Charlton discovered she waslédbhcendant of an
Italian count and heiress to a fortune than shewlasked away to Venice
by the sultry Prince Rozzano di Barsini--having ssmted to be his bride!
Dazed by the strength of his desire, she'd alseeagto a lavish wedding in
just four weeks' time!

Once she could catch her breath, however, Sophganbéo question
Rozzano's impatience. Rumor had it that he urgeregded an heir. Was
she to become his beloved wife--or just a meamsaking babies?



CHAPTER ONE

FrRom the shadows of the musicians' gallery, Rozzanocheat his
sister-in-law's birthday celebrations and foughbsing battle against the
inevitable. He jushadto marry. It was an appalling idea—but he couldn't
face the alternative. A vicious claw of pain dragjge his stomach.

In the beautiful eighteenth-century ballroom belowgh-maintenance
mistresses were performing prettily for their wedleled lovers and dazzling
beauties purred in the arms of elderly tycoonsegd\guests were roaming
around and slyly fingering the antiques in an afteto price them.

His chest inflated with a tight, angry breath. Tdhegerehis possessions, his
palace—and these people were defiling them. Heisledghe crowd his
brother ran around with. Tawdry, the lot of them.

And in the midst of the excited, empty chatterljisg, cheating, work-shy
brother swaggered like a peacock, flaunting himaetf the wealth of the
Barsinis while the birthday girl bitched in a corraad her spoilt children
screamed and squabbled and stuffed themselveexptnsive delicacies.

Prince Rozzano Alessandro di Barsini allowed hifned rare luxury of a
malevolent scowl. He had a reputation for being fefect, urbane
gentleman. It would astonish people if they couldresee him otherwise.
But Barsini emotions were not for public display.

'Have emotions if you must!" his father had saisbna memorable occasion.
'‘But have the decency to keep them to yourself!

So all the consuming hatred and fury he felt ferdelations had been kept
totally private—but, hell, was it good to let thask slip for a few moments!

Tonight, being polite to everyone for the last hbad tested his patience to
breaking point and he was finding it harder andiato restrain himself in
the face of his brother's excesses. As a chiltigdespent painful long hours
in isolation, forcing his volcanic passions intee threquired strait-jacket
shaped by his exacting father. After thirty-fouaye of self-discipline, he
had learned his lesson well.



He'd coped by diverting his explosive energiesigh-hdanger, high-energy
sports that demanded that he push himself tortie But increasingly there
were times when Enrico went too far and Rozzarmisrol was sorely tried.

Contempt tore at his sensual mouth. He found lothbr repulsive, vulgar
and immoral. Even now, Enrico was caressing a wérlaack. She was
married, with two children—one of the many mistess&nrico supported.
An impotent fury surged through him like a burniagd that his brother
should flaunt the woman in the famihalazzo!

He thought of the day Enrico had been born and thevtiny, black-haired

scrap of humanity had melted his heart. Enricodesined like a miracle to
him. But he'd been four years old then, and unavlaaé the innocent

gurgling baby would systematically poison the lieégveryone he came in
contact with—just for the sheer hell of it.

Rozzano went pale. The poison was in him too.iévgrd him to feel such
extreme anger and revulsion for someone of his blwad—but he could
never forgive Enrico for what he'd done. Not ever.

He set his jaw in determination, knowing he hadimaice but to take drastic
action. Otherwise he didn't know what the devilwaes going to do about
Enrico— how to curb him, help him, and ensure lierai more damage to
the unwary.

Only yesterday he'd tried to talk some sense iimto Enrico had laughed
and said that life was for living and who but alfa@nted to work in an
office all day? He fumed at the memory. Did histbes imagine that a
publishing empire ran itself?

Turning away in rage when some drunken guestsdealland knocked over
a valuable medieval candle-stand, Rozzano hardeisduobart.

As the elder son of one of the most ancient andengbnetian families, he
had a duty to protect the honour— and the survialthe Barsini name.
Enrico and his loathsome brats must not take theiti the event of his
death.



He needed an heir. There was no escape then. Heohfwdd a wife.
Rozzano drew in a harsh breath, shaken by thatfiraflthe decision he'd
made.

Slowly his fingers curled, shaping his finely shagends into belligerent
fists. He swallowed back the bile that had risemitothroat and groaned.
What he did for this family!

Turbulent emotions battled for his heart and miké'd vowed not to
become involved with a woman ever again. Four ygaree months and
four days ago, to be precise. He knew that momfdmsavife's death almost
to the hour! His even white teeth savaged his ldipeas he struggled for
self-control.

A searing black venom blazed in his eyes as bésemtment fuelled his
loathing. Because of the part Enrico had playddsmwife's death, he would
have to throw himself on the marriage market agkie'd be forced to
choose a woman he didn't love—couldn't love—and haVve to play the
doting husband for the rest of his life. What ateeoe!

Grim-faced, he thought of the women he knew, thesomho adored him,
the many who flirted and were more than willing.'dHgive none of them
house room.

'Damn you, Enrico!" he ground out through his teédappiness would
continue to evade him. He had everything—and henlagiting. Except the
fatherly affection of an old man.

He groaned. D'Antiga! He'd almost forgotten!

The church clock chimed and he checked his Cantach with a sharp
exclamation. First things first. He must leave.

Somewhere in southern England, a solicitor waitéd mews of D'Antiga's
fortunes—and this alone had intrigued him enougldraw him half-way
across Europe. Maybe they'd found D'Antiga'’s ruryaglaughter! If so, he
would not be obliged to run the D'Antiga estateglanger, on behalf of his
late father's friend.



His expression became smooth and implacable ag&massionate anger
was ruthlessly suppressed. Thoughtfully, Rozzangaibeo descend the
gilded stairway. Maybe-he could take back the remisthe Barsini
publishing house from his brother and get it rugrsmoothly again!

Exhilarated at the prospect, he headed for thervwgéte. A nod of his head
brought the waiting servants to life, one hurrytoglert his boatman, one
passing him his long wool coat, briefcase and glove

As always, others smoothed his path for the wholhe tedious journey.
When he left hipalazzahe travelled by motor launch to Venice's airport f
the flight to London. After a night in his suite #te Dorchester, a
chauffeured car took him to the private plane, Wwhionveyed him to an
airport on the south coast of England. From therevas driven to a small
village in Dorset called Barley Magma.

Il Principe Rozzano Alessandro di Barsini steppedhfhis hire car looking
as immaculate and composed as if he'd just wokdrdeessed ten minutes
earlier.

But even before breakfast he'd dealt with yet agrotirisis of Enrico's

making, spoken at length to his broker and takerersé calls from his

publishing outlets around the world. In the cadlt#alt with urgent papers,
switching his mind with alacrity from his own affaito those of D'Antiga’s
perfumeries.

"Yup, that's it," encouraged the hire driver wherhksitated.

They'd stopped outside a tiny grocer's shop ortiaeof a terrace of houses
whose golden stone was glowing softly in the Septmsunshine. A
perplexed frown fleetingly dared to spoil the snim&ss of Rozzano's high,
broad forehead and irritation tightened his jawfoél's errand, then. A
mistake. He felt the disappointment keenly.

Abruptly he turned back to the car. 'l have no bess with a grocer.’



'‘Nah! The solicitor rents rooms above,' the dritedd him cheerfully. He
knew wealth when he saw it and anticipated a fat '‘Door round the
corner.’

Still doubtful, Rozzano nevertheless thanked hiritgdg. This didn't look
hopeful. ‘Come back for me, if you please. Sayhaur?'

He thought he'd be out before that, but he cowlchgs sit beneath the large
oak tree and work on his papers. Quickly he sttodiae open door at the
side of the building. His face showed no hint f thioughts, which were
that there was surely a mix-up.

How, he wondered, as his hand-stitched leathersstiod each uncarpeted
step upwards, could a small-time solicitor in aatursackwater have any
connection with the Venetian aristocracy? Let alenlve a thirty-three-
year-old mystery!

His hopes fading, he entered the poorly appointicko A young woman at
a desk seemed to be trying to type and gossip @n téhephone
simultaneously. Without looking up she covered theuthpiece and
snapped a scratchy, 'Yes?'

His dark eyes narrowed but his tone remained @wdl very—perhaps
ominously—quiet as he approached her desk.

'‘Good morning. | have an appointment. Rozzano Bassi

'Oh! The prince!" The woman dropped the phone octkhblushed scarlet
and knocked over a pile of files and a mug of aafieausing Rozzano to
step back quickly before his sharply tailored jdakas ruined. 'Blast! Oh,
I'm sorry, Your—um—Highness!" In confusion, sheedrito mop up the
mess, apologise and stare in awe, all at the same t

He handed over his soft linen handkerchief, hopimgy that she wouldn't
curtsey. Her knees looked alarmingly poised toalo s

'Please calm yourself," he said, wearied with ffecehis name invariably
produced.



He was an unwilling celebrity. Since his wife's thedhe media had been
obsessed with his life, reporting every minor detaind the partying

extravagances of his brother. Rozzano controlledutilye to say bitingly

that column inches in a. newspaper didn't make sama god.

Til wait till you're ready to announce me,' he sa&tead, his voice stiff with
restraint.

The secretary cleared up, then flapped and fludtéer way to an inner
office from where he could hear an excited conwesaleveloping.

Suppressing a sigh, Rozzano cast a doubtful eyeeorather tired-looking
sofa and, easing the knife creases of his dark traugers, made himself as
comfortable as possible on a rickety wooden chalishing he hadn't
wasted his valuable time, he reached for his phimneake a few calls.

Only then did he notice the woman sitting by thedaw. 'Excuse me! |
thought | was alone. Good morning," he said pgiiteicking his mobile
phone back in its slimline holster at his waist.

She acknowledged him with a smile that softened duaty grey eyes.
'Morning,' she replied easily.

Her voice was so low and lyrical and warmly welcogithat it.
immediately had the effect of soothing his irribati

She must have been aware of who he was, becaussethetary had
screeched it to the Four Winds, but she seemedeeland apparently
unimpressed. It was a pleasant change. He lookayg aut of habit, because
up to now he'd avoided possible entanglementswatimen like the plague,
but her reaction had been so surprising that he bava second glance.

An amused smile lifted the corners of his mouth anttened his stern
features. He'd been forgotten—or dis-missed! It suash a novelty that he
found himself both intrigued and enchanted.

She was looking out onto the street, her blisstpression suggesting she
was dreaming of something delightful. With some regg Rozzano



remembered his manners and turned away again,dbdtefore he'd been
deeply struck by the gentle repose of her facebaaly.

Unlike the fashionably tiny and bean-thin young veonhe knew, she was
quite tall, large-boned and curvaceous—a kind ahély earth-mother
type. And yet...

Pretending to flick through an ancient bridal magezhe tried to work out
what was puzzling him. Her clothes, maybe? He@metl an impression of
an ill-fitting gentian-blue polyester dress thaggad at the hem, and a
caramel brown cardigan of an uncertain age ane.sky¢ hadn't missed
those incredible legs, though—Ilong, slender and,danned to a gleaming,
smooth gold and with ankles so shapely that hedcpldasurably imagine
his hands curving around them. Yet she wore oldhitmed and poorly
made shoes—although, he conceded, they'd beenpolehed. And her
rich toffee-coloured hair had been dragged back fher face into a tight,
thick plait as if she disapproved of frivolity.

Nothing there, then, other than those legs, to nila&eheart beat faster. In
that case, what had caught his attention, whatseastterly fascinating?
Riveted, he put his mind to the conundrum.

Allora. He had it! Excitement glittered in the depths f $hadowed dark
eyes. Incongruously, an air of refinement pervated whole body. It
revealed itself in her perfect posture—the ramnodight back, the graceful
carriage of her head with its delicate, almostifesigatures, and the demure
arrangement of those staggeringly beautiful legs.

Interesting. Perhaps he'd strike up a conversahenthought with idle
curiosity...

'Mr Luscombe's ready for you now, Your Highnesgie tsecretary
announced loudly, too loudly, her eyes shining \eititement.

‘Thank you.'

Astonished that he felt annoyed because he haglert able to speak to the
blissfully unaware Madonna, Rozzano brought hisregt under control,



rose and strolled at his usual leisurely pace lintscombe's office. As the
elderly solicitor greeted him, he heard the secyet@dd sneeringly,
dismissively, 'Oh, and you're to come in too, Midgarlton.’

He swivelled on his heel, startled. The sereneardnreg Madonna had
indeed followed him in! What the hell had she to with the D'Antiga
millions?

'Would you like coffee, Your Highness?' suggestied secretary, in a
sickeningly unctuous voice.

He shot her a hard look. 'In my country,' he saiftlys pained that he felt
driven to make the rebuke, 'women lake priorityranen.’

'Yes, Jean, bring coffee for everyone!" The sdalitstglare at his secretary
said it all.

And then Luscombe turned his attention to the $ecaproman behind
Rozzano. As the solicitor drew her forward and weled her, the anger in
his face melted away and he was all smiles.

So was Rozzano, though he wasn't sure why. Sniiladn't been in his
repertoire of expressions for a long time, but whetooked at the Madonna
it just happened. While she solemnly shook thecgotis hand, he reflected
that her very presence seemed to have a balmyt efidus seething brain.

As Frank Luscombe completed the introductions, Boaztook Sophia
Charlton's slender and graceful hand and, on #ytatacharacteristic and
flamboyant impulse, bent low to kiss it.

He looked and smelled gorgeous, she thought, gtainthe top of his
smooth, dark head and still trying to recall whehe'd heard his name
before. Since he was a prince, she supposed teahskt have read about
him attending some jet-set party or a film premiétew glamorous!

And then his eyes lifted to hers—warm, inky-blacidanagnetic. Sophia
was startled. This was no playboy. He had deptklligence.



A glow relaxed all her muscles, the same inner gitve'd felt when he'd
first walked into the waiting room and she'd heigldrich, chocolate-syrup
voice and its intriguing accent.

His arrival had prompted her to dream of meeliagprince one day, falling
in love and having his children. Even if that '@ehturned out to be a
farmhand or an estate agent, he'd be a prinberto

And they'd have children. Four would be perfecpl8a sighed. She longed
for a baby. The desire had grown more urgent adiodvgical clock had

begun to tick away. Although she'd always made khbst of whatever

situation she was in, a family would make her diéenplete.

Humour and common sense dragged her back to re@lity here in this
quiet country setting, white horses bearing spaeehélor princes,
farmhands or estate agents were thin on the grdespkcially ones who'd
fall madly in love with a thirty-two-year-old spites in a terminally ill

brown cardy!

Amused, she imagined Prince Rozzano leaning doovn fris white stallion
and hooking her up to sit in front of him. He'd uttbn her demure cardigan
and fling it away in a fit of unbridled passion.

She stifled a giggle and paid attention, her facemmnbre as she could make
it.
'So please, take a seat. And | must apologisedan,JFrank was saying.

'She's a temp. My own secretary is on maternitydea

'How lovely!" she said, suppressing her envy. Batsure it's been difficult
for you,' Sophia sympathised.

She sat down and tried to make her too shortasiirer a bit more thigh. The
prince had already given her legs a couple of glantinfortunately she
couldn't tell if he'd disapproved or enjoyed thperence.

The secretary knocked on the door and placed aotrdkie solicitor's desk,
her hands clumsily knocking against the phone aslghso. Simpering, she



handed the prince a cup, looked disappointed wieecoblly declined her
further services via milk and sugar and stalkedimatsulk, leaving Sophia
and Frank to reach for their own less than pristimgs.

Frank sighed. 'l give up!

Sophia's eyes were laughing at his mock desplayoulre stuck any time in
the future, | could always pop in and give you adyashe offered. 'l used to
do Father's typing and accounts for him.'

Frank looked bemused. 'l thought you ran a dayanyisefore you stopped
working to care for him?'

Her face grew soft with the happy memories of thdees. 'l did. | adored it,
too,' she admitted. 'But | helped Father in my sgane. Frankly, I'd do
anything now— so long as it doesn't involve nightdaylight robbery,
pushing drugs or—' She stopped, realising she'dblgdbon without her
usual sense of caution. This definitely wasn't ghlace to mention
prostitution!

'Or?' prompted the prince.

'‘Anything illegal." She made the words as prim esspble.

‘Ah.’

From the look in his eyes, it was plain that hevkrexactly what she'd
meant! Demurely she continued. 'Apart from the atduy work | do at the
school, I've been out of work since Father diellé §rimaced. "You know
what it's like finding a job here, Frank. If | liden a town it would be easier,

but | can't afford to move.'

A low laugh escaped when she remembered her leshpgtt at finding
employment.

'Share it, please, Miss Charlton," murmured theagayi the expression in his
eyes veiled by his impossibly long lashes.



Both men seemed interested, so she gave a shruglardd. 'l was
desperate for any kind of work," she told them oly, 'so last week |
applied for a job as a bin marperson’ she corrected, remembering to be
politically correct.

'Bin... person?’

The prince's English was amazing, but obviouslgtacrats didn't know
about such things. Solemnly she explained. 'Refaector.’

The prince's only response was a millimetre lifhisf eyebrows. Not a man
to wear his humour on his sleeve, then. She wasdéiy a wicked desire to
shock him, or to force a smile to crack that conpes

Frank was more forthcoming. 'And?' he queried,rgng.

'‘Looking around at the competition, | thought | lragood chance,’ she said,
keeping her expression deadpan.

Then in came a guy with a shaven head, tattoosaares$t, bursting at the
seams with Herculean muscles. | knew all was (Bsten an hour or two |
could manage the first three of those, but notdakg’

Frank laughed. She thought the prince was smiliig,she kept her eyes
firmly ahead. For some reason he was making héetig. What could he
possibly have to do with her?

'l think," Frank observed, still chuckling, 'yowsthon have better things to do
than to collect other people's rubbish.'

The prince leaned forward a fraction. Sophia tebdierself to a quick
glance. From the slight lift of his shoulders sleeluced that he was tense,
even though no such emotion showed on the perfeofibis smooth, olive-
skinned face.

But as a vicar's daughter she'd had practice idimgasmall gestures.
Perception came with the job. How else did you kmdven a widower was
being brave but really wanted to talk and weep dwerbereavement? Or



that the jar of home-made jam, which one of thésparners had brought in,
was only an excuse for needing a heart- to-heastutatheir wayward
daughter?

Her wandering mind suddenly snapped back, to famusthe present
situation. And suddenly she was tense too, wondgehow an Italian
nobleman fitted in with Frank's mysterious phonk e#ich had promised
she would hear something to her advantage.

'Like...the offer of a job as a nursery nurse?'tsdek asked hopefully.
'Much better," was all Frank would say at the time.

But that was what she wanted—to return to the casbe'd adored,
surrounded by children, loving them, mothering them

‘Sophia?’

Her hand went to her mouth in dismay and then stve @ small laugh of
apology, used to missing conversations when sheated into her inner
fantasy world.

'Sorry! I'm a terrible drifter!" she said amiably.

‘Thinking of Hercules and his vest?' suggestegthee.

Her eyes twinkled. Beneath that cool exterior ldrke decent sense of
humour! She felt irrationally pleased.

'l was thinking of children," she told him, with aonscious tenderness. 'l
wish | could find work with them.’

Frank coughed meaningfully but his eyes were sgiéih her in a kindly
way. Reluctantly she pushed back the memorieseoblissful times she'd
spent with the kiddies in her care.

‘Yes, I'm listening!" She sat very calmly, her hendher lap. 'Go ahead.'



The solicitor fussily squared the sheaf of paparfont of him. 'Let me
see...Where to start?'

She sensed that the prince had become unnatutilllydsr glance flicked
across to him again. He had a strong and hardl@refhich suggested a
ruthless determination.

In her judgement, he was ruthless with himself, fwe line of his hair at

the nape of his neck was unnaturally neat, hisacttlo dazzling, the set of
his tie so exact that it might have been glued liace after careful

positioning with the aid of a set square and ruler.

Then she spotted that a small, wayward curl wagifilg around his ear in
defiance of his attempted perfection. She felt aked pleasure at its
mutiny. This man was so immaculately turned out,nfight have been
carved in marble—clothes and all!

He looked at her then. To her delight his moutheni into a broad smile
in response to hers. She was totally disarmed, las was awarding her a
rare privilege.

She felt an almost irrepressible urge to touslehas. . It would look
marvellous streaming back from his face in the wiSbe could see him
now, on nearby Barley Hill, the sun highlightingathincredible bone
structure.

'‘Are you as impatient as | to know what strangekqgoi fate should bring us
together in this office?' he asked her.

His mellow, cultured voice slid deliciously throubfr. She wallowed in the
sensation while pretending to be considering hmark. It was a rarity
having a prince turn her insides to treacle andmbant to enjoy every
melting second.

‘Not impatient. I'm sure Frank will tell us in hisvn good time," she said
good-naturedly. Anyone who'd sat through vicarages twith long-winded
parishioners knew the meaning of patience. 'Bibés seem extraordinary!



'My thoughts entirely.'

More than extraordinary, she decided. Improbabléeyl were from
different planets. His clothes certainly were. THiggd his superb body so
well that they must have been made for him. The tiea of his broad
shoulders was a work of art in itself. More setags and rulers, she
supposed.

His carefully groomed hair and manicured nails gsggd a man who had
time to spend on himself—or he paid others to ke of his appearance
for him. All that and a title too. Other than chalkd cheese, how different
could you get?

Sophia leant towards him and whispered on impulgenk Frank's got his
files mixed up, to be honest.’

He smiled, his eyes softening in a way that m&debireath catch in her
throat. 'That had crossed my mind.’

'Won't be long," Frank muttered, preoccupied withgapers. 'Just looking
for something...'

He looked excited. Sophia frowned: When ever dilicsors lose their
cool? Frank's tension communicated itself to het arsudden attack of
nerves made her fill the painful silence and btwt to the prince, 'Do you
think | might be your long-lost sister?"

His eyes flickered over her from head to toe ahdat followed his leisurely
appraisal, coursing down her body as if a blazanght had blasted it.

'l think that's unlikely, don't you?' he murmursthring at her ankles as if
they alone proved she had no aristocratic bonksiiody.

'It was a joke,' she mumbled, disconcerted by wizet happening to her.

The dark chocolate eyes lifted to hers languidilknow.'



He stared harder, frowning, examining in detailfaee and mouth. Then he
drew in a harsh breath and jerked himself to thgeedf his seat as if
something amazing had suddenly occurred to him.

'Mr Luscombe!" he shot out abruptly, all princelyacm vanishing with a
startling suddenness. 'You told me on the telephtbaé you had news
concerning my father's friend D'Antiga. Are we tatkabout his daughter?’

'In a way,' said Frank, flustered. 'But—'
'She's dead, | presume.’

Frank frowned, obviously taken aback by the prmsatddenly curt manner.
"You've guessed right, but if | may—'

'Was there a child?'

Frank shifted uncomfortably and looked as if hegkrb put on the spot.
'Please, let me break this as gently as | can—'

'‘Break what?' Sophia cried in sudden alarm. 'Whyaiohave to be gentle?
And what's the connection between Prince Rozzadona' she insisted,
beginning to panic.

As she spoke, she remembered where she'd heandhis before. Some
time ago, there had been a picture of him on thetfpage of every tabloid
in the newsagent's. It had been an image of uttef. ¢dis harrowed face
had roused pity in her, she recalled.

The memory of that photo haunted her but the reasorained elusive.
What had it been? And did it have any bearing oy dwas here?

'Sophia, my dear.’

'Yes? Oh. Sorry.' Her wavering attention was cabgthe solicitor's kindly
tones. That increased her anxiety. He was aboueltoher something
unnerving. 'What is it? What's wrong?' she askedst, face pale with
apprehension.



'It's now eleven months since your father died.’
'Yes, Frank, | know—'

'For the prince's benefit, | need to say this.nkrturned to the prince to
explain further. 'He suffered from multiple sclasosSophia was his
full-time carer for the last six years.'

The prince looked grave, his eyes remaining onfoerseveral seconds as if
he found the information interesting. 'That's egldéime.’

She looked from Frank to Rozzano, afraid of thesaador their concern.
'Please get on with it!" she begged, her lips diy stiff.

Frank sat back in his chair with a smug expressinmobate of your father's
will is now complete, Sophia,’ he said, exciteménéading through every
word. 'lt was unusually complicated.' Frank cleanexithroat. 'Sophia...he
kept a secret. Your mother's secret. She made limige never to reveal it
to-you. Being a man of integrity, he kept his wdsdt just before his death
he asked me to put you in the picture when | judbatlyou were ready. He
thought you should know the secret because he lpae@nd wanted you to
be given the chance to—

The prince made her jump by exclaiming sharplytafidn. As if unable to

contain himself, he sprang to his feet and beggmate up and down, his
beautifully cut jacket flaring open to reveal a eaold silk waistcoat

hugging his lithe figure.

Totally unnerved by Rozzano's reaction, Sophiaeirback to Frank in
desperation.

‘The chance to what?' she asked plaintively, digtday the small, betraying
shake in every word.

Rozzano spun around, an undercurrent of excitesplting into his voice
and sparking his dark eyes so that they flashddabtly. 'Can't you see
she's desperate to know, beneath that very Engl&haint?' he said in fast,



harsh tones. 'l know who she is. She's Violettalgtiter, isn't she? Violetta
D'Antiga!"

'Spot on!' cried Frank, as pleased as punch.

Sophia's apprehension evaporated in a flash. Theeg Wwoth way off the
mark! She relaxed back in her seat in relief.

'Well! You got my nerves hopping for nothing! Mottsename was Violet
Charlton!" She realised that Frank must be so ove®d, he was losing his
grip! 'You definitely need a good secretary, Frataksort your files," she
chided. 'l knew there was a mix-up!

And then, to her amazement, the prince was kneealifger feet, his hands
taking hers. Their eyes met, hers huge and uncdrapding, his fierce and
bright.

She found herself trembling at his nearness. Battwasn't surprising. He
was a dish. An immensely compelling man. Any worabwe would have
wilted after glimpsing the raw, driving energy tihet kept locked up behind
that urbane exterior.

It was scary. And she found it shockingly excitinga disturbing, sexual
way. That, she thought wryly, was the trouble withng a cloistered,
sheltered existence. You didn't often come acrosa pozing effortless
sexual desire in villages boasting one post officd a duck pond.

‘There's no mistake. We are linked,' he said simply

Linked. For a brief moment, Sophia's breath seetodthve left her body.
Electricity seemed to be surging between themtaere was, indeed, a vital
connection. And then she grinned shakily because wds so
unbelievable—both the connection and the two-waygtekity!

What a fool she was! Vicar's daughter meets Sekégs. She was bound to
be overwhelmed! She chuckled.

'Of course,’ she agreed. 'An Italian prince in hiadoe Armani—'



‘Gianfranco Ferre,' he corrected her in surpriseif any fool could have
identified the style of his elegant suit.

'OK, Ferre—how am | to know?' she said mildly. *y&way, you're telling
me that a prince, and an impoverished vicar's daugh hand-me-downs
are linked?'she finished in mock astonishment, her eyes aliite inner
laughter.

‘A vicar,' he mused, his black-lashed gaze takirgyery feature of her face.
‘That explains a good deal.’

'Well, explain it to me!' she suggested, quicklpoealing a small tremor of
her lower lip.

Her face was tingling where his breath had whispa@oss it. It felt as if
he'd caressed it with his hand...or his mouth.dyes became soft and filmy
with the lingering sensation.

Again that dazzling, blinding smile. Again the tigass in her chest.
'‘Another time," he said with great gentleness.ié3el me, our lives are

connected. That's why we are both here. Brace gtiu a shock. It is
good news—something life-changing.'



CHAPTER TWO

SoPHIA gulped and sat back in her seat, her mind reeihg.didn't want her
life changed. Not drastically, anyway. A job, a ntarlove and even one
child instead of four would do very nicely.

Rozzano's grasp on her hands reassured her. Shikfeel his strength
pouring into her body. Searching the two men'sdasbe saw compassion
and joy in their expressions. It wouldn't be anythbad, she decided, or
they'd be offering her brandy and sympathy and ipgsemelling salts
under her nose.

'I'm braced,’ she said with resignation. 'So tel'nihe solicitor gestured for
Rozzano to continue. The prince studied her witkelkattention as if he was
reading every line of her face. But his expressenained inscrutable. She
realised this was a shrewd man, who saw much amcled little.

"Your mother died when you were...?"

"Two." Was this relevant? she wondered. But he sddmbe waiting for her
to continue, so she decided to humour him. 'Shewedising in the village
with me in my buggy when a lorry got out of contaoid...’

She drew her brows together sharply, the slatyhdepit her eyes reflecting

her emotions. Her father had been inconsolable. i@hgembered his

endless sobbing which had filled the house for didngshushed parishioners
who'd cared for her and her own confusion wherrétder kept holding her

too tightly, making her cry too.

Poor Father,' she said gently. 'He loved her schrhuc

There was a silence in the room. She was glacdRbatano didn't offer any
platitudes or sympathy for people he'd never known.

The warmth of his strong hands seemed to increasehia felt her gaze
drawn back to his. 'Tell me about her.’



'l don't remember much,’ she confessed. 'l just laavoverall impression of
hugs and kisses and laughter... Oh, she always svoederful;, she had
these fabulous bottles of perfume—' She stopperkcover her normal
speaking voice.

'‘Ah. Perfume.' Rozzano's brilliant eyes seemedetchéving a hypnotic
effect on her.

Sophia drew herself upright, banishing the stréegéng that her body ran
with a warm and heavy fluid. Ludicrous. There wedgedinitely bones in
there somewhere.

‘There are several photos of her in the house ofseg she finished
abruptly.

'Would you describe her for me?' the prince askéilys

She hoped they'd get to the point soon. Her nemare shredding with
every second.

‘Tall, slender, long, silky raven hair, merry ey&ad very, very beautiful in
a kind of delicate, ethereal way,' she replied gx@ression growing wistful.

If-only she'd known her mother! She'd lain awake Hours some nights,
imagining what it must be like to be one of theeuthirls in the village,
borrowing their mother's make-up, going on shoppiipg to town together,
coming home from school to the smell of freshlydxhkakes...

'Sophia?' prompted the prince. 'Drifting again?'

She nodded and gave him an apologetic look buidrétdeem to mind. 'l
was indulging in wishful thinking. She sounded adhbe. Father talked
about her a lot. It seemed,’ she mused, 'thatlhshe'd needed protecting,
that she was fragile and vulnerable. Look, | hapecture of her in my bag.'

Rozzano released her hands and she fumbled fatadpeared and faded
snapshot, which had been lovingly examined a thuligames over the
years. He took it, nodded and passed it to Frank.



'Violetta D'Antiga, without any shadow of doubtdZano raised an elegant
hand to stop the denial on her lips. 'I've seeraiatimg of her, Sophia.
There's no doubt. D'Antiga was her name beforenshweied.' He paused.
"Your mother originally came from Venice.'

Sophia stared wide-eyed with amazement, her heaming as she took
this in. So this was the mystery! "Truly?' she dsteakily.

‘Truly," came Frank's confirmation. "There's anpiaof | can show you.'

For a while she sat there, trying to absorb theshg@srsuaded only by the
certainty in Frank's voice. 'l had...no idea,’ sael weakly.

She stared at the prince, who seemed delighted,shadfound herself
hesitantly smiling too. Then he rose and wentaadty the window. It was
as if he knew she needed time to take in whatszedl

'I'm half-Italian,' she said into the silence.

She heard the clink of cups as the men busied #leesswith their coffee.
Half-1talian. Images from films and travel prograescame into her head.
Sunshine, coffee at little tables in exquisite sgsdeneath striped awnings,
excitable chatter, hands gesticulating theatricalRich red wine, loving
families and passionate j emotions.

Yes. Yes! Slowly several things began to click iptace and as she chewed
the news over she began to understand what madekat last.

It had seemed that her emotions had always bemidatwith her loving, but
almost Victorian, upbringing. It had been so veaydhfor her to please her
beloved father andotto dance along the street for joy, not to fling &iens
around people and touch them so much, not to gdsticwildly or laugh
and sing and shout with glee whenever she feltyhapd glad to be alive...

But this exuberance had been part of her naturgelghted grin widened
her generous mouth.



'Venice!" she said softly. A deep happiness shonéear eyes and she
couldn't keep the joy from showing in every line ledr animated face.
'Venice!' she whispered with fervent rapture, timigkof the blue lagoon, the
islands, the wonderful medieval city built on water

You're... pleased?'

Rozzano was leaning casually against the windowvmili the tautness of his
folded arms and the rigidity of his shoulders @ldifferent story. So did the
deep throb of his voice. It seemed that her ansvasrimportant to him and
she found this utterly fascinating.

There was more to come; she knew it. Things theynh#old her yet. She
soberly masked her nervous excitement, forced heds to relax and
replied quite calmJy.

'I'm thrilled,' she said in all truth.
"What do you know about Venice?"

Sophia's eyes instantly reflected her dreams. Tlwasea book of the city at
home with wonderful photographs... She gave allglgh, realising now
why her father had shown it to her with such care.

'Father stayed there as a young man when he viaisityéor the church and
researching St Mark, for his thesis.' Her face berareathed in smiles. 'l
suppose that's where he met Mother!" she declamdrentally, imagining

the two of them being serenaded in a gondola anigind, floating silently

along the dark canals...

'‘Sophia? Come back to us?'

The prince's soft and humour-laden murmur broughblack to the present
with a jolt. 'l was thinking what a romantic citymust be for lovers,' she
explained a little bashfully, adoring the thouglither parents in such a
setting. How wonderful it must have been!

'You know it? You've been there?' he asked witbrat.



'Oh, no! But Father talked about it and | feel blnit. We'd look at a travel
book of the city together and he'd tell me abowt ghlazzos St Mark's
Square, the churches crammed full of paintingsdoydus artists... | feel |
know it. | have the map of the island in my heaowhhe Grand Canal
curves like a backward 'S’ bend, where the Rialiddg® is.. And it's so
beautiful. To me, Venice looks as if it's the backdin a medieval fairy
tale.’

'It was, once. And | agree. It's the most beautiiyl in the world," Rozzano
murmured. 'Venetians feel sorry for anyone not ibene!

'‘Now what tells me that you're Venetian yoursedfi& asked drily. His eyes
twinkled at her. Fascinated to learn about her erhbirthplace, she added,
'Have your family lived there long?"

'‘About seven hundred years,' he replied withoutranyof arrogance.

‘Seven./' Open-mouthed in amazement, she gave up ttgimgagine what
it must be like to trace your ancestors so far kauk decided to tease him.
'‘Dear, dear.And still stuck in Venice!" she chidétbt the kind of people to
go off and colonise the world, then!

He threw back his head and laughed in delight leebmming forward to
take her hands in his. Extraordinary! He kept tonglner. Why?

Staring into her startled eyes, he kissed the fsxgéboth hands. "When you
find a jewel, you don't swap it for paste.'

She lowered her lashes, frowning. The touch ofipsshad been warm and
soft and she'd wished... Ashamed by her waywardiséssdid her best to
keep her fingers limp and unresponsive beneatlamissearched for the
threads of the conversation, bending her mind tongethe loose ends tied

up.

'l still don't understand why you're here," shedsauddenly crisp and
efficient. 'And why didn't Father tell me who my ther was? Being Italian
isn't a crime. It doesn't make sense.’



The hands holding hers tightened a fraction. 'Igim@ he was protecting
her.'

Sophia stiffened at the gravity in Rozzano's voftiee'd been right. There
was more. Something she wouldn't like. 'Why?' gieed, feeling the fear
clutch at her heart and squeeze it hard.

He was watching her like a hawk. 'She had run a@way.
Her eyes widened in shock. 'From what?'
'Marriage.’

Absently his thumbs stroked her long fingers anel lshd to work hard to
keep her breathing steady. 'Go on,' she mumbled.

‘There had been an understanding that she wouly m&mily friend when
she reached eighteen. She'd been virtually bettoiirece childhood. |
understand, however, that she was very indeperai@htemotional. For
most of her teenage years she fought against &eks/earriage.’

'So would I'' Sophia declared fervently, feelingpalbed at the family
pressure her beleaguered mother must have endured.

'Ye-e-s.'

A faint frown drew Rozzano's brows together asif temark was not to his
liking. Abruptly he dropped her hands and begasttoll around the room
again, picking up objects absently and putting tidemwn. Sophia and Frank
followed his every move and she realised just homidant the prince was,
how he had taken over the situation to make itatums pace, his discretion.

He was used to taking charge, to being obeyed. i&dphnd that both
attractive and challenging. Wryly she recogniseat g#the wanted him to
know that she wasn't to be ordered around, howmildrand compliant she
might seem to an outsider. She was her mothergghtleaxu If anyone pushed
her too far, she'd dig her heels in. And it wasetshe showed that she was
the equal of any prince.



'So she married my father for love and defied hatemalistic family. Quite
right, too. | admire her strength of will. No onleosild be pushed into an
arranged marriage against his or her wishes!

He gave a very Italian shrug of his tailored shetdd'A dynastic marriage
is not unusual in my experience. Often an aristscichild may grow up
with an understanding that he or she will marry sone from a suitable
family.'

She wrinkled her nose in disapproval and wondereduia Rozzano's
wife—because he'd surely be married. He wore aesigng on the third
finger of his left hand, one with diamond shouldersl entwined initials.
Would his marriage have been arranged?

She imagined the awkwardness of his wedding nigbig a bride he didn't
love. And she blushed when her thoughts took hehdu as she imagined
his broad shoulders and muscular torso naked...

‘Barbaric!" she declared with more force than sh@ended. But she felt
annoyed that her body was hot with shocking thaugltgold-skinned
nudity... She swallowed. She must stick to the pd®K. So what's your
connection with her?' she asked, trying to equlai® dristocrat and his
unnerving pedigree with her own ordinary family.

There was a long pause. Sophia thought she woelakthe habit of a
lifetime and scream. Her lips parted in breathfessic.

'For heaven's sake tell me!" she urged, her vdiogbbing with low and
intense passion.

Rozzano's liquid eyes seemed unnaturally interfteyg, as if he could see
the havoc in her mind.. "Your mother, Violetta, whe daughter of my
father's great friend Alberto D'Antiga. She wadé&omy father's bride. But
she jilted him.’

She wondered curiously if Rozzano felt insultedoehalf of his father. He
gave no hint of it. On the contrary, she thouglar, skin prickling with
sensation, he was leaning elegantly against Fraekk and looking her up



and down as if he was giving marks out of ten f@rg inch she possessed.
And the muscles in her body grew tense in respassghe battled to stop
herself melting into the chair.

He'd be used to that kind of response, she thocrgissly, and made sure
that he suspected nothing. With a scowl, she $aig,f'That doesn't explain
why you're here.’

The dark eyes became veiled and she wondered'd baen imagining his

appraisal. 'l look after Alberto D'Antiga's affairgVe have old family

connections and he is ill and alone in the woR@zzano said, a surprising
tenderness creeping into his voice. 'Your grandfath growing weaker

every day, Sophia. He will be delighted to knowhlas a granddaughter.’

'Hmm. This is the man who drove my mother away frilmi® home she
loved!" Sophia reminded him vigorously.

"You feel nothing for an old and sick man who iuuydlood relation?’
Rozzano's reproachful glance was putting her tmmgha

She heaved a sigh and came off her high horseo@se | do. What's past
is past. I'm sorry he's not well. And yes, I'd ltkecontact him. He's the only
family | have now."' Efficiently she whipped a perdssmall notebook from
her handbag. 'Can you let me have his address?’

‘Certainly. 1l Conte D'Antiga; that's D apostrophapital A...'

'l Conte..." She looked up to see if the princesvweasing her but he
appeared to be perfectly serious.

'His palazzas called Ca' D'Antiga,’ he drawled. Capital C—'

‘Just a minute!" Shock widened her smoke-dark eYescount? In a
palace” You're having me on, aren't you?' she said witaraous laugh.

'‘No. He is, as you say, a count.' He saw her desbehd added quietly,
‘There are manyalazziin Venice. A few hundred. And there are many
minor nobles. We still keep our titles, even aft@poleon abolished them.



Sophia, | would not lie about this. What would bg motive? Think about
it. Surely you don't imagine that D'Antiga wouldvedeen so anxious about
his daughter's marriage if he were a butcher ooralglier, or perhaps an
ice-cream seller?'

'I—I don't know!" she mumbled, unable to take inaivhe was saying. It
made horrible sense suddenly. 'l s-suppose,’ sbeskavly, leaping to a
conclusion that made sense to her and stumbling leefewords, 'he was
desperate. He'd lost his money and needed his taughmarry someone
rich to preserve—"'

'He's wealthy. Always has been.’

With her idea shot down in flames, she shook hadlsightly to clear the
confusion there. 'Then why did he insist on thiseeless marriage?'

"You have to be careful of fortune hunters,’' Robzsaid abruptly. 'If wealth
marries wealth, the partners are equal.’

Sophia let her horror show. 'No wonder Mother reraaif that's the way
you aristocrats think!" she said indignantly, mgtithe notebook firmly
away. 'Love is the only reason for marriage! Angthelse would make a
mockery of marriage vows taken before God! I'm grthat she valued love
more than money—"

'She could have had both." The prince smiled & Miryly at her raised
eyebrows and spoke slowly and with emphasis asaf@that her fuddled
brain was working at a snail's pace. '"Your mothas an heiress with a
fortune of her own.’

Silence. Stunned by his claim, she stared at hiowrfing. That couldn't be
right. They'd been horribly poor. They'd shiveradhe draughty vicarage
and worn extra jumpers and socks against the tfdlterehadbeen money,

it had long since gone.

She tried to speak, to tell them this, but the wanduldn't come.



Rozzano had moved closer and was now standinghere6he had to look
up to see his face, her eyes skittering nervousty bis superb body.

Was he deliberately dominating her? she wonderée &ntemplated

jumping up and doing a bit of striding around h#r&eit she knew that right

at this moment her legs would buckle. A weak, ruplgwo seemed to have
replaced her bones.

He pushed back his jacket and thrust his handsistpockets, drawing her
unwilling attention to his narrow waist and slinpgi She lowered her eyes.
He was speaking and his purring voice curled irgo \uith remorseless

insistence, distracting her even from the staggeciaim he'd made about
her mother.

He is unbelievably magnetic, she thought, terrifigtiat he'd
realise—rightly—that her shallow breathing wasnitirely due to his
revelations. Desperately she struggled to stopelfegesacting so stupidly to
Rozzano's high- octane sex appeal and to attemtidbhe was saying.

'‘But you'll find that your grandfather," he waditg) her smoothly, 'is a kind
and generous man. He would be very happy to sedak@uyour place in
Venetian society.'

She gave a short laugh, seeing herself paradinga irtiara and
ermine-trimmed robes, or whatever count's grandadaug wore. Probably
fluorescent Versace and a baseball cap nowadagsthsiught ruefully,
trying to make herself see the funny side.

Rozzano frowned faintly at her scathing expressYau're amused?'

'‘No. Yes. I'm sorry. But it's strazy!l apologise if my reaction has offended
you. It's just that | think you should check yoacts. Far from being an
heiress, my mother was impoverished.’

'How do you know?'

She gave him a pitying glance. '‘Because of the wayived. | know she
adored us. She would have shared her money witthess left it to Father.



But he and I lived from hand to mouth! He never haokan. Look at me!
Look at these clothes! They hardly shout "Heiresd#' they? They come
from the local nearly new shop!

She cast a realistic glance at herself. It wasnfprssing that he'd been
riveted by her appearance. Having compared hehdé@hoto of Violetta
D'Antiga, he would have begun to wonder how Vialetould have given
birth to such a poorly dressed shambles of a woman!

'‘All | know is that she didn't touch her trust furits still intact in a Venetian
bank,' Rozzano said relentlessly.

'‘But...why would she do that, deliberately makesklrpoor?' Sophia
demanded in disbelief.

'Pride and fear,’ answered Frank. 'Violetta's fathas—is—one of the
trustees. She would have had to ask him to relgmsenoney. From what
your father said, | gather she felt her happinesauldv have been
compromised by wealth—something she didn't wanisto | had the whole
story from your father; it's in this letter." Hellil it out to her.

'l can't believe that!" she cried vehemently, desigeto deny it all, afraid of
the doubts crowding her mind, afraid there mightsbene truth in this
preposterous story.

Suddenly she felt very scared, as if the groundbesh swept from under
her to leave a gaping hole beneath. And she wiasgahto it, like it or not.

Words spun around her mind. Italian. Venice. A d¢oulin heiress.

Obviously she'd fallen asleep by the window in kmnvaiting room and
this was a dream, prompted by thinking of the @in8he drove her top
teeth into her lower lip.

And knew she was awake.

Shaking, she clapped a hand to her forehead. tteluryet her cheek felt
clammy. A fever. Hallucinations, then.



'Please... ' she whispered, feeling hot and unbbaiizzy. 'l—I can't
breathe.’

Strong arms enfolded her, one slipping around reakbone tucking
beneath her knees. He'd done this before, she tthouggzily, and pouted,
irrationally resenting all the women he'd carriecbed. Her head swam as
she was raised in the air as if she weighed nothing

Nauseous, with the room seeming to whirl about $le, allowed herself to
be borne a short distance to an old sofa by thelavin where Rozzano
gently laid her.

Her eyes closed as she fought the swirling misdilher head. She mustn't
pass out. She had to focus her mind, deal withtlaid suggestion... And yet
Frank had been so certain. It couldn't be trueulccy?

A moan whispered through her pale lips. The evidemas overwhelming.

Why else had the prince come to England? The feete staring her in the
face. Frank -was convinced. So was the prince. eant... She groaned,
then shuddered when Rozzano whispered somethingrtand his fingers

lightly smoothed her furrowed brow.

'Water, please!' he called urgently.

Warm silk touched her chin. A jacket lining, sheugght hazily, as its
weight settled across her body. It smelled of arfragrance that was faint
and elusive but wonderfully enticing, like the malyperfumes her mother
had used. And she wanted to reach up her armsudintimpp down to her till
his cheek rested against hers and she could itthezde delicious scents.

Instead she kept her eyes tightly shut, giving déléthinking space. And
time to settle her wild and shocking urges. Sonmetlawful had happened
to her. The news had weakened her, torn her apaieé her defences open
to the first devastatingly handsome man who crobkseg@ath. And Rozzano
was more devastating and handsome than most.

'‘Goodness!" exclaimed the temp, tapping in on digery heels.



Sophia blessed the woman for ripping into her pasiacken thoughts.
Nevertheless, she remained still, listening to Keamuttered dismissal.
Cool water was being dabbed on her temples andswris

And then Rozzano's moistened finger brushed a fewest across her
trembling mouth. It was terribly, wonderfully seagd she didn't know how
she kept her eyes shut or stopped herself fronhicafhis fingertip between
her lips and tasting it, perhaps letting it wanogo the moistness of her
mouth...

At the contraction of her loins, Sophia moaned mgaware she needed to
release her deep and terrifying feelings. She wasstate of turmoil, and no
wonder- Desperately she gritted her teeth, appalteétie way her barriers
were tumbling.

His hand stroked hers rhythmically—she knew it wWas, recalled its
strength, the sinews, the dryness of his palmdfamduppleness of his long
fingers. And she realised that she could also Ireevaty line of his face, the
angles of his eyebrows, the way he stood, walked...

'Sophia, just relax," he murmured somewhere neagdre
Relax! Suppressing a sharp gasp when his cooltbfeathered over her
face, she went through every muscle of her bodg,lynone, in an attempt

to do as he said.

She opened her eyes and wished she hadn't. Heeaamd over her,
kiss-close, an expression of concern softeningiiscratic features.

'Don't be alarmed,’ he said. 'Nothing bad will carhéhis, Sophia. You and
your grandfather will be reunited. You won't haveworry about money
ever again—"'

'My grandfather!" she breathed raggedly, feeling@&on sweep over her.

She was too choked to continue. All these yearstlamadld man had aged
and become ill, unaware that she existed. Withoyt@arning, she began to



cry as she lay there, the hot tears squeezing gleesspathetically from the
corners of her eyes and running down her cheettgettop of her jaw.

'Why's she upset?' she heard Frank hiss. 'l thosiggitl be pleased! She
deserves a break after all she's been througbdidewarming to his theme
while Sophia cringed with dismay at being openlscdssed. 'She gave up
everything to look after her father. It can't haween easy. No fun, no
boyfriends, all those years of devoted attention—'

'Frank," she mumbled hastily before the violingtsthplaying, 'you don't
understand! I'm crying because | have a grandfatherdoesn't even know
I'm alive. He might have died and | would neveréawet him! How could
my mother have done this to me?' she cried padsignao distressed that
she forgot her reserve. 'Why did she keep me fremfémily? She was
married. She would have been beyond her fathéedg@nence! Surely they
could have made up their differences! It seemsgele-' She faltered, her
eyes filling with tears again. 'My mother's becamaystery. | hate that," she
finished miserably.

Then find out. Come to Venice and talk to your gifather,’" suggested
Rozzano gently. 'Let him explain.’

'Venice?' she cried in blank amazement, sitting up.

'Of course,' the prince said patiently. 'He caorhe to you. He isn't strong.
Any day now | fear the worst...'

She bit her lip, getting his drift. Her grandfatltgin't have long to live and
time was running out. She hesitated. 'l couldrdrdfthe trip—'

'You can. You're rich,' he reminded her.

'l don't have a passport,’ she said stubbornly)kiohg her mind to all the
things she didn't want to deal with.

And she knew she was clutching at any straw to Beygdrom making the
journey, even though she longed to meet her grémelfa-ear and love were
vying with one another.



'No passport?' Rozzano exclaimed in amazement.

‘There's never been any need,' she said stiffly.divth certificate was lost
and—'

‘Not lost. In my safekeeping.' Frank held it ouh#y.

And there it was. Mother: La Contessa Violetta Diga. Sophia stared at it
but her fingers were shaking so much that it felirf her fingers to the floor.

Rozzano reached out to retrieve it and as he hergheek came so close
that it almost brushed hers.

She felt her chest become banded with iron andbieath suck in sharply.

'l know this must be difficult for you, but I'll igyou,' he said, so softly that
she strained closer to hear. Til be with you ewtep of the way if you wish.’

There was a sudden violent movement in the opemagoto the waiting
room. Almost simultaneously she was dazzled byiasef blinding flashes
which made her scream in fear.

Rozzano shot to his feet, muttering ferociouslytatian under his breath,
and in a matter of seconds he was roaring throglidor in hot pursuit of
the intruder.

Sophia saw Frank move to the window. She jumpeditipa sudden surge
of energy and joined him. Her heart leapt to heutinoln the street below,
Rozzano was shouting and clinging onto the dooa afar, which was
accelerating away.

'He'll be killed!" she croaked in horror.

Without thinking, she dashed out of the office aoavn the stairs, running
like the wind after the careering car. Rozzanq &eid rolled away from it.

And lay motionless.



He was deeply shaken, though not by his fall, etttush with danger. He'd
taken too many risks paragliding and skiing andfaadd fear too often for
it to affect him any more. It was his reaction teggered him.

Astonishingly, he'd wanted to protect Sophia frorasg exposure—from
the lies, and the stories they'd weave about thetim lbler scream of terror
had aroused in him a response so visceral andtp@nthat he might have
been a caveman, defending his woman!

And so he'd done the unthinkable, broken his owesruand acted like a
fool. He could have kicked himself. The press wdudee a field-day with
this one.

Furious at his stupidity, he lay without movindpal-ing his anger to fade
and his bruised muscles to recover. He became dhatrkis head throbbed.
A gentle hand touched it. Sophia's. Wonderful.

His body responded immediately, much to his annogargenerating
warmth in his loins.-To his astonishment, the heeaiybination of virgin
and siren had fired an almost uncontrollable desirkim, a desire more
powerful than anything he'd felt for years.

Her dreamy smile had driven him mad. He'd wantedhtowv what she was
thinking whenever she 'drifted’. And, he wantetiéa part of her fantasies.
Dammit! He'd have to get a grip.

She checked his pulse. He felt it falter then are¢é and she murmured in
tender concern. And he felt cherished for the firgt in his life.

Guilt crawled all through him. She was so honest tansting. He knew he
shouldn't lie there inert—but the urge to play @atito her nurse was
overwhelming. Even the thought of that scenaricught a skin-tingling
frisson curling through his every nerve, tightenewgry sinew and heating
his blood.

He knew why he'd reacted so violently. The oppoatyufor action had
seemed almost welcome and it had released sontee adxiquisite agony
which had been building up in his love-starved body



He could smell her now. Wanted to lift his face amkle her intoxicating
fragrance. Disgusted with his lack of control, megsed his hands harder
into the ground and let the gravel take his mirfchedf carnal needs.

But it was a struggle. Her hands were now systaalitifeeling his limbs
for breakages and he all but groaned, the warmthisnloins becoming
searing hot. Desperate to curb any physical reattidhe electric sensation
of her hands on his body, he concentrated doggadlthe sounds of the
small crowd gathering around them.

They knew her. Liked her. Felt concern for her.ddeld hear the love in
their voices and he was glad. Such a good and tleeenan would bring
delight to frail Alberto D'Antiga’s soft heart atfie old man would die in
peace, knowing that his family name was in gooddkan

Unless, of course, some good-looking, gold-diggpagasite turned her
head! His brows drew together moodily. That mustafipen. She'd be hurt.
Or worse... corrupted. His jaw tightened. He waskhia caveman mode
again, taking up his cudgel to crack the head gfraan who harmed her.
Was that the reaction Violetta had prompted in men?

'He's in pain!" she cried.

He felt the light touch of Sophia's fingers onfoiehead smoothing out the
frown lines and heard her soft murmur as she spmkem, pleading with
him, an appealing little catch in her voice givihign immense problems
with his self-control.

'Please open your eyes!' she begged.

'‘Now don' thee be upsettin' theself,' came a deefset voice above him.
Warmth and caring flooded to the distressed Sof@tia.was clearly a much

loved and exceptional woman. It confirmed his alitassessment that
Violetta's daughter was a woman in a million, imibweth rare qualities...



No wonder he'd been intrigued by her. Had wanteddke love to her, then
and there! How he'd stopped himself he didn't knttwas like being a
teenager again, ruled by sudden unbridled lust!

And it unnerved him because he wouldn't be ablatk away from her
unwelcome attractions. He'd have to be with heuy later hour, day after
day, introducing her to Venetian society, worryatgput her innocence...

He stopped breathing. Something had occurred todamdhis brain went
into overdrive. Sophia's hand lay on his chest simel was beginning to
panic at its lack of movement, so he let his breathslowly. He had the
answer to all his problems. And as she relaxeeliefrhe neatly fitted her
into his momentous decision.

He would marry her.



CHAPTER THREE

IT wAs a brilliant solution, he thought. A strange, bhdads excitement stole
over him. He didn't love her—never could love argnran. But she would
make the perfect wife.

Her hands had moved to his upper thigh. They trethbls she tested the
movement of his femur. It was obvious from her taaditouch that she

knew little of men. A surge of excitement almostraged him as he

imagined teaching her the pleasures of the flesh.

His breathing rasped harshly. He could hardly w&aiphia even had money
of her own! Too many title- seekers and materialissomen had
propositioned him. But Sophia...she was differépihe had values he
admired. She had an eagerness to work and congemtHers. She had
nursed her ailing father and, more important, steeed children.

Children. He bucked as a shaft of pain sliced thhotnim when the
nightmare memory forced its way to the surface. lirbard rested gently on
his chest and thinking of her sweet face helped toidrive the dark hell
away again.

'He may have cracked a rib," she said anxiously. ypu see how his chest
contracted then?'

Racked with guilt, he suffered the gentle explamiof her hands. The pain
was deeper than she knew. Deep enough to shuisdfielart for ever. Like
his father, he had married into the D'Antiga famifyg'd been twenty-eight,
and had fallen head over heels for the recentlprded Nicoletta who,
unknown to him, had a highly colourful sexual past.

A dainty, extravagant thirty-two, she had worked fh@es on him and
stolen his heart. They'd only been married for yi@ars when she'd died,
pregnant with his child.

Desperately he pushed back the rest of the hdfi®icouldn't deal with it,
couldn't make it known. If he did, the Barsini namauld be vilified.



But Sophia could ease his nightmares. He neededehéerness. Hope
began to surge through him, and for the first timgears he believed he
could find some kind of happiness.

And she? He tried to see his intentions from hentpof view. She had
shown an appealingly bewildered interest in hime T¢ex would be
fantastic. Her passions ran deep, with an intertbigdy matched his own.
He'd read that in her eyes, in every gesture ohlgly charged body.

He could make her happy. Me@uldmake her happy. And he could help her
to cope, too. It would be hard for her, he argueddive head first into
Venetian society without a guide. And who betteantthim to be her
mentor?

'He's still not responding! | think we should cétie doctor,” she said
anxiously.

'‘Gone to Durbridge," came the reply. 'Vet's not taough. Or the baby
nurse'll be along in a minute.’

Rozzano held back a grin. He'd better 'recovepredfie experienced some
interesting medical practices! Then all he had twhks to win her

over—and quickly, before the wolf pack moved iremt on her money and
title. Opening his eyes slowly, he saw the relieher pale, wide-eyed face.

"You're all right!'

He wanted to take her in his arms and reassurédndrfelt a fraud for his
deception. 'Shaken,' he said uncomfortably, eveagh it was the truth.

There was a murmur from the crowd and he was imatelgi bathed in
smiles and friendly words of warning to be carefaltake it easy, to sit up
slowly when he felt ready, no rush, don't you fret.

He felt bad and couldn't meet their eyes. Many kdrelped him to sit and
then stand. Someone brushed dust from his backe&uenelse offered to
fetch him a brandy from the nearby pub. The localwife—presumably



the baby nurse—anxiously offered her services andelined with gravity
yet with a twinkle in his eyes which set everyoaeghing.

And all the time he was thinking of Sophia, plampirscheming, and
stemming his eagerness to begin now, this minotdold her, kiss her
luscious mouth...

At last they were alone. A few yards away, he cdwddr Luscombe's raised
voice and he hoped the temp was getting shorttshitie photo would be
dynamite.

'I'm sorry," he said to Sophia, standing as cledeegudged acceptable. The
wind blew tendrils of her hair around her face &wedcaught a tantalising

perfume in the air. He forced himself to stay jw$iere he was though he
shook in the attempt. 'l tried to stop that phoapdrer but—

'What was he up to?' she said, weaving loose termirhair into her braid.
'How did he know you were there?'
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Sophla shook her head in bewilderment. 'Just twcyxuu re a prince?’

He grinned, loving her astonishment. He'd neverr@s® her with his
illustrious ancestors! 'Amazing, isn't it? It's piie she switched on
Luscombe's intercom when she brought in the codile@ listened in to
everything we said. The photographer must havegiotwas his birthday
when she was called in to bring you a glass of meate found me bending
over you.'

Her cheeks flamed. And all the time he was thinkimgt he had to get her
alone to begin his seduction. He could think ofesalsingle men who'd
adore her. And many married ones—including hish@ontHe went cold.

‘Are you all right?' she asked, tentatively toughiis arm.

He nodded, his hand across his face to hide the wh&ch wanted to rip
across it. ‘A twinge. Just a minute and I'll beefilhe said tightly.



He knew what would happen. Once Enrico knew hiagpfar Sophia, he'd
do everything in his power to make his life hekriraps... He stiffened till
his entire body shook with passion. There was achgps'. Sadly he knew
his brother too well.

Enrico would seduce her himself out of sheer spite!
'l think you need a cup of tea,’ she said, her tightly stroking his back.

Tea! He looked at her helplessly. She'd be eate@ ahd spat out by Enrico
without a moment's thought. He had to take actioow-n

An idea came to him. He called over to Frank.ithkh should get Sophia
away from here,' he told the solicitor, doing hestito look worried.

A pang of guilt nudged his conscience but he pushesvay. The ends
justified the means. Sophia needed protection. iadikd to think what
indignities Enrico would put her through beforefimeshed with her.

‘That photo will be seen as incriminating,’ he waemtHe took a step closer
and his hands closed around her shoulders. Hig bhegan to thunder. It
will look as if we were engaged in an intimate motrtegether.' He wished!
The excitement ran like a river through him andwes amazed that she
didn't feel its power and slap his face.

She swallowed. 'In...intimate?'

‘Think about it. You lying on a sofa, me leaningeoyou as if I'm about to
kiss you—' Which he almost was, he thought wryly.

'But that's not true!’
Her cheeks had deepened to the colour of a rosentgong.
'l know that, you know it, but pictures lie. Theeps makes what it wants of

a shot, as | know to my cost. There'll be an irdangerest in you. Life will
be unbearable. They'll crowd around you, shoutmgshing, thrusting



microphones in your face, popping flash bulbs aeadegally making your
every movement impossible.’

He felt her shoulders tense up. Without thinking,stroked them and her
muscles eased beneath his soothing fingers be@rgdsp of alarm made
him stop. But he let his hands remain. He needdduoh her, to feel her

warmth, to inhale the freshness of her skin. TawireT o imagine removing

her clothes, slowly, tormenting himself exquisitaly he revealed her body
beneath.

He wanted her for himself, he realised. Somewhetee$ and private where
he could quietly begin to make love to her..-.

‘They'll lose interest when | tell them what redtigppened!" she declared
shakily.

She had no idea what lay ahead. He pitied herh&te lot to learn. 'Fine,’
he said, using ruthlessness to get his own way ttothat. Tell them that
you felt faint because you'd just discovered tlmairynother was a Venetian
heiress. Explain that you're a countess and disggtrich. What do you
think they'd do with that story? "Jobless girl fmtthe Count”. Or "Rags to
riches". The Cinderella story is a fantasy everywoald love to read about.
It would run and run.’

She stared at him in horror. He moved closer, driayher helplessness. 'l
see,' she said unhappily. 'But they'll leave ma&alonce they know how
ordinary | am, surely?'

It came to him then. She was vulnerable. She woeddl him. That was how
he would break down her resistance. He would diferprotection, take
charge of her life, and teach her... every thing.

Sophia felt safe at last. Here in a suite in theeRiHouse Hotel, with
Rozzano next door, she would be protected fronmigi@mare scenarios he
had described so graphically on the journey fromsBoto London.



It was Frank who'd convinced her to hide herselbagnLondon's teeming
millions for a day or so. Sophia had managed t& pacase and seemingly
in no time at all she was in Rozzano's Lear jetlecuup in a vast armchair
seat. His hair-raising tales about the press hadedcher stiff, and she'd
hated the fact that she might be chased by theanelderever she went.
How could she ever live like a normal person?

'‘Loosen up, Sophia.' He'd drawn her to him contigtyi. 'All this has been a
shock, I know, but-give it time. Live each momeatd make plans later. In
the meantime, let me handle everything.’'

‘Thank you," she muttered weakly.
It occurred to her that she'd never been weak befomust be something to
do with being thrown into the deep end of life sewlg. She'd never felt so

vulnerable, never » needed someone strong andcpx@eintil now.

He tightened his hold on her. Now she could feel tfardness of his
hipbone, the warmth of his body and its subtleriage.

'l can't ever become part of your world," she siaeling forlorn.

You are part of it. In fact, you're very similarme.’

Sophia was intrigued. 'In what way?'

'‘Being a vicar's daughter has taught you restramirtesy, good manners
and concern for others. You will have learnt to the feelings of other
people before your own and concealed your emoaodsneeds—

'How did you know that?' she exclaimed in amazement

Rozzano looked at her gravely. 'That was my uplmmgn¢po. | know what
it's like to be torn between polite behaviour dmel desire to let rip. Society
has made demands on us both which we've triedfib iou will fit very

well into what you call my world. The goodness oliy heart will see you
through any social situation you encounter. Evenglelse is unimportant.’



She remained within the circle of his arms, astogusby the similarities
between them and the kindness of his words. It thassort of wise
observation her father would have made—and shé&l/ed there were few
men with as gentle and perceptive a nature as Hien.admiration for
Rozzano deepened.

'Don't forget," Rozzano added more cynically, 'thebple will accept you
because you're a millionairess.'

"You're kidding!" From the gravity of his expregsiat was clear that he
wasn't.

A millionairess! She went hot and cold.

Think what you can do with so much money.' He gasenall, wintry smile.
‘A wardrobe or two of gorgeous clothes, shoes,fioxis holidays—

'Stop! You're testing my puritanical upbringing tlee utmost!" Sophia
protested, trying not to be seduced by the thouwghsilk undies and
flattering clothes. And someone to tell her whatitowith her hair... 'No,’
she said firmly, 'l grant you it'll be a joy notwmnder if | can pay my bills,
but just think, Rozzano, what | can do! Help pedpl@eed, for instance,
like...orphans, the homeless, sick children... félefrustrated and helpless
whenever I've watched TV reports showing humanesuif). I've given
what | can, but it has always seemed an insigmfieanount." Her eyes
sparkled as the power of money hit home. 'I cambeh more generous in
future. So the media does good as well as bad,d&RozxVe wouldn't hear of
these tragedies if they didn't publicise them.' -

He grunted. 'Are you always so even-handed?'
'l try to be fair.'

She lowered her lashes, confused by his thougstfué. 'And | will try to

help you, to be by your side whenever you need Ifig.voice was husky,
his eyes warm. If she didn't know better, she'cehltavught he was flirting.
She picked at the wavy hem of her cardigan and tsself through his
eyes—a less than beautiful, unsophisticated wongmnaetaphorical straw



in her hair. Besides, she remembered, he was rdaH#&r hand flew to her
mouth as something awful occurred to her.

She groaned aloud. 'Rozzano! That photo! Your wiik think you...I...
She'll be furious! I'm terribly sorry—"'

'My wife is dead, Sophia. This is my family ringarided down through the
generations. | always wear it.’

Hearing the flatness of his tone, she glancedratwiith quick dismay. A
dark anguish had briefly shown in his eyes befe‘d lowered his gaze. But
there was a stony coldness about his face thabierct disguise, and his
expressive mouth was thin and drawn.

The penny dropped. It had been his wife's death hd prompted his
despair and which had been shown so graphicalilgahphotograph she'd
seen. And it was painfully obvious that he'd lohed deeply.

Painful for her, as well as him, it seemed. To tiger horror, it made her
feel miserable that he still mourned his late withe was appalled at
herself. What was she to him? Nothing but a duiyneone to take care of
on behalf of a family friend. She had nght to be upset.

Arranged marriage or not, naturally he would hagerbable to select the
most beautiful, most accomplished, most desiraldenan around. Who
was she to envy that woman? And yet, to her gieanhe, she did.

Shaken, she remained silent for the rest of thengu while Rozzano
retreated broodingly into some inner world she darat enter.

Now, in her suite next to Rozzano's at the hotéh ws dramatic views of
the Thames and the Houses of Parliament, she sedwed changed into a
home-made sleeveless dress. It skimmed her collarlnd fitted snugly to
her body then flared out from the neat waistlindie Snstantly felt
comfortable in it—until she checked herself in kbieg gold gesso mirror.

‘Too much bosom, too much leg," she muttered imalys She might as well
have written '‘come-and-get-me' on her front!



Uneasily she slipped her bare feet into a pairadé peige sandals with a
small heel, knowing she'd packed only a few itemd her choice was
limited. The sundress would be needed for the dayt Jeans would be an
insult. Sophia's nose wrinkled. She couldn't beawear the polyester ever
again, so she'd have to stay as she was.

For some reason, her plait looked incongruous. trapty she unravelled it
and brushed her hair, wondering what to do witllte saw to her surprise
how it cascaded about her shoulders in heavy wévesich chestnut tones
glinting and gleaming in the light of the massivedelier.

'Very flamboyant. Very Italian,’ she said to heirisaéhd smiled weakly.

There was a knock on the interconnecting door &edosinicked, dithering
for a moment. She knew she ought to screw heiiftaia prim braid—and

perhaps hide her '‘come-and-get-mes' beneath thg sagdigan. But vanity

won that particular battle. Blushing already at idiotic decision, she

whipped her hair up in a hurried heap on top offtesxd and secured it with
a few hasty pins.

He* heart beat hard as she rushed into the sittiogn, aware that tendrils of
her hair were already escaping and probably makirglook a terrible
fright.

Panting and flushed, with one hand pushing reheliats of hair back into
place, she opened the door. Her lips parted invatiywhen she saw him.
A pain caught at her breast and she turned awdkingaunsteadily into the
middle of the room. He'd gone for the casual lamlpale gold shirt with
hip-hugging linen trousers. And he looked absojutigvastating.

Panic set in. When he'd suggested that it wouldaber to eat in her suite,
she'd agreed. Too late, she realised that she'dnitted herself to an
evening with an incredibly sexy male.

'You look...beautiful.'



She stiffened, her back still to him. She looketter than when he'd last
seen her, but hardly beautiful, with hanks of Rapping down at all angles.
He didn't have to be patronising.

‘Thank you," she said in stilted tones, raisinghbatms and frantically
fiddling with pins. She heard his indrawn breathxagperation, she
assumed. His normal dinner companions would be rngeabto the last
eyelash.

'Do you have everything you need?' he asked pylitel

No. | need to be gorgeous. A dainty size ten, @eitbrmous brown eyes and
a two-year stint at a finishing school in Genevdow-cut slinky gown in
emerald silk would be nice, too. She grinned, leeise of humour popping
up again and enabling her to face him.

‘At the last count, | had ninety-five fluffy whitewels, two soft and fluffy
bathrobes, enough bath gels to wash the entiremafarious shoe cleaning
and sewing kits— and probably a set of spannerslfd know!

He laughed at her exaggerations and then she reemechiher manners.
"You've been very kind to me,’ she said shyly. fikyou. | really appreciate
all the time and trouble you've gone to.'

A flicker of light sliced across his eyes and theas gone. 'It's not a chore.
I've enjoyed myself." He smiled, his teeth a taiili white as he went on
cheerfully, "We got up here just in time. The maaglls me that the foyer
is seething with journalists and photographers.’

Sophia stared, appalled. 'But...how can we everug®'

He looked at her steadily, then arranged himsali wicertain smugness in
an armchair. 'We don't.'

"You can't be serious!" she cried. 'Are you sugggste stay holed up here
like rats in a trap—?"'



'Some rats. Some trap,” he murmured, waving a fylatend at the
gorgeous furnishings. 'We could always look forsetnepanners and practise
a bit of DIY and force an escape route.’

She glared. 'It's not funny, Rozzano! I'm used &tkig a few miles a day!

| need to go out, to breathe fresh air! | can'y staloors indefinitely just
because a bunch of journalists are sniffing arolimiin't believe this!" she
said, her voice wobbling as she fought angry teadsthe urge to stamp her
foot petulantly. 'l want out! | don't want to beauntess, | don't want to be
wealthy and | want to go home!'

'I'm afraid,’ he said quietly, 'that will make avea better story. "Heiress's
daughter rejects millions”. "Barefoot Contessa desosleepy Dorset".
You're on the rollercoaster now, Sophia. You cgattoff. Think of your
grandfather.’

Her face fell. "You're right. | can't turn my baak him. What can we do?"

There was a knock on the door. 'T'll think of sonnag,-' he promised with
annoying cheerfulness, rising to open it.

A waiter wheeled in a trolley, bade them both gewedning and began to
transfer linen, cutlery and glasses to the dinaige by the window whilst
exchanging pleasantries.

‘Thank you.' Rozzano held out a large tip and gidrett the waiter's name
badge. "You've seen nothing, heard nothing, Tor?? Omight need you

again. | want to know | can rely on your discretibtihere's trouble with the

press.'

The money slipped into the waiter's top pocket i speed of lightning.
'I'm blind, deaf and dumb, with an appalling memaiy," he said with a
grin. 'Goodnight."'

The strain of the day suddenly became too muchteard began to wash
into Sophia's eyes. 'l hate being pursued, Rozzah@ said brokenly,
giving way to her misery and sobbing pathetically.



In concern, he moved towards her, and for one @lgrmoment or two he
held her close. Her wet lashes lifted and she gazé&idn with big, soulful
eyes. As she quivered in his arms for those boiediutiful few seconds, she
felt a lurch of her heart.

And knew she could all too easily fall in love wtilm.

'Morning, Sophia.'

Smelling delicious, and looking incredibly handsome honey and cream
striped shirt, toffee-coloured trousers and a tgrtie, he greeted her in the
continental way—bestowing three kisses on her cheek

His cool fingers lightly touched the strap of hegrigged dress and
accidentally strayed to her collarbone. Sophiagdr&way, startled by the
contrast of her burning skin. Eating in the privagyher suite was turning
out to be more dangerous than braving the medianstavs.

'‘Croissants!" he exclaimed, seeing the breakfagteyr 'One of my
weaknesses,' he enthused. 'No problem with brdakdas/iing? No
paparazzi leaping from the trolley?' he enquirsdhay sat down to eat.

'None that | noticed!

'‘Good. My strategy is working. | arranged for a gleuof heavies to patrol
the corridor,' he said with satisfaction.

'Heavies!" she marvelled, thinking she'd be on@sibshe ate this breakfast
in its entirety. '"How the other half lives!

'It's just temporary,’ he said with light-heartexbgalness. 'The media will
get bored with us soon. So," he went on, gallgmttending great interest,
'how did you sleep?'

‘Terribly.' Feeling spaced out from her disturbeghty she poured coffee for
them both.



Concentrating hard on showing him she could speakaxt at the same
time, she put far too much sugar in her coffee. @oaned. At this rate,
she'd grow enormous!

His dark, beautiful eyes simmered at her over itmeaf his glass of juice.
"You should have woken me," he reproached her.

Sophia was shocked but imagined herself doinghast slinking in wearing
her washed-out, up-to-the-neck nightie. Did he wsgamas? Black silk?
Or...nothing? She felt her face grow hot and loadkean quickly to distract
herself by chasing a stubborn mushroom around laés.p

Grimly she fought for control of her body, which svatill responding
waywardly to the image of Rozzano, naked benegilra linen sheet. Her
throat was as dry as sawdust. She took a hastyofulpifee and choked on
the scalding liquid. Waving him back to his seaewlhe half rose to help
her, she drank down her freshly squeezed orange @nd scrabbled for the
remnants of her dignity.

'So what was the problem that kept you awake?skedagenially, as if he
hadn't noticed her stupid gaucheries.

She couldn't answer that. The previous evening lbe&h very attentive.
She'd talked about her life and he'd spoken eldtyuabout the D'Antiga
family perfume business and passionately aboutdégmuainting a picture
so appealing and romantic that her fears had beguanish.

They'd laughed a lot. He'd been polite enoughitio And then, when they'd
bade one another goodnight, he'd hesitated atnieeconnecting door,
swung around and kissed her gently and lingeringlgach cheek, leaving
her trembling and weak at the knees.

Sleep? No wonder she had hardly managed a wink!h®heed an inner
sigh. 'l had a lot to think about," she fudged.

'‘And? You will come to Venice, won't you?' he sasdiching her hand
persuasively. "Your grandfather will be so excitegee you. And | would
be delighted to show you around my city.'



She couldn't tear her eyes away from his. Oh, ghs!thought longingly.
But it would be a painful pleasure. He'd rattleadrout the sights and she'd
be wishing his interest in her were more thanenfily, generous duty.

'Some day," she said slowly, extricating her hand.
‘Then let me arrange a passport for you. | cammgetquickly.'

"You'd have to run the gauntlet of photographesd,fishe reminded him. 'l
swear that someone's been in the corridor all ngghiffling and shuffling
around like a truffle-hunting pig! It's unbelievabthe lengths these people
will go to!" she muttered indignantly, hacking waasly into a perfectly
innocent and defenceless herb sausage.

He smiled, watching her in amusement. "You'll gegduto it," he said airily.
‘Although it would be different in Venice. | canrtool what happens there
more easily.'

She wouldn't get used to it, ever. 'l need to gétaday,' she said abruptly. 'l
need fresh air! | feel like a prisoner!" she destadramatically.

Amazed at the change in hersel—when had she et b drama queen
before?—she jumped up and strode to the window, tmntliscover that it
didn't open.

'‘Double-glazing. Keeps out the sound of trafficalbh turn on the air
conditioning?' came Rozzano's smooth voice jushembehind her.

Her skin seemed to tighten. She stared out. Milibgut far below was a
posse of photographers with step- ladders, andnabeu of journalists,
smoking and chatting and looking bored.

'‘Look at them waiting to pounce! We'll have to tise back entrance to the
hotel,' she said crossly.

‘They're old hands at this, Sophia. The back wellcovered too," he said
lazily. His mobile phone began to trill and he pdllit from its holster,
moving away slightly—much to her relief. 'Excuse. m@ronto,Barsini...'



Therp was a long silence. The hairs on Sophiak peckled. Rozzano had
stiffened and she could see that he was incandesaém rage—but
controlling it, his voice barely betraying his rdaklings as he spoke in
measured tones in his native language.

It was Enrico, taunting him about Sophia. Appaneritieir story was
splashed across the local rag on the lines ofcBraf Sorrow finds joy at
last'.

And Enrico was fascinated. 'Whatereyou doing, Zano?' he gibed. 'It's not
like you to leap on a woman!'

'She fainted when she heard who she was," he asgwaronically. 'l was
trying to bring her round. Shock, | think. Not susmgly, she's
overwhelmed.'

'l can't wait to meet her," Enrico purred. 'Pitg thhoto was so poor—I
couldn't make her out clearly. Do you think," héedl slyly in words meant
to wound, 'I'll get on with her as well as | didtkvNicoletta?"

He couldn't breathe for a moment. Livid with radpe, forced his teeth
together so that no betraying explosion would eomfihis brother's
suspicions about Sophia. With every ounce of himdgde longed to
threaten Enrico, to say that if he harmed Sophia-ka%l harmed
Nicoletta—then he'd wish he'd never been born.tBat kind of reaction
would only fire Enrico up.

'Don't get your hopes up. She's an English hdrediéd, striding around the
room to loose off excess energy. 'Tall, big, awldvatnocks things over.'
He scooped up a sneer from somewhere. 'Touch lgeslaill neigh with

fear.'

'Is she a virgin?' Enrico asked, with a coarselaug
He'd swing for his brother one day! 'How the devduld | know? She's

weird, | know that. Doesn't know the first thingoalb etiquette and her
clothes are appalling!" he scathed. And he hatewsdii for distorting the



truth. 'l must go, Enrico," he said quickly. 'Some's at the door. Speak to
you later.'

He was shaking. Although he'd cut the call, he kbptphone to his ear,
trying to avoid speaking to Sophia for a few morsekte wasn't in control

of himself yet. Fury blazed beneath his lowered las he pretended to
murmur sporadically into his mobile. He became athat he was gripping

it so hard that the whites of his knuckles shoveed| he forced himself to

ease up and to pace his breathing.

Think. He had to think. He knew his brother too Iwehew how bored he
was, how eagerly he grasped any chance for amusehiermlared at flie
wall, almost overwhelmed by the urge to drive s fard into it.

Enrico would make it his business to charm Sophthelfirst opportunity.
Women seemed to fall for his little- boy-lost lodkhy should Sophia be
any different?

Rozzano knew that he'd have to take any opportuaityeduce her. She
must be his even before they reached Venice.

A whirlwind seduction. No holds barred. He glancesler at the
anxious-looking Sophia and he felt his heart pound.



CHAPTER FOUR

'MY BROTHER,' he said tautly, putting his phone away. 'Enri&pparently
we're front-page news in Venice. And here, too,ouldn’t wonder. My
press office will issue a total denial of our redaship at home and threaten
to sue. | can't do anything here, I'm afraid.’

Sophia gasped, her hand going to her mouth in hoiee wouldn't cope
with a full-scale press onslaught, he thought.

Granite-faced, he called Room Service and askedday to bring him a
copy of every paper. When Tony arrived he griminded the waiter the
'Do Not Disturb' notice to be hung on the door.

The tabloids had their pictures plastered all dieir front pages. They'd
gone for 'Prince and the Pauper' as their angle nime Cinderella cropped
up a few times. He felt angry that Frank's temp tedebised Sophia's story.
The woman could be seen simpering from severate@aiges with her skirt
hitched up, her body bent forward to display heaghge.

'‘Astonishing—some of the facts are true,' he oleseoynically.

'Lies are mixed up with truths. How can anyone smpaone from the
other?' she wailed.

'It's how they work,"' he said quietly.

He read on. Every article referred back to his witeagic death. And how
his wife had been pregnant. He didn't want to tlaib&ut that now. It was in
the past. And best left there. He sat there, absprbvery word in a
zombie-like stillness, his face set like marblele/lshe grew more and more
agitated beside him.

Suddenly he feared that he wouldn't be able to S@phia over. The
time-scale was too brief. He'd fail— and she wdaltlinto Enrico's hands
like a ripe plum. He covered his face with his hgngnable to bear the
thought of his brother ruining such an innocent ansting woman.



This must be awful for you, Rozzano!" she said lovg choked voice. "All
this about your wife...'

Tight-lipped, unable to speak or stay for the sgpenger and bitterness in
his heart, he rose and walked stiffly to the cotingadoor, gesturing with
his hand in wordless apology for his abrupt departu

'l can't bear to see you so unhappy!" she criellilyuss if she really did feel
his pain.

That made it worse. He had to stop in his tracks+sr stumbling like a
drunk—because his mind was full of conflicting tights and his eyes
seemed to be blurred.

Tentative fingers touched his back and he flinclaé@id that he might lose
control completely and blurt out to her that histher was evil, that it

amused him to hurt others. And he might tell het 8he was in danger if
she didn't put herself under his protection. Evemf she'd have to stay with
him all the time...

'Forgive me," she said. 'l shouldn't have touchad like that. | only... |
wanted to apologise.’

"You? Apologise?' he queried, emotion roughenisgvbice.

'It's because of me all this has happened,’ shebsakenly. T can't imagine
what it's like..." She bit her lip, fearing she waaking things worse. "You're
having to re-live a tragedy. I'm so sorry.'

'It's not your fault," he said curtly.

'‘Nevertheless, | feel responsible,’ she ploughedvau're being kind to me
by hanging around but..." her voice shook '..nkhjou should leave and let
me give a press conference or something. It wakd the heat off you—'

Slowly he turned, unwillingly touched by her contemd courage. And
she'd softened his anger. Taking her face betwisdmands, he gazed down
at her.



'You're blameless,' he said quietly, disturbedHgylrightness of her wide,
silvery eyes. And her lashes were wet, as if shhiedca He felt emotion
welling up and clenched his jaw to quell it. "Yoe aotally innocent. And
I'm afraid you have no idea what you're getting,inte muttered under his
breath.

She stood there, sweet and anxious, tiny pearlss teeeping from the
corners of her eyes. Before he knew what he wagygdbe'd kissed the latest
droplets just before they reached her mouth. Shddgred. With pleasure.

He couldn't resist stealing a kiss from her sqgftiyted lips.

And once he'd started there was no stopping himkisked her again and
again, harder, deeper, searching passionatelyefaelponse and finding it.
Her body was pressing against his, her hands ngibgrhair as she pulled
his head more surely down and a kick of excitemeciteted through him
when he realised that she was as eager as hador th

The softness of her mouth was extraordinary. Theeswess of it made him
groan. She threw her head back and shook her gkohair from its pins. He

drew in a sharp breath of need and kissed herttar@hthe warm, delicate
skin just behind her ear while she trembled indnms and uttered satisfied
little moans.

Slowly he eased her willing body towards the shiss by kiss, pushing her
forward with his hips. She must know what he wankeat the moment he
was content to kiss her, to feel the soft, firmvesrof her supple back and
waist and hips beneath his palms.

'Sophia!" he whispered, sliding her skilfully orstoft cushions.

He saw the wonder in her eyes and tenderly kisael delicate lid as he
half lay across her. His mouth and fingers genityked aside the straps of
her dress. The feel of her silken, faintly perfuns&th against his lips was
like an aphrodisiac.

Something else was happening to him; a chokingesofgemotion was
filling his heart and chest, making it difficultrfbim to breathe.



He didn't stop to question it. The needs of hisybwdre driving him to take
her chin between finger and thumb and kiss heredess while he slid a
shaky, questing hand to tentatively cup one fughlbreast.

Sophia gasped but made no attempt to stop hisetigo. Hazily she stared
at him, utterly bewildered by what was happenirge Souldn't believe that
Rozzano found her attractive. Or that he wantekigs her, let alone... A
warning sounded somewhere in the back of her bvehy? it said. And she
ignored it.

His smoky lids were lowered, the twin black cureédis lashes showing
dark against his skin. As if in a dream, she sasMdshes lift till he gazed
into her eyes. For a long time he held her gazestwedwas incapable of
looking away. Extraordinary things were happenmger. A melting of her

flesh and bones. And there wasn't a scrap of serie brain. Only the fact
that he was holding her and looking at her wittirgudesire and she was
being overwhelmed by an unstoppable joy.

Her arms came up and wound around his neck. Herclipved into a slow
smile and there was a glow of happiness in her.&y@kout knowing, she
pressed against him, and found herself moving wiensuality that was
strange to her.

'‘Bellissima Sophiahie muttered in a heart-lurching growl.

Fascinated, she watched his mouth shape into késsabh arching curves.
Her whole body trembled. He felt hard and muscatat utterly desirable.
Parting her lips, she shaped her hands aroundrtusth neck and brought
his head a fraction closer.

It was an invitation he didn't reject. His moutrsdended on hers with a
passion she welcomed. Her back arched automatiaatlyhe slipped the
bodice of her dress down, his fingers brushingaleingly across the globes
of her half-revealed breasts.

Then his mouth was there, drifting around each eusiowly, slowly
inching down the sprigged material until...



She went rigid. Her nipple was enclosed in moistmih and it was being
gently, agonisingly sweetly sucked, played withd a@ased. She couldn't
bear it. Fiercely she held his shoulders, diggieg fimgers in, her mind
focussed only on that hard, taut centre from whiaeme fiery darts of
promise, shooting along nerve pathways to everlygsdrer body.

Tousled and breathing heavily, he lifted his head ianpatiently wrenched
at his tie and top button.

'Help me!" he whispered hoarsely.

And, to her amazement, she did. Her palms toucksedaked chest in awe,

caressing the outline of his muscles while he bedodver her, his eyes

black with passion. With a groan, she lifted hensand put her handson his
beautiful broad back, bringing him just close erotmy each engorged tip

of her breasts to brush seductively against his. ski

Why?

She tensed. She didn't know. And he must have teéetétat something was
amiss because he moved back a little, watching herchest rising and
falling with his harsh breath, his lips parted, €pained...

Of course. A flash of anguish scythed through hktr'd been distressed
about his late wife. And she'd been there, a daarmms for him to fall into.

A soft cushion and a brandy would have done justvels, she thought

miserably.

His hand tentatively touched a coil of hair snakmger her shoulders.
'Sophia?’ he said gently.

She avoided his searching eyes. 'I'm sorry. | tivekought to call a halt to
this, don't you? They'll be coming in to clean tbem—'

'‘Not while there's a notice on the door. But if yoigh...' He eased himself
away and stood, picking up his shirt and slippirggaims into it.



Deeply embarrassed and shocked by her eager respshe rearranged her
dress and swung her long, slender legs to the.flboey were trembling.
And every inch of her body was aroused and hungfyat a fool she was,
she thought bitterly. And wondered how on earth'cslieal with the
situation now.

'I'm the one who should apologise.' He slid higdirs down her cheek and
tipped up her chin. A faint frown crossed his bratven he met her misty
eyes. 'Forgive me?' he asked huskily.

She swallowed. It was hardly his fault. ‘Coursk& snanaged, and pushed
out a wavering smile, which he kissed from corwecdrner, very gently, a
little lingeringly. And it took all her will-powenot to kiss him back.

'l think you're right, we do need to get out," helgrily. 'Why don't you tidy
your hair while | make a few escape plans? Take yme. I'll need at least
half an hour.’'

She nodded in relief and dashed for her bedrooamirig back against the
door with closed eyes and waiting for her leapiegrhto settle down. It
refused. So she scrubbed her hands in cold watedamsed her face then
put on some lipstick and punished herself by yampkiver hair into a

ballet-dancer's bun.

But she looked mutinous, her mouth pouting anddsiif demanding kisses.
She drew in a long, shuddering breath. She waslésglg, deeply in lust
and she wanted Rozzano with every fibre of herdoddut common sense
told her that he'd never touch her again.

So she made herself a cup of tea.

When she'd stalked up and down and read hersaibtthect for a while, she
became aware of voices in her sitting room. Thegscommittee? she
wondered. And, glad of anything to distract hermaining passions, she
took a deep breath and marched back into thegittiom.

'Ah, there you are!' Rozzano gently took her archdmew her forward while
she continued to gape.



Huge displays of flowers filled the room and selvaran and women were
fiddling with them in a rather pretentious way. fiSgphila isso passe,’ a
florist was drawling.

Sophia blinked at the discarded sprays of tiny svffibwers, which she
knew as baby's breath. She didn't know that flowerdd be in or out of
fashion. Stepping back, her feet came into contétbta stack of boxes.

'Hats," explained Rozzano.
'Hats.'

'‘And shoes and underwear.' He grinned. 'Grab ththes$ you think will fit
you,' he urged. 'You might as well make use of sofmthis stuff, even if
they are a smokescreen.'

‘But—""

He beckoned to two women with armfuls of shoe- IsoX€rust me,' he
ordered.

All became clear when they were sneaking throughhttitel an hour later.
She wore the manicurist's overall on top of hessli@nd a baseball cap low
on her forehead. Sprays of eucalyptus filled hersaalmost obliterating her
view. Somewhere behind her was Rozzano, his distenéace hidden by
the stack of hatboxes he carried.

Stifling their laughter, she and Rozzano clambeargd the back of the
florist's van and sprawled amongst squashed patadscrushed flower
stems as it drove off through the traffic. Aftedecent interval, Rozzano
shouted for the driver to pull over and let thenh ou

'How about that?' he asked smugly, lifting her down
Grinning, she pulled off the cap and overall andhma them into the back

of the van. He thumped on the doors and the dheaked his horn then
moved off.



‘Brilliant!" she said breathlessly, pretending tmnotice that he'd kept his
hands on her waist. He was a 'touchfer’, she tetgdif. It was what he did
with women. 'You're a brilliant organiser,' shedsai awe.

"Years of practice. Venetians have a reputatiorbéng quick-witted. You
don't build a reputation as a nation of merchairigess without a certain
amount of devi- ousness.' Rozzano lifted one haddiddled with her hair.
'‘Gypsophila. Stand still,’ he ordered, when shgdfidd. His eyes twinkled
into hers. 'Must get rid of it. Too, too passe!'drawled, his smiling face
wonderfully close.

Sophia laughed. 'OK," she said, coming back totjgedities, ‘we escaped.
But how do we get back?'

'‘No idea. I'll come up with something. In the méaet after we've
organised your passport, why don't we see thes?ghe suggested, tucking
her arm in his. "Tony told me there's a sightseding that takes you to
places like the Tower of London and the Housesanli&ment. You can get
off wherever you like, and catch a later bus toticmre the journey—'

'You, on a bus?' This she had to seel!

'l have to admit it'll be a first,” he acknowledgéds mouth curving into a
self-deprecating smile. 'I'm rather looking forwaodt.'

That evening, in a tiny bistro somewhere in Mayfahe slipped off her
shoes beneath the minute, pleasingly intimate taidedecided that this had
been one of the happiest days of her life.

'My feet will never be the same again!" she groametygling her toes in
relief.

Rozzano smiled and raised his glass to her. 'I'nsunprised. We must have
walked miles." His fingers caressed her cheek wh#art-stopping
tenderness. 'I've never had so much fun, laughedust or been quite so
anonymous. It was wonderful.'



'‘And your favourite part of the day?' she asked\sof

He hesitated, fingering the prongs of his puddiogk.f The river trip.
Without question.’

Her eyes went dreamy. He'd cuddled her, sayingmarst be cold. And once
he'd kissed her exuberantly on the cheek and dreera squeeze, saying
happily that he was having the time of his life.th\& kiss of her fingers, he
excused himself from the table. Sophia sat in desdad daze, nibbling the
mints that had accompanied the coffee. A whilerJasbe watched him

saunter back through the bistro, seeing how evergtared enviously. She
let the glow of happiness steal over her.

'‘Are you ready to go?' he murmured.

She arched an eyebrow. 'Depends. If | have to climithe hotel rubbish
chute, | need notice, a rope and a crampon or two.'

He leant forward and kissed her on the mouth, yegs éaughing at her look
of astonished delight. 'Nothing so alarming. I'vastj organised a
hide-away—a furnished flat for us to rent nearbgt's check it out and
make ourselves comfortable for the night.’

Her jaw dropped. 'But...our things are at the Woskle protested.

‘They're being packed right this minute. A porteit aring them over," he
said airily, guiding her out and drawing her clésewarmth in the still, cool
night. 'This way. It's not far. Better than a hatatrounded by the press,
don't you think?'

‘But it's nearly midnight! No flat agency can pagibe open—'

‘'The hotel manager pulled strings for me. Here kg€ a

He had stopped outside a wonderful Georgian bigldwverlooking a small

square. Dazed, she followed him up the broad stteyes and waited while
he rang a bell. A deferential young woman, about tvn age but



beautifully dressed and coiffed, opened the doorstrowed them around
the enormous, ground-floor apartment.

It must cost an arm and a leg! Sophia thought. Tve& arms, two legs and
an entire torso.

'l put some basic foods in the fridge as you sugge'sthe woman purred,
standing far too close to Rozzano.

Hating the woman's blatant invitation, Sophia prdexl indifference by
wandering into the huge stainless- steel kitchesh&xk out the giant larder
fridge. Oh, yes. The usual stuff. Basic grocer&sampagne, caviare, quail
and raspberries!

'Will it do?' Rozzano asked, appearing at the door.
She eyed him in mock exasperation. 'Not my branchefare, but—'

'Will it do?' he repeated, his stern frown ruingdlie laughter tugging at the
corners of his mouth.

'We have to sleep somewhere. It's too late to igwaere else,’ she said
grudgingly.

Rozzano exhaled as if in relief, then came forwaard kissed her softly on
the mouth. The doorbell rang, making her jump, tuey drew apart.

"Your luggage has arrived,' the agency woman arcexuniAnd would you
sign the documents?'

'Shan't be a moment," he promised Sophia. He gtdssehand. 'We'll be
alone soon.'

What had he meant by that? As he went back intaltheing room, he
turned and gave her a sultry, meaningful look whatally unnerved her.
He couldn't be thinking of... No! It was impossible



Sophia took several deep breaths. She could mp&ed tea, unpack, or let
her bones melt into the floor. Close to surrendgrio the latter, she
supervised the moving of her case into one of éingel double bedrooms.
The maid who'd brought the luggage insisted on ckipg for her.

Sophia was startled to see that the designer sutfitoes and gorgeous
underwear had been mistakenly in- eluded. She'd ttaspeak to Rozzano
about that, she thought uncomfortably.

The maid left. Feeling edgy about Rozzano's inb&sti Sophia returned to
the drawing room and slid back the heavy brocad@ias to stare out at the
little park across the street. Typical of Londda&orgian squares, it looked
mysterious and magical in the light of the old stlanterns.

The outer door closed. She heard the sound obbisteps coming slowly,
relentlessly towards her and she went rigid, thestwan the back of her neck
standing up.

Had he set her up to continue what they'd stai&@?went cold, fearing he
expected them to finish the day with a bedtime roBuyt, as much as she
secretly desired him, her principles were too iimgrd for casual sex.

She'd tell him she was tired. Do a yawn or two. Shg felt sick, had
mumps, cholera—anything to keep him at bay.

But... Her brow furrowed. Why had he been so ateftShe was far too
ordinary. In the course of the day they'd passeanalred women who were
sexier, better groomed, more beautiful.

She froze, her eyes darkening with dismay. Thetddcoe another reason.
During the river trip, he'd told her that some npgople became easily bored
and jaded. They searched, he'd said, carefullyhiregcher, for something
or someone to amuse them.

A shiver ran down her spine. She'd thought he'ah lvegrning her—buit...
Maybe he was preparing her and letting her knowsha wasn't important
to him, just fun, just different and an entertaglittle episode in his life.



He paused right behind her and her breathing stbpftegether with fear.
Disappointment flooded through her whole body. Hspect for Rozzano
plunged. A wonderful day would be spoiled, a frigimg would hit the dust.
And she realised how much she'd been relying ontbihelp her through
the next week or so. A sob rose to her throat bheinsasked it with a cough.

His hand pushed away her hair. She felt the pressuhis mouth on her
bare neck and for a moment she let it stay themeehes closing in pained
delight. Then she moved a fraction—but her actisought Rozzano's lips
to her ear, which he nibbled so delicately that Wwbhole body went into

pleasurable paralysis.

'l lied to you when | said | enjoyed the river tripe most today,' he
whispered.

Focussed on the sensations flashing through her tia@dbewildering
immobility of her limbs, she dragged in a raggedatin to protest at his
familiarity. 'Rozzano—"'

'‘Best of all," he growled, slowly turning her helgd body around, 'was just
being with you. Touching you. Holding you." The klzgss of his eyes

blazed briefly with a fierce light and then becaarfathomless black again.
'If I'm not careful, Sophia,’ he muttered, 'I'll tadling in love with you.'

His mouth covered hers as it opened in blank asttoment and it was warm
and moist, more voluptuous and arousing than amgtihe'd ever known.
The kiss went on for ever and she knew to her eonation that she was
utterly, fatally attracted to him and she wanted ko fall in love more than
anything in the world. And yet she knew that almosttainly she would
regret her infatuation—and any surrender she niigike.

'‘Goodnight, Sophia,’ he whispered, his breath samedttantalising on her
lips. And before she'd jerked herself out of hansed stupor he had gone.

* % %



During the next few days he overcame her doubtsydiree he touched her.
She knew how stupid that was, but she couldn't dtepself from
responding.

Together for every wonderful second from breakf@stbedtime, they

behaved as lovers, laughing, chatting, or shammg land happy silences
and content to be in one another's company. Buigat they went to their
separate beds after long and searching embraces wéft her feeling

empty and frustrated, furious and desperately eldeat

As they walked back to the flat one afternoon, rafeploring Dickens'

London, she fell silent, knowing that she was fajlin love. Yet in her heart
of hearts she knew that he wasn't really seriousitatheir relationship. It

could only be an amusing fling, one he'd describleis friends. There was
no mileage in it and she'd get hurt.

Then they rounded a corner and came face to fateandrowd of assorted
photographers and journalists.

‘They've found us!" she wailed.

Rozzano's arms came protectively around her asidgk tb push a way
through. Cameras flashed and they were bumped ardeddb as
photographers crouched to get a shot of their fareb reporters thrust
microphones at them.

'‘Oy! Give us a break!'

‘Sophia! Over here! Sophia!

"You two shacking up together?'

She felt defiled, suffocated, and absolutely teif They were completely
surrounded by jostling bodies. Gasping with fele oked around and
saw staring, avid eyes and open, yelling mouthean§ers shouted her

name. Hands grabbed at her. She felt an elbow nnilbe heard herself
grunt with pain and then came Rozzano's furious asahe surged through



them all, his sudden charge driving the two of threfantlessly to the door
and the safety beyond.

At last she heard the door slam and collapsedlief.r&/himpering with
frustrated anger at her feebleness, she let Rozzamy her to her bed and
revive her with a stiff brandy. He drew up a chaid sat close to her while
her huge eyes stared at him in mute despair.

She lay there shuddering. 'It was like a pack gfsdaunting down deer,' she
said in horror. 'And for what end? A page or twaos$sip!"

The pack was still outside, making an awful racketarfully she looked
towards the curtained window, wishing she coulgathem all away.

His fingers traced the faint bruises which wereitagg to show on her
skin, where she'd been pulled this way and that.sorry." Gently he kissed
the scratch on her arm, made by someone's metethssaiap.

She drew in a shaky little breath. 'Not your falifvas awful. | don't want to
go through that ever again!

'l know," he soothed, stroking her cold, clammyefead. 'We can't go on
like this, Sophia,' he said sternly. 'It has to.end

End! She drew in a long, harsh breath of anguikb.v#&anted to catch him to
her, to demand that he never left, but she manegsp herself.

Her stomach muscles clenched convulsively. This Wwa¥es,' she said
dully.

'‘Good. I'll arrange for us to go to Venice tomorfote said in a soft
undertone.

Startled, she lowered her gaze. He wanted it tdirmog, then, to enjoy the
novelty of seeing his city through her eyes. Noe Stouldn't let him
encourage her to amuse him and then dump her Wigeressed to entertain
him with her quaint country ways!



With great dignity, she sat up. 'You go. I've dedd.' It had started well, but
the words had stuck in her throat. Breathing qyicker face as white as
chalk, she forced herself to say what she musakspg in a toneless babble.
'l think we should go our separate ways.'

'What?'he exclaimed in amazement.

She hurried on. There's no reason for me to staymndon now the press
know where we are.'

He stared, his face paling visibly. 'No!" he obgecbeneath his breath.

'It's the most sensible solution. I'm going hortikegét to Venice in my own
time—'

He stood up sharply, his chair crashing over. Saeed at him in surprise
because he looked...shattered. Her heart stopped tlzen fluttered
erratically.

"You can't go!" he muttered thickly. Then he shbakhead, as if clearing
it—and as if he too was astonished by what hedl &tie stared at him in
shock, unable to comprehend the devastation ipy@s.

'What do you mean?' she asked faintly.
'It's perfectly simple! | mean | don't want to kerged from you!

His impassioned voice had shaken with emotionalt as if she'd delivered
a bombshell and he was reeling from itsl)last.tRerfirst time, she began to
believe that he cared for her and she felt a sofdeope fill her with a
dangerous joy.

He sat down on the bed and pulled her to him, adeduol, urgent
determination in every line of his face. 'l wanuydie muttered forcefully.
'‘No. Don't say anything. We don't need words. Tibvai¢h them!

He was going to kiss her. Crushing her alarming$be held him at bay, her
hands pressing hard against his chest.



'We hardly know one another. Ye@an'tfeel that strongly—!"
'l know | can't! It's madness. Butb!" he growled.

Her protest was muffled by the fierce pressure®hiouth. She felt herself
being driven back, the softness of the bed medimgspine while the

hardness of his body and the feverish whisperingnen ear made her
resistance disintegrate into a million pieces. €hweas nothing she could do
to stop him; all her will-power had gone beneath tnslaught of his

desperate passion, the raw need in his eyes, His b searching, oh, so
cruelly tormenting hands!

Seconds passed, or minutes—she didn't know. Hid nes so desperate
that it totally overwhelmed her. They were lockeddther, their hands
frantically clutching, mouths devouring.

He murmured that he wouldn't ever hurt her becdwesecared for her.
Respected her values, admired her principles. bwgtit she was beautiful,
funny, adorable, wise, clever, intelligent... Therds flowed into her in a
hot, passionate stream, destroying all her defences

Because she felt the same about him.

How could she resist such an assault on her sem$issf?eart raced and
pounded against her breast as they clung to onth@nconvulsively. She
had been close to losing him and her only instiva to kiss him breathless,
to grip his shoulders with all her strength asnifsome way that might
release the pent-up misery she'd been harbouring.

'l want to touch you, feel you, breathe you in tigio every pore...'

Mindless now, awash with pure happiness, she madaurmur when he
slowly—oh, too slowly!—slid away her clothes. Whee touched her,
letting his fingers drift tentatively down the cess of her body, his
expression of sweet anguish reached into her wsthattering force.



She was naked now, his lips setting her flesh i@ the depth of his desire
so heart-wrenchingly intoxicating that she wantomigcouraged him.
Slowly he let his fingers trail to her thighs. Atiten he bent his head.

Sophia gave a hoarse cry, her body bucking in sebpkeasure. 'Rozzano,
no!' she croaked in panic.

His deeply intimate kiss filled her entire consapass. She groaned,
wanting the soft melting inside her to go on andramgry for its vibrating
warmth as it spread through her body. She was ggs@izzy with hunger,
unable to stop herself from writhing on the tangieets in hot desire.
Whimpers escaped from her panting mouth, her fegeghtening
feverishly in his silky hair and sliding down togdinto his powerful
shoulders.

It was an exquisite sweet pain that he was infigctand he too seemed to
feel it, his body trembling on hers. As her ners&ained to breaking point,
he raised his head. Every inch of her shook atbilmaing force of his
passion, the savage desire that had to be satead.dBid hardly breathe.

And then his lips enclosed her again, his tongulgedelicately creating
havoc in the whole of her heart and soul and milhdie didn't care about
anything, only the release of her long-suppressatinCrying his name,
begging him not to stop, she clung to him, deligdtin his lovemaking,
adoring him, wanting him to love her.

Except...he hadn't said those words she longedan h

There had been no commitment. Of course there th@dd so sex was out
of the question.

With a despairing groan, she pushed him away, ekieagh her body
screamed at her for doing so.

'Wait! No!" she wailed, trying to sit up.

His arm hooked her back to him. 'Please, Soph&!sdid thickly. "You
can't—'



'l can!" she cried wildly, fighting him, beatinglas chest. 'Please, Rozzano!

Tears welled up in her eyes. How could she tell thiat she wouldn't let any
man be truly intimate with her unless he was hesband? You didn't
mention the 'H'" word a few days after meeting a ,msime thought
hysterically.

‘Santa Maria!'he muttered, holding her fast. 'Don't you undeg®al want
you—'

'‘And | want you too! But that's not enough for nflé sobbed. 'Let me go!
I'm sorry | didn't stop you before but—'

"You didn't let me finish!" he muttered thickly.

Rozzano's grip eased and he slid her neatly aldadss body, still keeping
her within the circle of his strong arms. He wastpsy, his breath hot and
rasping on her naked shoulder. Sophia quivered tla@rsensation and bit
her lip. It was her fault. She should have call&é@iamuch earlier. But she'd
wanted him so much.

"You mustn't finish,' she mumbled desperately.
' meant,' he said drily, 'you didn't let me finishat | had to say—'

'You can't persuade me!" Squirming in embarrassnstiet summoned up
the courage to say, 'l—I don't believe in full ®exside marriage, Rozzano.'

His thumb gently but firmly tipped up her chin. tBunever intended to go
that far," he told her gravely. 'For a moment bfirwho you were, what |
was doing— everything. | don't know where | wasrdéee, | think.
Forgive me. I've never...' He scowled, perplexddst control.’

'Explain to me where | stand with you. I'm not usedlirting and—and
intimacy,' she told him, her cheeks flushed tork dase. 'You may think it's
normal to seduce a woman after a few dinners but—'



'No," he said quietly. 'l don't. That's not my waywu're the first woman...'

He lowered his eyes and it was a moment or tworbdie had composed
himself again and could look at her. 'I'm bewildeby what has happened
to me,’ he said. 'We've only known one anotherafghort time, although
we've been together for almost every hour of thg. dds been an

unbelievably intense experience for me—'

'‘And me,' she admitted in a small voice, summomnipghe courage to stick
to her decision, whatever excuse he came up with.

He smiled at her wary, tear-stained face and taiiblee pouting mouth with
an affectionate finger. "You've made one hell ofrapact on me. I've never
met anyone like you—never knew someone could heegect, so special.’

Sophia maintained the rigidity of her body. Worslse thought in distress.
That was all they were.

'‘Over the past few days you've brought me to lifie,'went on softly,
caressing her face with wondering fingers. 'Untihét you, | was wrapped
up in my grief. At first you made me laugh, madefe®t relaxed and happy.
Then...'

He swallowed. His tongue slipped around his lipg Sophia gazed at him,
unable to breathe for tension. 'Then?"

‘Then | knew something special was happening betweseg he said with
restrained passion. 'These past few days havevbeederful. | never, ever
want them to end.’

She closed her eyes in pain, her teeth biting o lower lip as she
struggled against the urge to surrender. It wasrsadove that he wanted.

He covered her throat in small, hot kisses, eaahlike a wound to her
heart. 'Come to Venice with me tomorrow,' he coa¥esimy bride-to-be. |
want you to be my wife, Sophia. Will you marry me?'

She was utterly speechless. It was the last thiegdsexpected. If her life
had depended on it, she couldn't have said a word.



'‘Answer me!" he urged. 'Don't keep me in suspdnsstd to knowow.Or,'
he added, his eyes dark with determination, 'lAkensuch mind-destroying
love to you that you won't know what you're sayiaigg I'll damn well force
you to say yes!

'Why...?

'Why do you think?' he asked passionately, tighigris hold on her
shoulders. 'Sophia,' he husked, 'I'm crazy about yaake every morning
with a smile on my face because | know we're gamge together. You
know how good it's been for both of us. You mustehaealised how | felt! |
look at you all the time, | am compelled to toucuy-'

'l thought that was how you behaved with all worheine said faintly.
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“"She felt herself sinking more deeply into his an@ildren! she breathed,
her resolve fatally weakening.

Babies of her own. Rozzano's babies. And she hel/bd she would never
hold her own child in her arms, never be a motBdre pushed a shaking
hand through her hair, her eyes wet with tears.

In her imagination she saw herself cradling a tolgrk-haired baby, with
Rozzano looking down on them both in wonder. Theyenin hispalazzo
and the sound of a gondolier's love song cameirdyifin through the
window—

'Sophia!’ Rozzano's harsh, authoritarian voicedtisushattered her precious
images as he gave her a little shake. "You'velgdytseconds to answer.
Yes or no?'

'l need time!" she wailed.
"You're not getting any.' His mouth hardened damggy. 'How can you do

this to me? Can't you see how I'm shaking? Decitie wour heart, not your
mind!'



Flustered, she tried to marshal her senses. Iretbatity she weighed up the
risks she was taking with her emotions. And, if sbkised, the risk of
regretting her decision for evermore.

There was no contest. She loved Rozzano and thehbhof having his
children made her want to weep with happiness.

Her eyes met his, locked, and blazed with an ansggrassion and love.
She laid her head against his chest. Through time pigher hand she could
feel the frantic beating of his heart. Amazed tla@ could affect him so
strongly, she lifted her face to his.

'Stay with me," he whispered softly. His mouth ghhers. '‘Be my wife.
Mother of my children...'

She lifted her heavy lids and saw that he was @veecby emotion. Deeply
moved, she stroked his agonised face and smilatktlgn 'Yes,' she said
softly. 'Yes.'



CHAPTER FIVE

ON THE plane to Venice, she wore one of her new coutuesses; simple,
understated and incredibly flattering. And on tedt hand shevould have
worn an enormous diamond, the same misty blue agliess, set in a
terrifyingly valuable platinum ring.

Rozzano, however, had suggested when they chtiss it would be wiser
if she kept it in her bag in case there was anyianatlention. And she'd
instantly seen the sense in that. But she kepksmgéttle glances at it!

Limp, stunned and deliriously happy, she had altb®ezzano to make all
the arrangements for their trip. She knew it haehbmadness to accept his
proposal, that headbeen insane with desire, surely, when he'd asketbh
marry him. But twelve hours later he still seemeddited.

'‘Now," he purred, dipping a strawberry in Buck'szFand feeding it to her.
'We've got three weeks to make all the arrangemweftsre our wedding
day. Let's start with bridesmaids—'

'Rozzano!" she cried in horror. 'We can't get nedrthat soon! It's crazy! We
don't know each other. No, please hear me out!issisted, when he
opened his mouth to argue. 'Marriage is much tquomant to take lightly.

Six months would be more sensible—'

'Sensible! Who wants to be sensible?’

His eyes glittered and then he lowered his lids $e'd seen the flash of
annoyance in his gaze, and the stubborn set tonbigh. He didn't like
being crossed, she thought apprehensively.

'‘Marriage is for keeps, Rozzano. It would be avffule made a mistake—'

You'll be marrying a madman by that time,' he mngdl. 'I'm flesh and
blood, Sophia! You don't know how hard it is for toehold back!

'We...' She moistened her lips and stared outaAlps below, following the
peaks and valleys, the icy crags punching throwghsional clouds, the soft



green lowland shimmering in the sunlight. 'You'ret rihe only one
who's...aroused,’ she said bravely, blushing asspbke. But she wanted
him to know that she loved him enough to trust Hive could..." Her eyes
pleaded with him to understand. 'Help me out, Roa¢a&he begged. "You
know what I'm trying to say!

"You mean...we can ease one another's desires@ggested delicately.

Nervously she nodded and he closed his eyes ingnglrawing in a huge,
raw breath.

'Four weeks, then!" he said forcefully. "You can't pblssask me to wait any
longer! We want to be together, don't we?'

'We will be—'

' mean as man and wife. In the fullest sense, Boptou know the strength
of my feelings. You can't doubt them. -And thinkyafur grandfather!" he
said persuasively. 'He would like to live to se® drieat-grandchild. For his
sake, we mustn't delay!

Sophia wavered. His argument was convincing. Shgdd for Rozzano
with a frightening hunger. And she had to admit thevould be wonderful
for Alberto D'Antiga to enjoy the arrival of hiseat-grandson. Her heart
softened. This time next year she could be a mother

'So let's make babies as soon as we can,’ Rozzamoured wickedly into
her ear.

'‘Unfair!" she protested. But he turned her face Ewihgly, lingeringly
kissed her mouth.

His eyes bored into hers, making her senses swouar weeks.'
'Four weeks,' she agreed with a helpless sigh.

He gave a delighted grin. 'That's wonderful! We# perfect together,
Sophia. | know we will. So," he said, smiling fopdit her, 'we'd better start



planning the wedding of the decade!" His voiceeswt] to a loving murmur.
‘Tell me your wildest dreams, my darling. | will keathem come true.
Every one.’

'All I need is a man who loves me and to bear hiklen,’ she said simply.
A spasm of pain tightened his lips and she touched hand with

understanding tenderness. 'What is it? Are yowkthghof your baby who
was never born?'

He leant his head back against the seat, his dgsedctightly. 'l was

thinking that | couldn't bear it if anything shougoil our happiness,' he
replied in a harsh undertone so laden with darktiegshe felt a tiny trickle
of fear run the length of her body.

Nervously, Sophia blinked in the bright sunshinéhey walked through the
terminal doors in Venice and out onto a landinget#® man in white ducks
hailed them and ran forward, enthusiastically gngeRozzano.

"This is Mario," Rozzano explained, when the maped pumping his hand
up and down as if he might strike oil any minutée's in charge of the
family launches.’

Launches! thought Sophia as Rozzano gestured tdategpaand
sleek-looking boat with furiously polished brassavar

'‘Buon giorno, contessdam very pleased to say hello.'

She smiled, hiding her shock at being addresselgebyitle. She doubted
she'd ever get used to it. 'I'm pleased to sap ftelb!" she replied, genuinely
delighted that they would be arriving by water.

But she was nervous, too, at the prospect of ngpdian grandfather. Her

hand shook in Rozzano's as he handed her intootitetfiough he made no
sign that he'd noticed. She perched nervously emtimaculate royal-blue

cushions, expecting him to sit beside her and heldclose to reassure her.
But he didn't.



She tried not to mind but it did appal her that siheuld keep looking to him
as if he were some kind of crutch. That wasn'tking of relationship she
wanted at all. But...did he?

The boat's engines roared into life, or she fek $ie would have heard the
loud thudding of her heart. She wondered if hedilkeer vulnerability
because it gave him a chance to be dominant. Butvsisn't normally the
vulnerable type. And when he found out he mighpdrer like a hot brick.

Butterflies swooped in her stomach and she folagahms tightly over it as
panic rose in her throat, threatening a cry «f.fear

Perhaps their relationship was based on their ownahtasies—a fairy
tale of their own making...

Rozzano leant across to speak to her and withrasmgoeffort she produced
a bright, interested face for him. 'We'll cross ldggoon,’ he said, ‘and you'll
have a fantastic view of Venice, rising from theteva

She nodded and concealed her quivering lip by dlvigearound and
watching the wake of the boat as it cut throughglhssy water and changed
the calm serenity of the surface into a froth oftesfioam. Rozzano tapped
on her arm and reluctantly she turned back, wishgrgemotions were flat
and calm again.

'‘Look. See thédricoli—those huge poles in the water? They mark out the
deep-water passages through the lagoon to thésddhere's Torcello, the
island where your ancestors and mine first settled.

Sophia nodded, smiled and remained silent, her ruthebf anxieties and
worries. It had been a mistake to commit herselhastily. She knew that
now. They couldn't yet be certain of one anotHevs.

Her brows pulled together. Rozzano had spokenfdelings with great
eloquence. But had he mentioned love? She couténtember—her
thoughts had been in such turmoil that half of whatd said hadn't
registered. Perhaps he had said he loved her.ddex very sincere, very
impassioned. Why would he propose if he didn't &&ingly?



Despite all her reasoning, she couldn't shake eff uncertainties. Only
dimly was she aware of the beauty of the shimmdaggon, and the tiny
islands with roses and honeysuckle drifting ovemiemt brick walls.

And soon she could see the island of Venice itstihg in the limpid water,
the skyline a higgledy- piggledy mass of turretd aell towers and domes
and tiled roofs.

They call Venicd_a Serenissimahe said softly. 'The Most Serene.’

Tears of unexpected emotion collected in her elygending to share her
feelings with Rozzano, she turned to him. He wasrgg at the city he loved
and had eyes for no one and nothing else. She seelthat he was utterly
content. He'd come home.

The tug of destiny affected her, too. For the fitisbe she began to
comprehend fully what it meant to belong to a fgmihich had occupied a
piece of land for centuries. Preserving that faritg would be almost a
duty. No wonder her mother's actions had devastate®'Antigas.

And now she was a part of that ancient dynastyeffersand would be
helping to preserve it. Shaking off her nerves,dbtehed her hands tightly
in her lap and leaned forwards, studying everythmently, eager to learn
something of her roots.

Tell me what I'm seeing,’ she said with quiet ihten

'We're coming up to the Basin of St Mark," he afdigjuietly. 'There...you
see that bridge? And the one behind it, high altbaenarrow canal? The
first is the Bridge of Straw and the other The Badf Sighs—

'l remember. That's the bridge between the DogdacP and the prison.'

'It's completely enclosed so that convicted prissmmeuldn't leap over the
parapet and escape,’ Rozzano explained, and gave smile. 'However,

the windows afforded them one last, tantalisingngke of the city, the
outside world—and freedom. Hence its name.’



'Cruel,' she commented.

His eyes flickered and grew distant. 'A streakladttcruelty still runs in
some of us.’

Bitterness ran through his words. Startled, Sopagt a quick glance at hrs
face. There was a hardness there, a savage lytatlite line of his mouth.
Yes, she thought, filled with chilling misgivingshe felt sure that he could
explode into a violent fury if provoked. She swaltal, feeling suddenly
apprehensive and horribly unsure of him.

Rozzano asked the boatman to stop for a momenthaydbobbed up and
down gently while she stared blankly, only managwith difficulty to
focus on the beautiful pink marble facade of theg®e Palace, with its
graceful pillars and arcades.

‘Just like the pictures,’ she commented as brigiglghe could.

Her heart raced alarmingly as she tried to queliféars. He loved her. He
wouldn't harm her. But the tension wouldn't leaee $houlders and she sat
rigidly, like a terror-stricken child, desperate d@ercome her irrational
sense of dread.

He rested his arm on the back of the cushion, ¥psession gentling. 'They
say that if a sixteenth-century Doge were to appear he'd find Venice

much the same," he told her with husky affectiNow—see the bell tower,
the Campanile? And as we move on you'll catchrapge of the domes of
the Basilica of St Mark. It's beautiful, Sophia. It§ over-the-top, and

stuffed with ancient treasures. I'm really lookiiegward to showing it to

you.'

Nothing was wrong, she told herself. She was b&ngiful. Conscious of
the long silence, she attempted to curb her ovéveaicnagination and make
some kind of intelligent comment.

'Father said the whole city is built on tiny islandnd mud flats. Those
buildings are massive, though. Was he right? Isdbeseem a very reliable
foundation.'



And her marriage, a little voice nagged. How saéenrthe foundations for
that?

'Reliable enough to last for several centuriessdid, amused. ‘Millions and
millions of stakes and solid plat-forms underpie thuildings. You look
apprehensive." He laughed. 'Don't worry! The D'@atpalazzowon't
collapse—I've seen to that. I've spent a good alei@ine restoring it.'

He'd been genuinely good to her grandfather, shagttt. Looking after the
D'Antiga affairs must have made heavy demands azd&tw.

'I'm relieved. I'd hate to see the whole city do@fore I've had a chance to
explore it,' she said drily.

He grinned. 'No chance! Even though people takietinhe discovering its
treasures.' His eyes danced as he leaned closenamdured, That's my
intention with you.'

Her heart leapt with joy. Happily she flung away erries and basked in
his smile. Behave!And get on with the commentary or I'll hitch & lih a
tour boat.'

"You English have no soul!" he reproached with eathical sigh. 'OK, |
surrender. Commentary. Stating the obvious, weoeimg to the
Canalazzo—the Grand Canal. Look and be amazed.’

She did, and she was. Nothing had prepared heéhéamages which were

unfolding before her eyes. As they entered thedoaaal, they became part
of the pageant of sleek launches and gondolds, fiitries and huge barges
which bustled up and down the waterway. And onegitide soared the
palaces, each one different and forming a magiaeakdrop to the busy

scene.

That's Ca' Barbarigo—seventeenth-century, Ca' Bandh a
fifteenth-century facade on an older, Gothic buwigi Ca'
Grande—sixteenth-century...that one there's twelfth that's
thirteenth-century...'



Her head was spinning as he named them in lovingstcalmost as if they
all belonged to him personally. And she beganatige for the first time the
enormity of what she was taking on and how much wioeld need
Rozzano's good advice.

'l could look on this scene for the rest of my &fed never tire of it,’ she said
softly.

'l think that could be arranged!' he teased. 'Anah...what about this
palazz@ Interesting, do you think?"

She followed his pointing finger and sighed in glg®. 'For once you've
made an understatement. It's fabulous.’

It rose majestically, five storeys high from thenak boasting a dozen blue
and white stripedoricoli and several small landing stages sheltered by
royal-blue awnings. Above a vast arched door thett im a graceful point
were delicate stone balconies with pillars surrongdall arched windows,
each of which was intricately latticed.

'‘Glad you think so." Rozzano's voice had shakenttle. | She turned
enquiringly, but his eyes were fixed keenly aheadle honey-coloured
building as the launch turned towards it. And hmsle was beatific as he
said, 'This has been my home for the past fivesyear

Her eyebrows lifted in surprise. 'Now | understgodr eagerness to come
home to youpalazzd she said enviously.

He gave an enigmatic smile and, to her surpriseydteoned the boatman to
tie up to the jetty.

'Is this where we get off?' she asked. 'Are wedtkwo the D'Antiga palace?’
She felt a slight disappointment. It would have rbdevely if her

grandfather's house had been on the Grand Cagld| litst it seemed it must
be in the maze of back alleys and canals beyond.



'Only the Doge's palace is callegh@alazzo All the other palaces are called
"houses". And this particular one,' he said sofilyhe handed her onto the
landing stag€js the Ca' D'Antiga.’

Astonished, she whirled, alerted by the love inJoge and the passion
lurking in his eyes. A fool could have deduced tmafelt deeply about this
breathtaking palace.

And yet it didn't belong to him. Her grandfatherr®a it...and one day it
would be hers. She shivered despite the warmtheoftin. Something was
nagging in the back of her brain. A terrible, tie@ous thought that she
wouldn't allow to surface.

'‘But.. .don't you have a home of your own?' sheas&rkily. Bewildered,
she noted the increased tension in his hand whgrgped her elbow.

'Yes,' he said, sounding faintly strained. 'l owel Barsini. It's further up,
near the Rialto Bridge.'

He paused for a moment at the sound of a siren.aHis came around
Sophia's waist as an ambulance boat roared paBhdra wail of sound and
producing a strong wake that rocked the pontoon.

'Why don't you live there?' she pursued, disappdinthat he hastily
detached himself the moment the movement had stioppe

'‘Because my brother and his wife and childrentagest Enrico can entertain
to his heart's content—he's a very social anirhal,5aid with detectably
false enthusiasm. Seeing her questioning eyesjdedaeluctantly, 'Enrico

needs to be out of my shadow. Elder brothers camabe to live up to. It's

important he has his own life. I've made this mynkobecause your
grandfather likes to have me around. We're vergeclo

"You've obviously been devoted to him,' she condesli@wly.
But why? her mind kept demanding. And she was geted to find out.

Fluttering nerves skittered up and down her bodyhaspropelled her
towards the Watergate.



'Wait a minute!" she said suddenly. She fumbleldeinbag and took out her
ring, slipping it on her finger., 'The press wdedp on us indoors,’ she said,
happily turning her hand this way and that. It viesutiful. Rozzano's
commitment to her. Now she felt properly engaged.

'Sophia..." He studied his shoes. Every ounce ®fbbdy was rigid with
tension.

She stiffened in apprehension. 'What is it?' skedsneasily.
'l don't know how to say this...'

His hard, uncompromising profile said it for himadBnews was on the way.
She steeled herself, shutting out the horrid Intdéce which said that her
happiness had been too good to last.

'Go on!" she challenged quietly.

It seemed he couldn't speak for a moment and tlaatenmer even more
jittery. Then, in a rush—as if eager to get hisegfeover with—he said, 'l
think the sudden announcement of our engagemerittbggtoo much for
your grandfather to take.'

Sophia felt her body freeze. All her doubts crysadl. He wanted to keep it
a secret, she thought, and she realised that sbe&tbeen totally sure of
Rozzano, otherwise she wouldn't be leaping to sutdrrible conclusion.
She was so insecure in his love that it was evesiple for her to wonder if
this was his way of easing out of the relationshigentle let-down now, a
gradual drifting away, and she'd be sidelined e#tre knew it...

But, part of her argued, he'd bought a valuablg. Mdhy propose to her and
then drop her within the course of a day or so® igained nothing. Yet.

Her head ached. Why was she thinking these shocktimgys about
Rozzano? She loved him! She should trust him injlic

'Speak to me, Sophia,' he said harshly.



Stone-cold despite the warm air, she knew her veioald betray her
hysteria and so she kept her response to a b¥bat are you suggesting we
do?'

Beside her she felt the hiss of exasperation asst expelled through his
teeth. 'Keep it a secret for the time being. | knelat I'm asking, but you
must see my point of view. He's emotionally fragBephia. Your ar- - rival
will be all he can cope with. Please understagdré about him very much.
He's treated me like a son. Let's wait till we khine's ready.’

‘A short time ago we were getting married in a rbsbause of him," she
reminded him sharply.

That brought a quick frown to his face. &\ But let's take one step at a
time with him—'

‘Are you ashamed of me?' she accused, her eyeslaagicharcoal.
‘No!'

Clearly angry at that suggestion, he was neverdbedruggling for words to
explain. Tell me you love me, her eyes pleadedsRea me.

He shot her a quick glance but never saw her plea--he did, he ignored
it. 'Give him a week, ten days at most to get alierexcitement of meeting
you," he said shortly. 'It won't be easy for hireeisag you. | expect your
appearance will bring back to him some painful meesoof your mother.’

'l suppose so," she conceded reluctantly.

'It needn't make any difference to us," he coa¥X®éd.can go ahead and make
all the arrangements then tell him gently.'

At least he was still talking about making prepiarad for the wedding, she
consoled herself. She relaxed a little. 'Will hesaglprove?' she asked
bluntly.



'l think he'll be delighted. Give him breathing sedfirst. I'd hate the
excitement to become too much for him.'

How could she refuse? It would seem churlish. Betlsated the idea, even
though it made perfect sense. Her tapered fingentijwothed over her
beautiful ring. Stupidly, her lower lip wobbled.

Seeing she was close to tears, Rozzano hastilyedugen the heavy oak
door and drew her into the privacy of a huge anglentrance hall.

She stared numbly down its length to the slend@nc@ades of a sunny
courtyard beyond. She barely registered the sdehbmeysuckle drifting
from the open windows, though normally she wouldeheommented on it
in delight.

But she was too panic-stricken about removing §mb®| of their love.
Maybe it was superstitious nonsense, but withowhi felt that their
relationship would definitely founder.

However, she wouldn't defy him. Her grandfathertalth was too
important. She realised that her relationship \Wittzzano would live or die
for more reasons than the fact she wore his ring.

"You're right," she said, generously giving him bemefit of the doubt. 'I'll
take it off.'

Gently she eased the ring up her finger thoughwage unable to stop her
mouth from drooping with misery. It could have beeminket they'd chosen
from a cheap store and she would have been jugiset about removing it.

Feeling forlorn, she slipped it from her finger aredurned it to the zip
pocket of her bag. All the time she was wishing tteawould kiss her, and
persuade her that everything was all right.

'Principe!’

'Flavia!" All smiles suddenly, he hurried forwarndda to her astonishment,
embraced a grey-uniformed, middle- aged maid. Tha® a little joshing



and plenty of laughter and then she was introduE&alzia has known me all
my life," he said, as the two women shook handsnlyarHer mother was
Father's cook. Don't be surprised if you find hetingy you advice. Our
families are so intertwined that she has an opirmoaneverything we
do—and sometimes she treats me like a brainleskdyio

Sophia gave a weak smile. He spoke again to Fandahen she left them.

'‘Come upstairs to the salon,' he said lightly. IWegit there. I've asked
Flavia to tell your grandfather we've arrived.’

Very much at home in his surroundings, he led thg up the grand double
staircase. Sophia swallowed nervously, intimidabgdthe massive oil
paintings of haughty-looking men and women who nbgsher ancestors.

This was all too much for her to handle! She hesitafilled with an
overwhelming urge to turn tail and run, but Rozzamessed her hand,
moving her on again, and she looked up at him fydhte glad of his
understanding.

But when he spoke she discovered why he was caggsst. It wasn't out of
sympathy at all.

'l know | shouldn't be touching you and that makes situation highly
arousing.' He gave her a wicked glance with hisiddering eyes. "We must
pretend to be polite strangers when people arendrddell! I'll go mad with
frustration! I'll live for the night, when | caneak to your room and we can
make passionate love to one another.' His voickedunto every corner of
her body, heating it, coaxing her with its sensuarmur. He lowered his
pitch. 'Think of it, Sophia! It'll be fun.’

Fun. Her skin prickled in warning. It was a gaméhitm! A game of 'don't
touch’, delicious and forbidden— like the games m&ayed with their
mistresses when their wives were around.

Fun. Her heart sank. He'd have sexual satisfagtitimut responsibility.
And each day she'd have to pretend she didn'tfoat@m at all. No. Her
mouth firmed in mutiny.



'l can't—won't—live a lie,' she said flatly. 'l haw idea you meant me to
pretend that | hardly know you.’

His eyes narrowed. 'I'm not asking you to lie, jiestontain your feelings.
We've both been forced into that strait-jacket beftYou've been used to
doing that all your life," he threw back at herarhoarse rasp, a horrible
harshness roughening the normal musical rise dhdffais lyrical voice.

'‘And | don't want to do it again!" she cried passaiely. 'l want to be what |
am! To show emotion when | feel it, to laugh antgsand cry...'

Her voice faded away, her throat blocked with chgknisery. She wanted
to show her love for him, not to hide it as if ieke something shameful.

But a single-minded determination glittered in timeeadable depths of his
dark eyes. 'l understand that. | have my reasonadking you to do this.

Good reasons.You mustn't show that you care forRranise me, Sophia!’
he said in a fierce hiss.

She halted at the top of the stairs, shocked bydtiemence. Sweet heaven!
she thought in horror. Everything was going wrddgd she made a terrible
mistake? Perhaps there really had been a hidderdader his whirlwind
courtship, something even more sinister than thkation of a tired palate!

She would have swayed, but pride steadied herl slmé knew what was
really behind his proposal, she would resist atgnapt by him to hurry her
into marriage. If that was what he'd ever intended.

Her legs wobbled as if she were on shifting saBds$.she only had herself
to blame. She'd been too ready to believe himetmger to fall for the rosy,
romantic future he had painted. Not any more.

Angry and upset, she gritted her teeth and forcenhide even though she
felt her heart would break.

"'l show no sign of affection in public, you cae sure of that.’

'Excellent!



Out came the dazzling grin, right on cue. It was el®uds had momentarily
obscured his face, she thought miserably. Now he geiting his own
way—as he believed—the sun had come out again.

Her (jwn smile wavered a little as they walked lgvegth of a barrel-vaulted
gallery. So Rozzano needed to be dominant. Sopéva lerself up proudly.
No man would rule her. If he thought she would Ipeishover, he was in for
a nasty shock!

‘Actually,” he said silkily, 'l think it might be good idea to keep our
wedding a secret from everyone but Alberto till est possible moment.'

'Oh? Why?' she asked shortly, her mouth set inlzbstn line.

'It's occurred to me that no one would be ablateriere. We can decide on
ten bridesmaids or none and dress them in cre&noisllycra with purple
spots—'

'l think you have a bridesmaid fixation,' she s&dly. 'How do we get
people to turn up?'

'Easy. We invite them to a grand celebration bHlils eyes danced with
amusement. 'Imagine, Sophia! They'll be astoundsshwou arrive in your
wedding dress!

'What fun,' she observed drily.

He chuckled, not recognising her sarcasm. 'No ahéonget our wedding!
And I've just realised—there'd be one great boifhe. press wouldn't get
wind of it and we'd be able to stop our wedding filagn becoming a fiasco.'

‘You're very thoughtful.'

He gave her a suspicious glance but she'd foursttems expression from
somewhere and he nodded in satisfaction. '‘Agrdezh” he murmured

lightly.



Too lightly. Despite his casual manner, it was ohsgi that he desperately
wanted her to fall in with his plans. And perhapdid serve her purposes. If
no one knew they were to be married, her shamedveunbain a secret if the
wedding were cancelled.

'Why not?' she replied, attempting a carefree shrug

But Sophia's stomach was churning with unnamed fébhe was rushing
her into marriage, if he wanted it to be concediein everyone he
knew...was there something she didn't know aboutaaon for the haste
and his desperate desire for secrecy?

Please, no! she begged the Fates. Don't let hireivdeene! If he should
prove to be false... She clutched at her breasteyes huge with distress.
She'd die of misery, she thought dramatically—kha'¢ make sure she
crippled him first!

‘The salon.' Totally relaxed now, he opened a pdirdouble doors.
'Welcome,' he said, as if he were the host andrshguest.

Faintly annoyed by that, she entered the highsggld room and gasped in
awe.

‘Lovely, isn't it?" he murmured with more than athof possessive pride.
'Make yourself at home. May | get you a drink?'

She looked to where he stood, decanter alreadig indmd. As if he owned
the place, she thought, and then wiped that fromried. 'No, thank you,’
she said politely. 'l think it might give a bad impsion if | breathe whisky
all over my grandfather at our first meeting.’

You're right!'
He was grinning, pouring himself a drink as if hdntt have a care in the

world. Why should he have, when she'd obedienttgedjto everything he'd
suggested? She gritted her teeth, determined &hHadanger.



Desperate to do something, she walked to the tallows. They ran from
floor to ceiling and opened onto a small stone dr@jcabove the Grand
Canal, which glittered in the bright sunshine.

Fromwhere she stood she could see the dome of theeSahuirch and
clusters of exotic black gondolas tied to barbepstl poles outside
ochre-coloured palaces. It was an incredible sgtohbreathtaking beauty.

Her hand had been resting against the heavy oystienared drapes framing
the window. Almost without thinking, she let henders trail over the
sensual silk, her newly heightened senses reveltntheir voluptuous
opulence. Behind her, she heard the faint hissoazBno's breath.

Her back stiffened. So he didn't like her touchid@ntiga possessions!
After all, he'd spent years treating them as his.aw

Like an arrow, the treacherous suspicion shothietanind again, only to be
fiercely dismissed. If she and Rozzano had anyahéogether, she had to
stop inventing reasons for his behaviour—especiahgn she had no hard
evidence.

Taut with nerves, she deliberately set about towgli few more items. A
bronze statue. An intricately inlaid marble talbe gilded frame of a huge
oil painting depicting Adam and Eve in swirling gdesies and little else.
And as she did so the pressure in the room seentetth up a notch or two.

Her stomach swooped. He hated her being there!hilogevhat he regarded
ashisthings!

‘Carpaccio,’ he said tersely, coming to where shs studying an oil
painting. His tension was so palpable that it eiliéet the air.

Her heart fluttered frantically against her ribcatieknow nothing about
painters. Is he famous?' she asked politely, wishier grandfather would
appear and rescue her from this vile atmosphere. dxace, she thought
wanly, she'd loved being alone with Rozzano!

'One of the masters. Do sit down," he said politely



Host to guest again! 'Thank you,' she answeredlyGobkading for a
comfortable armchair.

He began to sift through letters on a gilded amtitable, opening one or
two, stuffing the others into his pocket. And thentook up the classic male
pose of ownership, standing in front of the marleplace, one elbow
casually on the mantelpiece as he sipped his dmmék looked at her
inscrutably from under his lashes.

Sophia hid her mounting anxieties and crossed tegaet, Vianni-shod
ankle over the other. 'I'm beginning to enjoy luxurfeel really at home
here,' she announced, injecting a proprietoriad mto her voice to test him.

Rozzano's brows drew together in a hard black &né it gave her no
pleasure that she'd apparently hit a raw nerveodG¥ou certainly seem
very composed,’ he clipped out.

'It's the clothes,’ she replied casually. 'Theyeheanfidence sewn into the
seams. | probably look as good as | ever will.'

'‘Captivating,’ he agreed, a faint curl to his moutim having difficulty
keeping my hands off you.'

It wasn't noticeable, she thought tartly. And wante weep. Her eyes
pricked with hot tears. She didn't want doubts gsteries. Just Rozzano.
She'd have it out with him, clear the air... Hakgpashes lifted but he was
listening to something inaudible to her, his heacked on one side.

"Your grandfather's coming,’ he said suddenlyedognise that creaking
floorboard!

And he was across the room, opening the doorsitose who was pushing
an elderly, white-haired man in a wheelchair.

'Rozzano!" Alberto D'Antiga held out his arms ahd two men embraced
fondly, murmuring to one another with affection.



Sophia watched, her emotions skittering this wai/that. The love between
them was plain to see and it gladdened her acteag.h

Despite her grandfather's frailty, it was obviobatthe had once been an
imposing man. He was tall, and sat erect like displon parade, and he
reminded her so much of her beloved father thatkies became misty.

'‘And you must be my Sophia!"

Smiling gently at the warmth in his tone, she wenhim, knelt beside the
chair and allowed herself to be wrapped in his #rms. For a long time he
held her, emotion shaking his gaunt frame. Andcshadn't speak, couldn't
say any of the words she'd planned, the little gdf Italian she'd learnt to
please him. Whatever his titles and noble ancebt&ryyas her only living

relative and his affectionate welcome had won leartalready.

His hand lightly stroked her hair. 'Ah! So like yauother!

Sophia pulled away a little, sitting back on heeleeand blinking back the
unshed tears. 'Flatterer!" she reproached, embaddentease him by the
lively twinkle in his eyes. 'Mother was beautiful—'

'‘And so are you," he assured her, touching hehdédsnd happy face.

'l think," she said in amusement, 'that you'reibtyrbiased.’

With an immaculate linen handkerchief, he dashedyatlve tears that had
fallen to his cheeks and sighed. 'Forgive an olch'snaveeping, Sophia.
Seeing you means so much to me. | believed thaad the last of the
D'Antiga bloodline. It broke my heart that | had e¢escendants.’

'Would you both excuse me?' Rozzano fingered Hlisgrmobile phone.
'Of course! All of Venice must know you've returfiedlberto said

indulgently. His doting eyes followed Rozzano asstrelled to the far end
of the salon and answered the call.



'You love him very much,’ Sophia ventured. It wasifa she thought
ruefully, she wanted someone—anyone— to praise aid,thus to allay
her fears.

'He has become my son,' D'Antiga said simply. Heeeged her hand. 'l was
very lonely till he came here. And now he has bhiugpu to me! So
generous, so typical of him when he stands to éaszything because of
you!'

Sophia froze. Her hands tightened convulsivelyenlap. ‘Gracious! How?'
she jerked out.

'My dear, he married little Nicoletta, a distanatere of mine. She was the
only remaining D'Antiga apart from me. And then slred.’

Sudden tears filled her eyes and she stared dtdmbling fingers to hide
them. Rozzano hadn't told her that Nicoletta haenba D'Antiga. Her
mouth twisted. How economical with the truth he was

'I knew he'd married and his wife had died in dhitth. | didn't know about
the connection,' she said, hardly able to breathe.

‘Nicoletta was my last hope,' grumbled her grarmgfat'lt was an excellent
union between our two families! And it brought neensuch happiness when
Nicoletta said she was pregnant.’

She struggled to comment. 'lt was a tragedy thadstd so young. It must
have been a terrible shock for you all.’

Her grandfather's eyes were pained. 'Yes, but Ruzfglt the blow the
.hardest. He's always been so strong and capalpegcwith emergencies,
tragedies... He was very brave when his parentsidi@a boating accident
out on the lagoon—and he was only eighteen. He dwek the business as if
he'd been doing it all his life and became a fa#mel mother to Enrico. But
when Nicoletta died he was inconsolable. He wergi¢ses and we didn't
see him for days after the funeral. I've never km@awnan to look so deeply
shocked. It was as if his world had come to an'end.



She felt very sad. This was confirmation that Nettal had been Rozzano's
great love. How could she compete with that?

Stiffly she got to her feet, knowing the truth behRozzano's interest in her.
'So that's what you meant, Grandfather. Rozzanarbegour heir!" she said
steadily, amazed that her bitterness could be &estrictly in check. But
she didn't want to hurt the old man. He'd be detedtto know what
Rozzano had been planning.

'Of course. But now,' said her grandfather tendecbtching her cold,
lifeless hand, 'you will inherit the D'Antiga forte instead. See how
honourable he has been, not to discourage you?'

‘The extent of his honour amazes me," she fudgedhklart was breaking.
He'd really fooled her! How could he! Hosaredhe?'

Alberto chuckled. 'Keep looking over your shouldgophia!' he joked. 'We
must make sure Rozzano doesn't push you into ¢jootd'

She laughed, though the sound rang false to heitsenears. 'He wouldn't
do that,' she declared as brightly as she could.

Why would he, she thought angrily, when he couldrgnlaer instead and get
a nursery full of children first, and secure hghts to the D'Antiga fortune?
It was no wonder that he'd been agitated at theiwols, when he'd first
learned that her mother had had a child!

And how clever, how quick-witted he'd been to $ed¢ he had the answer to
his problems right in front of him, in the guiseao$imple country girl who'd
be flattered and only too thrilled to be courted dsaych a handsome,
passionate prince!

Damn him! she cursed, so consumed with anger thatceuld hardly
breathe. Then she realised her grandfather wakiggeand for his sake she
tried to pay attention andot to throw daggers of hatred at the lying,
cheating deceiver silhouetted like a lounging Adomigainst the tall
window.



But when she turned back she kept the image of &mzm her grieving
heart and it wouldn't go away, no matter how haeltsied to replace it.

...wouldn't behave like that. You have judged kell. He is too kind, too
generous,' the old man was saying softly. "Trust'the urged Sophia. 'He is
the finest man. You can rely on him to help youthe running of our
business." He shook his head in mock bewilderm&wce | could
understand it all, now it's too complicated—and dlihergic to computers!

Unwilling to worry her grandfather, she stretched tace into a smile. 'Give
me a bit of paper and a pen any day!" she agreselfcitly.

Alberto sighed in sympathy. 'We'll leave it alliton, shall we?"
'Does he take a salary for the work he does?'skedannocently.

Her grandfather chuckled. 'He doesn't need money$ idrobably richer

than | am! I'm afraid his family did rather well toof the Crusaders,' he
confided. 'Charged them exorbitant prices for acooaation on their way

to the Holy Land. No, Sophia. He runs the busihessiuse he is that kind of
man—though | think he would like more time to chexk his publishing

empire.’

So he didn't need money. Unless he was greedyhathaémpire-building
plans. Her eyes gleamed. Vowing thatie would take the reins, that
Rozzano wouldn't run rings around her, she prelseldand in excitement.

'We must give him more time to himself. | thinkhogild know the ins and
outs of D'Antiga’s. | want to become familiar wigvery aspect of the
business.' Her face was alive with enthusiasnthéfe's anything | don't
understand, Rozzano can explain over and over agdihl've got it. I'l
work hard, Grandfather, and you'll be proud of me!’

'Such fire! Such drive!" he admired wistfully. draire you, Sophia. | have
no fears about turning our fortune over to youecar

'I'll start tomorrow,' she promised.



Her eyes flashed in Rozzano's direction but he mvasmuring into the
receiver as if talking to a lover, his body leancanfortably against the
cream panelled shutters, his free hand idly trathieggold leaf cherub in the
centre.

Something sharp and hot sliced into her body. Larve hate, ice and fire.
Every movement he made was sensual, graceful @bensoft arc of his
mouth caressed his words lovingly. His thick fringklashes fluttered
appealingly on to-die-for cheekbones. His stance nekaxed—but he gave
the impression of suppressed energy and drive timless. And he was
smiling with satisfaction... rather like a pantiaéer a kill.

Her body melted to the core. She wanted him. Aridchhim too.

'My ancestors began by trading spices from the Qrigou know,' her
grandfather said, his eyes far away as he focumssome distant memory.
‘Then we changed to specialising in perfumes—'

'Mother had wonderful perfumes!" Sophia cried slyaki

'Did she?' D'Antiga’'s mouth quivered. 'Forgive nhe,'said emotionally.
'Forgive me the wrong | did to her!’

She held his shaking hands in hers and on an iepluésv them to her warm
cheek. 'Let's forget the past,’ she said unstedig'll talk about Mother
another day, shall we?"

'Bless you, child, for your compassion. And nowyais'll excuse me, | am
tired. We will have lunch tomorrow, yes? Press et if you will, for the
nurse. Thank you. Oh...ask Rozzano to arrange totarsee a lawyer to
change my will in your favour. | am impressed byatvRozzano has told me
about you, dear child. A young woman who caresh#arsick father for so
many years must have very special qualities.' l4sdd her affectionately.
'Ciao, SophiaYou've made me happy again.’

Lovingly she embraced him. Rozzano hastily broké laé call and
accompanied her grandfather to the door, his hestthg lightly on the old



man's shoulder. And when they parted Sophia wasllingly touched by
the little bow that Rozzano gave, a bow of respact affection.

But now she had the answer to all her niggling deudll the pieces of the
jigsaw puzzle that wouldn't fit. Rozzanp had pudsieer because she
embodied everything he wanted: tipalazzo the D'Antiga fortune, a
gullible mind and, she thought grimly, child-beayimps.

Perfect. What more could a mercenary Venetian priwant? The pain
seemed to shrink her heart but she set her teathsdgt. She wouldn't allow
him to hurt her. He wasn't worth grieving over.

'I'm tired too,' she announced coolly when theyensdone again. 'I'll go to
my room and unpack and perhaps wander around teehe

'Of course. Let me know when you're ready," he gaidkly, ‘and I'll escort
you—'

'No, thanks. | want to take my time and explorergnown.’

‘Sweetheart! You don't have to keep up the distzeminer when we're in
private,' he said softly.

Her blazing eyes challenged his. 'Will anger dogad?' she snapped.
'Sophia! What—?'

'Don't come near me!" she spat. 'You didn't tell yoar late wife was a
D'Antiga! You didn't say you were my grandfathdrsr! Why, Rozzano?
Did you have a secret agenda? Would you like toeshavith me?’

He stared, struck speechless by her outburst.

'Lost for words?' she taunted. 'Surely not! Yo, thost glib-tongued man
I've ever met? You must have been appalled whendystovered my

mother had given birth to a child—'

'If you remember correctly,’ he replied tautlyyads delighted.’



She frowned, confused. Yes. That was how it hathede Uncertainly she
eyed him, trying to work out why, but he spoke befshe could come up
with an answer.

'You were the reason | didn't tell you I'd becorhe D'Antiga heir,' he
snapped, his face stiff with contained anger. "Maue thinking of turning
down your inheritance for several reasons of youn,overen't you?'

'Yes, but—'
'So why didn't | encourage your doubts?’
Her frown deepened. 'l don't know—"

'l could have worked on your fears but | didn'&ébh out. 'l kept quiet about
my connection with your grandfather because | cseklyou had unusually
high moral standards, and | felt that you mightumeomfortable at the
thought of disinheriting me. | was anxious not td pny obstacle in your
way. | wanted you to acknowledge your link to yguandfather, forhis
sake.'

She chewed this over for a moment. 'OK, what aladeat, when | was more
sold on the idea?' she shot at him. "You had aceshtmtell me then!'

Sadness touched his eyes and mouth for a brief momad then his
expression became a mask. 'We seemed to be busgthvir things,' he said
quietly. 'Falling in love, for instance.’

The wound pierced through her. In anguish, she Iendpead. She couldn't
stand the sight of him any longer. Part of her wdrtb run to him, to find

that scrap of love and warmth which he'd showraherto wrap herself in it.

Part of her wanted to pummel his chest and screeay &er fury at being

deceived.

'I'm going to my room,' she muttered. 'No! Donbwime! There are maids,
aren't there?'



But his body barred the door. Suddenly he lookegkland intimidating, the
blackness of his eyes piercing her with their aigllanger.

"You're wrong about me," he said tautly. His heashtwup and he looked
down his patrician nose at her, silently demandiagcapitulation and an
abject apology.

'Maybe you're wrong about me!' she flung. 'Thasdanger of not knowing
anything about one another! | did warn you, Roz¥ano

Silver lights flashed across the dark eyes. 'Meg®iin
'Maybe I'm not as submissive as you think—"'

‘All the better. | want a wife who is my equal,’ teplied exasperatingly,
ruining her defiant stance.

'Do you?' she challenged. 'A woman who defies yalftully disagrees

with everything you wish? No, | thought not!" shecthred, seeing the
gradual tightening of his mouth. 'Don't imaginetthacause I'm a vicar's
daughter I'll roll over like a doting dog and aciceyperything you do! I'm not
a simple sweetie with a heart of gold. | have fegdi Opinions of my
own—'

'l don't expect obedience. What a ridiculous idea!said quickly. '‘But you
have the sense to see when a course of actiosées-wi

'‘Suddenly I'm tired of being wise. Sometimes | fided going off the rails.
Maybe I'll blow my inheritance!" she said wildll' this could go to a girl's
head!" she declared, waving a hand at the sumptoous.

'‘Not you," he said, with even more irritating calefince. 'You're steady and
sensible and your values are rock-solid. All yate {ou've learnt to be

careful with money and suspicious of superficiappings. Those are
gualities | admire and respect, Sophia.'

He was right, of course. If he'd hoped for a prudefe, he'd chosen well.
But some contrary devil in her wanted to taunt Hommake him as edgy as



she'd been, to bring doubts into his mind. And wWiedter than to suggest
she'd spend, spend, spend?

‘Too much scrimping and saving can make you wanbréak out,” she
declared hotly. 'My priorities are changing. I'nglming to enjoy the feel
of beautiful fabrics against my skin, for instands.| said earlier, designer
clothes make me feel powerful. | adore them.' Slosvad a little smile to

play about her lips, enigmatic, enticing and debibely hurtful. 'l intend to

go on a gigantic buying spree. What's the usefoftane if it's not enjoyed

to the full?’

There was a horrible silence. Suddenly she hateseleWith apparent
calm, she tilted up her chin and looked directligiat. His mouth was drawn
tight, his eyes so cold that she shivered fronr ticgiblast.

Bingo. She'd hit the spot. Her stomach churned.

'What happened to your charitable intentions?'ske@, shrivelling her with
his contempt.

Sophia felt sick. In a matter of hours she'd becameercenary shrew and
her happiness had been hijacked. They'd been ethgagenappy. Now they
were sniping at one another. Somehow she hardesresybs.

'l will do what | wish with my own money,' she sawith a glacial stare.

She recognised the signs of his rising temper. Muok-like jaw, high
shoulders, inflated chest and the utter stillnéd¢ssoface, as if it were made
from tempered steel.

When he spoke, however, his words were quiet arighteningly
controlled. 'You're tired. | noticed how pale yoare, earlier. This has been
a strain. We'll talk when you've had a rest. RemannBophia, that I'm the
only one who knows anything about D'Antiga’s afaidon't underestimate
your need for me. You would be wise to give me yioust.'

‘Trusts she exploded. 'l wouldn't trust you to uwg/an ice-cream!’



"You must!" He grabbed her arms. 'If you don't—"'

‘Threaten me and I'll have you thrown out!" shdegkin fury.

He went white. 'You've got it all wrong!" he gratidough his teeth.
'Have 1?' She was close to tears. She'd wanted him.

Loved him. And now look at them! Scrapping like kiish the playground,
ready to tear one another limb from limb... Higpdradn't eased. She flashed
him a scything look. ‘Let go or | scream!" she &dks

'Sophia!l' The cry came from deep within him, a raw, viscegedwl! of
anguish.

His mask had slipped, revealing a profound miskeay shocked her to the
core. He caught her face between his hands anteduser mouth beneath
his.

She tried to protest and made a feeble attemptruggle but it convinced

neither of them. In a moment his arms were arowrdhd she was silently
despairing because the feel of his body was senitiinlis through her

nerves. And, heaven help her, she wanted him still.



CHAPTER SIX

SHE smelt so wonderful, tasted so good... He letips $often and parted
them slightly so their sensitive inner surfaces ldosavour her
heart-stopping sweetness.

Her voice whispered tremulously in his ear, impigrhim unconvincingly
to stop. But he couldn't. In the back of his mirdvias aware that he was
being indiscreet, that this was not the place erttime to give in to his
overwhelming needs. No gentleman would behave dly bBut right now
he didn't care. He had to touch her. Kiss her. Repa damage that had
been done.

Quickly his arm snaked out to the nearest chaiichvhe jammed beneath
the twin door handles. And then his fingers werben hair, gently moving
over her warm scalp and releasing the elusive aliaittg perfume he
associated with her. The curve of her head resteegily in one hand, the
more voluptuous dip of her waist surrendering ®dther.

And all the while his mouth moved over hers, slosfgoothing its tight
anger into soft compliance. He had to obliterate doubts. Now. Before
Enrico met her.

There-was a subtle change in her body—a weakerongpbimed with a
desperate urgency. And his responded, jerking sutth a fierce desire and
relief that he had to press her hard against him kiss her more
passionately to ease his ravenous hunger.

The soft cushions of her breasts burned througlstirs, each hard centre
thrusting in erotic demand. She moaned and threvindwd back. The sight
of her beautiful throat and its vulnerability was tmuch. His mouth drifted
over the silken skin with delicate, frustratingtrast.

Along her collarbone, one shoulder to the othethilittle hollow, warm,
pulsing...

He shuddered as his drowsy eyes contemplated lilméngl swell of her
breasts above the scooped neckline. And, unabldotmtherwise, he



stealthily eased down her zip and bent his heatbs® his mouth over one
turgid nipple.

She was moaning and kissing him, clutching at hauklers in agonised
pleasure. The heat in his loins became unbearkifig his head to kiss
her, he allowed his hand to explore her perfecadireso soft, swollen with
desire, its peak dark and throbbing beneath hgefimps.

He felt her hands tearing at his shirt buttonsljisgj impatiently beneath the
fabric. A groan whispered from his lips as she baathim, inexpertly—but
with the instincts of a siren.

Her tongue slid around his, destroying his selftadrentirely. He wanted
her softness beneath him, to run his hands overdiexd body, to kiss every
inch and bring it to life till she was equally asaa and in need of him.

'Sophia,” he muttered roughly in her tiny ear, hedcouldn't resist gently
nibbling it, revelling in her answering spasm aslbas contracted. 'How |
love you!

He froze. Had he said that?

'Rozzano!" she breathed, her voice trembling with a hearkinga
sweetness.

He felt her frantic fingers fumbling for his bekHis eyes closed in a fierce
attempt to gain control of himself. But alreadyvis@s caressing her softly
rounded hips, his hands intent on one thing onlythVel groan of utter

helplessness, he swung her around till her backagamst the soft Fortuny
fabric that clothed the wall.

His mouth tasted her breasts. Eased down her oh&s$y delicious inch,
the fever in his body at explosion point. Slowlykigesed and nibbled along
her hipbone and across her faintly rounded stonfalch.gasped and cried,
her hands grasping at his hair in desperation,légs trembling as he
touched and caressed his way to the soft moistnbgsh lay waiting for
him.



'Oh, please, please!" she begged, when he hesitated

She was beautiful. His eyes devoured her hungtbr. eyes were almost
black and gleaming with desire. Her lips were ghrteed and swollen,

sweetly soft against her gleaming white teeth. e ganted with need, the
high, firm globes of her breasts lifted and juttad for his touch. A faint

film of sweat slicked her body, giving its curvesilvery shimmer of such

beauty that he felt choked.

A strange emotion filled his head. Something beythedphysical. A kind
of...joyous soaring. He dragged in a ragged bresdiiken by its intensity.

'My lovely Sophia!" he whispered thickly.

And his tongue curled around her sweetness ancelheas if he were
entering paradise.

She lay later, trembling in his arms, her mindanki— a delicicfus languor
which kept all thoughts at bay and allowed her askbin the wonderful
sensations curling through her entire nervous gyste

He loved her.

She felt like a goddess. Even now, sated and cpriterwas running his
hands gently over her body and marvelling over & sleepy murmur which
pulled at her heartstrings.

They sprawled on a huge damask couch and she leeaidhe sounds of life
going on outside: a waterman's cry, a child laughihe roar of a reversing
boat engine and the ever-present lapping of thg gileen water against the
palace walls. Sun streamed in on them, warmindpbdy deliciously.

She touched him in wonder. He was such a beaytéld gold, his chest
well toned and powerful. Lightly she ran her firgetown to his hard
stomach. And coloured up at what that did to him.



"You blush now, after making love to me?' he teapadly.

She couldn't look at him. She would never havesleli that she could have
kissed away his hunger with such wanton abanddittl& shudder rippled
through her. His reaction had been incredible. Shede him groan and
beg, cry aloud in hoarse longing. And his exquigitgoxysms as he'd
reached his climax had been echoed inside herrasAmebody—inflamed
by her love for him—had responded to his pleasure.

She had wanted more. They had both ached forrhkunion. But Rozzano
had restrained his own passion and with words amdligg kisses he had
calmed her, reminding her that she longed to beginvon her wedding
night.

'l love you!" she whispered.

His mouth covered hers and he touched her agasmfeltther head empty,
her body become fluid as his fingers teased anddnted. This time her
climax was prolonged—one deep, mind-blowing pineaxfl emotion after
another.

And then she quivered in the circle of his armsmagafusing to think about
anything but the feel of his heart thudding agahests, the softness of his
hair beneath her fingers and the deep peace difdubsy.

Over the course of the next week, she fell moreplgem love. Each
morning, he worked with her in the magnificentby, their voices muffled
by the richly bound books lining the walls and preeless carpet beneath
their feet. They sat at their antigue desks opposite another—just as
Queen Victoria had faced her beloved Albert.

With great patience, Rozzano guided her throughctimaplexities of the
D'Antiga portfolio and explained how he had manageadd increased—the
family wealth. Gradually she began to realise havdhhe must have
worked to achieve this. And to her delight she aieced that he had



donated a good deal of money to charities, padrtufor the elderly and
the very young.

Now, cool and elegant in a cream embroidered cdenisnd matching
jacket, with coffee silk trousers, she hurried he tibrary after lunching
alone with her grandfather. The previous night, oo had flown to Milan
for a meeting with his brother and she had beeouasied by how much
she'd missed him.

She waited impatiently, pacing up and down, chegkier watch. He'd
phoned her to say he was on the launch, that leetddve very soon, and to
wait in the library because lie couldn't pretendjteet her politely and he
wanted to kiss her breathless.

Her heartbeat clamoured in her breast as she leatsteps outside. She
whirled to face the door. And there he was.

Hungrily her loving eyes took in every detail: ttemderness in his face as
his glance caressed every inch of her body, theadioutate Milanese suit, its
severe charcoal colour relieved by a fine whitgpstrThe very perfection of
him.

For several heart-stopping moments they gazedeatinother and then he
strode forward, enveloping her in his embrace.

'I've missed you!" he whispered in her ear. Anghtozeeded to prove that.
'Rozzano!" she protested feebly, when it seemedadseintent on stripping
her. 'Later! We have so much to do! Wedding plams; afternoon
explorations of Venice—oh, I've loved seeing thg.Ci

'l just...needed to touch you,' he said shakily.

She smiled and wondered if he needed reassuramcéwant to touch you
all the time," she admitted.

‘Then... How's your grandfather?' he asked eagerly.



'Very well," she said, surprised by his mannehitik he's improving every
day—'

‘Let's tell him, Sophia!" he urged, his eyes daud shining. 'Just him, no one
else. He'll be so pleased. He adores you—"

'‘And he adores you.' When he began to kiss henasfa¢ pushed him away,
laughing. 'l give in!’

'He'll be having his siesta now, so...when he wakégfore we go out,' he
persisted.

His enthusiasm was disarming. 'All right, Rozzasbg said, pretending to
sigh heavily. He chuckled and wandered over talbsk. 'To be honest,' she
said, coming to perch on it, 'l did wonder if hplat two and two together

about us. He kept asking leading questions. Sedrtid him and made him

tell me about my mother.’

Rozzano leant back in his chair. 'l hope you btgared the air.’

'l don't bear grudges.’ She fiddled with her neantbnd watch. 'He doesn't
know why she didn't return and claim, her inheg&ronly that she'd sworn
never to put her trust in the material world evgaia.'

'Quite a sacrifice,' he commented, his eyes wakchfu

'l think she was happier with Father than she veais.H feel sad for the life
she led. It seems she never knew who her truedsievere, and which of
them were after her money—"

'It's a problem," he said gently, his steady gaenwavering from her face.

'l can understand that. She complained that sheewpscted to pay for
everything. People envied and resented her. Antiatiéwo disastrous love
affairs. Her lovers only wanted the lifestyle shmild give them. That's
when Grandfather urged her to marry your fatherthdeight he could save
her heartache by giving her security. She felt walaed as a person,
Rozzano. That's why she gave up everything fordfathiho hadn't a clue



who she was until she told him on the plane to &mgyl It must be terrible to
be wanted for your money.'

'‘Come here, sweetheart,” he murmured, seeing Begess. Drawing her
onto his knee, he cuddled her closely. 'I've hacghare of gold-diggers and
hangers-on. Wealth can be a barrier. It attragedyrSometimes those who
have it become selfish and shallow because thelt deed to fight and
struggle in life. They get lazy and search for mangl more outrageous
ways to enliven their empty lives. That's why | wamprotect you,' he said,
kissing her temple. 'Keep you safe. You're tooiprecto me for anyone to
spoil.'

She coiled her arms around his neck and kissed'filmnk you," she said
simply, ashamed that she'd ever doubted him. 'lad gmet you and not
some poverty- stricken charmer, or a playboy hefitbon using me as a
wallet!

'Sure." A little abruptly, he pushed her off hip.l&hall we get down to
work?'

‘Tell me first, how was your brother?'

'Oh, in fine spirits as usual." After a brief hasiin, he said, 'We came back
on the same plane. He's arranged a surprise welparefor you.'

She beamed. 'Great! When?'

‘Tonight." He frowned. 'Short notice. I'm not sure can—'

'We must!" she insisted. 'He must have gone toeatgieal of trouble.
Besides, we're not doing anything else. Not," shé with a wicked look,
‘until muchlater tonight.’

'l would have preferred to have gone to bed edRlgzZzano said.

Sophia smiled in pleasure because he'd soundedasufthe was trying to

control his hunger. 'l know. But think of the amtition!" she murmured, her
senses alive with excitement even now.



'Yes.' His eyes gleamed. 'Don't be surprised &t ly@u alive tonight!'
She shuddered deliriously. 'Ditto!" she breathedatily.

'Hell." He set his jaw. 'l must get my mind off yaDK. Wedding plans,
contessa?he said, suddenly all efficient, the tremor in jaie touchingly
betraying his feelings. 'Then, after breaking oenws to Alberto, I'm taking
you out to show you the difference between a Ti#éiad a Tintoretto.'

She rolled her eyes. 'Heavens! You're educatingomne’

‘To your desk, woman," he growled, opening lettdes tremendous rate.
'‘Before | teach you a little basic biology?

Sophia checked her moan of desire and hastilydegtreat, settling down
to examine the acceptances from guests who'd beeited to the
‘celebratory ball'.

''ve had confirmation of the flight booking froma@vick to Venice,'
Rozzano told her, punching holes in a letter ardiradit to their wedding
file, 'and we've now found enough launches to &karyone to my family
church.’'

Sophia nodded, amused that she could be so blageabout sending a
plane to collect her friends! They had decided arei@emony in the little
private church adjoining the Barsipalazzobecause it would be easier to
keep out gatecrashers. And the press.

'I'm glad we decided to come back here for thepoe,” she mused. 'I'm a
bit staggered by the amount and variety of foodygin—'

'Leave it to the caterers, darling," he adviseldeyThave experience of this.
We have eighteen hundred mouths to fill, remember.’

'| can't believe it! It seems that half of Dorsetldhe whole of Venice will be
stuffed in here!" she said in awe. 'l get nervesinking—'



'Don't." His eyes held hers steadily. 'This iswadding. Our commitment to
one another. No one else— other than your graneifatis important.’

‘That's what you think. We need your family prigsa! And your brother
and family.'

Rozzano frowned at the letter he had just opeididm,’ he said absently.
'‘By the way, we're getting short of time. We mugtté Paris to buy your
lingerie. | could get us on a flight tonight—'

She laughed at his eagerness. 'Your brother's gadama party for us,
remember?'

'Yes, but his parties are ten-a-penny. We could s

'‘Absolutely not!" she protested. 'I'm longing toenEnrico and his family. |
want to get to know them really well.'

'Paris at midnight would be more romantic—'
'Venice at midnight is romantic enough if I'm witbu,' she said tenderly.

Rozzano's face eased into a slow, loving smilay'8y my side the whole
evening, then," he said huskily.

'‘No. People will talk. We're supposed to be acdaaites, remember?' she
teased. But she was delighted that he needed meusio.

'We leave the party early and go to Paris the ftay,ahen. Yes?'

‘Try to stop me!" she cried. 'l'd love to. | needhink about my wedding
dress—'

‘Milan," he said promptly. 'We'll stop off there thre way back. I'll make the
arrangements.'

As she changed for Enrico's party that night, sdie ds if her life had
accelerated into the fast lane. Her grandfatherbeah thrilled with their



news and as she'd gazed at his tear-filled eyesd khewn that this was the
best medicine they could have devised for him.

Her love for Rozzano had been intense when he'dt lbefore her
grandfather to embrace him, tenderness and emgiaim to see on
Rozzano's face.

He was planning a wedding for them which she wmdder forget. Her
head whirled with it all: photographs of wonderfldwer displays, table
decorations, discussions about the gold dinneicgeand the heavy white-
gold cutlery, the crystal which would need cleanitite presents for the
guests, the fabulous clothes she was to have fdrdwesseau...

She stopped, her expression dreamy as she listeesiveet Venetian love
song. Rozzano had asked her to listen to some rbysitomposers whoM
been born in or had lived in Venice: Vivaldi, LisRossini and Bellini. It

had touched her that he'd had the tracks spedattypiled for her so that
she could decide on her favourites for the ceremony

Her hands paused as they were fastening her La Paslque. She felt so
strong now, so sure of Rozzano's love. His adardtan given her a pride in
herself, and she knew she could cope with the pressof managing the
estate—with his help.

Slowly she snapped the fasteners and drew on tle@ tece-topped

stockings that he loved. For the party she hadeshascerise silk taffeta top
with a low boat neckline and a lime silk skirt, stend straight and showing
more thigh than she would normally have dared. tBet woman in the

exclusive designer outlet had told her sternly thagryone, but everyone,
was wearing their skirt that short—and that shethadegs to carry off the
style.

Rozzano hadn't seen it yet. She hugged herseifj@atting the look on his
face when he did. Excitedly she tucked her feet anpair of spindly cerise
shoes and scooped up the matching full-length teaftmat. It rustled
wonderfully and would billow about her in a hugekamatic statement of
confidence.



The last touch. Enormous dangling earrings. Wow!

Perfect, subtle make-up, courtesy of a beauticiao'dvattended to her half
an hour ago, gorgeous shiny waves tumbling in lactiafusion about her

shoulders, thanks to a stylist who, like the bezani, had been more than
eager to attend the nes@ntessa.

Carefully she walked to her grandfather's suite said goodnight to him,
touched by his extravagant compliments.

'Enjoy yourself, sweetheart. Tell me all abouhithe morning, yes?'

'Promise." She kissed him tenderly. 'l love youar@pa,' she said softly. 'l
love you very much.'

'‘Sweet girl," the old man said huskily, 'you are gngatest joy.'

Her eyes sparkling with happiness, she hurriedgatbe galleried corridor
to the salon. Taking a deep breath, she checkaelhearefully, composed
her face as well as she could, and pushed opedotirs.

Rozzano's gasp was very, very satisfying. 'Sophectried in stupefaction.
You look..sensational!’

"You look gorgeous too!" she murmured, renderedathtess by his
appearance. 'l think you should wear a tux day aigit. You're so
handsome,’ she said with a sentimental sigh. 'Ofergbt. | have a coat,
too. Look! Is that Drama Queen or what?' she ciedlee, flinging it
around her shoulders and stalking about. 'I'm réadyy close-up now, Mr
de Mille!" she husked extravagantly, mimicking tlagling movie star in
Sunset Boulevard.

He laughed, though his grin faded quickly. 'It'$le opened his hands in an
expression of helplessness. | 'You'll knock 'endti8aut—'

'‘But what?' She stopped whirling about and statérina



'Sophia," he began hesitantly, 'l thought you migtar something simple,
like...like that little flowery dress you had in hdon or—"Rozzano! she
scolded. 'You really are hopeless! Call yourselftalian? OK. Venetian?'
she corrected hurriedly. 'l love those dresseshmytre not for a grand party
in the Barsinipalazzo'What would your brother think?'

‘That's what I'm worried about," he said lightAl the men there will flock
around you and the women will hate you.'

"You're flattering me!" she scoffed. 'I'm not haff lovely as some of the
women l've seen around Venice. But thanks for poetegy. Come on! I'm
dying to be introduced to Enrico and to dance thatraway!

She held out her hand to Rozzano, her eyes brimmiiiighappiness.

'l love you!" he whispered, pulling her close.

'l love you too," she breathed, staring blissfuitp his blazing eyes.
‘Let's stay here and make love,' he urged, sliliadnand to her breast.

'Let's party andhenmake love,' she suggested, adoring him, thrillét w
his hunger. Ecstatic, she pulled away and madettier door. 'I'm
going—with or without you. Decide!

With a muttered curse under his breath, he caughtip and held out his
arm. When she tucked her hand in it, she discoveogdtense he was. He
wanted her to himself. That was very pleasing.

He fell silent during the short journey along thea@ Canal in their private
gondola. They drifted along, the water gleaming kksheet of black satin,
reflecting the lamps and braziers burning on thélswaf the buildings.
Occasionally a waterbus would chug by, or an elegastor launch, but
otherwise the canal was peaceful.

In the quiet of the night, Rozzano's hand stole lgrs and she imagined
they could be lovers from another age as the bkiainsed beneath the



fabulous palaces, their huge beamed rooms illumthaty glittering
chandeliers.

'I'm in a fairy tale," she said with a sigh. '‘Onagas Cinderella and met a
prince. | seem to have avoided the wicked uglyesss$t

'Watch out for the wolf.'

'Wrong fairy tale, darling!" she said with a giggkhe leaned back against
the cushions, entranced by the beauty of the candlgripped his hand very
tightly. 'l can't believe it, Rozzano," she conébss'l could burst with
happiness!

'Prefer it if you didn't,’ he drawled. 'Ruin my tux

'We're coming to the Rialto Bridge. Which is younuke?' she asked
eagerly.

So far, he'd refused to show her the Barsini palaaging they'd visit it
when they had plenty of time and she could appredigroperly.

‘The one with green and gold striped awnings.'

Her eyes sparkled as they drew nearer. It waskiséwe, thirteenth-century
and therefore smaller, with intimate rather thaangrsalons. Once it had
boasted its own dock, where cargoes had unloaded Africa and the
Orient—gold and silver, brocades and silks, ambercarpets.

'‘Next time we come here it will be our wedding dag, said quietly.

'Surely not!" she said in surprise, as the gondol@noeuvred the boat to the
jetty. "We're bound to be visiting your brotherdrefthen!

'We won't have time," he said shortly, waiting wtalflunkey in velvet knee
breeches carefully assisted her onto the jettyllitvis of things to do,
Sophia.'



They walked into a hall and Sophia's first impressivas that it shimmered,
its ochre walls almost obliterated by gold tisstreamers and green satin
ribbons. It was so packed, they could hardly méwendreds of people were
chattering excitedly, their exotic Mediterraneatocoing heightened by the
glittering clothes and jewels of the women, andgharp white tuxedos of
the men.

Green and gold predominated in the stunning flatigplays hanging from
the coffered ceiling, the occasional frond trailadgrmingly close to a tiara
or two. She inhaled the air, trying to remember samhher grandfather's
teaching.

‘Attar of roses—can you smell it? Jasmine. Patéha@urid...I think there's a
base note of sandalwood,' she said to Rozzanmmgdier voice above the
noise.

‘Alberto will be proud of you! The beams are sandald. Warmth and
moisture intensify the aroma,’ he replied, speakity his mouth close to
her ear.

They began to push through the packed bodies. Mewauld hear the faint
strains of a string quartet, playing eighteentht@gn music. 'lt's very
lavish!" she yelled.

Rozzano grunted. 'Enrico doesn't stint himself.'

He grasped her elbow tightly and she winced. "“¥ouiurting!" she
complained.

'I'm sorry.'

She frowned. He looked pale. People were greetimgamd staring at her.
He acknowledged them briefly but forged on withmaking introductions,

pushing her up a flight of stairs and into a shgless crowded ballroom,
which glowed warmly from the light of a crystal clugelier and hundreds of
candle-sconces.



'Rozzano! My dear brother!" The two men embracedi Eamrico turned to

her. 'So this is Sophia!" He kissed her three tjthekling her shoulders and
gazing at her with the same intent stare as RozaBait his face—

although handsome—was softer, less chiselled asdrouth a weaker
version. 'But | am amazed!' Enrico murmured, tugrtier face this way and
that. 'She's not like a horse at all!"

Sophia giggled. 'l should hope not!

"You described her badly," Enrico reproached haghar. 'She's lovely. How
you could say her voice sounded like the neighhadld mare—?"

'OK, Enrico,' Rozzano drawled. His eyes were likis,sbelying the bland
expression on his face. 'Enough joking—'

‘Joking? It's what you said!" his brother protest&drning indignantly to

Sophia, he explained. 'l rang him when | saw aeraiidistinct picture of

you in the newspaper here. He said that there wisng between you and,
besides, you—'

'‘Looked like a horse." She had managed to recogerefuilibrium, but
inside she was quaking. Was that really Rozzamasan? 'Excuse me,' she
murmured sweetly, desperate to put space betwemselhand Rozzano.
'I'm going to graze.'

'‘Sophia—""

Too choked to answer, she ignored his ground-a# ahd slipped through
the crowd, ending up in another room entirely. Irdrately she was
pounced on by a group of beautiful women who loakethough they might
be models.

"You must be Sophia D'Antiga! How lovely, darlingihe speaker—dainty
and bean-thin, with wonderful bone structure—gagptta the triple kiss
and stared at her in slightly drunken surprise.u™Mook better than |
expected! Rozzano told Enrico you were—"Like askgrshe said drily,
feeling like one in contradb this diminutive vision. 'l know. He doesn't
think much of me, does he? Does the whole of Vekmnmav his opinion?'



The woman laughed prettily, and sent heavy wineeinn Sophia's
direction. 'Only family! | am Letizia, Enrico's vaf How rude Zano has been
about you! We were prepared for the vergrst! Perhaps yowre on the
large side, but not quite as unattractive and awévaa Zano said! Why, he
said your clothes were appalling and your mannesss& He led us to
believe that you might turn up in a home-made daessdepartment-store
shoes! Isn't he a scream?’

'Hysterical," she agreed, wondering grimly wAanhoreally thought of her.
She didn't like Letizia much. Beneath that friendhanner was a sly
determination to cut the nesontessalown to size. 'l could go back and get
my home-made dress and chain-store shoes if ya)' ldhe offered
innocently.

"You...havesuch things?' Letizia gaped. That's terrible! Youst throw
them away immediately! Darling, wenustdo the shops together," she
continued in her nasal drawl. 'Pop into Cartieds, the Boulevard St-
Germain—I need underwear, darling, and it's thg pldce to go—nip over
to London for lunch at San Lorenzo's—their amaretéams areivine—'

'I'm awfully busy," Sophia broke in hastily. 'Trgio understand the family
finances for a start and—'

'‘Good heavens!' Letizia exclaimed in horror. 'Yam'tdeprive Zano of his
baby! He adores playing the stockmarket. It's lasspn! He's had the
freedom of the D'Antiga power for some years novwhatVwould he do
without it? Let him continue. Men provide, womertdeate—and spend the
money. And I'm the girl to help you do that!" sheraiped, flinging up her
arms theatrically and dazzling everyone with an romgptu firework
display from the emeralds and diamonds around histsy

‘At the moment,’ Sophia said firmly, 'I'm arrangimdpuge party and that's
taking up all my spare time—'

'l know, darling; entertaining does cut into orn@ssonal freedom. I'm so
busy this week that I've no idea when I'll haveetito exfoliate! Here,' she
said, grabbing a canape from a liveried footmanstaggering a little as she



did so, 'have one of these. And,' she whispere@mhner breath, her eyes
ogling the footman's broad back, 'isn't that madi¢cfor?'

'Hunky," Sophia agreed, looking at the canape dighyo'What is this?"

'Foie gras, of course! Only the best. Eat it up @fidjive us an excuse to
drag him back—'

'l can't eat it!" Sophia cried in outrage. 'l ddi@tieve in force-feeding geese
till their livers balloon up!

'How terribly bourgeois!" Letizia looked down helose at Sophia.
'Personally | never touch the stuff, but then kEtakre of my figure.' She cast
an expert eye over Sophia's more generous cuhas® my advice, darling.
If you want your pick of the men here, lose somegive In the wrong
clothes, you could look like a tart. Look!" sheesrhed suddenly. 'Zano's on
the prowl for a wife! Poor darling, he's been sberg for someone like
Nicoletta forages.| think he's found her! Lucky Arabella!

Sophia followed Letizia's gaze. A slim wand of amam had draped herself
all over him, as if, Sophia thought waspishly, sbaldn't manage to stand
on her own.

'Why is Rozzano trying to find a wife?' she askighting a surge of
jealousy.

'He needs an heir, darling. That's the only redbese aristocratic males
marry," Letizia said bitterly, knocking back a huggblet of wine. 'They can
have any woman they want, so they play aroundhidy realise they must
produce children for the sake of the family.’

'Is that what Rozzano's been doing? Playing th@#i&ophia asked quietly.
And jealousy coiled in her stomach. Of course heuldiohave had
relationships. He was too passionate to hold hieedn check. Her eyes
flickered with pain.

'Who knows? He's too secretive. But Arabella’slitteaa wife. English, but
she's terribly rich and blue- blooded. Family gbask to the Middle Ages.’



'l imagine everyone's family must,” Sophia obsemhalg.

Her observation was lost on Letizia. 'She's my figstd. She's been renting
a palazzoever since she came to the Carnival and fell we Mith Venice.
I'd better warn her.’

Sophia stiffened. 'About what?'

'Marriage to a Venetian noble. They hate losingrtireedom. In a fit of
temper and duty they marry and then keep mistréessamuse them. Wives
are baby machines, Sophia,’ she added with telengm. 'Take my advice.
Marry a poor man. He'll be after your money, bukeast he won't expect a
child a year after your marriage, or run after gvpretty woman who
crosses his path!’

Sophia sensed Letizia was talking of her own mgeri&dlthough she didn't
like the woman, she pitied her for feeling so ueldv

'Rozzano doesn't seem the way you describe..Desten hesitantly.

Letizia sniffed elegantly. 'Oh, but he is! He'll mafor power and wealth as
they all do. These places cost a fortune to rure @img is certain: he'll

never love another woman. Nicoletta was his grassion. Poor Enrico was
petrifiedwhen she died.’

Sophia frowned, trying to follow the woman's ramgk. 'Enrico? Why?'

'We thought Zano might commit suicide. Think of 8f&me on the family
name!" Letizia cried in horror.

It would have been awful for you to cope with tekame,” Sophia
acknowledged, without even a hint of the contenmgt felt for Rozzano's
sister-in-law.

'Well, that's Zano for you. Selfish like all menoNhe'll marry someone
suitable, get a handful of children and then srea&y for sex elsewhere.
They get used to variety and hate giving it up. Vhguld they, when so
many women are willing to oblige?'



Why indeed. The colours in the room swam beforeh&op eyes, the
laughter, gossip and music merging in one mind-ringinoise. Letizia
continued sounding off and swaying, but Sophia paicttention.

Dimly she saw Rozzano enter the room. Arabella wa@$ brilliantly

impersonating a shawl over his arm and shouldersauggling up with
cosy familiarity. It upset her that he seemed mthfeat home with these
shallow people. He was a little distant, perhaps ubbane and courteous.

Sophia watched him, her eyes wounded. Letizia lesoh Iso certain of his
motives and intentions—and she must know him wgjain the importance
of the family had come to the fore. Rozzahdwant children—as quickly ,
as possible. Was she to be a baby machine too, @handoned when
boredom set in?

Nausea rose, vile and uncontrollable, to her thraatl she muttered an
excuse, hurrying to the powder room which had beeinted out to her
when they'd arrived. It was very grand, with go#gg, buckets of ice
containing champagne and mineral water, and enanfoutail lilies
everywhere, their sickly perfume making her feetseo

She sipped some water till the nausea subsided tthan several deep
breaths and fought for calm again. Rozzano muse haeked about her
looking like a horse. It was the kind of thing ohether might say to
another. She steadied herself. He'd said he loged h

But then he would, wouldn't he?

Her lips pressed hard together. He did care; ittvae in his eyes for her to
see. And he couldn't have faked his desire, olokiEsmaking...

Unless he'd been desperate. And he was a man,hHomveex could be
divorced from love.

Pale and shaking, she gripped the edge of the.bdsitoves me, she told
herself. He loves me.



Although I look like a horse and don't have a siggt figure like Arabella.
Even though we've only just met. Even though heexgithe D'Antiga house
and would obviousjy hate to move back into the Bamalace.

Who was she trying to kid?

She stared at her white face in the rococo miherdark eyes and the slash
of cerise lipstick a stark contrast to the alalrasteher skin. She wasn't
beautiful. More like a fool. A sow's ear in a silkrse.

Anger flowed, hot and souring in her stomach. Shated to be loved for
herself. And for no other reason.

She tidied herself up, smiled with brittle sharmes her reflection and
sallied forth to spend the evening chatting tol#ast unpleasant of Enrico's
friends: Russian aristocrats in tiaras and velvetsints and princes in
exquisite silk tuxedos and English gentry in thpsarls and cameos.

Aristocrats were actually in the minority. Mostifrico's guests seemed to
be minor celebrities, models and footballers—peayie appeared on the
front pages of tabloids and in gossip columns. Amel atmosphere was
heavy with spiteful gossip, with intrigue and opkmations being the norm.

The champagne flowed, the music swirled, and hed hached and

screamed for solitude. But that was the one thivegdidn't want because
she'd be forced to think about her future. So sekst out, even when the
sight of various couples avidly exploring one arothbodies made her turn
away in disgust.

If this was the kind of behaviour Rozzano condond#éy'd find it
impossible to live together. Her misery deepenethaparty became more
raucous and alcohol released the guests from amgiméng inhibitions.

Sometimes she saw Rozzano's head above the tHohde studiously

ignored her—and she him. Much of the time Arabslamed to be at his
side, and Sophia wondered uncharitably if Rozzamayed being eyed as if
he were a god made mortal.



Why not? a nasty little voice said inside her héaen loved to be flattered.
Arabella was certainly doing that, with her doesgad submissive body
language. Sophia scowled.

'‘Dance, Sophia?’

When she turned, she almost collided with Enriaogscular chest.

Something about him made her want to recoil, batkstew it would be bad

manners to refuse.

‘Thank you," she said politely.

There was a commotion behind her and suddenly Rozband was on her
shoulder.

'Sorry, Rico, but | have to take Sophia back,’ &id pleasantly. 'She's not
used to staying up late. Gets sick if she eatsfdod and drinks alcohol.

Sophia's eyes narrowed at his blatant untruths. Waw was he trying to
stop her from spending time with his brother?

'She'll be all right with me," Enrico murmured, Biges glittering hungrily.

'She's up early for her Italian lesson,' Rozzassiad, steel lacing his silken
voice.

That was news to her. '"Am 1?' she asked, frowrtimging with the idea of
quizzing Enrico while they danced.

"You're learning the parts of the body. Head, nas®as...'

She glared, reading the message in his half-veyjed. He intended to give
her a hands-on lesson!

'l can teach her more interesting words than thatrico's gaze was
significantly glued to her bosom. He slipped hisi@around Sophia's waist
and pressed his hip hard against hers.



Suddenly she became horribly aware of his sextatast in her. His scent
was overpowering, his pheromones even more so.

'I'm afraid Rozzano is right. I'd better go,' shelgjuickly, glad of an excuse
to escape. Her hand went to her mouth in mock disthieavens! | think
I'm going to throw up any moment!'

Enrico jumped away in alarm and in grim satisfattshe slipped through
the crowd with Rozzano hard on her heels, gratefak leaving the party at
last.

'Well done. Thought we'd never get away,' he sdild satisfaction.

'‘Really? Why did you turn up just when Enrico asked to dance?' she
asked coolly when they emerged from the Watergate vealked to the
waiting gondola.

'l wanted to get you away from him," he repliedilgadie flirts when he's
had a glass or two of wine.'

Or a bucket of it, she thought uncharitably. 'Sa were jealous.’
'l suppose so. Do you find him attractive?'

What should she say? That she found most of thplpdbere not to her
taste—but Enrico actually made her skin crawl?

'l could tease you and pretend that | do,’ she stet a while. 'But that
would be a lie. | didn't want to dance with him. B® honest, | didn't enjoy
myself much," she added quietly, omitting to explthat the revelation
about Rozzano would have ruined even a wondertnieg.

He grimaced. 'I'd had enough too. Sophia...theyevirico's friends, not
mine. You've met one or two of my friends over lrand you said you
liked them. I think you'll like the rest of thenma. They're not...'



'Rash?' she provided wryly, and he gave a smafjhlaand nodded. 'You
don't like his friends."

'Not much.'

Relieved at that, she gave him a shrewd glanceis &6m't like your brother
much either, do you?"'

'He is my brother.' Rozzano's expression gave ngtlaway. 'l am
responsible for him.'

'You evaded my question. And you're not your broshkeeper. He's an
adult. Whatever role you had to play in his lifehe past, it's over now.’

'He is a Barsini,' he said obstinately. 'Whateverdoes reflects on my
family.'

'‘And family is all, she said in a small voice, heart chilling when he made
no answer.

Her disapproval made him clam up, hi§ jaws jamnoggtther obstinately.
She stared ahead sightlessly, her senses dullék gdy gone from her life.
Family. Family.Family! It couldn't be more important than love and haoyes
and kindness to others. It shouldn't be a bamidrappiness, or to truth.
She must know one way or the other. Either Rozzamed her—her, not
her title, her inheritance, her suitability—or heswvputting his wretched
dynasty before his own feelings.

Numbly she walked up to her suite, her legs banelging her up.

'‘Come in," she said in a low whisper.

"You don't look as if you're in the mood,' he s&idwning.

She flung her head up, her eyes anguished. 'I'mTi@re's something |
must ask you. Come in.'



The door closed quietly behind him. She swallowed , knowing what she
would do if he admitted the truth. A terrible sielas engulfed her again and
she hurried over to pour herself a glass of minesaer, her shoulders
heaving convulsively as she struggled to controlnhisery.

'Enrico said something to you, didn't he? What it2lfRozzano asked in a
menacing tone.

She'd been right. He feared any contact she migiierwith his brother.

What would Enrico tell her, given half the chan&@#inging around, her

cerise cloak billowing out behind her, she metwasy eyes and felt a shaft
of fear strike her heart.

'l hardly spoke to him." She noticed his exhalabdmelief and trembled.
'‘But | heard things that made me doubt you, RozZzano

'From whom?' he demanded grimly.

'It doesn't matter. But | want you to answer métiully," she said, her eyes
fixed steadily on his. Her hands plucked nervowlyer waistband. '‘No
lies, Rozzano. Be honest. Do you really love me€'ssied, her raised chin
and determined mouth defying him to deceive heaul@ you love me if |
gave all my money away and if | was plain Sophiai@bn in a home-made
dress and with no D'Antiga blood at all?’

The affection in his face gave her the answergitaaway. 'Is that what's
been worrying you, sweetheart? My darling, how yaum ask?"

Tenderly he smiled at her, the love in his eyesnwag her cold body
through and through, bringing life to her icy heamtl dulled brain.

'l really love you," he said gently. 'Give your \Whaway if you must. This
palace, even. | would still want to live with yoar the rest of my life.’

It was what she'd wanted to hear. Without hesitasibe ran to his arms,
sobbing. And he stroked her back gently, his clagghnst hers.



'You must never distrust me, no matter what rumoygoa hear,’ he
whispered. 'Enrico’s friends love nothing bettemtho gossip and to pull
people apart. They spread lies for sheer amusement.

'l can believe that,' she said earnestly.

'Have faith in me, Sophia,' he murmured adoringiyean to cherish you to
the end of my days. But... especially tonight!

And that still September night thereas something very different about
their lovemaking. It was slower, more lingering dawguid yet with deeper
resonances which reached far into the core of her.

Rozzano loved her with all his heart. She couldsie peace. There was no
doubt in her mind at all.



CHAPTER SEVEN

DRrResseDIn his morning suit and embroidered waistcoat,weated far
above the Grand Canal, his heart pounding unnatuké had climbed out
onto thealtana the small platform on the roof of Ca' Barsini.réle
medieval princesses of his family had once fanngdtloeir waist- length
hair to bleach it in the sun.

But today he was waiting for his princess brideafipear. He knew he
shouldn't be there, that he ought to be welcontieg guests, but he'd felt
compelled to make absolutely certain that she hatlahged her mind.

A terrible fear clutched at his loins. She was.|8tge must come! Suppose...
God! Suppose she'd heard a rumour? Despite alblarss to keep them
apart, Enrico might have got to her somehow andquad her mind.

More nervous than he'd ever been in the wholelifie, he shaded his eyes
against the low autumn sun, willing her to come wiew. His hands held
the rail in a fierce grip as he stared tenselyatkdend of the canal, around
which she should have appeared. If she was coming.

He heard something. Hooters. Sirens, a faint cheer.

Sharply he drew in his breath and didn't releas@tit the small convoy of
boats came into sight.

Thank God!" he whispered, utterly shaken by thiefréhat washed through
his body. Craning his neck forward, he leaned ougfbetter view.

She sat opposite Alberto in the gondola, the skifteer dress spread all
around her and emphasising her tiny waist. She Wisrevedding present: a
priceless baroque pearl hanging from a pearl neekla

Rozzano's eyes kindled. The neckline above hedsteiitting bodice was
deep, displaying her beautiful shoulders and thet fdark line of her
cleavage.



Beneath the veil her face was indistinct, but hegbathe occasional flash of
her teeth as she waved happily to the boatmen véub dpotted their
favourite sight—a Venetian bride—and had joinethim procession.

He grinned exultantly. She'd be his, in less thamaur! He'd dreamed of
this moment; worked and schemed to achieve it. Wais his reward.

Closing his eyes in satisfaction, he threw backHh#ad and inhaled the
mixture of salt and marsh, roses and die- selwzet essentially Venice.
Gently he eased out his breath and with it alltémesions of the past few
years. At last he had everything he could wish for!

Quite extraordinarily elated, he hurried back tgamise the transfer of their
guests from the ballroom to the adjoining familyusth. Then with
enormous satisfaction, he ushered his bewilderetthér to the front pew, to
stand beside him.

'Why are we in church? What the hell's going onfglained Enrico.

'Wait and see,’' Rozzano drawled, barely able ttatoihis excitement.

The music soared. Sophia must be outside, he tihohighhands suddenly
clammy. He directed his brother's attention tottir@ coats of arms beneath
the lavish flower display by the altar. As was thestom for a Barsini
marriage, the Barsini coat of arms had been positicmext to those of the
bride with silk ribbons in the D'Antiga blue and itehtwining around the
Barsini hues of green and gold.

'My...God!" The truth was clearly beginning to da@mEnrico.

'Remain calm, brother," Rozzano purred.

'Sophia? But you—you don't like her!

'Is that relevant? This is for the good of the figthhe said sardonically. 'l
need children. Here's the ring. Don't lose it.’

Enrico was speechless. Rozzano smiled in triumph.



There was one more thing that would make the dayptete. His eyes
gleamed. Arabella. He would see her privately, mythe reception.

‘No, your sleeves are fine.'

Sophia's bridesmaids—friends she'd known all Herlfirmly prevented
her from heaving up the pearl- encrusted neckéind,pushed it down again
so that the little cap sleeves sat off the shoulder

She stared at the bodice doubtfully. She lovedittteedaisies formed by the
clusters of seed-pearls but felt alarmed by theuahof cleavage she was
showing.

'It's a bit daring—' she began.

"You look fantastic. Leave well alone!" said Maggternly. She began to
fuss with Sophia's hair, making sure the pins mgj@ophia's smooth Grace
Kelly-style chignon were firmly in place.

'We can't improve you any more, sadly. Turn aroamnd let us do our job!
teased Jenny. 'ltmolto tardil That means late. And we don't havdisco
orariol A parking ticket to you plebs,' she added with mams.

'OK, clever. I'd forgotten you majored in ItaliandaFrench!" she grumbled,
but obeyed.

This was it! Her knees trembled with nerves as fifegd the heavy train,
which was deeply scalloped and lavishly embroidendtth pearls. The
music filled her head with sound, its sweet notesging a lump to her
throat.

'Wagons roll!" Maggie called from some way behied. h
She chuckled and felt her nerves melt away. Heenfls had been

wonderful. They had kept her secret, despite #aitement at being flown
to Paris for dress fittings.



Turning, she smiled with affection at the two giff$iey looked lovely. The
buttermilk colour of the simple but chic ballgowredses really flattered
their dark colouring.

'‘Are you ready, sweetheart? They're playing yousioiuher grandfather
said fondly.

'I'm ready,' she replied, husky with emotion.

His valet helped him from the little gilt chair wieehe had been waiting,
smoothed down her grandfather's coat tails and dthihim his stick. He
leant on Sophia's arm.

Carefully she positioned her bouquet of sweetlyfyreed cabbage roses
then waited expectantly while the church doors wieneg open by two of
Rozzano's grinning house staff.

Faces turned, mouths opened. Sophia fought backnaat everyone's
astonishment as heads swivelled back to where Rozgtod, tall and
erect, at the far end of the church. Judging bybilnez of chatter, only the
few they'd sworn to secrecy had known the true gaepof the celebratory

party!

Slowly she and her grandfather progressed down aikke. She felt
overjoyed that he'd been well enough to give hemyawn fact, his health
had improved enormously. Somehow her pending nugrti@a Rozzano had
given him a new lease of life.

Shyly she met the eyes of the man she loved abbwthars. From then
until the moment he placed the ring on her fingetha end of the simple
ceremony, they hardly looked away from one another.

Throughout the ceremony, her senses were so htghld that she was
acutely aware of everything around her—the dignatfy her proud

grandfather, the hush when a choirboy sang 'Pie’ Jegh agonising

sweetness, the catch in Rozzano's voice when He $p® vows.



She couldn't join in with the hymns because hertheas too full. Instead,
she stood quietly, awed by the unexpectednessseftlat had brought her
here.

And she felt so serene that she even smiled umaelisiy when Enrico
failed to hand over the ring. Rozzano muttered sbimg under his breath
and his brother responded.

Blissfully Sophia raised her face to her lover aditted her veil and kissed
her tenderly, his mouth lingering softly on hersle/his eyes promised her
the world.

Man and wife, she thought dreamily. Man and wife.

When they paused in the courtyard for photographey were both
swamped by people hugging and kissing them. Evergeemed warm and
friendly—and genuinely delighted by the surpriseddiag. Sophia felt a
vast sense of relief that Rozzano's friends werg ddferent from Enrico's.

'Well, youare a dark horse,' Letizia murmured nastily in Sophésr. 'You
didn't take any notice of what | said, did you?dynt while you can. He'll
stray. It's bred in the blood. Just watch out foal#ella. That's my wedding
gift to you.'

'I'm sorry you're so unhappy," Sophia began gently.

'Me? | live in a palace, | can spend what | wante~gwu mad?'Sophia bit
her lip, sad to see such misery on her wedding day.

The boats are ready, darling! Let me lift you aniled Rozzano, appearing at
her side.

Laughing and protesting at the extra weight of sismptuous dress, she
challenged him to do so. Carefully he set her enctishions of his palatial

launch and soon they were moving off at the heaalsdbw convoy. Police

boats, acting as outriders, activated their blashing lights and yelled

through megaphones to warn the frantic paparazzép clear.



The exuberant Mario had embraced them both temrhdfore taking the
wheel. Suddenly he burst into spontaneous songglbifous tenor voice
echoing from the high walls of the palaces. Soan réfrain had spread
through the convoy till almost everyone was singhiip him.

Sophia hugged herself in delight. Looking back, sée that they'd picked
up a whole fleet of barges and motorboats, s@aerdoli, vaporetti
gondolas, and...

'‘Look, Rozzano! A refuse boat! Can't see any vestattoos, though,' she
said.

He rolled his eyes. 'One of these days | fedokk you to some dustman,' he
complained.

'‘Never. You're not getting rid of me that easily.'

He kissed her to a chorus of cheers. 'Good,"' hemmmed. And kissed her
again.

'I've never been happier,' she said with a contiesiggh.
"Wait till our first child is born!" he teased.

A flicker of nerves subdued her for a moment arelgdzed at him warily.
'What if | can't have children, Rozzano?' she askedously.

'‘Don't even think of it,’ he murmured, devouring heouth with a deep,
intimate kiss.

But she did. He wanted an heir very badly. If sheldn't provide one...

The nagging worry wouldn't go away. It stayed witér, spoiling the
wonderful reception. Sipping a Bellini and nibblindpe occasional
bite-sized savourycicchetti, she happily accepted the kisses and
congratulations from her friends and his. She eargayed the faces of the
children when the stilt-walkers and fire-eaters esppd. But the fear
remained like a spectre at a feast.



'Hello, Frank! And Mrs Luscombe... Thank you forndag!" she cried,
pleased to see the man who'd first brought theaftbhem together.

'So glad," Frank said warmly. 'l thought there wamething between you
two, right from the start!’

Sophia went pink and the Luscombes laughed.

'We had an amazing trip over,’ Frank's wife maegelITwo coachloads of
us. We stayed in a swanky hotel in London and vserept in a fleet of

motorboats to stay at the Danieli! It's like a dne&Vhat it must be like for
you, | don't know! But you have a gem there, Sopha@k—he's got the
woman from our post office eating out of his handistl you should have
seen the way he listened solemnly to some maidgdlim—so Jenny said,
because we didn't understand a word of course—lmwtay happily

married!’

Sophia giggled. 'That'll be Flavia! All his stafive been with his family for
generations. They believe they have a vested sttar&keeping him on the
straight and narrow!

'‘Well, | don't think you'll have any trouble thérérank said. 'And I've had
years of assessing people's characters. There! héglding for those
children. See the look on his face? You can seeduafthe is inside, despite
that air of authority.'

'Yes,' she said tenderly. 'l can.’

From the way his friends' children flung themselaesiim with shrieks of
delight, he was evidently a favourite. From her awperience she could
see how natural he was with them and there wa®ubtdhat he genuinely
adored children.

It would be a double tragedy for him if they didmétve any. No immediate
heir to the Barsini-D'Antiga estates, no child leéit own to love. Her eyes
darkened. It would put an intolerable strain onrthearriage.



'Look at him! Typical. He has all the fun, nonetloé responsibility," came
Letizia's sour voice from behind her. "You'll be thne to get fat and ugly
every time you produce one of his brake'll still look the same—
handsome and charming. Woman bait.'

Sophia ignored Letizia's bitter words, watchinghasextricated himself

from the laughing children, made some kind of psenand swept a hand
over his tousled hair. His face was relaxed andvigig with happiness.

Accepting a glass of Krug from one of his servanéssearched the room for
her.

She was about to raise an arm to catch his attentnen he apparently saw
the person he'd been seeking and began determineshyng his way
through the chattering guests. In the oppositectioe.

Her spirits fell. He hadn't been looking for hdteaall.

'‘Arabella,’ Letizia said cynically. 'l might havaegssed.’

'What makes you think that? | can't see her," Soghid haughtily.

‘Neither can he. She's just left the room by tihelfer. He'll go after herin a
moment.’

It did seem as if she was right. Sophia took ayhgstp of her Bellini,
refusing to be upset by Letizia's innuendo.

'You're wrong. He's not interested in her,' shd saolly, as he disappeared
into the nextsalotto.

'Prove it. Find him, you'll find her," sneered lzéi

'l trust him. He loves me," Sophia countered, amgtly the woman for being
so malicious.

'He had one love only in his life, and she diedktizia said nastily. 'He
wouldn't risk his heart a second time. He was binbugp to deny his
feelings. Enrico told me that his father would them both on the knuckles



if they showed emotion in public. Their mother Hgshw them. She partied
all night and slept all day. Neither Rico nor Zanidl surrender to love.
They have the Barsini coat of arms where most nase hearts!

'‘No, Letizia, you're wrong," she said angrily. "Wéwer Enrico's faults,
Rozzano does know how to love—'

'Oh, he's a greddver,' sneered Letizia. 'He has a reputation for that.’

'l won't listen to this any longer!" Sophia seeth&itl prove you're wrong!
And, fuming, she hurried to catch him up.

Letizia was mistaken—it was only her twisted mihdttsaw desire where
none existed. Rozzano wasn't a two-timer. Everyware adored him. He
couldn't possibly fool all these clever and periveppeople.

He was wonderful. The best. Kind, good, hard wagland a fabulous lover.
There wasn't a treacherous bone in his body.

Yet her knees knocked together as she followedRmpzdrail, blushing at
the teasing she encountered whenever she asked ididrgone.

Suddenly she was alone, in an empty corridor. Aredcould hear the raised
voices of a man and a woman coming from behind anthe doors. A
horrible coldness invaded her body. Folding her sarmnound her for
comfort, she tiptoed closer to the source of thendo

'Oh, thank goodness it's you, Sophia!' came Jenriisved voice from
behind her.

Sophia spun around in embarrassment. 'What's théenfashe asked
nervously.

'I'm lost. Went to find the loo and this is whemnlded up— Hey, who's that
yelling?'

'‘Could be anyone," Sophia said uncomfortably, kngviRozzano's voice far
too well. It was obvious that he'd totally lost kesnper. She'd never heard



his native tongue sound so brutal. Panicking, sid, &Jenny, this doesn't
concern us. | think we'd better go—"

'‘Good grief!" Jenny blanched, a look of horror spieg over her face. 'Oh,
Sophia!" she gasped, her hand clapped to her mouth.

Feeling sick, Sophia steadied herself against ttoe-gamb while Rozzano
continued to vent his spleen and Jenny's eyes gremder and rounder.

Her spirits sank. She'd known he had a violent esmphich he'd kept from
her very successfully. What else had he managbuai&?

'What is it?' she demanded in a hoarse whisper.

'N-nothing! Better go as you said—"'

"You've heard something awful! | know it!"

Jenny looked panic-stricken. 'Don't ask, Sophla'lsegged.

"You must tell me!" She caught Jenny's shoulders fmm grip, her eyes
bright with unshed tears. "You must tell me! Youtre friend,’ she muttered

fiercely.

Jenny continued to stare at her in mute dismaysadhia gritted her teeth. 'l
can't!" her friend said eventually.

"You owe me this!" hissed Sophia. 'We started Sctogether. | untied you
from the bike shed. You and Maggie stopped thalylpitking on me. |

warned you about that awful Jack Spencer. We dalygving together till

you went off to university. Don't let me down, Jghmell me what he's so
angry about!’

Jenny chewed her lip. 'l swear, you don't wantriovik—'

'l do," Sophia said bleakly. ‘Can't you see? | ksomething's wrong and it'll
eat away at me until | find out!



Her friend's head drooped and she mumbled, '"Ywish you never asked.’
'‘But | am asking. So give!

Jenny's eyes filled with tears. 'It's...Rozzanowds yelling that... Oh, God!
That he—he married you to get an heir. That herlbks/e you and never
will. Sophia, "'

'‘No!" Horrified, she shrank from her friend's otgsthed arms. '‘Leave me,
Jenny,' she whispered, her face a mask of icenkgau for telling me. |
prefer to know the truth." Suddenly she felt numlmost paralysed with
shock. 'Don't tell anyone, not even Maggie.' Haragpd eyes met Jenny's.
'Please do this for me!’

'Sophia..." Jenny began brokenly.

'‘No!" she breathed, stepping back, her eyes widle alarm. No sympathy.
Or she'd disintegrate. 'I'm OK,' she said quiatiyly a faint tremor in her
voice. 'Please go. | have to have this out with &imd whoever's in there.'
She waited till her friend had fled in tears. Aldiarn pride was holding her
up and her muscles were so rigid that she could malve jerkily towards
the door like a clockwork doll. Before she couldake the handle however,
the door flew open and to her surprise Enrico caording out.

White-faced and shaking like a leaf, he closedltba behind him. 'Sophia!’
he said in sharp shock.

'What were you doing in there?' she asked in bewihent.
'I—I..." He licked his lips, seemingly struck dumb.

'l know Rozzano's in there!' she declared in areviode. '| heard him! Don't
try to cover up for him. What's he doing, EnricoRd&¢ he with?"

Enrico's eyes narrowed slyly. 'l was...er...havangvord with him. I—I
thought he ought to be with his guests, with yod.anot anyone else.’'



Enrico's laboured explanation suddenly gathereedspes if he was more
confident. 'He shouted at me because | interruipitedn the middle of—'

‘All right!" She'd got the picture. She didn't walidgrams. 'Let me pass,' she
whispered, white-lipped.

"You can't go in there—' he blustered.
'Let me pass!' she repeated hysterically throughedsth.

Enrico shrugged. 'If you must." He gave her a pgyiook. 'l did what |
could, Sophia. | suppose you have a right to kndvatwhe does on his
wedding day.'

Sophia gulped. Her legs were shaking so much stdiyhlenew how she
would stay upright. 'Exactly. Move aside.’'

'Why don't you take a little look without him knavg? Allow me.' With an
expression of great concern, he silently openeddite a fraction and
beckoned her to the narrow gap.

Her heart in her mouth, she peered into the roona Rer world fell apart.

Rozzano had his back to her. He was handing apsiockings to Arabella,
who wore only a sexy red basque and briefs, hessdnaving been hastily
discarded in a scarlet pool of soft silk on thepear

Sophia's eyes closed in utter despair. For sesecands nothing happened
inside her. The extent of his betrayal had leftureable to breathe or move
or speak.

Then her brain whirred into life, torturing herlliteg her that everything
between them had been a lie. The tender glances.cdlrtship, the
passionate declarations of love...

Stifing a sob, she finally managed to turn awasgt jas Arabella was
reaching a hand around Rozzano's waist. She hadsioto witness his
actual infidelity. Quietly Enrico closed the dodVith a taste of bile in her



mouth, she let him help her to the far end of theidor where she collapsed
weakly on a settle.

Wanting to scream, she pushed the knuckles of leecieed fist into her
mouth and sank her teeth into her hand. He'd mddel @f her, over and
over again! He'd persuaded her to marry him wheknlegv what marriage
meant to her, how sacred, how special it was! Sldda't believe anyone
could be so beautiful and plausible and yet belyttetten andpoisonous
underneath!

'I'm sorry," Enrico said silkily, pawing her arrhdid my best but everyone
thinks he's some kind of demigod—'

'l know, and more fool us!" Her eyes flashed adtand as brilliant as
diamonds. 'Don't tell him | was here,’' she warnedd® vehemently. 'l don't
want him to know. Yet.'

'‘No, no," he promised eagerly. 'It'll be our setret

'‘And don't tell anyone else, either/' she muttahedugh her teeth. 'If my
grandfather hears, he could die of shock." In hessipn she grabbed
Enrico's lapels and thrust her face near to his. ypu understand that,
Enrico? No gossip, not a word, a hint of this, gr@God you'll regret you

ever lived!'

‘Not a word!" he squeaked in terror. She releag®edand he whined, 'What
are you going to do, Sophia?’

Her chin lifted with cold pride. Rozzano had takem dreams and trampled
on them. He deserved to be in hell.

‘That's simple. Ruin his plans,' she said venonyousl|



CHAPTER EIGHT

HER anger sustained her through the banquet, altheugty second was an
ordeal. She had decided it was vital that Rozzaspexted nothing until she
was ready to tell him in private. How could shenrtlie day for her blissfully
happy grandfather?

Assuming an expression of bright interest in eveng, she resolutely
avoided Jenny's anxious gaze. She laughed a graband only she knew it
was sometimes close to hysteria.

And she hid her lack of appetite too, pushing #gasagus mousse around
her plate, rearranging the fresh lobster, hidingesl of tournedos of beef
beneath the wild mushrooms from the Veneto and giagauccessfully to
taste very little of the sorbet.

The cheese and parfait she left alone but acceplaakish coffee and iced
water, realising that her head was spinning. Inaiampt to blank out
Rozzano's betrayal, she'd taken too much of tHerdiit wines which had
accompanied each course. A little too late, shissezhshe needed to keep
her wits about her if she was to stay one jump éhafathe deceitful
Rozzano.

After the guests had opened their gifts of crystatks and gold pens—or
carefully chosen toys in the case of the childrelme—$peeches began.
Sophia listened to the praise heaped on her ficklkband's head and her
anger intensified.

He'd deceived all these good people. Minor Europeances and

princesses, counts and lords, maids, boatmen aed/@tbusinessmen. All
had fallen for his charismatic charm. What charex there been for her to
evade his silver tongue?

Wondering if her brilliant smile would freeze orrliace, she began to plot
her revenge in earnest, hating herself for whatves® doing—but hating
him far, far more.



They flew in Rozzano's executive jet from the srpaiNate airport on the
Lido, arriving at their honeymoon destination arshehile later. Rozzano
had offered her the choice to go anywhere in thddv&he had asked to
stay in his sixteenth-century summer palace: aialh villa in the Veneto,
the mainland to the north of Venice— 'terra firnas ,Rozzano called it.

The villa had sounded very romantic. On the fowftdune, for about four
hundred years, the Barsinis had packed all theiitiwre, tapestries and
possessions and barged them up to Villa Barsiresitape the threat of
malaria from the canals—though there was no sucgetanowadays. Here,
he'd assured her, a small, discreet staff wouldrertheir total privacy.

For a brief moment at the reception, she'd hovesedthe brink of
demanding that Rozzano should go alone and leava I&a' D'Antiga. But
she'd immediately imagined her grandfather's sse@nd the questions he'd
ask. She couldn't do that to him. He adored Rozasmadoshe didn't want to
be the one who enlightened him as to his grandsdaw's true nature.

Her grandfather must never know that there washamytwrong with her
marriage. Her heart sank. That meant that forekeaf her grandfather's life
she'd have to act a lie. It was too appalling totemplate.

The present was bad enough. As they drove betwedmige cast-iron gates
towards the villa, the thought of being alone wRbzzano day after day
filled her with horror. Without love, without theedp friendship she'd
believed they'd shared, the long days and nightddwdrag.

Agitated, she fidgeted with the skirt of her Valantsuit, suddenly hating
its Barsini green and gold. Her eyes blazed. Thesewolours she'd never
wear again!

'Won't be long, darling,’ Rozzano said, in cheeigabrance of her mood.

She stretched her mouth into a smile and noddedemuling an interest in
the surrounding parkland. What ever would she db herself for a week?
Gloomily she supposed that she could get up lgend her days walking
and swimming and go to bed early.



The one consolation was that it wouldn't be forglohhey had both been
eager to begin their married life in the D'Antigdgre. Her stomach lurched
with intense misery. She'd had such dreams of they future. And now
her marriage was nothing but a sham.

The scenery became a blur as her thoughts tumbiedonfusion.
Desperately she battled for composure as Rozzahosastically pointed
out the deer, the place where he used to hide Wisdather had beaten him,
the beautiful view across the valley...

'You were beaten?' she said, suddenly picking uplaat he'd said.

He grimaced. 'l tended to be too exuberant for érathiking, too ready to
show how I felt.'

A beaten child often became violent to othersnd'Avhat did your mother
think about this?' she asked, cold to the bone.

' DON'T KNOW. SHE SUPPORTED MY FATHER HE REPLIEQ AS IF THAT WERE
THE MOST NATURAL THING IN THE WORLD

'Did she love you?' Sophia asked, wondering netyow$hat Rozzano
would do when she refused to provide him with ain. I&he looked at the
strength of his arms and shoulders and shrankibazkhe seat.

''ve no idea,' he mused. 'l hardly knew her.'

This was the first time he'd spoken of his moth#r.to now, he'd always
changed the subject. Curious to understand theaeship between mother
and son, Sophia asked quietly, 'She cuddled you?"

‘Never. | had plenty of affection from my Englislarmy and English
governess, though. Most aristos employ English réutdor their
children—that's why we all speak English so weldn worry," he said,
stroking her hand where it picked anxiously atjaeket hem. 'We won't be
remote from our children.’



'‘No,' she agreed bleakly. 'We won't." And omiteedd that there wouldn't
be any. She swallowed, fearing the moment she'd twatell him.

'Look, this is my favourite view of the lake,' red eagerly. Til take you to
the island on it. We'll have a picnic if the weath@ys warm enough.’

She must have made some kind of response thafieshtsm because he
continued driving. But she was thinking about lpbringing and how it had
made him the man he was, outwardly suave and smioetardly repressed
and angry, with a flagrant disregard for the notibat love and marriage
went hand in hand.

She should have listened to Letizia. Rozzano'tsud#iwas indeed bred in
the bone. She trembled. The deed was done. She@reascably married
and she would have to prepare herself for a diftesert of marriage from
the one she'd expected. Perhaps, she thought woheslould be better
never to daydream again, then she would neverdagppointed by reality.

Pale and wan, she stepped from the limousine gmsidn softening a little
as she gazed at the beautiful building. It hachasitally Roman appearance
with graceful columns, domes and a portico.

In that moment, Sophia understood how completelgzBono had been
steeped in history. Every step he took had beealdé&o by his ancestors.

It was hardly surprising that preserving the past become more important
to him than living for the present. In his minde tsurvival of the family had
to take precedence over its individuals, whatelvercost. He'd been forced
to sacrifice his jealously guarded freedom to maey. She'd put her trust
and her heart in the care of a man who didn't deseither.

Her stomach swooped. He'd be furious that hisfsaehad been in vain. A
shiver ran the length of her body.

At the moment, he was all smiles and being huggettid staff as if he were
a long-lost son. She found a smile and pastednetdace.



'‘Buon giorno. Che piacere incontrarighe said, beginning her greetings in
hesitant Italian. And she too was enveloped indg\arms and found herself
being passed from one delighted person to anoftmet, desperate for love
and affection, she responded warmly, while everyomeclaimed
extravagantly over her clothes, her hair, and leauby.

'So lovely! Ah, principe she has the face of a Madonna!' declared a mar
who must surely be the gardener.

'l know," he said softly, disengaging himself fromm extraordinarily
emotional embrace with a tall and stately womarhsieel-grey hair. He
put his arm around Sophia and caressed her cheek't deserve her at all.’

When he translated that, he was met by a chorpsotdsts.

‘The husband, he is a good man,' confided a jatilgnan in a starched apron.
'Maddy! In inglese.’

The grey-haired woman smiled happily. 'I'm Maddwrkj | used to be
Rozzano's nanny. Welcomerincipessa,and congratulations. I'm sure
you'll be very happy together.'

Sophia accepted Maddy's hug and kisses in amazefiieahk you. I'm
glad to meet you. Rozzano's talked about you sdrhuc

The look Maddy gave to Rozzano spoke volumes. 8beed him; that was
clear. 'l knew it would take a special woman totaepRozzano's love,’ she
said quietly. 'From what he's said abgat' she added, her eyes twinkling,
'l know he's found her. And | can only tell youttigau'll never find a kinder,
more thoughtful, more loving man—'

'Maddy! Please!" Rozzano implored, looking embaeds 'You two can
compare notes another time.'

He began to speak to his staff in Italian. Maddw sBophia's lack of
comprehension and translated for Sophia's benefit.



'He's thanking everyone for getting the villa realaddy said. 'He knows
it's taken a lot of work. And he's promising thauyi wear your wedding
dress for them to-'see—and that we'll all have allsneception here in
compensation." She sighed. 'He's so thoughtful. ajdnvwas. What a
wonderful life you will have together!

Sophia's eyes misted over. Fortunately Maddy thbwgiie was being
sentimental, because she smiled and patted heldenaunderstandingly.

‘Claim your bride,' she said to Rozzano.

Smiling happily, he swept Sophia off her feet amdried her over the
threshold to the sound of applause. Everyone ldvied, she thought
bleakly. Did he never show his dark side to anyauneher?

Her pulses raced as he continued on, up a graimdasta. 'Maddy should
have come to the wedding,' she said, blurting betfirst thing she could
think of.

'She's terrified of crowds,' he explained. 'Shia'ges here ever since | grew
too old for her care. Are you all right, darling®wseem to be shivering.’

Looking concerned, he hurried on and set her dowthe bridal suite, his
hands resting lightly on her shoulders. And sheerabrered how a long,
long time ago she'd wondered what this moment wbeltke in a marriage
of convenience. Now she knew.

A fit of nerves started her teeth chattering. goid,’ she said feebly.

His eyes kindled. 'I'll warm you.'

'‘No!" She backed away, her eyes wide with terror.

'Sophia, sweetheart!" he coaxed, taking a steprtsizer.

'Don't come any nearer!" she cried in panic.



He raised his hands and stayed put. 'Why don't lyawe a bath?' he
suggested gently. 'I'll shower and we can—"

'Yes. A bath.'

'Poor darling!" he crooned understandingly. 'léstfbquite a day! You were
wonderful, Sophia. When | turned and saw you ferfifrst time, you looked
so beautiful that | thought my heart—'

'l have that bath,' she mumbled abruptly, hacedigh and unnatural.

'Sure.' He reached out and drew her quaking botistd' he kiss was sweet
and tormenting, gentle enough not to be a threat, igniting her
nevertheless. 'That's better,"” he murmured intchher 'See you in a short
time, mmm? The bathroom's in there. All your thiags ready for you.'

She fled and shut the door behind her. in relief ldgs wouldn't hold her
and she slumped to the floor. It was his warm anthp voice she couldn't
bear. The adoration in his eyes. The tender smmldis devastat- ingly
handsome, treacherousle face.

Limply she struggled to her feet and searched k&yeor a bolt to lock the
door. There was nothing. But then it was a brideélesand brides weren't
supposed to keep their husbands out.

Resigned, she tore off the hated suit and flungtd a corner. Tears
streamed down her face as she kicked off the prgltywe-soft stilettos,
which she'd so admired. They'd go in the bin tomerishe vowed grimly.

Almost blinded by tears, she reached out to turthertaps. While the water
ran into the deep marble bath, she scrubbed aysrwith the back of her
hand and stared down at herself miserably. Sheserthher underwear with
loving care, thinking of the moment when Rozzanaiaun his hands
over the sensuous satin briefs and bra. She'd maddiim kneeling at her
feet, slowly unfastening her suspenders and slitlregsexy lace-topped
stockings down, kissing every inch of exposed slsine did so.



Instead, he'd had more than his fill of lace-topgeatkings for one day and
here she was, undressing herself.

As she would for... She winced. How many yearsnoptness would there
be? The cold, loveless days stretched ahead weélrifying certainty. She
didn't know if she'd have the strength of mind tstain her decision to
remain in a loveless marriage.

She dragged her teeth over her lip to silencedhbte pain inside her. She
had to stop wishing for that golden future she'desxed as her right, and
face facts! Between now and the end of her bathhsld to accept what had
happened and plan her own future.



CHAPTER NINE

TURNING off the taps, she found her favourite bath oil am elegant

Georgian table and added it to the water, doindphstto ignore her delicate
lace nightdress and peignoir on the nearby chasgule. They'd been
chosen with such care. Such joy.

She stepped into the bath and looked around, scow®il paintings hung
on the walls, silver candelabra romantically | toom, a central chandelier
in Venetian glass sent rainbow colours from itsridpay crystal facets.
Even the darn bathroom was filled with relics oé thast! she thought
bitterly. And she'd become just another part ofsBartradition. A baby
machine.

‘Not this time!" she muttered rebelliously at th&tehing ancestors.

She lay in the bath, miserable and angry at theedame. Every now and
then she'd feel cold and she'd top up the watelingd little more of the
subtly perfumed oils she'd come to adore. She duane luxury for the rest
of her life. But it was worth nothing without Rozess love.

The love she craved must come from elsewhere. [Efoldren. She would
revert to her old life of caring for the underplaged—nbut this time she'd
have the money to fund her plans.

‘Sophia?’

‘Not ready! she croaked.

am.’

The door opened. Hastily she slid under the silkg bvater as he entered.
Her eyes rounded. He was wearing a towel and nptbise. The hunger
rose in her body, shortening her breath. And agayain seared through

her quaking frame.

She had to tell him. Before it was too late.



'l wondered if you were all right," he said fondly.

'Shattered.' Horrified at the frightened little wer, she closed her eyes and
hoped he'd take the hint. '"Headache."

'It's not surprising. I'll give you a massage. Coomg' he murmured, his
voice unnervingly close. 'I'll help you out and geti into bed—'

'No, Rozzano, I—'

She gasped, her eyes snapping open at the tolch lednd on her breast. A
groan escaped her before she could stop it andsked<her open mouth
luxuriantly while his hand slid over the swell oérhsoapy breast, making
her moan and writhe in need.

'‘Are you teasing me? | do believe you are!" he saitly into her mouth.
'Witch! I'll make you regret that!'

His fingers were everywhere, tormenting her, makivey cling to him
helplessly. And then she was being lifted into #ie and carried, still
dripping, into the bedroom.

Every time she fought to speak, he silenced hen Witiising, passionate
kisses. She quaked as he slid her onto the sarfttdiaik sheets. He was
intensely aroused and so was she, however unwillidgnd she loathed

herself for betraying herself so easily.

Frantically her body slid beneath his in an attetaptriggle free. Laughing,

he pinned her with his weight and with a groanmjlash she grabbed his
face and ground her mouth against his, hating, wgndespising, needing
him with a passion that terrified her.

The smooth glide of his hands over her wet, fevandgt was sending her
mad with frustration. Her glittering eyes met hielashe bucked in shock
that he could still maintain that glib pretencdafing desire. Furious with
his duplicity, she felt compelled to move her bd@ycely beneath him for
some kind of physical relief because she knewghatwould be forever a
virgin, forever childless. And that terrible injics hurt her beyond belief.



Distraught, she gave an involuntary wail of despattich caused him to
freeze.

'Sophia, darling, what is it?' he asked hoarsely.

Sobbing, she fought him, beating her fists agamstchest and feeling
empty and ashamed that she should still love hispitke everything she
knew.

'l hate you!" she screamed hysterically, wrenclimg way and that as he
caught her wrists and pushed her arms over her. Heaghtened and
vulnerable, her nude body horrifyingly availablehim, she stared in terror
at his shocked face and realised that revenge wsspet at all. It was
agony.

'Please don't hurt me!" she begged. 'Just leavaane!

When he flinched but made no other response, stoeitea shuddering sob
and said in a cold, dead voice, 'Let me go, Rozzéeall over between us.'

He tried to speak but seemed too dazed. Amazirgjlg, felt-sorry for
him—actually wanted to comfort him! She was madd Ha thought of her
when he'd gone off to find Arabella on the dayisiledding? Had he given
a damn about his bride when he'd eased off Ardbelkcy-topped
stockings—which, she reminded herself in rage, weselike the oneshe
wore becausheadored them?

‘Traitor! Get off me!" she seethed, beside hersiehf misery. 'Get off before
| scream the place down and ruin your damn reputBti

Like an automaton he obeyed. Reached for his radekaotted the belt.
Stood staring at her as if he were in some slowingprightmare.

'l don't understand," he said dully.

'Don't you?' she scathed, scrabbling to sit uppautithg the sheet over her.



It was embroidered with violets, she thought blgakhey could have been
making love here in this lovely four-poster, eading ache in their bodies,
confirming their commitment to one another. Theyuldo have slept
afterwards, and then in the morning they would hsweggled into each
other's arms and discussed their plans for theadayfor the rest of their
lives...

Damn herself for putting herself through such seifture! She wouldn't
daydream again! The cold, hard reality of the faturas hers—and hers
alone.

‘Sophia!" Evidently confused, he ran a hand thrdugldishevelled hair, his
face tight with strain.Explain!" he jerked out passionately. 'What do you
think you're doing?'

'It's simple,' she said in a low tone. She dreva ilong breath from her
cramped lungs. 'Think, Rozzano. What is your worghtmare?’

‘That you should cease to love me," he rasped utithesitation.
She almost faltered. He was so slick, so quick #ghright answer that she
would have been convinced if it hadn't been for ékiglence of her own

eyes.

'‘No," she said bitterly. "That's not it. Tefildlessnesd:m your means to an
heir. That'syour dream, isn't it?'

There was a coldness about his face now, the aradio features taking on a
hard, chiselled appearance.

"You know | want us to have children,' he repleithout emotion.
Her mouth curled in contempt. Now they were gettmthe real man, to the
coat-of-arms heart that sat inside his damn pryngetly, crushing any stray

feelings that might ruin his wretched game plan!

"You want them so badly that you'd sell your soulhte devil to get them?!
she ground out.



His dark eyes flared with anger and then were gellelon't know what you
mean,' he said stiffly.

'Yes, you do!.Impatient with the throbbing of hesad, she sat up and
grimly pulled out all the pins holding her hair. Adumbled down to her

shoulders in angry, bouncing waves, she flashedlavolent glance at him

and said, 'Get this straight, Rozzano. | won't dxare your children. Not

unless you intend to rape me!'

He felt a roaring in his ears as her words struoklike a death-blow. And
the past came back to destroy him. He couldn'tkspsauldn't move. It
couldn't happen, he told himself, fighting for ggnNot again.

His brain refused to function. There was only e nightmare, filling his
head with an unbearable insistence. To escapeeithdd to move, do
something. Fight his way back to normality.

'Rozzano!’

Her shocked scream brought him out of his dazelodked down at his

bleeding hand, clenched in a fist, and the shattergstal goblets on the
table. With a muttered curse at his blind stupiditg strode to one of the
basins in the room and stuck his fist under the tapb.

She was by his side. Naked and damp beneath thiy lisned bathrobe.

Smelling delicious. Warm, infinitely desirable. Hammed his teeth

together, refusing to give way to his instincts ethidemanded that he
should turn to her, take her in his arms and kissiightmare away.

'Is there any glass in your cuts?' she asked aslyiou

'l don't know." And he didn't much care.

'Let me look—'

'‘No, Sophia!" He saw her flinch at his roar anddmetp examine his hand,
knowing he must control himself whatever the pratmn.



'l have some tweezers, if—'

'‘Not necessary.' He took the scrubbing brush anmtessoap and swept the
wounds, glad of the pain.

Sophia had cried out as if his action had hurttber Her hand had gone to
her mouth and she'd looked shocked by his extraztiena He wrapped a

linen cloth tightly around his fist and blessed ttieersion. Now he could

show composure, regardless of the fear he felisiméart.

'Right," he said grimly, turning to face her. 'WHhigis has Enrico been
spinning now?'

She took several steps back, her expression cdl¢hamn. ‘None.'

‘Then—'

'l saw you!" she spat. 'Stripping Arabellaratwedding reception!

He started. 'How—?"'

'What the hell does it mattbow!' she yelled. "You were making love to her
a few hours after youmarriage! You rat! Couldn't you have been more

discreet? Couldn't you haypeetendedve were happily married—?"

'l didn't make love to her!" he snapped, appalldvbat she was saying. 'l
was telling her to get dressed—'

‘Liar!
It's true, dammit!'

"It didn't look like that to me! And you can denili you're blue in the face
but | won't believe you! | should never have maln@u! But you wove
your web of lies and charmed me as you charm eweryéou've got your
bride. You don't need to worry that she's a goigger. Unfortunately, your
bri%Ie has cottoned on to the kind of man you ateshre doesn't love yat
all.



'You desire me,” he drawled, ruthlessly killing hssunned reaction
stone-dead.

'If you think I'm going to sleep with you for seloae, then you don't know
me!' she blazed.

'Why not? You want children!" he shot out, befoeecbuld stop himself.
She flinched. 'Yourute!' she cried hoarsely, close to tears.

He was furious with himself for speaking withouintting. But he realised
that he'd been harbouring the hope that if he cgeldher into bed they
could heal their differences.

'We have common desires,' he said, more contrathed

'Yes. I'd love to have babies!" she cried. 'Yotifre one who's taken that
choice away from me! Now I'll have to be contenthacaring for other
people's children, working in an orphanage, setting up perhaps. It'll be
some consolation, Rozzano—but it won't be whatntiva

‘Then come to bed with me.' He let his hunger farlburn in his eyes. She
shuddered, her mouth sweetly sensual as her t@tigked over her parted
lips. Desperate to grab her, he took a steadyiegtbrand began to fight for
his dream. 'We're both tired. For the sake of agpe®s we must sleep in
this room. Lie in my arms and let's talk this out.’

No!" She wrapped her robe tightly around her &g ghut him out for ever.
'I've decided what | want our future to be, Rozzano

'Have you, indeed?’

'In public, we'll be like any normal, happily madi couple. For my
grandfather's sake only. Not for your family honourour darn pride!

'‘And in private?' he enquired, a terrible coldresgling through every vein
in his body.



"You don't touch me. No sex. No sly caresses. Mgthhnd you'll take no

part in D'Antiga business from now on. You haveryown business to run.
| intend to get involved in charity work, especgyalh orphanages. That's
where my future lies, Rozzano. As for yours, yoa da what you darn well
please, providing you don't hurt Grandfather. Nperhaps you'd like to
take a pillow and make yourself comfortable onsbfa.'

He stared at her aghast. She'd worked everythindieun eyes blazed with a
hatred that sliced deep into his cold body and dwddcsee that she was
adamant. But he had to make one final effort.

'l married you," he said hoarsely, 'with one thimgnind—'

'Yes!" she spat. 'The future of the house of Bdrgifealth marries wealth.
Very convenient. Well, I've had it up teerewith your family!" she cried,
slashing her hand across her throat in a violestuge. 'The past is
history—'

'l can't avoid it," he said tightly. 'l live in iday by day.’

'l know," she muttered. '‘And you're all so wrapppdn your noble past that
you forget to live in the present—'

'‘No, Sophia.' He'd taken three strides and waomt bf her before he knew
what he was doing. Tormented by her beauty, heenadl his eyes so that
he didn't betray himself. 'I honour the past, Hiwd for now. | wouldn't be a
successful businessman otherwise," he said hafShilg.matter between us
is to do with trust. And you don't choose to tmt, do you?'

'‘No. Because,' she said tremulously, her eyesrghimith unshed tears, 'l've
realised that you put your dynasty above everytkisg.'

‘That's not true!" he denied vehemently. 'Whoewlelr you—'

'Oh, stop it, Rozzano!" she yelled, clapping herdsato her ears. 'l won't
listen to your slick lies any more!'



He could see that she had reached the end of thar.t&omorrow she
would be calmer. His eyes glittered. And he'd foud what devils had got
into his bride.

Without a word, he picked up one of the pillowstfrthe bed and flung it on
the sofa. Grimly he gathered up the cream lineredevand settled himself
down for the night. Correction. Until Sophia fedl@ep. He had no intention
of spending his wedding night any other way thaat Which he'd planned:
making love to his wife.

Curled up in a self-pitying ball, Sophia waited &eep. But, tired though
she was, she couldn't relax. Her mind kept re-@mat excruciating detail
all the events of the day, which had been initiallyphoric, finally a living

hell.

It wa8 a long time later when she heard him mowddidg her breath, she
listened. His footfalls were approaching. Life leago her listless body,

demanding that she should satisfy its urges, amdddspaired that she
would ever get over her physical infatuation fomhiThe bed depressed
behind her.

'‘Don'ttouchme!" she warned furiously, screwing herself upnetighter.
‘This is my bed,' he growled. 'I'm damn well slegpin it!"

Hastily she moved to the edge and lay there, hgnyinto the mattress, her
stiff body defying him to come anywhere near her.

She fell asleep in the early hours of the morniitg/d been tuned in to her
breathing and recognised the deeper, slower inbataias she gradually
relaxed. Very carefully, he rolled over.

In the moonlight he could see the outline of hgurfe. The curve of her
waist, the swell of her hip. His heart pounded ligal?erhaps sensing the
crackling tension of his body, she stirred and édrito face him, her eyes
seemingly soft with love. Amazingly, she smiled aondched his mouth
with an enquiring finger.



Hardly daring to breathe, he tentatively peelecklibe sheet, expecting her
to stop him at any moment. She didn't. Taut wittglag, he let his eyes feed
on the graceful curves of her body, and marveltedsabeauty. Still she
made no move to discourage him. Hope surged thrbiunghShe loved him.
Everything would be all right.

Every bone and muscle in his body strained undertkhlessness of his

restraint. He wanted to fling himself on her, Kies passionately, make her
truly his wife... Instead, he softly featheredfimgers over her warm, satiny

shoulders, at her gentle sigh, he put his faceedmber neck and breathed in
her fragrance.

Sophia accepted his hesitant kisses along the airtaer jaw, giving out
little gasps of pleasure which made him groan wettef. His cautious hand
moved to the curve of her breast. The nipple weesadly hard beneath his
fingers. A shock of desire rocketed through himhendould hold back no
longer, clasping her fiercely in his arms, his nodiéscending passionately
on hers.

Sophia responded immediately, matching his passsathey tumbled over
the bed, hungrily grasping one another and strgitonpress even closer.
She twisted and turned against him, using her bodsgke the edge off her
terrible need.

Then, and almost too late, she realised that stst naver obey the desires
of her heart or her body. Her head had to rule.hMgt else. He was
worthless.

'‘No! Stop!" she cried vehemently, managing to wagyvay. His eyes were
brilliant and fierce, blazing with desire. She sthat him, forcing herself to
deny him. 'Leave me alone!" she said in a horriuadsper.

'‘But... You can't do this to me!" he hissed sawad¥bu can't encourage me
and— | don't understand! | never thought you'd pheytease—"

Appalled, she hugged her throbbing body, her epek @ith pain. A few
moments later and he would have consummated thaager 'You can't
sleep in the same bed as me!' she ranted, hatfjarahalf anguished by her



hopeless love for him. 'l won't have you sneakipgand raping me in the
middle of the night! | won't—""

'‘Basta! If you think that of me—!"

His face twisted in torment, he swung his legs&oftoor and dragged on his
robe. In fear, she watched him striding up and daseeing the scorching
anger in every rigid step he took. His mouth hacbb®e hard and grim and
she could see from the way his chest heaved thatakalangerously close
to losing control.

'So!" he spat, his eyes black with hatred. 'I'vieedib again!'
Cowering beneath the sheet, she blinked in confudighat?'

He stopped, contempt pouring from his whole bodgu’don't know. No
one does. | don't make it a habit to tell the watddut my secrets. Especially
my humiliation—'

"You brought this on yourself!" she shot at him.

'‘By marrying again?' He gave a harsh, humourlaesghla’Perhaps. But |
didn't expect mysecondwife to ban me from her bed. At least,' he growled
‘Nicoletta allowed me to make love to her on oudeieg night and for a
while after!

Sophia stared. Her heart thudded loudly. 'Did slsapprove of your
infidelity? What did you expect?' she scathed.

Rozzano frowned as if puzzledly infidelity? Far from it. Hers! She
banned me because she didn't want children to $goiffigure,’ he said
contemptuously. 'Unknown to me, she aborted hst ¢inild and wouldn't
let me touch her after that.'

He was lying, though she couldn't fathom why. Rigthaps? 'l think you've
forgotten something. She did become pregnant agtnat's why she died.
You must have been together as man and wife...'



Her voice trailed away. He looked ashen, his eysspinpoints of pain.
'No. She had an affair with Enrico,' he said hdgrse
Sophia clutched at her breast in horror.

"The child was his. Anistake he told me. She tried to abort it in secret in
some clinic in South America. Developed septicaednal died.'

The silence was crushing. He'd kept this secrekeldaip inside of him,

pretending that everything was fine between Enraind himself for the sake
of...his wretched family. Sophia drew in a longspl@ring breath. How
could she say what she felt? That her heart wertbdum, that she couldn't
imagine how he'd lived day by day, knowing his besthad indirectly killed

his beloved wife?

'l don't know what to say," she whispered. 'To lemneone and be
betrayed—'

'l didn't love her by then,' he broke in curtlid dliscovered how shallow and
grasping she was. Well, Sophia. It seems..." hatgd, bitter humour

twisting his mouth, "...history repeats itself. Ikime, however, | refuse to
let a woman destroy my life. Do what you damn vpéthse. | won't attempt
to make love to you again.’

At least, thought Sophia towards the end of thekwke'd been true to his
word. With an almost inhuman control of his feasyree'd outlined the
rules. One: as she'd suggested, they were to éetiafiate in public. Two:
during their honeymoon he'd pretend to be teachergo ride. When they
were out of sight of the houdde would leave her to her own devices. He
would return after his ride and they would arriaek at the house together.
Three: he would sleep on the sofa. Four: when thene back in Venice,
they would discuss the future in detalil.

With little sleep, little food that week and tensigripping every muscle in
her body, Sophia felt dog-weary. It was their &y at the villa and she'd



been power- walking for over two hours, punishieglhody in an attempt to
blank out her mind.

Hearing the thunder of hooves, she rose from tbe $stump where she'd
been waiting, intending to mount her tethered patomBefore she could
do so, a sudden attack of giddiness assailed Saptiashe swayed,
clutching at a tree for support.

'‘Are you ilI?' came Rozzano's urgent voice, from fiar away.

Darkness was spiralling all around her. She faltanms holding her up and
gradually the fog cleared. 'No,' she whisperethirik | got up too quickly.’

She swallowed, shaken by his nearness. As usual vitheg, he wore just
breeches and boots and an open- necked white ldisrbody was slicked
with sweat and tiny trickles of moisture were drgpfrom his tousled wet
hair. He'd been punishing himself too, she musguiety.

'You haven't been eating much. You need a good meale you,' he
growled.

Weakly she leaned her head back against the trithedree. 'That's it. |
didn't have any dinner last night, or breakfas$ thiorning. I'll be all right
once l've...'

Her voice had become a hoarse croak. His warmlbitesd sensitised her
lips, making them open in an instinctive invitation

They stood there for an eternity, it seemed, hidykagainst hers, pressing
her to the tree, his strength and warmth infinitdgsirable. She felt too
weak to fight the demands of her heart and wernt imhis grasp.

For a brief second his mouth drove brutally inteshéringing her back to
pulsating life again. Then he had stepped backvaasiwiping his mouth
with the back of his hand as if it were contamidate

'Tll ride back on my own today,' he rasped, hisefaonsumed with anger.
'l send a groom out for you—'



'No." Miserably she stumbled towards her ponyctme.’

She attempted to mount and didn't seem to haveréngsh. With a
muttered imprecation, Rozzano strode forward amged his hands. Close
to tears, she placed her small booted foot thekha tipped her easily into
the saddle.

They returned in silence. One day, she thoughtill Iserrender in a weak
moment. And I'll hate myself for evermore.

As was their custom, they stood with their armaiacbone another chatting
to the groom. The tension in her neck and shouktsesamed for Rozzano's
magic touch to ease her muscles. The ache in ligrtiEgged for something
more fundamental and primitive.

Somehow she kept up an inane chatter during thanlba forced her to eat,
and then at last she was free to wander in theegaatbne. In the privacy of
the summer house she opened one of the lace-adtaimdows for air and
curled up on the cushions of a huge cane chaidéésitrying to concentrate
on her plans for the orphanage.

Until she heard Arabella, calling Rozzano's name.

He whirled around, his hackles up. He'd wantedhim $ophia, to know how
she was, and here was Arabella— the cause of bislgms! He leant
against the summer- house veranda and eyed hemarr

'What the hell are you doing here?' he demandachiard tones.

She looked scared, but came towards him neverthelesme to apologise.'

'For what?' he scathed. 'Seducing my brother orwenyding day? Or for
being one of his mistresses for the past two yéars?

'I've been hionly mistress for six months,' she defended. 'l knowatwiou
think of me," she went on more quietly. 'l did toydo what you said—to



prevent scandal by pretending an interest in anyather than Enrico.
Letizia was fooled—she thought | had designs on-ybu

'She's your friend," he said coldly. 'How could ytaceive her?"
'l can't help who | love, Rozzano!" she declaresspmately. ‘Can you?'
He clenched his teeth to deaden the pain. 'No.’

'l didn't set out to hurt anyone. But | am deeplyryg for what we did at your
wedding. We were both rather drunk, but it was stiforgivable.' She hung
her head. 'l felt ashamed when you stood theralingme my clothes as if
you didn't even trust me to get dressed withouestgion.’

'If | hadn't come in and stopped you both," he saicbntempt, 'you would
have committed adultery in Alberto's house. Howldogou? You were
guests at my wedding—'

'Yes, but we're crazy about one another! Don'tkmaw what it's like not to
touch the person you love?'

He couldn't answer for several seconds. Even thian he spoke his voice
betrayed how he felt. 'Yes. | know.'

'Forgive us. But we do love each other." She hesitdl've come to say
goodbye. Enrico and | are going away together.’

He let out a hiss of surprise. 'And Letizia?"

'She cares only for money. Enrico will give her @d settlement. And
perhaps she'll find someone she loves too. It'tebdéhan living a lie,
Rozzano! You have to admit that!'

But he wouldn't meet her eyes because she was 'Ngit know he can't be
faithful, he cautioned, beginning to think thatlpeps Arabella was the right
woman for Enrico with her guts and determination.



'l do know. I'm willing to take that chance. Hett strong, like you. But few
men can be, Rozzano. You're too big an icon fortbitive up to. Maybe in
England he'll stop trying to prove he can do just thing better than you,
and learn to be himself. I'll make something otogh. One day you'll be
proud of your brother. | promise you that. I'm oslyry that you haven't
found someone to love—'

He winced. 'Don't believe everything you hear.' @&mdy he wanted to rid
himself of all the lies, the pretences he'd nurfeedhe whole of his life.
‘Arabella, | know that on my wedding day | told yand Enrico what my
feelings were for Sophia. But | lied to protect.Herlove Sophia more than
my own life. | thought that if Rico knew that heidrt her to get his own
back on me. So | said I'd married her because sisesuitable and | wanted
an heir. Whereas..." his voice deepened '...di@0st important person to
me on this earth. | value her above everything.'

'l don't understand your motives for lying, but igiad. Perhaps both the
Barsini brothers will be happy at last," Arabebadsquietly. She kissed him
on the cheek. 'Goodbye. God bless you. Be happy.’

He didn't move for a long time. His heart felt I&tene, his limbs leaden. '‘Be
happy'. As if.

He covered his face, his hands shaking uncontiglldithank God no one
could see him. He drew in a raw, painful breathamed a small tear from
his eye. He'd abandon his intended search for Sojtinat was the point?
He couldn't put himself through that torture agdtvery second in her
company was agony. He couldn't wait for the timewthey began to lead
separate lives.

* % %

Devastated, Sophia watched him through the heaeydartains. He'd lied
to Enrico because he'd feared that the past woeldepeated, and his
brother would try to seduce her.

She had wronged Rozzano terribly. Almost ruinedntieoth. Paralysed
with shock, she felt a huge lump of emotion filt tieroat. It was so hard and



painful that she couldn't call out and stop hinmiravalking away as if the
world sat on his shoulders.

He loved her. Arabella had never been interestétihir—or he in Arabella.
Everything he'd said had been true and she'd chustein believe him. His
staff and friends had greater faith than she digpalled, she followed his
slow progress along the lakeside. He stumbled ardhbkart leapt with
compassion.

Perhaps he would forgive her. Suddenly life camek ba her shocked body
and she jumped to her feet, flying out of the sumhaoeise towards him.

'Rozzano!" she yelled, half sobbing as she raop,&o0zzano!
He spun around in alarm. 'What's happened? Whda'ybu?'

'I've hurt me!" she wailed, coming to a halt a few feetay, the tears
streaming down her face.

'Where?' he demanded, frowning.
'Here,' she sobbed, her hand on her heart. 'Aachivt you—'

'l thought you'd been injured,’ he muttered. 'Gatdramatics. I'm not in the
mood. Leave me in peace!

Panting and distraught, she struggled to master thars and speak
coherently. 'But Rozz—' she began jerk- ily.

'‘Leave me! For God's sake, see when you're notediie snarled, striding
rapidly away.

"You do want me!' she cried, running to his side grabbing his arm.
He shook her off. But said nothing, forging on, faise thunderous.

'l want you,' she whispered.



His stride checked, then continued. But she'd ghaka.

Her hand stole to his chest. He brushed it awag.s8d it around his strong
back and he flinched.

'What are you trying to do?' he snarled, comingri@brupt halt.

He sounded like a wounded animal. She stared istblazing, pain-filled
eyes and let out a shuddering breath. There wawanéo prove her trust in
him. Slowly she began to unbutton her shirt.

She had his attention. His gaze searched hersywasilif she might be
deliberately tormenting him. He made no move tockoher but stood
tensely, an arm's length away.

Sophia didn't take her eyes from his. Slippingghet from her shoulders,
she saw the tremor in his jaw and knew he wasrmdidifficult to remain
indifferent. The shirt drifted to the ground. Harders reached back for the
clasp of her lacy bra and Rozzano gave a satidfysiwarp intake of breath
when that, too, was discarded.

Too intent on gaining his love and forgiveness terethink about her
natural inhibitions, she teased him by taking lmetover unbuckling the
belt of her jodhpurs.

'l need help with the boots," she breathed, neamessexual hunger making
her voice husky. This had to work. He mustn't taway in cold pride and
ruin their future. Shaking with sheer desperatsie braced her naked back
against the smooth trunk of a eucalyptus tree #tetllone booted leg
invitingly.

As if in a dream, he swallowed hard then knelt aseefirst one, then the
other boot from her feet. But he stood up agailth k&teping his distance as
if he didn't totally trust her.

Sophia felt panic rise within her. She would havdure him still further.
Wriggling the jodhpurs down, she tossed them awalystood naked but for
a pair of tiny red lace briefs. Her breasts fglhtiand hard, every inch of her



skin tingled with sensation. Her body was readyhfion and he must know
it.

'Make love to me,' she murmured.

He didn't move an inch. But there had been a stoeliaying twitch of his
jaw and a flicker of his lowered lashes. Sophitedifher arms above her
head and pulled her hair from its confining sno@dilping at her own
audacity, she let her fingers drift down over hexasts.

'l want to have your child," she told him huskihgr heart melting at the
struggle going on within him. 'l love you, Rozzandknow you weren't
unfaithful to me. | want to apologise for doubtiymy. | misunderstood what
| saw. | heard Arabella talking to you outside shienmer house. Oh, please,
please forgive me!' she begged.

She was in his arms in a moment, being crushei imipassioned embrace.
‘Sophia!" he rasped in her ear. 'Of course | fagou! I'd have doubted you
under the same circumstances. The evidence wasimanity darling! |
thought I'd lost you—'

Her tear-stained face lifted to his. 'l love yoursach! | couldn't bear to
think of life without your love—'

‘Nor | without yours,' he said rawly. 'l think Ilféen love with you straight
away. | didn't realise till later. It wasn't likeghing I'd ever felt before. |
thought | was acting rationally, scheming and pigttbbecause | needed an
heir and you seemed perfect to be my wife. And tivben we were in
London and you said we must part, | felt devastaen then | couldn't
admit the truth: that I loved you. Yet | wantedpimtect you, care for you,
keep you with me day and night, every second ofddne Whenever we
were separated | felt as if something was misdirwas: a part of my heart.
| fell madly in love with you, Sophia, despite atly efforts to stop that
happening. | still am in love with you. | love yowre than anything in the
whole of my life.'

She began to undo the buttons of his shirt. 'Shey she whisperedNow.'



Tenderly he drew her down to the grassy bank. kes elosed as his mouth
met hers. She felt the welcome warmth of his sttoody and yielded to the
instincts of her heart. Rozzano loved her as muckhe loved him. Joy
surged in her soul as he brought her closer argbcho their true union.
This was a man she could love and honour and rekpédbe rest of her life.

Afterwards, they watched the setting sun turn #ke ko fire. And knew that
for them it wasn't the end of a day, but the beigigrof a wonderful life
together. Happily they returned to the villa, ciagpone another frequently
on the way, gazing into one another's eyes witfopral love.

'l have a confession,’ she murmured into the sedimth of his throat.
'Mmnf?' He barely paused in kissing her ear.

'I've always dreamed of being happily married—"'

'Mmm.' His mouth found hers.

A breathless while later, she was released. 'Asiab'persisted, despite his
chuckle, 'there were children in this dream—'

'Uh-huh.’

She gasped as his fingers found the hard tip obheast. '‘And,’ she said,
battling for her cause, 'there wéogir children.’

His hand stilled. 'Four.' She nodded and he chdckBetter get on with it,
then, hadn't we?"

And, with a total disregard for the people they seals—the gardener,
Maddy, who was strolling on the softly lit terra@md the maid in the
hall—he ran hand in hand with Sophia, arriving bnksss and exhilarated in
the bridal suite.

'‘Come here, Princess Bride,' he said softly.



She gave her Madonna smile and flung herself irg@aims. 'My prince!
she said with a giggle. And he punished her forrheckery in the best
possible way she could have imagined.



