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THE BRIDE OF
ROMANO

Rebecca Stratton



It was the charming Paolo Veronese who had goinstbe job of
governess to little Gino in southern Italy, butwias Gino's stern
guardian, Alexei Romano, who caused her all thettssarching.

She knew that in getting involved with Alexei sheul be utterly
outclassed, but all the same . ..



CHAPTER ONE

DARK men, Storm decided without hesitation, should gvwaear

dazzlingly white shirts, especially when they waeetall, slim and
attractive as the man on the quay. She had beerhwwgthim for

several minutes now, ever since he had first cabghteye. Not
openly, of course, but from behind the face-sagicrgen of a pair of
dark glasses.

He was exactly what most English people think diypgcally Italian.
Olive-skinned, black-haired and with a kind of ifed
self-confidence that amounted almost to arrogaDdoeing the three
days she had been in Bellabaia she had seen hsrafneeople; men,
women and children, all with that same colouringjiling and
good-natured people, but none as eye-catchingsamtn.

He was very good-looking, she could tell that musyen from her
seat on a stone bench further along the quayandlklim-hipped, he
wore that dazzlingly white shirt open at the nenl &urther down
enough to reveal the dark golden colour of hisahemd chest.

He had a little boy with him, a small, rather séated little boy he
looked to Storm, although very much like the mama way, too. He
appeared to be about five years old and was alp=istully thin,
despite the healthy-looking tan he had.

The child was, at the moment, engrossed in theiaes of the local
fishermen, preparing their nets for the eveninguesion after
anchovy, and he seemed prepared to stay thererindigt The man,

however, bent his head after a moment or two aitdssanething to
him, urging him that it was time to go, if the ®wehemently
shaking head was anything to judge by. Again the spake to him,
and Storm, wise to the ways of children, either IEhgor Italian,

smiled to herself as she imagined the tussle d¢$ @gding on between
the two of them.



The problem was solved a moment later, howevernvwhe man

lifted the boy and swung him up on to his shoulgdeadding tight to

the thin little arms while the child's legs dangleder his broad
shoulders. There were no tears, but Storm hearsbilved of laughter
as she watched them, starting along the quay t@maed and she
thought what an attractive pair they made, the rmantall and

good-looking and the laughing child riding on hi®slders.

Although the boy was not pretty, there was a centastful charm

about him that was much more appealing than mextimpess, and
she watched him with a faint smile as they cameseazloAgainst the
background of the little bay, with its incredibljub water glistening
like gold with the sun on its barely rippling swréa the little fishing

boats bobbing gently and peacefully on the tide, ttwe short, dark
stone quay curving with the bay itself and hewmfithe sheer rock
that rose sharply at the far end, softened anddiedewith multi-

hued foliage right to its summit.

They looked so right, somehow, the man and the @og,the other
brown, bright-faced people, so much part of thenedbat she felt a
strange lilt of unexpected joy at the picture tmegde. There had
been so much to see that gave her pleasure, dbhengast three days,
and somehow the man and the boy had added theicomtnibution
to her enjoyment.

Bellabaia was a beautiful, picture-postcard lpilece, with the rising
cliffs soaring up from the quay and the dark voicasands. Sheer
cliffs that had been terraced by these cheerfdlisirious people into
a pattern of fertile shelves on which to grow croperanges, lemons
and almonds, apples and pears. The scent of thenléraes was
everywhere and had even invaded her bedroom, itlaahigher up
the slope, where the soft wind carried all the scand sounds.

It was a paradise she might never have discovéeeftiend had not
discovered it some years ago and recommendedértdcStorm had



decided to take a holiday abroad before takingngiheer post, and,
as she had always liked the idea of Italy, the menendation of
Bellabaia had been fortuitous. She was stayingarsame villa, with
the same people her friend had known, and so fhehpyed every
minute of her stay.

Being a children's nurse, she had a certain rappthrtmost children,
and the sight of the little boy riding high on tnan's shoulders made
her smile as they came nearer to her. Their laughs infectious
and, as they drew level with her, they both loo&tter in a kind of
friendly conspiracy, inviting her to join in theun, the child's eyes
showing the uninhibited curiosity of the very yourige man's an
undisguised appreciation of her as a woman.

She was a girl that most men looked at more thare,oaven in
England, and since she had been in Bellabaia shkle ghawn

accustomed to being openly ogled by the expreskvie eyes of the
male population.

Her tawny gold hair, of course, made her more eatite in a place
where every other woman was dark-eyed and bladledhaifor
tourists were few in Bellabaia, and her small daaé was more than
just pretty. Even with her big green eyes concedledind dark
glasses she was undoubtedly a very attractive gid, the Latin
temperament was not slow to appreciate the fact.

Accustomed as she was to admiration, however, thasesomething
about this man's dark-eyed scrutiny that gave heswdt and
unexpected flutter of excitement in the region ef heart.

Her small neat figure showed to advantage in ahbygllow dress,
sleeveless and low-necked, and the man must hagd sgerything
about her, she thought, judging by the length amensity of his
scrutiny, appreciating everything from the top ef kawny head to



the slim legs crossed one over the other and reddal above the
knee, where the yellow dress stopped short.

She felt almost bound to make some sort of greetingthe
circumstances, and she looked up at the child mmdd again. '‘Good
afternoon,' she said, but it was the man who arexvaer, and in
excellent English.

His black head inclined politely, so that she felte he would have
bowed if he had not had the child on his shouldsrd,a warm glow
of appreciation gleamed at her boldly. 'Good afiem signorind’
He had a warm, pleasantly deep voice, exactly the &f voice she
would have imagined him to have. "You are enjoyimgsunshine?’

Storm nodded agreement. 'Very much, thank you.'f8lhe quite

inexplicable sense of excitement again as she Ingeboldness of
those dark eyes, despite the protection of darksgla A strange
feeling of anticipation as she took closer stochiat.

‘You are staying in Bellabaia for a holiday?'

He seemed intent on furthering the acquaintance, &torm's

common sense was warning her of all the thingshslkleheard about
the Latin male. Even the child was regarding hehwoldly curious

eyes, an expression strangely at odds with the-hkaiffeatures.

Probably she was being rash speaking to themHikelut she could
think of no reason for backing down now.'For aditvhile," she said.
I'm between jobs, so | took the opportunity of agesomething of
Italy." She looked around her and smiled. 'It's/\Nmautiful/

‘Very beautiful!' The expression in his eyes atttdal the description
to herself rather than the scene around them. fifiest allow me to
show you something of the countryside while you &ere,
signorina.'One dark brow was raised discreetly. 'You are hknee?'



Wondering if she was doing the wise thing in admmttit, Storm
nodded. 'Yes, I'm staying up there, at the Villziau

‘Ah, but how fortunate!" A raised hand praised legalor such a
fortuitous coincidence. 'We are at the Villa Romayuu know?' He
looked as if he expected her to recognise it. "¥ould say we are
almost—how is it? Neighbourssi, neighbours. Permit me to
introduce ussignorina.'He indicated the boy with a brief glance
‘This is Gino Targhese, and | am Paolo Giovanntiéo Veronese.'

He made the announcement with a certain flouriahdhmost drew a
smile from her. She had thought the boy was his lsohobviously
she was mistaken, if the names were anything tgpguny.

Her heart was tapping away rapidly at her ribs sunch a reaction
was so unlike her usually cool and calm self thaurprised her.
Possibly the idyllic setting of Bellabaia had sonmeq to do with it,

but she found this man affecting her in the mostaexdinary way.

He held her hand for only as long as was courtdmutsstill managed
to give her fingers a brief squeeze as he bobketdad in a slight
bow.

Tm Storm Gavin.' Her pulses were doing strange inagplicable
things in response to that small but meaningfutuges

‘Storm?' He pronounced it as it had never soundéatdy and raised
a questioning brow. 'That is most unusual, is it signorina?'

'It's very unusual." Storm pulled a wry face foe tumber of times
she had been required to explain her odd christanme. 'But you see
| was born during a particularly heavy thunderstorm

‘Ah, si! Una tempestaThe dark eyes looked at her in a way that s
all sorts of wild ideas spinning around in her brait is very
beautiful,' he decreed softly. ‘It is almost wortfyour own beauty,
signorina!’



Storm was unsure whether or not she should respmrnide quite
outrageous glint in his eyes, but instead she wenaliled. Paolo
Veronese, from the speed with which he became i@miheeded
little encouragement from anyone, but he was qthe most
devastating man she had ever met and she coulel epsily make a
complete fool of herself if she was not very cakefu

The boy, Gino, said something in Italian, and Pa@oonese shook
his head, smiling apologetically at her. 'l am gpgignoring we
should speak English.’

But why?' Storm asked with a smile. 'l don't mindhe least!

He made a wry face, his brows raised. 'Ah, but dlexould mind.
When we are in the company of English people, leéeps that we
speak English at all times, especially Gino. forshis own good, you
see, for when he is older. Alexei himself speakseitfectly and he
would have Gino as perfect.’

Storm nodded, looking much wiser than indeed she Wéhoever
Alexei was, obviously he was someone whose wordhteal for
much. 'Oh, | see,’ was all she said.

It must have been fairly obvious that she had ma idhat he was
talking about, but Paolo Veronese had evidently nhéweer to be
iImpressed. 'Signor Alexei Romano is Gino's guardamorina!'

Somehow the name of Romano struck her as fantlian took her a
minute or two to wonder why. Then she rememberatl she had
heard her host at the villa mention the name imeotion with an

electronics firm in nearby Naples. She seemedrt®neber also that
there had been some comment on the fact that hebaume of the
wealthiest men in Italy. Presumably Paolo Veroneszs an

employee of some sort, although possibly a prigtegne if he was
entrusted with the care of the boy.



'‘Well, | can understand the idea, of course,’ Steard with a smile.
‘A second language is always an asset, but thlis dhap is rather
small to be bi lingual as yet!

Expressive Latin shoulders spoke volumes. 'Alas,5&id, 'Alexei
does not always understand and Gino is sometinfgssther shrug.
'He uses Italian words when he cannot think ofEhglish one.’

'‘But what more natural?' Storm sympathised, andatien, liquid
brown eyes glowed darkly.

'You are so vergimpatica, signorinabut--' Again those expressive
shoulders said a good deal more than words coule [ne.
‘Unfortunately Alexei sometimes loses patience.'

'Oh, but that's most unfair!" Storm protested withoesitation, seeing
the child's side of it, as always. 'He must bewafubbully!'

She had not thought before she spoke and realsktesly that she
was speaking to a complete stranger about his gmplélowever,
Paolo Veronese looked no more than vaguely un&al@ase do not
allow me to mislead yousignorina! They are very fond of one
another, but Alexei is—firm, you understand?’

'l think so." Storm still thought that anyone whauld lose patience
with a wistful little waif like Gino Targhese meyebecause he
occasionally lapsed into his own tongue must alncestainly be a
bully, and she wished she could have five minuteseawith the
man. She would tell him exactly what she thoughtiof.

Paolo Veronese's dark eyes were regarding her ag#inblatant
admiration, and he smiled at her warmly. 'How lang you to stay in
Bellabaiasignoring?' he asked, soft-voiced, and Storm felt her he:
turn somersaults again at the effect of that vdiceias really quite
ridiculous for her to be blushing like a schoolguwkt because a
strange man looked at her with eyes that madéehivde of all sorts of



incredible things, and spoke to her in a voice gwit shivers of
pleasure through her.

'Oh, only two weeks,' she said, pulling a ruefuefaThen | have to
go back and find another post. I'm a children'ssegrshe added,
anticipating the question.

'You are?' He seemed quite inordinately pleasedtabat for some
reason, and his dark eyes glowed. 'But thatafto bene, signorinal!’

His enthusiasm puzzled her rather, but she smiidchadded.

'l think so,' she said. 'l enjoy itBene' He glanced at his wristwatch
and pulled a face. 'l think we must gggnorina,but if | may, | would
like to see you agairgi?'

‘That would be very nice.' She smiled at them b@bodbye, Signor
Veronese.'

She gave an involuntary gasp when her left handraiasd and his
lips pressed warmly on her finget&ddio, signorinaWe will meet
again I

Storm sat there for some time after they had gwatching the
activity on the quay, where the fishermen worked @&hattered
incessantly among themselves, their laughter amaly Italian

voices carrying on the warm, sunny air. Air cocdedl freshened by
the soft breeze off the water.

Most of the houses were the little cottages offitteermen and their
families, or the workers from the terraced field®we on the cliff
face, but there were one or two larger villas, tike one where Storm
herself was staying, perched higher up among thdeféerraces.
They were accessible only by steep, narrow roaatgtise like dusty
snakes among the trees and bushes, to join the math out to



Naples itself, accessible from the quay only ont fop the even
steeper paths with steps cut into them and pratdntdow walls.

She watched the man and the little boy again gslibgan to climb
one of the paths, the boy holding on to the maar'sltas they went up
the steep incline. A white villa stood fairly higip, brightly white
against the tree-layered cliff side, like a chiltdy. Bright yellow
mimosa and scarlet geraniums caught her eye, maglaghes of
vivid colour where the gardens closed around the,\as if to keep
the more mundane crops at bay.

Another glance at her watch and Storm got laziljhéo feet. The
warm, sea-cooled air made her feel incredibly Ezg she marvelled
at the seemingly boundless energy of the localleeano seemed to
stop their frenetic round of activity only for tleng middaysiesta.

They always had a cheerful word for her too, andscof '‘Buon
giorno, signorina!'followed her along the quay.

Bright, friendly but curious eyes noted her passiagd smiles

appreciated the picture she made, but it struckduay that perhaps
there was more than the usual mild curiosity indlo&s she received.
Although she tried to dismiss it as unlikely, shmuld not help

wondering if her short conversation with Paolo \fevee had been
the cause of speculation.

The climb up to the villa was hot and tiring, butvas well worth it

for the view from the villa's garden. Away from tle@ay it was

guieter and a little less hot, for the higher omatithe more effective
that breeze became, and the scent of the lemasliegmn to titillate
her nostrils as she climbed.

Below her the quay, with its bobbing boats and telusf little
houses, looked like something on a picture postcand, as she
paused part way up the steep path, from somewlstogvla joyous,



If less than perfect, tenor voice gave out withgtrains of an Italian
love song.

Anywhere else Storm would have felt the situatiotifieial and
contrived, but here in Bellabaia it seemed a p#yfe@tural thing to
happen, although the whole thing reminded her ofething out of a
Hollywood film. The sound of the voice singing, thieeer beauty of
the scene above and below- her, made her fedblilghing suddenly
with uninhibited enjoyment, and she ran a few tgethe steep path
without even noticing the effort it required to sio.

It was her host who answered the telephone thewoily morning,

while Storm was still having her breakfast, andfsb@ned curiously
when he called her into the hall to take the ¢#dl.too looked at her
curiously as he handed her the receiver, one haret the

mouthpiece.

‘Someone is speaking on behalf of Signor Alexei Roorsignorina,’
he told her, and Storm took the instrument from hiith a sudden
flutter of apprehension, wondering what on earthomld possibly
mean.

'Hello,' she said cautiously. 'This is Storm Gavin.

The voice at the other end spoke excellent Engbsih,it was less
seductively low in pitch than she remembered Pdelonese's. 'l am
speaking for Signor Romano,' the caller informed dred, as Paolo
Veronese had done, sounded as if he expected heritapressed by
the name. 'This is his secretary.’

'Signor Romano?' It occurred to her suddenly tleahgps the great
man himself had heard about her encounter withdP#etonese and
his ward yesterday, and was going to put her finmliger place.



Further enquiries of her host had produced thermmédion that
Alexei Romano not only owned the biggest elect®miompany in
Italy, but was also the last of an ancient and aistocratic family.
There was also something else about the name tiak sher as
familiar, but she could not for the moment catbitmind. But surely
no man could be so autocratic as to object to &gty ordinary
encounter, even if he was a business tycoon aadistocrat.

'Signor Romano wishes to speak with you, Signofdevin,' the
smooth voice informed her. 'Will you please calre Villa Romano
this morning at ten-thirty.'

It was not a request, Storm recognised with suddeer, it was more
in the nature of a command, and she was very tehtptéang up
there and then. But then she remembered how, desteshe had
wished for five minutes alone with Signor AlexeirRano, to tell him
exactly what she thought of him. It seemed he nbt bullied little
children, but also issued orders to complete saem@nd expected to
be obeyed.

'First I'd like to know why I'm expected to call carsee Signor
Romano,' she told the waiting secretary, and sh&logsualise the
shocked expression on his face from the silendefoiawed. "Why
does he want to see me?"

'Signor Romano instructed me to make the call,'vgag informed
stiffly. 'No doubt thesignores reasons will be made plain when yol
arrive,signorina.’'

No doubt, Storm thought, her brain whirling busibyt she did not
intend allowing herself to be bulldozed into obgythe summons
without question. 'I'm not at all sure that | ureleand,’ she told the
man at the other end coolly. 'However, if | fincdth have no other
engagement for ten-thirty this morning, I'll cdfl.not, please offer
Signor Romano my apologies. Good morning."'



She hung up hastily and turned to face her hoso, méd come into
the hall again in time to catch her last words. disk, friendly face
looked quite' stunned, and Storm wondered how ath edexei
Romano, whoever he might be, could invoke such awe.

She was curious to see what kind of a man it was tilied little
boys and issued orders to complete strangers,iviadtretary. He
was probably some crabby old man with more monaw tie knew
what to do with, and enjoyed making everyone jum@rg time he
cracked the whip. Well, she would go, out of sheerosity, but she
would go in her own good time.

Storm finished her breakfast and took her time ogstezssing,
eventually picking on a simple pale green nylorsggrdress with
long full sleeves and shirt-style neckline thateo#id a tantalising
glimpse of lightly tanned skin as far as the shadeee just above
the top button.

She brushed her tawny hair until it shone like Bived bronze, and
the total effect, she decided with satisfaction,sweool and
uncluttered enough to impress anyone with her cetapdisregard
for Signor Alexei Romano's opinion.

It occurred to her briefly, as she started outt{ thago alone would
create something of a wrong impression on an aaticctand
traditional Italian, but there was no one she cagslkito go with her,
and anyway, his opinion did not concern her inléaest.

It was almost an hour later than the appointed @®eshe walked
along the road and approached the Villa Romano fiwenfront. It
would have been much too informal to have comeamfthe path up
from the quay. She wished she felt less nervous, sbe was
determined to hold her own, no matter what happesraghy Alexei



Romano had commanded her presence. Despite herhaavever,
her hands were actually trembling when she turnéma tree-lined
approach to the old villa, and a heavily beatingarheput
unaccustomed colour into her cheeks.

The villa looked old and mellow and rather bealitits white walls
dappled with the shadows of trees that surroundeand gave
fragrance as well as welcome shade. The gardemwiasof colour
with the dark, stern straightness of cypress tremssling a
background of contrast to the scarlet and pinkeshgiums, bright
sun-yellow mimosa and roses of every hue.

A long veranda ran the full width of the house,titsd floor half
covered with stone urns overrunning with flowerattacented the
still, warm air. The door was ajar, she could skemshe got closer,
and she hesitated briefly, her heart thumping eagain as she
reached for the bell pull.

The man who answered her ring seemed to be exgdwinalthough
his dark, rather dour face gave little away asddether enter, and led
the way across the hall.

The hall was a revelation to her, quite beautifl guite unexpected.
It was wide and cool and its walls were coverethexmost beautiful

frescoes in soft, light colours and exquisite woakiship. Scenes of
gods and goddesses amid scenery even more breaghthin that

outside. Slender nymphs and exquisitely beautifwlng men who

reminded her uneasily of Paolo Veronese as thdsebdown at her
from their painted paradise with limpid dark eyes.

Potted palms swept ceiling-high, the floor bendethfeet was tiled
with soft coloured mosaics, and to the right a h&dumarble
staircase swept upwards to what looked like a gallthat
disappeared on either side into shadowy coolndss.c8uld, she



thought, be forgiven for believing she had suddé&ealgn transported
back in time some two or three hundred years.

The manservant made his stately way across thahdl5torm was
shown into a huge, high-ceilinged room, light andl@s the hall had
been, and hung with portraits of dark, aristocrltaking men and
vaguely hostile-looking women, some of them quiteauddiful,
despite their discouraging expressions.

She was instructed to be seated, in much lessgp&nfglish than she
had encountered so far, and the tall double doers wlosed behind
her. Left to her own devices with only the loucking of a clock to
distract her, she looked around her curiously.

The villa was much bigger than she had realisech seeing it from
below on the quay, a good deal larger than theV\ilicia, which was
only to be expected. If she had not been so ungasyvould have
walked about the room and admired the beautifultevimnarble
mantel and the many expensive and beauthjéts d'art,but she
found herself constantly listening for approachiiogtsteps and
instead stayed where she was in a chair near tidow..

There was no sound to be heard but the occasiamal df a car
passing on the motorway above, and nearly ten esnafter her
arrival Storm was still waiting. She was becomingrenand more
angry at the cavalier treatment she was receivaagit did not take
much intelligence to guess that Signor Alexei Roonamtended
teaching her a lesson in punctuality. She had keptwaiting, so
now she was being made to wait in her turn, for tenput in an
appearance.

Since it had been at his instigation that she weretat all, however.
Storm saw no reason why she should be treatechdshe got to her
feet at last, picking up her handbag and clutchinghtly in both

hands, her eyes bright and angrily green. If Sigtmmano wanted to



see her so badly, he could come and find her. $fsenet going to
wait for him any longer.



CHAPTER TWO

StorM reached the double doors and her hands were walogathe
ornate brass knobs when they were suddenly twaiedf her grasp
and she stepped back hastily to avoid collidindnhie edges of the
doors.

The man who confronted her, she supposed afteboet startled
glance, was the secretary she had spoken to deléphone, and she
wondered vaguely if all Romano's staff were so d&tagly
attractive.

This man was even taller than Paolo Veronese asdyj@od-looking,
but he had a fierce, almost animal magnetism tinacls her like a
blow. He was much less typically Italian too, alighb she supposed
there must be variations in Italians, as in angothce.

His features looked as if they had been carvedfdutonze. A square
chin, deeply cleft, and high Slavonic-looking chieees that added
drama to a face at once discouraging and increditihactive. His
mouth was wide and straight and at the momenirsetss if he was

angry.

Hair that was not quite black grew thick and stramgl quite low
down in his neck, a heavy swathe of it lying acroissbroad brow.
His bearing was proud and arrogant and he emansétd
confidence, but undoubtedly the most arrestinggtfalbout him was
his eyes.

Whereas Paolo Veronese had the dark eyes thatxpeeted of his
race, this man's eyes were a light, almost icy.dhugeh a contrast in
the deeply tanned face drew immediate attentiord &torm
suspected that he was well aware of the effecthibdyfor one corner
of that wide mouth tilted briefly and unexpectedy,if he smiled to
himself.



She would not have thought the terrain around Balkasuitable for
horse-riding, although there was a racecourse impldda but
obviously this man had been riding, or at leasivae dressed for it.

He wore fawn breeches and highly polished browndoath a fine
white silk shirt whose texture was such that it whsious he wore
nothing under it. The crop he carried he flung afvayn him into a
chair as he came into the room, and he lookedaatSuith blatant
and speculative curiosity.

'Miss Gavin?'

It was not the man on the telephone, she had gigaalded that, for
apart from the unlikelihood of a secretary receguirer dressed as he
was, his voice was deeper and more resonant, angave the
impression that he would never serve anyone, incapgcity.

She nodded uncertainly, her heart in her throatlsoly when she
began to suspect his identity. 'I'm Storm Gavimg' admitted.

He cast a swift, exploratory glance round the loignn. 'You came
alone?'

‘Yes,signore,l did!

The light eyes swept over her in a swift and icpragsal, bringing
colour to her cheeks and the light of battle todreen eyes. She felt
she had suffered quite enough indignity at this 'smbands already,
by being kept waiting, without being made to fakélsome prize
animal he was considering buying.

'You know my cousin, | believe.'

So Paolo Veronese was his cousin, and she hadulad dball now
that this was the formidable Alexei Romano, the ign himself.



Not the crabby old man she had visualised, but @hmunore
formidable prospect altogether.

She remembered, ruefully, her wish to have fiveutas alone with
the guardian of little Gino, but five minutes alom&h this man
would certainly not have the effect she had enwdagie was very
unlikely to be crushed by any condemnation of hgraabully, nor
would he care tuppence for her opinion of him, goodad.

'If you refer to Signor Veronese,' she said, stiguio sound cool and
aloof, 'we met yesterday.'

Her determination to remain cool and calm was tgpasing ground
to the strangely disturbing effect he was havinghen senses. She
could much more easily see now how he could comnodedience
and awe, not only from his staff and his familyf llom strangers
like her host as well. No wonder the secretarylbexeh so shocked at
her off-hand agreement to see him.

'l was sitting on the quay yesterday when Signarodese and the
little boy came along,' she informed him. 'And vesged the time of
day.’

'‘Which was quite sufficient invitation for PaoloAgain that cool,
appraising glance swept over her. 'You are a vegubful young
woman.'

The words were without a hint of compliment or tikay, merely a
statement of fact, and Storm resented them. Itokasous what he
was implying about the meeting and it made her yangrbe so
misjudged.

'l believe | was the one who spoke first," she hoid, stiffly resentful.
‘Not with any ulterior motive, but because thaditioy was laughing,
and it's an English custom to be polite and frign@he made the last



statement pointedly, and again that faint tilt at aorner of his
mouth betrayed a hint of amusement.

'‘But my cousin was only too willing to further tlaequaintance, |
have no doubt,' he said quietly, in his preciseliEhg'Do you intend
seeing Paolo again, Miss Gavin?'

Storm felt anger and resentment churning away ensier, but a

strange kind of excitement too, as if he preseateldallenge that she
would not be able to resist. He had absolutelyigiat to question her

about her meeting with Paolo Veronese, whetherdsehis cousin or

not, and she had no intention of letting him getdyawith it.

‘That," she told him firmly, 'surely depends upagn®r Veronese and
myself.’

'‘Not quite!" The quiet voice had an edge of sthat matched the
glittering eyes. 'Paolo is not a complete fool!"

'You mean you'd--' Storm stared at him, her gregss &indling
dangerously. 'If your cousin chooses to let you-edben him,
signore,l suppose that's his affair, but | for one takesgtion to your
attitude, and if that's all you have to say to Hie;

'It is not,' he interrupted brusquely. ‘I am simpéeking to establish
that you are what you claimed to be when you sgokay cousin,

Miss Gavin, or if you are merely one of hisantacci! The tone of

his voice was enough to convey all too clearly mmréess what the
word meant, and Storm clenched her hands tightiyherclasp of her
handbag. She was trembling like a leaf and hadrrfelteso angry

and helpless in her life.

'l fail to see how it can possibly concern youé shid in a small tight
voice, 'but I'm a children's nurse, as | told Sigvieronese. And now,
signore,I'm leaving. | refuse to stay here another minuie lesten to



your insults. You have absolutely no right to sp&akne in this way,
and | demand an apology!"

The air between them was taut as a drumskin, antight blue eyes
burned into her with a sensation like fire and gending a shudder
through her whole body. "You came here this mormjnge alone,
signoring and you apparently spoke first to my cousin yelstg
also when you were alone. | was entitled to asswivest | did. An
Italian girl would have been much more careful ef freputation.'

I'm not an Italian girl" Storm retorted swiftlyAnd in the
circumstances | can only thank heaven for it!ll g#tink you owe me
an apology for what you've said to me!

For a moment the icy scrutiny continued, then igji® imouth seemed
to ease slightly and he inclined his head, vergfly;ias if reluctantly
acknowledging her right to an apology. 'Very wedignorina, it
seems | have misjudged you, and | was perhapsawsh hit would
appear that your claim to be a children's nurseies after all!"

1 can't imagine why you should have doubted idh&ttold him. She
felt horribly shaken by the events of the past flemutes, and
wondered if anyone ever emerged unscathed fronmeouater with
this man.

He resented her temerity in answering him back, Wes evident
from his expression, and for a moment she wondgérad would
simply turn and walk out of the room, but then, ®ragain, the
tension eased. 'l know my cousin, Miss Gavin,'di lher quietly.
'‘And you are obviously not only very attractivet lmsed to going
around alone. It is a combination that Paolo wdund irresistible.'

‘You took me for a—a pick-up ?' she suggested, wond if the
colloquialism was beyond him. She was quiet-voicerself despite
the turmoil of her thoughts.



Remembering Paolo Veronese's well-practised gajlashhe was
forced to admit that Alexei Romano's suspicions adbably been
founded on experience, and she hastily lowereceires when she
saw confirmation of it in his. 'It was a naturasasption,signorina’
He put a hand to the back of his head suddenlhshong the thick
dark hair absently as he stood in front of hemtiveéh one hand he
indicated that she should take one of the armchAiiter a brief
hesitation she walked across and sat down ag#ingsprimly with
her two feet on the floor and not crossing oneolsgy the other as she
would more normally have done.

The pale green dress felt suddenly much flimsian th really was,
and she was inordinately conscious of the low faste at the
neckline, so that she put up a hand to it, herefisgurreptitiously
pulling the two sides of the collar together.

He remained standing, and Storm guessed he intdrekguing the
upper hand. '"You were on the point of leaving wheame in?' he
asked quietly.

He took a cigarette from a box* on the table ahd, lthe flame of the
lighter throwing the hard, clean lines of his featuinto relief for a
second, so that he looked more than ever like aZersculpture.
Exhaling the smoke slowly from his nostrils gaventa curiously
primitive look that was infinitely disturbing anérst an involuntary
shiver along her spine.

He did not, she noticed, offer her a cigarette, shd could well
imagine that he was a man who disliked seeing wosmeoke and
would therefore not even offer one out of politenes

'l was leaving because | considered I'd waitedegoing enough,’ she
told him, and one brow ascended swiftly while thght eyes
narrowed behind the spiral of smoke from the cigare



‘Even though you saw fit to be an hour late forryappointment?'

Storm felt herself flushing warmly again, and tltéher chin
defiantly. 'I'm no more accustomed to being ordetedkeep
appointments that are none of my seeking than taimeing kept
waiting, Signor Romano.' She looked at him steatliér green eyes
bright with defiance. 'l assume yawe Signor Romano?' The name
was niggling at her memory again, as she triecetoember where
she had heard the name before.

He inclined his head, seemingly unimpressed byeffert to put him
in his place. 'l do not usually have to identify saif, Miss Gavin. |
am Alexei Romano.'

His self-confidence, she realised, was virtuallyshakeable, but
some small spark of determination made her affeobiness she was
far from feeling as he looked down at her with thase-cool eyes.
'I've been trying to think where I've heard the edmefore, Signor
Romano,' she told him in a light, slightly breafdeoice.

For a moment he said nothing, but regarded hedisgdgrough the
haze of blue smoke, feet slightly apart, his d&lavonic-looking
features in shadow. A tall and rather menacingréguho looked as
if he could have crushed her in one hand.

'So,' he said at last, 'you did not know my nanmel, yet you came
here to see me, and alone.'

The fact that | came had nothing to do with yougr® protested
hurriedly, perhaps too hurriedly. 'lIt was because were the little
boy's guardian. He looked so—so sad that | was-ehied.'

'‘And you wished to see for yourself the brute wiasil-treating him
and making him look so sad, yes?' There was aglittgr in his eyes
again, and she felt sure he resented being acaidskdreating the
little boy more than he had anything else so far.



'l didn't say that,' she objected mildly; too myldl seemed, for it was
obvious he did not believe her.

It came to her then why the name had been famillaan she had
heard her host mention it. Last year some time,airBritish
newspaper, she remembered reading something aboulianaire
industrialist being killed in a car crash and g tioy being left heir to
a vast fortune. The man's name had been Romandelsisere, but
this little boy was called Targhese, accordingdolB Veronese.

'‘Gino is my late brother's child, Miss Gavin.' Ad@Romano's voice
recalled her, and she looked up hastily at the slagklowed face with
its light eyes. 'l am his guardian, since his motbalso dead, and |
do as well as | can for him.'

'‘Oh, I'm sure you do, Signor Romano!'

She was very sure of it, suddenly. No matter wieapinion of him
was in regard to herself and the way he seemaddeveryone else
with a rod of iron, she really felt that his affiect for the little boy,
Gino, was genuine. That difference in name couldbably be
accounted for by circumstances that a man like &ldkomano
would not dream of mentioning.

'Is there something wrong, Miss Gavin?'

His voice was edged with impatience and Storm deddgprself back
from the realms of speculation, looking up to fimch regarding her
steadily, almost as if he followed her thoughts sl nothing about
it, however, but ran the fingers of one hand thhoting thick hair that
covered half his forehead, and surprised her wemall, very brief
smile that softened the sculptured lines of hig flac only a second.

"You will find, Miss Gavin, that that large-eyedousful look is
deceptive. Ginadoesmiss his father, | cannot deny it, but twent



years ago if you had met my cousin Paolo, you whialde seen a
child very much like Gino is now.'

'Oh, | seel!'

She found it easy to accept the fact, but, whikewhs as concerned
with Gino's welfare, as with all children's, shg&@e to wonder when
Alexei Romano was going to bring the conversatmmd to matters
more pertinent to her visit. It startled her tocdiger that she was
finding him so fascinating as a man that she wasctant to have
things brought to a head, and perhaps never havepportunity of
speaking to him again.

'‘But he still touches your heart, yes?' He askedagthestion softly,
and Storm brought herself back to earth, raisimpga@chful eyes to
him.

‘Well, it washis parents that were killed in that car cradie' ®ld
him. 'And no amount of wealth is going to compeedat that.'

Alexei Romano narrowed his eyes, nodding his helaavly
'‘So—youdid know who | was!'

'I'd heard of you before,' she allowed. 'But | jastildn't think why
the name was familiar—now I've remembered.'

‘Thank you!'

There was sarcasm in the deep, quiet voice andhghaght she
detected a glimpse of ironic amusement in his &yes moment, but
she guessed his pride had taken a blow, howevelt, Snaan her
admission.

'Oh, my host mentioned your business interest®' ekplained
carefully. 'But | was trying to remember about tae crash—I knew



it was something about a child. That's all thaterested me.
Millionaire industrialists are of little interest tne, Signor Romano.'

He stood silent and contemplative for a momentevBiorm sat and
waited, surprising herself with her willingnessitmso. '"Your being a
children'snurse is the reason | sent for you.'rBtimoked at him in
disbelief, her heart doing a sudden and quite ateyrattoo against
her ribs when she realised the implication of laesnent. 'lt—it is?"

'‘Paolo tells me that you are seeking employmena aildren's
nurse.'

Storm nodded, eyes hazy, her lips parted sliglstistee gazed at him.
‘Yes, yes, | am, but--'

A long hand waved aside explanations. 'You arey fqllalified to
cater for the needs of a small child?'

'Yes, | am.'

She could scarcely believe that she was hearingahigit. That he
was actually suggesting that she should come an#t vao him,
taking care of the little boy he set such storeyce he had satisfied
himself that she was not simply one of Paolo Vesetssmore casual
acquaintances, of course, and she could not blaméoh that.

It was difficult to believe that she was not imagmthe whole thing,
that it was not real at all. But there was nothimgeal about Alexei
Romano as he stood there in front of her. He wasmech flesh and
blood and very disturbingly masculine.

'‘But, Signor Romano,' she ventured, bringing hélsetk to earth, 'if
it's for Gino, surely he needs to go to school,lraste the services of
a nurse.’



Those icy eyes were regarding her again with disaab, making it
evident that he did not like having his decisionsgjioned. 'Gino is
not yet five years old,' he told her. '‘Ahdill judge when he is ready
for school,signorina.'

‘Yes, yes, of course.' It was not an ideal sitimtath the little boy so
near school age, but it would suit her well enofggtthe time being.

'l need someone to care for him until he is of stlage, but there is
no harm in him receiving some basic instructionentain subjects.'

'‘Basic instruction in--'

The expression on the dark, chiselled featuredeushort. 'Please
allow me to finish, Miss Gavin.' The autocraticalysured air put her
firmly in her place again, and he expelled a lohgme of smoke
from between tight lips before he spoke again.dG8o my cousin
tells me, appeared to like you during your briefetireg, and since
you are looking for employment as a children's eurghink you will
prove useful.'

He leaned over and ground out the remains of thareite in an
ashtray on the table beside her, long brown fingeushing down
relentlessly. The table was low and the movemeptudint him

intimately close for the brief time it took the sahdering stub to die.
As he drew back the back of his hand brushed light¢lainst her
knee; the warm, almost sensual touch of it stattkxdso much that
she instinctively drew back from it, fighting agsin the

ever-increasing excitement that welled up inside he

This man was a stranger, a wealthy, remote stramgerhad offered

her a job, nothing more, and it was ridiculoustfer to be so affected
by him. It was, nevertheless, very difficult to r@munconscious of
him as a man when he stood so close, his handsdbis back, like

some tall, dark Nemesis looming over her.



'l must ask you for an immediate answer," he teld tn the event of
you refusing the post, | shall have to make othemgements.'

It was quite evident that he considered the lilaaihof a refusal most
improbable, and was possibly ready to concluddarttexview there
and then. Storm's head was spinning with a thouaadane reasons
why she should not take the job he offered, ndaitléee fact that she
was not a qualified teacher and he had said heagaamme tuition for
the boy, however basic.

Heaven knew what academic qualifications he imayirshe
possessed, but obviously something more than stie Ha might
even be under the impression that she spoke ltalia@re was the
prospect of having him as her employer too. He wasgant,
confident to the point of being overbearing andteuhe most
disturbing man she had ever met, and she mustiteeajazy to even
consider working for him, but the truth was shéwant to.

After a long silence, during which time she felb3le disturbing eyes
watching her closely, she looked up and took a deepth. Before
she could say what she had to say, however, thalt sbghtly
impatient voice cut across her thoughts.

'l assume that you are attempting to make up yanod nMiss Gavin,'
he said. 'l must remind you that | asked for an @diate answer.'

'l was about to--' she began, but was again cut blgdhat impatient
voice.

'It is surely not such a difficult decision to méke

‘But I'm not a schoolteacher, Signor Romano!" Sas eetermined to
be heard this time. 'I'm not qualified to teachgreyoung children,
like Gino. I'm a nurse, a nanny, if you like, bot @ teacher.’



Another impatient frown and she saw the likelihobtier getting the
job slipping away if she raised any more obstaddsxei Romano
was obviously not a patient man and what littlegrate he possessec
was rapidly running out.

'You may call yourself what you wish,' he informteer brusquely. 'l
am only concerned with your ability to care for Girf you are not
capable of doing that then | shall conclude thali yave been
deceiving me after all, Miss Gavin.’

There was a chilling threat in the cool voice, &tdrm looked up at
him indignantly; her professional ability in questiwas something
she would not stand for. 'lI've done nothing ofgbd!" she denied.

‘Then | take it you accept my offer. At five yeatd Gino does not
need a university professor!

She was breathless and a little bewildered fromgyswept along at
such a breakneck pace, bent and manoeuvred tahssiitman's
purpose, and she could only look at him, wide-eyed,several
moments and shake her head slowly.

'I—I could try,' she said. 'The little I've seenG@ho, | like him.’

'It is more important that Gino likegu,' Alexei Romano informed
her shortly. 'That is the reason | am employing.y@ino has met
you, at least briefly, and you will not be complgtgtrange to him.'

Storm yielded gracefully; there was little else sbald do, she felt. It
would be fighting a losing battle to try and do #niyg else, for it was
obvious that once Alexei Romano had decided on #ontg it had
to be.

'l do my best,' she promised, and he noddediesly considering
the matter settled. 'But, Sig- nor Romano, |--' fhao impatient



frown condemned her persistence. 'l—I don't knowoif realise it,
but | don't speak any Italian.'

'‘Of course you do not, otherwise you would havedusehowever
badly.' The cool eyes glittered briefly with devisiamusement. 'Most
people with a smattering of a foreign tongue inseistusing it, no
matter how unintelligible it may be to the natives.

Storm ignored the apparent slur on lesser morald, pressed home
her point. 'As long as you understand that anythiegch Gino will
have to be in English.’

'Of course. | wish him to speak English as flueasgyhe does Italian.
You will suit admirably for a short time.'

'Until he starts school?'

'‘And probably for a time after that,' he informest.HUntil he settles
down to the routine of school. It would distressnhif he was
suddenly deprived of someone he had become attached

Like a favourite teddy bear, Storm thought a littesterically, and
wondered how on earth she had got herself invdlkedhis. She had
merely passed the time of day with an attractiva arad a small boy
who happened to be passing, and here she wasa daly later, faced
with the prospect of staying in Italy for an indefie period, in charge
of a child who was worth a fortune.

Her friends in England would not believe it, sharsely believed it
herself yet. 'l—I hope | can come up to your exagchs,signore'
she said.

The ice-blue eyes regarded her steadily. 'l hop@asoMiss Gavin.
You will start tomorrow morning and you will, of acse, be paid
your salary for the whole month. My secretary \@dlinto the details
with you; if you have any queries, please see him.'



He seemed prepared to leave it there and halfduoveards the door.
'Oh, but, Signor Romano--!" He looked down at Ingpatiently, and

Storm had the feeling that only with difficulty dhite refrain from

telling her to forget the whole thing. But Ginodik her, and she
suited his purpose at the moment.

His eyes were narrowed again and the sculpturetzbrfeatures had
a hard, ruthless look that made her pulses flutegvously as she
hastily avoided his eyes. 'Do you wish to work fiee or not, Miss
Gavin?' he asked and, almost without realisingstgrm nodded.
‘Then you will do as | decidayhenl| decide. Good morning, Miss
Gavin!'

He ' turned on his heel and strode across the rbmnhong muscular
legs covering the distance in seconds, while Stemtrthere staring
after him. Then, as he bent to retrieve the ridirgp he had thrown
down on his way in, she got to her feet, her maeathdeterminedly.

'Signor Romano!'

He turned swiftly, ice-blue eyes glittering warnynghe crop tapping
against one shiny bodSignorina?'

She hesitated to make the objection in the faceuoh obvious
discouragement, and shook her head rather vagiielyou didn't
bother to ask if it was convenient for me to stamiorrow morning,’
she told him, much more mildly than she had intelh@ad she saw
his lips tighten ominously.

The fascinating face with its high, Slavonic-loakicheekbones
betrayed the beginnings of a formidable temper taadrop, gripped
hard in strong fingers, tapped threateningly aganmlished leather
boot as he stared at her.

‘You told me that you were at present unemployedsNbavin, and
seeking another post. | have offered you employnteritif you wish



to work for me there is one thing you should getaclfrom the
beginning. | expect to have my wishes carried otlhaut question
and without delay. Do you understand?'

Her own temper was threatening to show itself and the whole
thing, so she swallowed hard on the word that todeer lips, and
instead nodded slowly. 'Yes, Signor Romano.’

'‘Good!'

He turned on his heel again and was gone, the daldars closing
firmly behind him, while Storm subsided breathlggsito a chair,
shaking her head in disbelief, both at her own d@mpe and at the
events of the past few minutes.

She supposed she should feel honoured to havedhesen for the
job, and certainly staying on in Bellabaia wouldameshe could see
more of Paolo Veronese, her employer permitting;aafrse. But of
one thing she was quite certain. She was goingntbif an uphill
fight keeping her temper with an employer as iresatbly arrogant as
Alexei Romano.



CHAPTER THREE

Storm found herself dismayingly nervous when she cameport
to the Villa Romano next morning. It was partlyesiealised as she
walked down the shady approach to the villa, bexale feared
Alexei Romano would have had second thoughts siesterday and
she would perhaps be . summarily sent packing beérre she had
set foot in the place again.

She was admitted, however, by the same solemnd f@mamservant
she had seen yesterday, but this time he aske mait in the hall

while he fetched Signor Romano's secretary, thegonan she had
spoken to on the telephone. When he came softddoden the stairs
behind her, he bowed over her hand and introducesif as Rafael
Caldorini.

He was very good-looking, something she had halteted, and he
too reminded her of those voluptuous young menupack on the

frescoed wall behind him, a comparison borne outheygleam of

pleasure in his dark eyes when he bowed over mat. lide was much
less tall than either his employer or Paolo Verenaad he had curly
black hair and a smooth olive brown skin. He wddorm thought,

become very plump in a few years from now.

'l am to tell you of the financial arrangements many Signor

Romano, signoring' he informed her softly, and Storm noddec
relieved that it was him and not his employer slas wo see this
morning.

‘Yes, of course, Signor Caldorini.'

Her smile seemed to encourage him and the dark glmsed
warmly. "You will come with meper favore, signorina?’

'Signorina Gavin!" The wide hall echoed to Paolodviese's deep;
warm voice and Storm turned, smiling at him rattartiously. Now



that she was to work for his cousin, she wasla lithcertain just how
she should behave towards him. She need have hadchadoubts,
however, for he seemed to have the situation wéland. 'You are to
work for us! Mmm!" He kissed the tips of his fingeextravagantly.
'Oh, | am so—-molto jelice.’

‘Thank yousignore.’

She was very conscious of a knowing and slighthgnéful gleam in
the secretary's eyes as he watched them, and wishttte moment
anyway, that Paolo Veronese would be less Latmsmenthusiasm. It
had been he, of course, who was responsible fohdnang the job,
but she needed no second guess at what had prothptgénerous
gesture. It showed clearly enough in the warm @gds that looked
down at her so meaningly.

'l must show you our gardens,' he told her, andn$saw the frown
that marred Rafael Caldorini's good looks, fordisial her own
objection.

'‘But. signor' he interposed softly, 'l was told...'

'l will bring the signorinato the study when we are ready, Rafae
Paolo Veronese informed him loftily. 'You need naiit.'

'Si, signore.A slight bob of the black head acknowledged defead
the secretary disappeared back up the stairs tshagowed gallery
behind them.

Paolo smiled down at her, well pleased with hisanimiumph, but
Storm was less happy about the secretary's dismidsere was the
guestion of what Alexei Romano would have to sapuhbher
disobeying his instructions on her very first dapd she was not
happy about it.

*You do not mind that | sent him awasygnorina?'



His confident smile dismissed the very idea ofdigecting, and she
was unable to resist a smile at the bold, persaadiarm of him. He
was almost as self-confident as his cousin but nhess aggressive
and arrogant.

She shook her head, pushing back the tawny hamn frer forehead
with one hand. 'I'm flattered, Signor Veronese, brgally should
have gone with Signor Caldorini. Signor Romano wrbbably be
very angry with me for not doing as he instructaad on my very
first day here.'

Paolo Veronese made a rueful face, his hands spreasignation. 'l
suppose you are right,’ he admitted. 'But fisggnorina-- He took
her two hands in his own and lifted them to hiss libis mouth
warmly pressed to her fingers. 'First you will agte call me Paolo,
yes?'

'I—I don't know." She felt an insistent tap-tappatgher ribs where
her heart responded to that very Latin gesture tlathrown fingers
that squeezed hers gently. Tm not sure that Sioonano would
approve.'

‘Ah, assurdo'Why should Alexei mind if you call me by my name?

Storm could think of no good reason why he shollga, but she
had no doubt that he would, because he would ketler being on
too familiar terms with his cousin. 'l don't realknow, she
confessed.

‘Then you will call me Paolo, yes?'

The dark gaze and the deep, persuasive voice wessstible, and
she laughed softly, unconsciously provocative. rigght, I'll call you
Paolo!'



'‘Bene! Bellissima!He kissed her fingers again fervently. '"Now—w
go and see the gardens, no?'

'I don't think so," Storm told him, and could nesist a smile for the
genuine disappointment in his eyes. 'I'm sure thart to see, and--'

'‘And | shall show it to you, hmm? Not just the gardbut everything!

The countryside, Naples —abellissima NapolilHe kissed the tips
of his fingers again, his dark eyes beaming apbesuasively so that
she was bound to respond.

''d love to see everything there is to see,' stk &nd I'd like you to
show me, Paolo, but I'm not sure yet how much titheave.'

For a moment he simply looked at her in silencenthe leaned
forward suddenly and kissed her lightly but firmdy her mouth,
startling her into a soft cry of surprise. 'Stogara mia,you worry
too much about Alexei, | think. | did not get ydust post so that you
could spend every minute of the day and night w@mo.
Comprende?He swept his gaze over her face and figure antbdmi
You are much too beautifutara, to waste on ambino!’

Such words had a heady effect, even though she goggwell their
meaning was only superficial, and she could feelrtdpid warning
thud of her heart as she sought to remain sensibtenot be swept
along by something that was well-nigh irresistible.

'‘But | do work for Signor Romano,' she reminded him, and
shrugged with Latin carelessness.

'‘Even Alexei does not expect you to spend everytaiwith Gino.
He will not—how is it?—eat you if you spend somadiwith me. In
fact he will expect it in the circumstances.’

In the circumstances! He had inveigled his cousio employing her
to look after the boy, but, as he said, even Al&a@nano would not



be in ignorance of the real reason behind the resamdation, and
she wondered suddenly if it had happened before.

'‘Does—does your cousin often take people on Yo
recommendation?' she asked, and he looked at badilst for a
moment before answering, then he gently strokeaihegek with one
caressing finger.

'‘No, cara mia,Alexei has never before approved of my taste. afeu
to be congratulated!” He smiled, the gentle fingaoving
hypnotically against her cheek. 'As for the regheffamily, they will
adore you.'

‘The—the rest of the family?' She looked startktl sorts of new
possibilities arising. 'How many more of you arerth Paolo?"

'Only two." He shrugged carelessly. '"You cannotntoRafael,
although he lives here.' He raised her fingerssdipps again. 'Do not
be timid,graziosa miano one will trouble you. There is only Lisette
and my mama that you have not met.’

She did not ask who Lisetta was, but assumed sh&lvlbe either an
aunt or a sister, living in the family home, foresknew it was quite
common for Italian families to live all under ormof. '‘Oh well,’ she
sighed resignedly, 'l expect I'll get used to ybu a

'Si, of course you will'' He caught her unawareaia@nd kissed her
mouth. 'Now, if you will not see the gardens with,rwve will go and

find Rafael before he has time to tell Alexei abowd!" It was quite

obvious, she thought, that there was quite a bitahpetition

between Paolo and his cousin's good-looking segreta

He took her hand and drew her with him across #lletdn that rather
awe-inspiring marble staircase, taking the widepstaith long
familiar strides so that she was hard put to kgewith him.



The floor up here was carpeted, with thick luxusiquile into which

she sank, ankle deep, and she had barely a clano&de more than
the fact that the walls were white-painted and huity portraits,

before a door opened further along the galleryRathel Caldorini

appeared.

He looked at Paolo with what Storm recognised msl&cious gleam
in his dark eyes, and he bobbed his head bri€lignor Romano asks
that you go to himmmediatamente, signore.'

'Si, si, ben intesoPaolo frowned and sighed as he raised Storr
hand to his lips, kissing her fingers lightly. ‘ilvéee you again soon,
cara mia. Arrivederci!'

'Signorind' Rafael Caldorini's soft voice recalled her as slatched
Paolo hurry along the gallery, and she smiledatdgpologetically.

Tm sorry, Signor Caldorini. | hope you didn't hat@ much
difficulty explaining to Signor Romano—I mean abouly not
coming with you the first time.'

'‘Ah, no, signorina.' Eloquent shoulders accepted the inevitabl
'Signor Romano understands.' For a moment thelatk eyes met
hers and she felt the colour in her cheeks at thmistakable
implication she saw there. It was obvious thaleast as far as some
of the Romano household was concerned, she wasaraitPaolo's
affairs and quite casually accepted as such.

He led her along the gallery to a room that obvipdg&l service as a
study—a long, cool room, less ornate that the r@bm@m had seen
downstairs yesterday, white-walled and dazzlinglight with the
sun that came in through the high arched windows.

A flickering little pattern of lights played ovehe high carved
ceiling, and it took her a moment or two to recsgnit for what it
was. The fluttering, ever-changing pattern wasewfid off water.



Possibly a pool or a fountain, for it was much togh up for the
reflection to be from the sea, and there was aegatuelow the
window, because she could detect the unmistakabisetsand
slightly heady scent of lemons.

Rafael Caldorini seated himself behind a desk endéntre of the
room and indicated that she should take the chein@ him, then he
shuffled for a moment or two through some papergesdure meant
to impress her, she felt.

'‘Ah! Now, signorina. He beamed at her across the desk, and bega
explain the financial arrangements that his empldyel made for
her. They were generous in the extreme and sheadadmplaints,
but he did not once ask if they suited her, or Wheshe had had
second thoughts about taking the post. Such a thiamnot to be
considered, she guessed. No one would ever redus®rk for the
Romanos.

Having disposed of the arrangements to his satissfg he got to his
feet again, bowing briefly, a wide smile on hisdas if he was rather
pleased with his own efforts. 'l shall now take youwsee Gino,' he
informed her. 'He is waiting for yosjgnorina..'

Apparently she was to be plunged headlong intowak without
delay, but Storm was not prepared to be rushedyaothe pace that
seemed to be taken for normal in the Romano holgeéidhoever it
was that said the Latin races preferred the prieay mananahad
obviously never had contact with Alexei Romano hisdstaff.

She had been a little dubious about living in #w@ae house as Paolo
Veronese, for obvious reasons,, and wondereavbutld be possible
for her to come daily to the villa instead of ligim. 'l wonder, Signor
Caldorini,' she said, as she followed him acrosgdom, 'if it would
be possible for me to stay on at the Villa Luciatfe time being.’



He turned swiftly, his dark eyes regarding her omoment in

puzzled silence. "You do not wish to work for Sigimmano, after
all, signorina?'he asked, and Storm smiled, shaking her head at
misunderstanding.

'‘Oh no, not that at all,’ she denied. '‘But | thdyggrhaps, for the time
being, until | get more used to—to everything, lilcbgo on staying
where | am and come along here each day.'

Dark brows drew together in a frown of deep conegiun. 'l cannot
answer thatsignoring but if you wish me to, | will speak of the
matter to Signor Romano.’

Storm was doubtful that any suggestion coming fh@nstood very
much chance of being adopted, but she smiled lsitugte for his
offer. 'I'd be very grateful if you'd mention #&lie told him. 'I'm really
guite happy where | am.'

Incredibly, she realised that the dark eyes weezdpting on the
extent of her gratitude, but before she had timeldomore than
register the fact that Rafael Caldorini was anogjuexd reason for not
staying there, he was bobbing his head briefly@uidely.

‘Molto bene, signorinahe said softly.

He held open the door for her, indicating anotimemediately across
the gallery, and leaned over to knock on it lightivithout waiting
for an invitation he opened it and signed to Stayrgo in first.

The sun was as bright as it had been in the shudyg striped awning
shaded out the worst of the dazzle and extendedwert a small
balcony beyond an open french window. Out there ghdd see
Gino, the little boy, sitting curled up on a whpatnted reclining
chair piled high Wth striped cushions. He looked lonely and rath
bored.



He looked up when the door opened and a secorncckatee running
across the room, his small thin face curious butisgn His huge
dark eyes looked from her to Rafael Caldorini.

'Signorina.’ He bobbed his head politely. 'Wei- come to Vill:
Romano!'

Storm smiled down at him, her heart touched* adpirthat oddly
pathetic little face and the grave, grown-up weleohio matter what
his uncle said about it, she still believed thavais because he was
unhappy that he looked the way he did, and shedfaudifficult to
believe that Paolo Veronese had ever looked qaiteeartrendingly
soulful.

'Hello, Gino,' she said. 'Didn't your uncle tellyihat | was coming to
look after you?'

‘Ah, si, si, eccetto*-He shrugged off whatever it was that concerne
him, and took one of her hands, pulling her actbesoom and out
on to the balcony to where he had been sittingin@@ina Gavin,
desidero andare--'

Storm placed a gentle finger over his mouth. Youehto speak
English, Gino,' she told him. 'l don't speak Italia

Once more the black head bobbed, gravely politeaml sorry,
signorina.’

Storm turned and saw the secretary still standiaginside the room,
watching them, and she smiled. 'Thank you, Sigrald@ini. You
won't forget to mention that matter to Signor Romanill you?'

'‘Certamente, signorinal!’



She smiled again and immediately reminded hersatfdhe must not
be too encouraging, when she saw the quick, dask gl the man's
eyes. 'Thank you.'

The black head bobbed in the customary brief boavwahite teeth
showed briefly in a wide smile across the olivenslked face Grazie,
signorina.’

Gino offered her his seat with a flourish she fettuld have been
worthy of Paolo Veronese at his most gallant, dredescepted it with
a slight inclination of her head, looking downlat ggarden below the
balcony.

It was terraced to fit into the steepness of th# slde, but it
flourished on that dark fertile soil as the farmem®ps did. There
were shading trees around a pool with white steagsssurrounding
it, the water making the same shifting light patseon this ceiling as
they had in the study.

Geraniums and roses spilled in profusion everywhaavding the
steps and the edge of the pool. Dark, plume-topgpresses looking
almost black in contrast to the bright sun and ag/golours around
them. There were even one or two white marble @éguslender,
rounded goddesses with heads bowed coyly, halfehidehind the
yellow, Huffy boughs of mimosa.

The whole thing stood above the blue Mediterraridgana floating

paradise, and Storm thought she had never seehirgyquite so
beautiful in her life. It was cool and lovely anery inviting on such a
hot day.

'Signorina Gavin!' Gino was tugging at her arm,iretimg her that he
was there, and she turned back to him with a shYital are going to
stay?' he asked.



Storm put down her handbag beside the seat, arah@rm round his
thin little body, drawing him close. 'l hope sonG/' she said. 'If we
get along together.’

‘And we will have—fun, no?"

'l hope so,' Storm agreed, wondering just how nmuelwas in the
picture, and how much she was expected to telldnout his uncle's
plans. 'But we must work too.'

He half leaned against her, looking up with thosgd) persuasive
dark eyes, then he smiled. 'We will go sailiag,signorin®' he said
softly. 'l have friend with a fishing boat and ey e will take me
sailing one day.'

It seemed a pity to have to disappoint him so sbahshe doubted if
Alexei Romano would approve of his nephew goingrggain one of
the fishing boats, and it seemed pretty obviousthab he expected
her to amuse him rather than teach him.

'‘Perhaps,' she allowed vaguely. '‘But for the montieerte are other
things to think about, Gino. Can you count, fotamse?'

It was evident that this was the first obstacle &torm recognised it
with a brief sigh. There was a definite suggestiba sulk about that
full lower lip and, sad little boy or not, she baga suspect that Gino
had quite a lot in common with his autocratic unéle disliked not
having things his own way.

‘Why do | have to learn to count?' he demanded Sdodn smiled.

'‘Because everyone has to,' she explained patiéntly.want to grow
up and be able to run the business like your uhoés, don't you?'

Gino shrugged, rebellion in his eyes. | would rathe sailing,' he
insisted firmly.



'I'm sure you would."' She was tempted by the appk#iose huge
eyes, but knew she had to be firm if they were &a@any progress at
all. 'But we have work to do, Gino.'

‘And if | do notwishto work?' There was speculation and a look
challenge in his eyes that reminded her againfihcle. There was
altogether too much of Alexei Romano's implacablié in this
seemingly frail little boy, which probably meanatthe took after his
father, and she sighed inwardly at the prospedrbdier.

'If you do that, your uncle will send me away,' $bie him quietly,
and Gino considered that for a moment.

'Si, molto benefe agreed gravely at last. 'l work.'

She had no time to express approval of the decibiefore the door
opened, and Gino was off in a moment, flying actbgsroom in a
flurry of arms and legs.

'Zio Alexel, Zio Alexei!" he cried as he flung higlat his uncle, and
Storm got to her feet, annoyed to find herself ifeelquite

ridiculously nervous and wondering why Alexei Romashould

have such an effect on her.

He was not dressed for riding this morning, but nvega light grey
suit and a white shirt that served to emphasisedhie bronze colour
of his skin, but that irresistible magnetism shel lexperienced
yesterday struck her again like a blow when he adl&cross the
room.

‘Calmo, piccolo!'One large hand ruffled the boy's hair and he spo
softly, gently in Italian.

Miss Gavin.'



He stood in front of her, his hand still on the solgead, his feet
slightly apart, a stance that somehow made him leadn more

overpowering. The slim-fitting trousers emphasitean hips and
strong muscular legs and the jacket swung open isigoavshirt of

fine white silk, like the one he had worn yesterdayd which again
showed the shadowy darkness of his body througimggexture.

There was more speculation than coldness in the 8ges at the
moment, although she thought he was here in resgorser request
to Rafael Caldorini. He made no secret of his in8pe of her pale
green sleeveless dress and the lacy white shoesoimgplemented it
and once again she was made conscious of thelfawlgeckline and
put up a hand in a gesture that was almost defensiv

He looked at her steadily until her heart was nagjait her ribs as she
waited for whatever he had to say. 'You wish toeralthe
arrangements | have made, so | understand,' he said

‘No, not exactly," Storm denied, shaking her h&satually we made
no arrangements about where | should segnore At least nothing
was said to me about them.'

‘You dislike your room here?’
She shook her head. 'l haven't seen my room, SRorano.’

The way those dark brows drew together boded il Rafael
Caldorini, she suspected, arid wondered if shebleaah a little unfair
to him.

‘Then you have not brought your luggage with y&i#® shook her
head. 'l will send someone for gignorina.'

'‘But—I thought it might be possible for me to sty at the Villa
Lucia for a while," she ventured.



‘You are perhaps fearful for your reputation?' glbestion was put in
a soft voice, steel-edged, so that she was leftoirdoubt of his
opinion, or what the outcome of the request woed b

'‘No,' she denied, and would have said more, bugivasn no chance.

'You need not be concerned,' he told her. 'Therdveo other ladies
in the house as well as the servants.'

‘I know, but--'

'If it is not the moral aspect that troubles yagain he interrupted
her, 'then why do you wish to change the arrangé&srdrave made?
You are accustomed to living in the house of youpleyer, are you
not?'

‘Yes, yes, of course | am.' She was annoyed tahi@mndelf so pliable,
so unwilling to insist on her ownopinions. 'l didmitend making a
major issue of this, Signor Romano, | just thought-

‘Whatever you thought, Miss Gavin, it is out of tpgestion." He
pushed one hand into a trousers pocket, relaxed yandfully
confident that he was in full command of the sitwat 1 am
employing you to take care of Gino at all times—day night.’

'‘Oh, but surely," Storm protested, 'l getmetime for myself!'

‘Naturally," he agreed calmly. ‘Once Gino is in bdhe night, there
will be little call upon your services and you nihgn do more or less
as you please. But you will never stay away fromhla all night,
no matter what your reason, is that quite clear?’

Somehow he made her possible reasons for stayiag atvnight
sound far from the innocent one behind her recaedtshe looked at
him challengingly from beneath her long lashesloih't like what
you're implying,signore’ she told him. 'l had no intention of living



here and staying out all night, and | resent the subggeshat |
would.'

The ice-blue eyes surveyed her coolly for a monagik she found
her own gaze lingering on that strong, firm jaw #imel deep cleft in
the square chin. She found Alexei Romano fascigaina degree
that disturbed her intensely. 'l assume you wikpending quite a lot
of time with my cousin when you are not with Girfeg' said quietly.
'l have no doubt about his powers of persuasiossMBavin. | am
therefore insisting that you move into the VillarRano and that you
return here at a reasonable hour every night.'

‘Where you can keep an eye on me!'

The angry retort was almost involuntary, but she fighting a chaos
of emotions and hardly knew what to think. She aagry, partly
because she objected to being treated in suchieavashion, but
also because she knew she would comply with hisadels) sooner
or later.

He held her angry gaze for a second in silence, thised a brow in
acknowledgement. 'Exactly!

Her resentment showed plainly in her eyes as stedfaim, her
hands trembling so that she clenched them tigheasides. 'l dislike
having my way of life dictated to me, Signor Romasbe told him,
her voice shaking. 'l understood that slavery heehbabolished, but
judging by your behaviour, you seem to be livingha Middle Ages
still, thinking you have thdroit du seigneupver your employees!'

She felt a sudden shiver of panic as he stood tberering over her,
and the look of savagery she had glimpsed on fingirmeeting was
nothing to the expression that now showed taufianck on the hard,
sculptured features. The ice- blue eyes were nadoabove those
high cheekbones, and hard as blue steel.



"You will apologise signorind' His voice too, was as cold as ice, bu
still did not rise above its normal quiet pitch aiee marvelled at his
self- control. She would have refused, angrily, $otnething about
this man filled her with emotions she had neveregigmced before,
so that she was no longer sure of her own streoigtill, and she
stayed silent. 'Very well!" His mouth was a tightagyht line. 'It is
your own choice, Miss Gavin.'

For one panicky moment she wondered if he was goirstyike her,
but then Gino chose to intervene. His small, threflooked puzzled
and more soulful than ever as he looked up atrotewand tugged at
the sleeve of his jacket.

'Zio Alexel, che c'e?’he asked, but the icy gaze did not shift fror
Storm.

‘Stia calmo,Gino," he told the boy quietly.

Gino, however, was not prepared to keep quiet, &g eurious as
well as a little apprehensive, and he was enougjirsafncle's nephew
to want to know what was going on. He tugged atjdlcket sleeve
again, raising his.voice.

'Zio, che cosa e successb® demanded.

The man's stern features softened for a momenhanoloked down
at him. Niente affato, piccolohe said softly, and put a consoling
hand on his headStia calmo, per favore.'

'Signorina?

Gino looked at her, frowning. He had probably neseen anyone
defy his formidable uncle before, and he knew wealbugh which
one of them was going to have to back down. He wmasely

reminding fier, trying to have the episode over donde with.



Storm still hesitated. She did not want to leave admit defeat so
soon, but she was not sure that she was ready hoiesdle pie either,
and she must do one or the other now. Alexei Romasolooking at
her again, waiting, and she felt a shiver alongsipare again.

‘Signorina?’

He echoed Gino's one-word question and it lefoa@sion squarely
with her. Without quite knowing what to do or sagxt) she stood
there without moving, sensitive to. every breathdok, and amazed
at her own reaction to him as a man.

It seemed quite incredible that she should eversiden backing
down, but she knew she was bound to and she tatdep breath.
'I'm—I'm sorry, Signor Romano.’

'‘Bene!'he breathed softly, and she could have swornalgint of
relief showed briefly in his eyes.

As for Gino, he obviously approved of the outcomd Bor a moment
Storm felt like laughing hysterically at the wholebelievable
episode. She would never have acted with such cangd last year
this time, in fact she would have immediately walleit and never
come back. Her independence had always been déartand yet
here she was ready to swallow her pride so thatstulkl remain in
the employ of a man who behaved as if he had thepof life and

death over her.

For a moment, as he leaned across to ruffle thés Iayr, his hand
came in contact with her barearm and she felt ldseg leap in
response to his touch, drawing back instinctivelg. looked at her
steadily, closer now, and with a curious expressidms eyes. 'l beg
your pardonsignoring' he said softly.

Storm said nothing, but strove to steady her Hezat as it thudded
wildly at her ribs. There was so much more thananisgance that



she was going to have to cope with, if she stayedtothe Villa
Romano and she wondered if she had not perhaps bift more than
she could chew.



CHAPTER FOUR

IT was something of a relief to Storm to learn thathliithe ladies of
the Romano household were absent for the day, la@dveuld not
have to meet them, at least for a while. SignoreoNese, Paolo's
mother, was away visiting her married daughter, thedmysterious
Lisetta had an appointment with her dressmaker aplés that
apparently necessitated an all-day absence.

As both Paolo and Alexei Romano spent the reshefday at the
works in Naples Storm lunched alone with Gino iaithmakeshift
schoolroom overlooking the garden. Dinner with Ba@ino and her
employer proved more of an ordeal in the grandosundings of the
villa's dining-room, but she was thankful thatesidt she was sparec
the addition of two ladies who would probably diseqve of her
being there at all.

If they were as close-knit a family as Paolo clainieey were, the
women of the family might well resent the adventac$tranger in
their midst, especially if she was a foreigner taldng charge of a
child they were fond of.

Rafael Caldorini had informed her that she wouldiloeg as part of
the family, since Gino had never been relegatedrtorsery, so there
was nothing she could do about sharing her medyswath him, but
feeling as she did at the moment she felt she woaNé been more at
home in the company of the domestic staff.

Her luggage was brought from the Villa Lucia durthg morning
and put in her room, as Alexei Romano had promised she
supposed she should have been perfectly happyhéuhought of
living en famillein a household that included Alexei Romano wz
surely daunting enough for anybody.



Thankfully she retired to her own room as soorhaswd put Gino to
bed, much to Paolo's disappointment, for he hadgleats for them to
spend the evening in Naples, dancing. She felsishply had to have
time to draw breath, some time to herself, andd”aals not the most
placid of companions.

She could find no fault with the room she had bgigan, indeed she
was delighted with it. Like every other room shel Isgen so far, it
was luxurious. Light and pretty and surprisinglgnfeine, so that she
wondered who its last occupant had been.

The high ceiling was richly ornamented with scralf& gilt curlicues
and made her feel, yet again, as if she had steppek several
hundred years in time. A high wide window openeovahe garden
and the pool. Soft rugs, deep-piled carpet andelimably, a
lace-draped bed, all seemed to her to be sligigal, and she lay
there in the morning cool, the following day, woridg how it all
came to happen.

Who would have believed that three weeks ago whenleft Mrs.

Marley's in Surrey, she would so soon be living willa in Italy,and

getting very generously paid for it? It was stibiadifficult for her to

believe it all, and she only hoped she would naldsnly wake up
and find it all a dream.

The thought clouding her waking peace this mornvag the idea of
meeting the two women of the household. It woulddmzeoptimistic
to hope that neither of them would be a femaleigarsf Alexei
Romano, and Storm pulled a face in sympathy witkdieas she got
out of bed.

Gino declared himself not yet ready to get up wslem looked in on
him, and she decided that it could do no harmagdehim where he
was for a while, for he had already informed hext the never ate



anything in the mornings. For herself, she was ntioa@ ready for
rolls and coffee and she went downstairs in seafshistenance.

The kitchens, she knew, were on the ground flood, she started
down the marble staircase, after a swift look adoienmake sure that
there was no one else about. It might just be ptessp appease her
hunger without having to appear at the breakfédéta

She was no more than half-way down the stairs, kiewavhen she
heard the sound of a door closing somewhere, amoraent later
someone called her from the gallery. '‘Miss Gavin!'

Turning swiftly, she looked up at the dark, enaqwgriace of Alexei
Romano and half smiled,her fingers curling instredy into her
palms at the sight of him. '‘Good morning, Signonfaoo!

'‘Are you going out?'

She shook her head, unwilling to tell him that e been bent on
seeking food from the kitchen rather than sit at lbineakfast table
with him and his household. 'Nsignore | was—I was--'

'‘We always breakfast on the terrace. You do nowkine way?'

Why did he never let her finish a sentence? It m@asse trying to lie
to him and she certainly had no intention of tgllmm the truth, so
she merely shrugged—a Latin gesture that she wgiarbrg to find
increasingly useful.

In a moment he was beside her on the stairs, ame inader her arm,
his palm warm on her bare flesh, sending that table tingling
sensation through her as she walked beside him dosvrest of the
stairs.

'l will introduce you to the two ladies,' he tolérh'lt is as well |
caught up with you. Paolo, | suppose, is not doetri y



'I—I don't think so. | haven't seen anything of him

Her-expression must have betrayed how she felheaptospect of
meeting the two women, for he looked down at hehva small

frown of curiosity, but said nothing for the mometvas when they
stepped down on to the cool tiled floor of the hiadt he curled his
fingers round her arm and brought them both taadstill, and she
looked up enquiringly to see a half smile softertimg stern lines of
his mouth.

'‘What is it that troubles you?' he asked, and Stelnook her head
hastily.

'I—I just feel rather as if—as if I'm being led tioe slaughter,' she
confessed, again visualising a feminine form of,lanmd trembling at
the prospect.

'S0?' The strong fingers tightened their hold, oiggnto her soft
flesh. "You are not being thrown to the lioagnorina.We no longer
throw our slaves to the wild beasts to be torn ieces for our
amusement. Have no fear!'

It was a studied and deliberate reference to h&r smcusation of
yesterday, and she looked up at him, her green mmsachful,
trying to stop the quite alarming force with whioér heart beat at her
ribs. It was confusing how the touch of his handldolay such
havoc with her emotions and at the same time rea$msr.

'I'm nervous enough, Signor Romano,' she told henmouth pursed
softly. "There's no need for you to try and makennoge so.'

'l did not intend to.' He looked down at her faomament in silence,
his hold on her easing, the fingers moving slowlg aoothingly on
her arm and playing havoc with her senses. Thenctheelled
features softened into a smile again briefly. 'Ne ovill eat you, |
promise!'



‘That's what Paolo promised about you!" Storm tetbwithout
thinking. 'And I'm not sure | believe either of you

Blue eyes regarded her steadily for a moment, tAeessing
movement of his fingers stilled again. "You mayided us both with
confidence, Miss Gavin. But | do not relish the adef being
discussed by you with members of my family, espghcim a
derogatory manner.’

'‘Oh, but we weren't--'

Her words were cut short when he put a hand uneerchin

suddenly, raising her face sharply, his fingerseagrto hold her
firmly while she bore the scrutiny of those bluegwith a fluttering
sensation of panic.

‘Always you argue with me,' he said softly, akd fact both annoyed
and intrigued him. 'No one else argues with sngnorina,not if they
are wise. Why do you persist in doing so?"

'‘Because | don't think any man has the right tolaibs power over
others!" She spoke far more bravely than shedall, with one hand
tried to release her chin from that iron grip. &3 don't hold me like
that, you're hurting me!*

A small, tight smile touched his lips for a momand deliberately
the fingers tightened their hold briefly beforeeasing her. 'l could
hurt you much more,’ he said, soft-voiced. 'Rememtheat,
signorina,hmm?’

Storm made no reply, but rubbed gently at the mhaik$ingers had
left on her skin, her eyes wary and puzzled. 'Stgho

*You will have the last word, will you not?'



He gave her no time to retort to that one, but teekarm again and
led her across the hall, under the gaze of thosgcesreatures of
fantasy that smiled down at them from the paintatisw

The double doors in front of them led into the lmgm she had seen
on her first visit, she knew, but he did not gaigfint in, instead he
stopped again, one hand on the ornate gold haodling down at
her steadily. She gasped in audible surprise ansleleder when the
soft, deep sound of laughter startled her intinsisis.

‘You look so much as if you expect to be devoukéids Gavin, and |

assure you it is not so.' For what seemed liketamigy he studied

her in a way that set her pulses racing wildly, simel almost cried out
when he reached out and touched her face gentlsevihe grip of his

fingers still tingled on her skin. 'l suppose | nmraot call you Storm,

as Paolo does?' he suggested softly, but gavechéme to reply

before he shrugged and shook his head. ‘Comeld.gbuin.’

Storm was trembling as she walked across thatdagutiful room

again, sinking into the deep pile of the carpetlyi woven in red and
gold, contrasting with the white walls and that werful white

marble fireplace she had so admired. She had riatedolast time
several paintings around the walls, dark and sombi@ntrast to
their surroundings, looking down at her with boldrld eyes that
reminded her more of Paolo Veronese than the mandéder,

although she assumed they were mutual ancestors.

With barely time to glance around her, she was ifegkorably

towards the wide open french windows and out anpaved terrace,
cool and shaded in the morning sun. The gardenlem&ksh and
lovely and she could see the glitter of the seadb&ow, that deep,
deep blue as only the Mediterranean can be.



A white wrought-iron table was set for a continéfmaakfast with
coffee, rolls and fine porcelain jars of jam. Aldgeseated at the table
were two women, and at the sight of them Storm Iswaid hard.

One of them looked just as she had feared they haibld.
Stern-faced and unbending, if her expression wgtheng to judge
by, dressed in all- enveloping black, despite themth of the sun. It
was to this unpromising prospect that Alexei Romiok her first.

'This is Miss Gavin, Aunt Sofia.' Thank heaven meeaduced her in
English. 'Miss Gavin, my aunt, Signora Veronese.'

So this was Paolo's mama! Storm would never hawbwed such
an extrovert son to this stern, unfriendly womaxgept that there
was some facial likeness somewhere.

Her black hair was well streaked with grey and dardack from a
face that could never have laid claim to beauty, yat bore a quite
definite resemblance to Paolo's good looks. A tigipted mouth,
Storm felt, disapproved of almost everyone, ther@s wothing
personal to her in its censure.

‘Signora.' The hand Storm offered was pointedly ignored, trel
unfriendly dark eyes openly suspected her of cangilier way into
the villa simply to be near to Paolo. It would newecur to her to
suspect that the opposite was the fact.

Storm turned from her with relief, for her companiooked quite
another matter. She was already smiling, one loing &and
extended in greeting, when they turned to her,slmewd but kindly
dark eyes welcomed her.

Her hair was so red that it was impossible to sappbat it was other
than artificial, but her face, despite some obviigas of ageing, was
still quite lovely, and it, at least, was free difece.



'Lisetta!" Alexei Romano leaned over her, one aghtly about her
shoulders in a gesture of affectation that surgriSeorm. 'This is
Miss Gavin, Lisetta. Miss Gavin, the Contessa LEseenitti.'

'‘Oh, but, Alexeicaro,how enchanting!" She winked an eye at Alex
before smiling again at Storm. 'Wecome to our fgm8ignorina
Gavin, we have heard so much about yoi! But you have caused
such—eccitamentocamong our young men! Eh, Alexei?' She use
beringed and expressive hands to enlarge her ngeanith her eyes
rolled as she laughed delightedly. Not for the €ssé the dullness of
black; she wore a bright green summer dress thaaled plump bare
arms to the shoulders. Her bright curious eyeseship at Storm
encouragingly. "You will like being with usignorine?'

Storm nodded, a little overwhelmed by the womarmkl,bbright
character, but liking her just the same, and thankieaven that she
was such a complete contrast to Paolo's deterrotgen 'l hope so,
Contessa.'

‘And you are to take care of gpiccolo,si?The red head tilted to one
side, the bright eyes enquiring. 'He is a charnbiaignbing our Gino,
no?'

'He's a dear little boy," Storm agreed willinghe get along very
well together so far.'

'‘Bene!He will adore you too.' Again that uninhibited d¢gushrilled
out and she glanced at her sober neighbour witkeslly twinkling
eyes. 'Like his unclesi?’

Quite forgetting for the moment that Gino also@alPaolo his uncle,
Storm turned and looked up at Alexei Romano witdayistartled
eyes, and to her surprise and dismay saw thatdhally icy- blue

eyes were warm with laughter.



'Gino also calls Paolo his uncle," he remindedsoétty, and she felt
the warm, bright colour flood into her cheeks ag&he had never
felt such a complete fool in her life, and she siggal that it was
inevitable that the one time she had seen Alexeid&w laugh, it had
to be at her expense.

The Contessa's dark eyes had missed nothing diyiplay and they
flicked from Alexei to Storm swiftly, then she pedl a wry face. 'Oh,
but of course | meant Paolbli spiace, signorina

Sorry or not she was amused by the mistake, antnSimndered
how on earth she could have been so idiotic asaleent. 'Oh, please
don't think--' She sought to explain, knowing slad attempted the
wrong thing as soon as she spoke. 'lt was—I| mean I-

A long finger was laid firmly across her lips arftegaised startled
eyes to see Alexei Romano shaking his head aldwlys that warm
glimpse of laughter still lingering in his eyéQuieto, po' oca,he
said softly, and the Contessa smiled.

‘You are not yet used to usignorina,'she smiled kindly. "You will
soon accept our ways and forget about being so«prdssive
shoulders consigned her English reserve to thgshaest forgotten.

Storm liked the Contessa, although she was noneviber, even
now, as to who or what she was to the family, @meww she was one
of them. Alexei had given her no other title thasn@ssa. Whoever
she was, Storm decided, she would make a valudlplendimes of
stress.

The next few days passed rather like a dream fom&talthough

Gino kept her on her toes with his constant barodggiestions about
England. He wanted to go there one day, he confidedUncle

Alexei had been and he liked it.



The latter rather surprised her, for she could se# the English
temperament appealing to Alexei Romano at all, amilshe had
misjudged him badly. Paolo, she knew, had neven bedngland,
for he made much of the fact that he had never teettre country of
her birth. Paolo was given to making extravagard amotional
statements like that, and she was learning tottadw® in her stride,
but she still enjoyed hearing them.

He had arranged to take her to see the famous Bédgples, and she
had breathed a sigh of relief when Gino went towigidlout too much
fuss, giving her more time to bath and change sBhesyed the result
in a long mirror and smiled at the sense of uniedhe reflected
bedroom always gave her.

The reversed picture of the lace-draped bed andgilled ceiling,

with the high, curved window, gave even her ownlegtfon a

dream-like quality. A sleeveless dress in turquomee softly

flattered her figure and made her tawny hair ldakost gold, and her
green eyes almost jade. It was a very pleasanirpietitogether.

She swung her shoulder-length hair back from heg éand smiled at
her reflection. The Italian sun had already given & soft, glowing
tan and she refused to disguise it with make-ughabther . 1 skin
glowed warmly and naturally.

Leaving her own room at last, she quietly openedoGidoor and
found him still looking at the picture book she heffl him with. He
beamed a smile at her and she opened the door andaxvent across
to him, shaking her head at him.

'You are going out with Zio Paolo?' he asked, hmight dark eyes
approving of her dress and the burnished softnieksrchair. There
was something disturbingly adult about Gino somesinthat
reminded her of Paolo.



'‘We're just going for a ride," she told him. 'Anthink it's high time
you went to sleep, young man.’

He made no objection when she took the book from but sat

curled up in his bed like a little black-eyed gnonies small

gamin-like face bright with mischief and not a &lepy. 'Zio Paolo
he is--' His hands and expressive rolling eyes eged his meaning
all too clearly, and as only a Latin could—even aagoung as Gino.
'‘Molto amoroso, si, signorina?"

'Gino!'

Her voice held a warning note, but she struggletth Wie laughter
that rose to her lips and Gino knew it. "You like Paolo,si}' he

insisted, and Storm pulled back the covers an@@uiim down in the
bed.

'Sleep!’ she told him.

'Si, Signorina Gavin!" He lay back on his pillows, tiggt bedclothes
up under his chin, and when she turned in the daprte smile at
him, he winked an eye experthZiao!" he said softly, and his black
eyes danced wickedly above the edge of the sheet.

The ride along the coast road to Naples was wounldéditie beautiful
Amalfi motorway with its breathtaking scenery rumpiall the way
from Naples to Salerno, right round the Sorrentamsila, was well
worth a long drive, so Paolo had promised Storm,tis evening
they had to make do with the section of it from|8ehia to Naples.

She had less time to appreciate it than she waaeé hked because
Paolo drove so fast, careering along at a hairagspeed. There was
so much to look at that she was tempted to sudbashe drove a
little more slowly, but hesitated to do so.



Acres of citrus groves, oranges, lemons and lirmegetly scented,;
apples, pears and peaches too, all grew in thsfeitile soil. Storm
had noticed, at intervals, what looked like littkeaw roofs over the
tree tops and asked Paolo about them. He laugpedsently only
too pleased to air his knowledge.

‘The pagliarelle?’

She cocked her head to one side, not attemptirgptat the name. 'ls
that what they are? What are they for?"

‘To protect the fruitcava miawhat else?' His smile teased her. 'Eve
here we can have unexpected bad weather, you Khempesta!
Like you, bella mig only that sort of storm can ruin the harvest!

Storm gazed up at the clear evening sky, findinglificult to
visualise the weather here as anything but perfethd it hard to
believe it can storm here.'

Ah, but it is true car al How else would anything grow? We have t
have rain sometimes.'

She leaned her head back against the seat andsigtie sheer
contentment, feeling more relaxed than she haddygs.

The countryside was like one vast orchard, the, ritérk soil
producing crop after crop of oranges and lemond,amost every
other fruit imaginable, with neat acres of tomajaaalliflowers and
onions in between. It was, as she said, too gobe toue, a veritable
garden of Eden with the wide fast motorway leadimexorably to
Naples and the markets of the world.

The road swept along the cliff tops, giving breakimg glimpses of
the deep blue Mediterranean beyond the groveseodlifiiface, and
beyond those acres of trees on the other side dglampses of hills



including the promise of Vesuvius somewhere ahdathem. She
could, she felt, have gone on for ever.

Before long, however, the fertile stretches begagite way before
the first signs of industry. Heavy industry, crualed stark after the
beauty of the previous miles. Fat, round tanksilbfedineries, and
towering cranes in shipbuilding yards breakinggkyine instead of
trees, gave a quite different character from tictupe of Italy as she
had visualised it. There was even a cement worlts itgi ubiquitous
white dust falling over everything.

It was the new, more ruthless side of the couritay she supposed
gave Alexei Romano, and others, their immense Wwglalit had little

appeal forStorm. It was, however, interesting tecdver that so
much industry existed in a place she would nevee ltheamed of
expecting it.

She was happier when they left the industrial betind them and
ran down towards Naples itself. The view from tbe of a hill was
breathtaking, and every bit as wonderful as she beeh led to
expect.

The famous bay looked huge and sparkling deepibltlee evening
sunshine with terrace upon terrace of little houseany of them
multi-storied and mostly varying shades of whitaggering up into
the hills behind the city, with Mount Vesuvius i menacingly in
the background.

Hot, flamboyant and exciting, all those words cante her mind as
she looked down at Naples through a softening oblbeses, and her
heart was suddenly beating even more rapidly atoRaok the car
plunging down towards it, creating a fresh coolelzee saltily moist
from the sea.

'It's—wonderful!



Paolo turned his head briefly and looked at herlisgnand well
pleased with her reaction. He took the car intoside of the road, a
rather hazardous thing to do on such a road, aaddeldrto a halt high
above the city. 'So,' he said softly. "You like Nipyes?'

‘It looks marvellous!

‘Shall we go down?' His dark eyes were warmly- y&ss/e and she
mentally hardened her heart to resist the ineatpl#da. "We could go
to a night clubcara mia Dance a little, maybe a littlerem- anza,
Si?'

'l don't think so, Paolo." She still had Alexei Raoma's warning in
mind, about getting back at a reasonable hour amdRaolo would
probably persuade her otherwise. But the hint aiithton in her
voice was her undoing.

Paolo leaned across and touched her cheek lightihy avcaressing
finger. 'Why are you so afraid to come with rbellissima?’

'I'm not afraid," Storm denied, smiling despite fingter in her heart.
Paolo might not have his cousin's forceful magnetisut he was
pretty effective in his own right, and very hardésist.

‘Afraid of Alexel, then?'

His eyes challenged her to deny it and she hdsiered her gaze,
unwilling to debate that point. 'Not exactly afraghe told him. 'But |
do have to mind my p's and g's, Paolo.’

Your--' He dismissed the unfamiliar phrase with ithevitable shrug,
intent on persuading her. 'Forget about Alexei. Eamd dance with
me, carissimahmm?’

It was inevitable, of course, and Storm sighed hes ygelded. 'All
right, Paolo,’ she said. 'I'll come and dance.’



'‘Bene!'He leaned across and kissed her lightly on hettmaontent
to have got his way.

Down in the city itself, the life and bustle in tteeming streets was
almost overwhelming, but Storm was carried alongtlan tide of
excited and good-natured banter that followed thegress through
the narrow streets from the waterfront.

It was the old Naples she was seeing, a city &f, florid buildings,

heavily and almost rakishly endowed with rich caga and fluted
columns, reaching up above the narrow streetseteldar blue sky.
Some of them were shabby with age, some slowlyyitlegabut still

impressive, beautiful and used.

Even the tall, once proyzhlazzoswhich had housed the wealthy anc
influential of another age, now gave shelter to Hamilies in their
vast basement rooms. Families who lived close antlecc
vociferously and cheerfully to one another in fdgnargument.

It was a noisy, bright and overcrowded maze obinysand humanity,
and Paolo seemed to know every inch of it, drixtimg big car down
small streets that Storm would never have daretuvemlong.

Presently, however, he took them to a much newdr waere the
houses and shops were modern and much less iny@e$hie new
Naples, Paolo told her, and it entered her heaidtiieg could have
been in almost any city in the world. She hadédlitime to lose
interest, however, for he turned into a car parkldemly and
smilingly helped her out of the car.

The night club was garish and noisy, and she wasahogether
happy about being there, but Paolo seemed to barktieere and he
was quite happy about it, so she made no commdmtéVer she felt
about her surroundings, she had no complaint abeuescort, for
Paolo was, as always, attentive and flatteringy geiod for her ego



and the target of a number of interested feminyeseThe noise
made her head ache, but with such an escort shedtdlde heart to
ask him to take her home.

They were driving along the motorway, on the wagkhdefore she
fully realised how late they were, and she bit en lijp anxiously
when she thought about Alexei Romano. 'It's netwly o'clock,

Paolo,' she said, and he shrugged carelessly.

'So—does it mattecar a?'

'lt does," Storm told hinfl have orders to be in at a reasonable tim
and I'm quite sure Signor Romano won't call twdock in the
morning a reasonable hour.'

'‘Orders?' He laughed shortlyMadre di Dio! Alexei can be
quite—feudal

'l had noticed," Storm said wryly. 'l said as maehim once and
almost lost my job.'

'Si." He flicked her a brief glance, his eyes almostihous in the
bright moonlight, then he shrugged. ‘It is his Rarssmama, of
course. | do not remember Aunt Natasha very wia#,\sent off and
left them when Alexei was still a little boy, buthes was
very—Russian! Gloomy and stemgmprende?’

'Oh, | see, he's half Russian!" She nodded her imeaalderstanding,
her questions about his unusual features answetethsa 'l
wondered. There had to be something to accourthfme blue eyes
and that wonderful bone structure.'

She did wonder if she had been a little too effesand Paolo's next
words confirmed it. 'Which the ladies find irredit,' he declared
with a surprising hint of envy, and Storm lookedpsised.



‘Do they?' Somehow she had not thought of Alexem&m as a
ladies' man despite his incredible attraction.

'He does not notice, or so he pretends!" He shaugggignedly and
Storm almost laughed aloud.

'‘Well, I don't think you have much to complain abiouthat direction,
Paolo!

'‘No, we have our share of good looks in the Rom@naly." He
spoke without a trace of false modesty and sheesnid herself.
Paolo was really quite refreshingly honest. 'My raamas a Romano,
of course. She and Alexei's father were brothersistdr.'

'‘Oh, | see.' She pondered on that for a momertteassped through
the cool moonlit night, with the scents of thewstgroves heady and
sweet around them. 'You're not very much alike,yang? You and

Alexei?'

'‘No, no, | suppose not."' He made the admission avghrug. 'Alexei
thinks of nothing but the business—except for hiecus

racehorses, of course. He's so mad about thenméhaten helps to
exercise them when he has time.’

So that explained another mystery about Alexei Rwmashe
thought. Why he had been wearing riding clothesndtee first met
him. She was learning quite a bit about her emplagaight. It
seemed there were any number of facets to that lozated
character, and most of them intriguing.



CHAPTER FIVE

IT was a quarter past two when Paolo let them in¢éovilla, and

Storm felt terribly guilty, although he had assuhed that it was not
very late by his standards, and since Alexei knkee/\sas out with
him he would surely not expect her very early eithe

It was very silent in that big, ornate hall and tifed floor whispered
under Storm's light shoes as she crossed to ting. Sthe lights were
still on, but she was not sure that they did nay sill night, so it did
not surprise her too much. What did surprise hawndver, and made
her gasp audibly was to hear herself called apstyared to follow
Paolo up the stairs.

‘Signorina!’

The one word in that harsh cold voice brought beart immediate
and abrupt halt, her eyes wide and wary as shedui®he had no
doubt who called her even before she saw Alexeidms tall figure

in the doorway of the sitting-room, and she wariRadlo out of the
way before he became involved in whatever his ecohad in mind

for her.

'l see you in the morning," she whispered to .hi@oodnight,
Paolo!'

'But, cara--'
'Please Paolo!

His instinctive gallantry made him want to stay dadd her his
support, but the sight of his cousin's dark feat et so sternly made
him doubt the wisdom, and with Storm's anxietydndshim away so
obvious he at last made up his mind. The inevitabaug both
recognised her reasons and apologised for notngtayand he
continued on up the stairs.



The tall figure in the light suit had stepped bado the room and
Storm sighed deeply as she turned from watchindoR#epart and
walked across the hall. He stood in front of thgéntireplace, dark
and menacing, his hands behind his back, that eqgtan thrust out
aggressively, and when she came into the roomdietbpointedly
at his wristwatch.

'Is two-fifteen in the morning your idea of a reaable hour,
signoring?' His voice was as cold as the ice-blue eyesldlo&td at
her, daring her to offer a defence.

Storm felt a shiver run through her, suddenly @dtdr the long cool
drive, and she put a hand to cover the top of har shrugging her
shoulders protectively. 'l—I didn't realise howelat was, Signor
Romano.’

‘No doubt in my cousin's company you lost all sesfdeme!’

The hint of sarcasm brought a glitter of resentneier green eyes,
but she managed to keep her voice steady, althaingh was
conscious as al-ways of the churning sense ofeaxeitt he aroused
in her. Her heart was thudding heavily and a paiséer temple
fluttered warningly.

'‘No, signore.'
‘Were you then delayed by an accident?'

'‘No, Signor Romano, | purely and simply didn't netthe time.' She
looked at him as steadily as her chaotic emotidiogvad. 'I'm sorry

if you think I've been—remiss, but | did see Giradety into bed

before | left, and | was under the impression tHad done all that
was required of me for the day.'

'So?" The ice-blue eyes condemned her without meérdyave to
inform you,signoring that less than an hour ago Gino was calling f



you! He had a—bad dream, he has them quite ofter $iis parents
were killed, and he was very distressed that yotewet there.'

'Oh, I'm so sorry!'

There seemed little else she could say in the mistances, although
she could see that he considered it no excusesfoaltsence. 'If you
had been here at a reasonable hour as | instryctedo be, you

would have been able to deal with it.'

lIlm__l

‘As it was, fortunately | heard him calling whenént up to my room,
or he would have been even more distressed. Nelseecan hear
him when he calls.'

That was true enough, she knew, for Gino's room hedween her
own and his uncle's and only the two of them wédosecenough to
hear a cry. 'I'm sorry. | realgmsorry,signore But--'

She hesitated to voice any criticism in the circtamses, but he could
not deny the truth of what she had to say. "Youdbave warned me
about Gino having nightmares, Signor Romano.'

'It would have made a difference?"

The cold eyes dared her to confirm it, but she eddeehemently.
'Yes, of course it would!" He looked as if he wastwo minds
whether or not to believe her. 'Now | know," shentven
determinedly, 'l can arrange to always be backraasonable time.'

'‘Good!" He nodded sharply. 'l am glad that at ldstve managed to
Impress upon you the importance of your dutiest Yba are here to
care for Gino and not to amuse Paolo until theyelaours of the
morning!'



Storm could feel her heart racing wildly as anged dustration
battled for precedence. Why would he always beligneeworst of
her? "You have no right to say that, Signor RonlaBbe curled her
hands, tightly, into fists at her sides, her eyew®isg like green
jewels in her flushed face as she defied him.

To her surprise he did not immediately put her glyan her place,
but merely stood there looking down at her, temsg alert, a small
nerve at the base of his throat throbbing rapidiways you defy
me, argue with me,' he said softly, at last. 'Wolu never learn,
signorina?’

‘That you own me body and soul because | work @ar, gignore.'
She stuck out her chin, angry enough to be uncafifmu don't,
Signor Romano ! No one does!

'‘Perhaps that is a pity!" The blue eyes, she robtiaéh a start, were
no longer icy but dark and shadowed with some endtnat was
betrayed too in the slight huskiness of his voidee way he stood,
with his feet slightly apart, as usual, his handbkibd his back, the
open neck of his shirt revealing the muscular bralnoat. Every
nerve in his body seemed tensed, and she feltlefliof fear for a
moment when he moved suddenly.

She stepped back instinctively, her left hand stllering the top of
her right arm, hugging herself against the chi# $fad felt earlier,
although she was glowingly warm now. He noted th&timctive
move and for a moment his eyes blazed at her, iasuigered him
further, then he smiled. A small, tight and quitertourless smile that
did nothing to reassure her.

‘Do you judge me by Paolo's standasignorina?’

Storm shook her head, uncertain for a moment jhstt to do or say,
then she realised suddenly what he was implyingsandk her head



more vehemently. 'Oh no, Signor Romano, | know lyave no other
interests but your factory! | would not expect yolbehave as Paolo
would!'

She had barely time to register the blaze of amgais eyes before he
reached for her suddenly and pulled her against hisnarms hard

and tight as steel bands, holding her so closeastlel feel the fast,

steady beat of his heart. His mouth was hard, esghland

passionately angry, and she would have cried altafcould.

He took no notice of her ineffective struggles prgssed her against
his lean hardness as if he wanted to hurt hershadtopped at last,
wonly pressing her hands against his chest, subgitto the
head-spinning chaos of emotions that filled hehvabth fear and
elation.

When he released” her at last, she did not st@prisider how she
felt, what he would do next, but ran as fast ascshed, out of the
room and up the wide marble staircase without paudn the quiet
of her own room, she stood for several seconds hatlback leaned
against the door, her breathing noisy and erratie hand to her
head, her legs feeling oddly weak and trembly.

Why had she run? She sought an answer as she welkdte

lace-draped bed and sat down on it, pulling off Beoes and
dropping them on to the carpet. She had neverram Paolo when
he kissed her, but then she had always more oelgs=cted it from
Paolo. Alexei Romano was another matter.

She had told him that she would not expect suchwehbr from him,
implied that he was not capable of it, and apparér had resented
it, more than she anticipated. She would not haxeshe felt sure, if
he had kissed her in the same spirit that PaoloRlud it had been
anger that prompted him, not affection, or adnomtias it was with
Paolo, and Storm felt strangely bruised, in spsitvell as in body.



‘You are finding us quite easy to live with, Signaer Gavin?' The
Contessa's dark and mischievous eyes smiled am&oross the
dinner table, and Storm responded as she alwayts tid Contessa.

'I'm learning, Contessa.' The brief glance she gavdexei Romano
at the head of the table was instinctive rathen tihaliberate. 'After
three weeks, | think I'm beginning to fit into treutine now.'

'‘Bene!'The Contessa too looked at Alexei, and one fioevkarched
briefly. "You have chosen well for our Ginoaro mio. Signorina
Gavin is no— how do you sagignorind?—country mouse, huh?’

Storm smiled. 'There is such an expression, Coatdsst it's a
misconception to apply it to all English girls.’

'‘But of course,’ the Contessa agreed. 'lt is sirtidy a friend of mine

had an English girl too, to take care of Hsambinj and she

was—ooohMadre-di Dio!' The expressive hands added meaning
her words. 'She was suceusethat girl"

The hard, sharp eyes of Signora Veronese expraeisagreement
even before she spoke, and Storm could have gudsseshe would
be at variance with the Contessa's view. She alweags whenever
possible, and it seemed to amuse rather than ghedyontessa.

'If you are referring to the nurse of the Baldghghe said, in her
rather stilted English, 'she was of excellent ctiara Lisetta, and not
seeking to further her own cause as so many afdwertrywomen are
in such a position.'

It was not the first time that Storm had been thedt for the
Signora's acid implications and she supposed itdvwoot be the last,
but she caught Paolo's eyes on her and half saildee wry face he
pulled, out of his mother's sight. The Contessavdwer, was never



prepared to let injustice pass without comment simel made some
remark in Italian which Storm could not understabdt which
brought a flush of dark, angry colour to Signoradrese's face.

For the moment her venom was redirected at thegSeatand Storm
took time to consider why the two women continuedive in the
same house when they so obviously disliked onehanotn the
Signora's case, of course it was, as her son hdd Qlatantly
admitted, because they would be very poor withdaké& Romano's
assistance, but it was more difficult to understaing the Contessa
remained.

Even after three weeks at the villa, Storm had lheerble to discover
just where she fitted into the family tree, and sfaild not have
dreamed of asking, no matter how curious she whas.liRed the
Contessa, even more so now that she knew her leatteshe had the
strangest feeling that it would embarrass her te teer status in the
household defined too explicitly.

While Storm had been preoccupied with her own thtsighe was
aware that a conversation was going on in Italiar, it was one

sharp, unmistakable word, spat out by Signora \Vesenthat brought
her back sharply to earth. The Sig- nora's facedaddy flushed and

her black eyes glared viciously across the tabtaeatContessa. who
was at the moment reaching across to put a sooflaing on Alexei's

arm.

'‘No, Alexei caro, per favor. Lei e molto gentile, maHie eloquent
shoulders dismissed the insult as unimportant,oagh it was
obvious that Alexei was less ready to allow it, dm&l dark brows
were drawn together as he looked at his aunt gternl

'Zia Sofial'



Storm knew that cold stern voice well enough, dmel ®uld almost
find it in her heart to pity Signora Veronese, evkeaugh she had
insulted the Contessa. Alexei in that angry mood &r@ough to deter
anyone, even the Signora, it seemed, for after meno the sharp
black eyes were hastily lowered.

'‘Mi spiace Lisetta." The apology was reluctant and made wad
grace, but it was made, and the Contessa wasrghédirecover her
temper. She smiled at Storm and made a moue abgyol

'‘We are very rude to speak in Italian, SignorinaiGalease forgive
us. But—she shrugged again —'it was perhaps ds weim?' The
shrill but very infectious laugh warmed the chith@sphere. 'If one is
to be insulted, it is as well to be so in one's danguagesi?'

She was a really remarkable woman, Storm thougtd, vallingly
enough joined the Contessa when she signed thahsldd do so, as
they rose from the table. She gave a hasty glanberacharge, but
saw that he was quite happy for the moment withumsle and
followed the Contessa to the cool of the garden.

The breeze was cool and refreshing blowing in ftbensea and the
scent of the lemons mingled with that of roses svaset and heady,
as they walked beneath the trees, in silence fmoment or two.
Then the Contessa turned and looked at Stormelddneaad tipped to
one side, in an oddly birdlike pose.

'You do not speak any lItalian at all, Signorina @av

Storm shook her head. 'No, Contessa, I'd likeamlgout | don't have
much time really.'

‘Ah, si' Those expressive eyes rolled wickedly. 'Paolobisy
teaching you other things, eh?' She laughed unteldily, as always.
You should ask Alexegara mia,| am sure he would be very please
to help you learn our language.'



'I'm sure he wouldn't!" Storm laughed, without gtyimuch thought
to the impression she was giving. and the Contksseed at her
shrewdly for amoment.

‘You do not think that Alexei has time for suchtjs?' she asked, anc
Storm hesitated for a moment before replying.

'l doubt if he would consider teaching me Italiaraswvery
worthwhile, Contessa. Signor Romano does not—wl,doesn't
altogether approve of me—most of the time.'

'‘Ah! But the rest of the timegiccolal She put a wealth of meaning
into her eyes and Storm could feel the colour im bleeeks,
something that seemed to delight the Contessaswiiled broadly.

'l work for Signor Romano, that's all,' Storm sardhly. 'That'sall,
Contessa!'

Her very vehemence seemed to convince the Corttesistnere was
something more than that, and she nodded her headare a very
beautiful young woman, Signorina—Storsif?' Storm nodded with a
smile. "You misjudge my Alexei if you think he isyamore the blind
man than Sofia's Paolo!

'‘But, Contessa--'
‘Ah, no, no! | am right, you will see.’

Storm could not help remembering that kiss, some weeks ago
when she had come home very late with Paolo, kaithbd been
prompted by anger not—whatever it was the Contkeasain mind,
and she hoped no one else had similar thoughtseosame subject.

'You like Paolo?’



The question sounded far more than merely idleosityi and Storm
looked at her for a moment, then nodded. 'l likel®aery much,
Contessa, but there is nothing serious there,réitbige smiled wryly.
'‘With Paolo it would be foolish to expect there icbie!"

A long slim hand was laid gently on her arm andrétehead nodded
approvingly. 'l am glad you can see thedya. Sofia would never
allow it." She pulled a dismal face and shruggease¢heloquent
shoulders again. 'When Paolo marries, it will bmsone with—how
Is it? Much money.’

It was a little embarrassing being the receiveswth confidences,
but Storm supposed that the family took such maitetheir stride.
Paolo had admitted himself that he and his mottegewery poor, or
would be without Alexei's help, and it would be egged as quite
logical for him to marry a wealthy girl, when onautd be found who
would turn a blind eye to Paolo's past record.

'l suppose marriages are arranged still sometirsbg?entured, and
the Contessa laughed shortly, the bitterest soundnShad ever
heard her make.

'‘Ah, si, si, piccola miaThey are more easily made than undone!

'Of course.' She remembered that divorce was mogdlsy matter in
Italy that it was in most of the rest of the world.

They walked in silence for a while, then the Cosdéesmiled at her,
one hand reaching out to touch her arm agaikelou, Stormcara
mia, you—how is it? Listen well?'

‘A good listener,' Storm smiled, and the Contesghled.'Si, a good
listener." She said nothing else for several mmatgain, then spoke
more slowly, as if she sought for the right word®u wonder who it
Is that | am, is that not so, Storm?"



'Oh no, I--'

The red head was shaking vehemently. 'It iscaog, | know. You

cannot think if I am an—aunt? Or what | am to mgxXdi, no?' She
did not wait for confirmation, taking it for gramte'Did you know
that his mama went away when he was a little boy?'

'Yes,' Storm admitted. 'Paolo did tell me that.'

'‘But no more, eh?' She smiled gently. 'He is muohenthe soft heart
than his mama.' Storm remembered that word spamwurciously at
the dinner table, but said nothing. 'In some wayas my fault that
Signora Romano left her two little boysara. | was to blame, only
partly, you will understand, butst; | was to blame.’

'You were?' Storm stared at her uncertainly.
But--'

'She was a—a woman of no laughter, you understand? was--'
Those expressive shoulders described her own noawtafyl image
as clearly as any words could have done. 'l wasdhse, but yet who
can blame a man if he seeks laughter and a hagey f&8he went
away, and the two little boys needed a motherotedithem and they
liked me —mybambini.No!" She shook her head sharply, her da
eyes suddenly misted as she remembered. 'Nowithenty Alexei!'

'‘And you never--' It was difficult to know just wiht say after such
confidences, but the dark eyes showed only soroo\Wwdr foster-son,
no resentment. She shrugged resignedly. 'As yolukwdw, cara,
marriages are made to last in Italy, and the Smmostill alive.'

'Of course—I'm sorry.'

'‘Ah, si, piccola miayou too have the soft-heart, more so even th.
Paolo, | think, but you must not feel sorry for rhemba.l had some



happy times with Luigi and my boys!" A long gentHand lay on

Storm's arm for a moment. 'If one has love, thezex@any things one
can face.' That bright, rather shrill laughter sdrad the stiliness of
the garden for a moment. 'Even the scorn of So8h& shook her
head slowly, her eyes sad again, the expressivéjilandace

uncharacteristically bitter. Poor Gina, she wasswst-able.’

'‘Gina?' The name told Storm most of what she watttdshow, and
the Contessa's words confirmed it.

‘Our little Gino's mamagara. She was very beautiful, but—anothe
telling shrug—'Benito had less sense of what iktritpan Alexel.
Alexei would have married her.’

So Gino was not a Romano, Storm thought ruefulborRGino, as
bereft of social standing as the Contessa, ansiafely housed under
Alexei Romano's roof, as she was. It seemed ageifyesoul inthe
house owed Alexei Romano their love and gratitbdé only half of
them really gave it.

'‘Gino's adorable,' she said, more to try and lighte sudden air of
sadness that had descended on them than for agryretson.

The Contessa smiled. 'He psco folletto, si?And he is very lucky
little boy too, | think. Alexei loves him like a sphe would—how is
it?—adopt him one day, so that he can be a Romano.’

'Oh, but that would be--'
‘Signorina Gavin!'

The cool, familiar voice cut across her words, she turned, a faint
and disturbing sense of guilt making her flush whka looked into
Alexei's light eyes. 'Yes, Signor Romano?'



'‘Gino is waiting for you.' He came across towahas, his footsteps
deadened on the softness of grass, the sterndiries face softened
by the shadows thrown by the trees.

He had changed into a shirt that was almost thes seeblue as his
eyes and open at the neck, showing a deep vemafdirown throat
and that soft, throbbing pulse at the base of #.always when he
came near her, Storm felt her fingers curl instugty into her palms,
and she was aware of the Gontessa's dark eyes imgatbler
shrewdly.

"'l go to him," she said hastily, and moved ofimediately, making a
wide detour so as not to pass too close to him.

Quickly as she moved, it was not fast enough tadalearing the
Contessa's rather carrying voice, scolding heefestn gently. 'Oh,
Alexei, caro mio. And she had no difficulty in imagining that vivid
red head shaking reproachfully.

Storm lay in her bed. too hot to get to sleep,Kimg about the lovely
evening she had had with Paolo, and thanking hethadnshe had
managed this time to get him to bring them homa atasonable
hour, despite his dislike of the idea.

She had been out with Paolo quite often since itlet flour weeks

ago when they had returned to the villa at twoogklin the morning

to find Alexei waiting for her, but each time itchbeen far later than
she liked, and each time she had prayed that Gowdanot have

another disturbed night, and Alexei would find &nting in her

duties as nurse.

That night was firmly fixed in her mind, and shé&dtberself that she
had no wish to repeat any part of the experiedt&gh if she was
guite honest, she was not sure whether she entiediigved it.



She enjoyed going out and about with Paolo, péigause he was
very good for her ego, and partly because he wab swncellent
company and made her laugh a lot. Also, for sonmegoee reason
she could not quite explain, she liked to see thmit frown that
sometimes appeared on Alexei's uncompromising festuwhen
Paolo chattered at the table about their outingsthir Alexei nor
Signora Veronese altogether approved of their gatishe felt.

Quite often she found herself wondering what Aldkemano would
say about some of the things they did and the pldy went to. He
never passed comment, but she sometimes suspecteasiempted
to, and the possibility of his one day doing saiguted her without
her quite knowing why.

She raised her head from the pillows suddenly vdmenthought she
heard a faint cry from Gino's room. He had beerlgafsleep when
she looked in on him before she came to bed, butowdd have
woken, and she must go to him if he called out.

Only once in the four weeks since that night hadnhhd another
nightmare and then, fortunately, she had been &adko one but her
the wiser. Another cry confirmed her suspicionsl Bna minute she
was out of bed and reaching for her robe, pulliggoft, pink, silky

material round her shoulders and tying the sashasvent.

Another cry, this time louder and more urgent, ahd opened the
door of Gino's room, turning on the overhead lightshe came in.
'‘Gino!" He sat up in his bed, a tiny pathetic figuvith tears rolling

down his face and his huge eyes wide with someeadir

half-forgotten fear, not really awake, nor asledpgt in a

no-man's-land of fear, and seeking comfort.

He reached out his arms to her as she came nek§hansat on the
edge of the bed, hugging him close, rocking gesmig¢t soothingly, a
hand on his head. 'It's all right, Gino, it's aht,’ she consoled him in



a whisper. 'Don't cry any morpiccola Ssshcaro mid' The Italian
words came instinctively to her tongue as she dedsoim, and he
clung to her tightly for a moment, his hands hat anxious, his body
shaken with sobs, until gradually he quietened.

'Gino?’

She had left the door ajar when she came into dbenrand she
started nervously when someone spoke behind hail, ark figure

stood in the doorway, a deep red silk robe tie@leasly about his
waist and revealing a bare muscular chest. Stookeld across at
him and immediately felt her heartbeat speed umlaps she met
his anxious gaze.

'What is wrong?' he asked, and she shook her headace resting
gently against Gino's black head.

'‘Gino had a bad dream,' she explained, soft- voloechuse Gino had
not stirred, and she wondered if he was alreadyasétep again. 'It's
all right, Signor Romano.'

'l heard him cry out.’

His room was on the other side of Gino's, so it quaite feasible that
he had been disturbed as easily as she had h&leltvondered too,
if he had thought to check on her and make surevsisewith Gino.
'He was frightened.' She rocked Gino gently indrers, not daring to
look at him when he came and stood beside thenaniroddly
protective attitude.

'‘One feels so--' The broad shoulders shruggednbutarelessly;
rather as if he wished he could take whatever veagting Gino on
to his own broad back, and Storm felt a sudden isitguagony of
tenderness for both the man and the boy.



'He'll be all right now,' she said softly, one hatitl soothing Gino's
hair. I'm sorry he disturbed you, Signor Romano.’

'‘How could you help it?'

The question was reasonable enough, she suppasgegktishe felt
bound to apologise, because he held her respon&bl&ino's
welfare and she had once fallen short of what wps@ed of her. 'l
couldn't,’ she whispered back. 'But | thought yoerevprobably
asleep.’

She cradled the little figure gently in her arm#, stnd tried not to
notice how the ice-blue eyes of the man took nbteeotousled hair
and the flimsy softness of her robe and nightgdWiere you not also
asleep?' he asked, and she shook her head.

'It's too hot. I'm not used to it yet, and | clogbd window earlier
because it seemed cooler, now | can't open it dgain

'It is never closed at this time of year,' he tobkt, and she smiled
inwardly at the hint of criticism in his voice, evat a moment like
this.

‘Well, perhaps | shouldn't have touched it them)] ldid feel a bit chill
earlier.’

'Is he asleep?' He looked down at his nephew, hgrdipeer at the
dark little face close to her breast, and brindirsgown face much too
close for comfort so that she felt her pulses redpms they always
did.

'l think so.' She moved Gino gently back against,drm and looked
down at the small face with his eyes fast closael yémains of those
fat rolling tears still on his cheeks. She gentlydhned them away
with a fingertip before laying him back on to hislgw. 'lt soon
passes if there's someone to reassure them.'



‘And he trusts you.'

She pulled the covers carefully over the sleepiog, Iso as not to
disturb him, and also to delay having to straighterand find herself
close beside Alexei Romano. Her pulses were thgddgavily at her
ribs and her temple, and she could feel that tanses of excitement
that he always seemed to generate.

It was instinct, too,-that made her bend and lisslittle boy's face
before she left him, straightening up swiftly whsdre felt a hand on
her arm. Turning away from the bed, the back offimgers brushed
the softness of silk and she shivered when the taahhis body

burned her through the thin material.

He walked just behind her to the door and it wawhe turned off the
light, leaving them in the dim softness of the viiglt on the gallery.
'‘Goodnight,signore' She would have turned and gone back to h
own room, but he was still beside her when sheneshber door and
she looked up at him wide-eyed and startled.

Tour window must be opened if you are to sleeptblteher, keeping
his voice low, and she looked at him for a momsao#rcely able to
believe that he was offering to perform the serviceself.

'‘Oh, it—it doesn't matter really," she whisperédan manage if |
stand on a chair or something; it's just the toj thfat's stuck, that's
all.’

'l will not allow you to damage yourself or whateweis you would
choose to stand on,' he informed her firmly, andt tramiliar
chiselled look hardened his features putting paiaity argument she
may have raised. 'l will open the window for yduen there will be
no fear of broken legs, either yours or one ofdrs.’

The ice-blue eyes dared her to read any other maasm his offer to
help and eventually she nodded, opening her dodrhatding the



neck of her robe close up under her chin. 'Thank gmnore,'she
said demurely.

He strode across the room with an air of familjatitat seemed to
establish his claim to everything in it, and Stowatched as he
reached the top of-the obstinate window easilyheit the aid of a
chair or anything else. He hit it hard with the Ihafehis hand, then
pushed it open as far as it would go, letting m¢boler air from the
garden.

In the short time it took him to do all that, shedsed him. Noticing

the way the silk robe clung to the lean, muscudagth of his body,
and the strong bare brown legs that showed fronktiees down.

Judging by what was revealed top and bottom ofdhe, she thought
it unlikely that he wore anything at all under it.

'Is that right for you?"

He swung round and looked at her, so suddenlysimatshook her
head hastily to clear it, her lips parted in swgricaught unawares.
'‘Oh! Oh yes! Thank yotsignore!'

'‘Bene!Now perhaps you will sleep.’
‘Thank you very much.’

The blue eyes looked at her for a moment whiletifiestood by the
window, and she would have sworn that she saw mpgk of
laughter in their depths. 'That is the third tirhattyou have thanked
me, signorina,'he said softly. 'The service was really far to@kno
warrant such effusion!'

'I—I'm sorry.’

She dared not look at him again, and she instielstiveld her hands
tightly together in front of her when she heard hualk across the



room. He stopped in front of her and she could feelincreasing
beat of her heart, alarmingly conscious of the Wwaywas looking
down at her.

Her soft tawny hair was tumbled from the pillowsdaher lightly
tanned skin softly flushed with pink. She stoodréheot knowing
what to do or what to say, but increasingly awdit@m as a man, and
of the deep surge of excitement he aroused in her.

'‘Would it worry you as much if it was Paolo who weese with you?'
he asked softly then, and Storm looked up at himlevayed and
reproachful.

'‘Paolo would never come into my room!" she deniiedly.

'Indeed he would, if you allowed him to.' The liglyes speculated as
they looked down at her, and she suddenly feltdilegsowing angry
when she suspected he was trying to trap her imtadaission of
some sort.

'l have no intention of allowing him to, Signor Rano!'
'Of course not.'

She looked up at him suspiciously, her green el@siigg. She had
no reason to think he was being sarcastic, buséreses were alert to
every hint, every word he said, and she choseaih sarcasm into his
denial whether he intended it or not.

‘At least Paolo wouldn't come into my room witheurt invitation,
signoré You wouldn't be here if you hadn't taken it upaurself to
come in. | didn't invite you!'

For a moment she had the wild idea that he migHtdn, for the icy
eyes blazed at her furiously. His reasons for cgrminher room had
been perfectly innocent, she felt sure, with orlg intention of



helping her, and by implying otherwise she had ntadeangry. The
last thing she wanted to do.

‘Very well, Miss Gavin!" He bowed his dark headeflsi and
managed to make it both dignified and autocratiespite his
unconventional garb. 'Please forgive me for compsomg you.
Goodnight!

'‘Oh!" Storm watched him as far as the door then,stome quite
inexplicable reason, ran after him and put a hamlki®arm, her heart
fluttering wildly when she touched him. 'Pleasgr®r Romano, I—I
didn't mean—I mean I'm grateful to you for openihg window for
me, but I--'

He said nothing for a long moment, and Storm wakisly like a leaf
while he stood there looking down at her, thatsigible excitement
he generated reaching out to envelop her untilceluéd have cried
out. Then, without a word, he reached out his hamtkpulled her
into his arms, the unbelievable strength of hinvileg.her no will of
her own as he crushed her against him.

His mouth was hard and demanding, angry and huat$uk had been
last time, but she made no effort to break freestareral moments,
merely submitting to the wild and quite irresistil@xcitement that
coursed through her. Then, suddenly, she becameeavfasome

faint, almost indistinguishable sound from outsidéhe gallery, and
realised with a flick of panic that someone else whout, and that
her bedroom door was wide open.

Alexei Romano too had heard whatever it was, ara imoment he
released her and strode to the doorway, lookinggatbe dimly lit

gallery, but apparently seeing no one. He lookedkbat her

suddenly, and the ice-blue eyes were darkly shadps@ that she
instinctively shivered when she lowered her owrtilyas



'‘My apologies, Miss Gavin." He bobbed his headflyriagain in
dismissal. '‘Goodnight!’

Storm stood there for several seconds, her hantsrt®reast, her

mind clear of sleep and whirling chaotically, ahitime she did not
call him back.



CHAPTER SIX

IT was Paolo who made the first mention of Alexaigiscretion,

after dinner the following day. Paolo and Alexeirevseldom in at
lunch-time, but had their meal at the works; araitleat Paolo was
not very enthusiastic about, but was wise enougtongay so within
his cousin's hearing.

It had struck Storm at lunch-time that Signora Viese looked rather
smug, and the change of face rather troubled lbouah she could
not have said why. The Contessa had noticed thegehahe thought,
too, and would probably extract the reason for iew the
opportunity arose. It was silly of Storm to bothafrcourse, but with
Alexei Romano's visit to her room still so vivid irer mind, she
supposed she felt a little guilty and more sensithan usual.

After dinner Paolo asked her to join him in thedgar and when she
had seen Gino into bed, she went out there tohimd It was a bright

golden evening with the sea below the garden a,dsp blue and
as calm as a mill pond. It was so clear too thatcghuld have sworn
she could see the curve of the Sorrento peninsulzei distance.

The longer shadows of evening gave the shelterstbéga soft cool
look that was enchanting, and Storm suggesteditltiestsat beside
the poolon one of those ornamental white seats.

‘You look very beautifulcara mia.'Storm knew- that the pale-blue
dress she wore suited her well, and she put atitemtaand to her
tawny hair and smiled. He took her hand in hiskiog down at it as
he lifted her fingers one by one.

'It's so much easier teel beautiful here,' she told him, but did no
attempt to explain her meaning.

He still did not look at her, nor did he smile, astte frowned at his
bowed head curiously. She was reminded of Signogeonése's



smugness earlier, and a niggling suspicion begamséoas to the
reason for both that and Paolo's reticence.

"You must look very beautiful and very—sexy— in yquetty pink
roba, carissima.He spoke softly, meaningly, and Storm's suspicio
were confirmed, although she said nothing. His ass looked up
at last, deep and soulful-looking, like Gino's. /Aara mia, why
Alexei? Why not me?"

She met his eyes for a moment, not wanting to bekehat was in his
mind, although his words made it plain enough. Y¥guwu surely

don't believed | asked--' She shook her head vehiynéYou're

wrong, Paolo, you're quite wrong!'

'‘Am 1?' She did not really expect him to believe aed it was fairly
obvious from his expression that he did not.

‘Alexei—Signor Romano came to my room only to openindow
for me. I'd closed it earlier and it was jammedouldn't move it.'

'l would have done it for yowara.'
She shook her head. 'No, you don't understandpPlaél

'‘Why did you not ask mearissim&' He kissed her fingers softly, his
eyes dark and soulful.

Storm took a deep breath, determined to put thilgds. '‘Paolo, will
you listen to me? Please? Alexei simply came amsheg a window
for me, there's absolutely nothing to make a flissif'

'Storm! Bellissima! He kissed her fingers again, shaking his he:
slowly. 'At one o'clock in the morning? But you dot have to
explain to mecara, | am not asking for excuses, you do not have
make them to me. But to ask Alexei to your roontaad of me--' He
put one hand on his heart and sighed. 'That is tuwds,carissima!’



'‘Paolo! Will you stop it? You're wrong, | tell yoypu're quite wrong!
Now please stop making such—such accusations!

She wanted to convince him, as much for Alexeike s&s her own,
she realised, but no amount of persuasion wouldinoe Paolo. It
was plain on his good-looking face that he had mauldris mind,
probably with the encouragement of his mother, shat had invited
Alexei to her room last night for something muchrenserious than
opening a window.

'l know you find Alexei attractive.' He took herriis again and held
them in his own. 'lt is that stern, cruel lo@t? | told you that the
ladies find it attractive, did | not? But he is hat you,bellissima.He
IS not a woman's man, he will not make you happy,will. | could
not believe it when Mama said she saw him leaviogr yoom this
morning! And yet | know she would not lie to mef egen to part me
from you,cara mia.'

And that was exactly what the Signora had hopetttoeve, Storm

thought bitterly. She had hoped to turn Paolo agdwer so that he
w'ould give his attention to someone more eligiblat, Baolo had

merely expressed disappointment and was now seékipgrsuade

her to invite him to her room instead of his cousiad it not been so
serious it would have been laughable, and she seppshe should
have been flattered by the turn of events, bueatshe felt rather as
if she was getting out of her depth.

'Signora Veronese misjudged whatever it was she Bawlo,' she
insisted. 'Gino had a nightmare and | went in to.hHis cries
disturbed Alexei as well and he came in to see@mab was all right.
Then | mentioned that | was so hot because theomirid my room
had jammed and he came in to open it for me.dtsraple as that!'



'‘And he was kissing you goodnight?' Paolo suggestdétly, and
Storm bit on her lower lip. Apparently the Signdrad left out
nothing.

'He—he kissed me," she admitted reluctantly. 'lI'tdenow why
exactly. He took me by surprise and—well, he jusséd me, that's
all’

‘You do not know why? He is a maellissimaand he means to have
you for himself! That is not by any means aliy a mia.'

'‘Paolo!’
‘Well, he shall not have you, you are mine!

‘Stop it!" She pulled her hands away from the ta@sp of his fingers
and looked at him with bright, angry eyes, her thieg short and
erratic as she sought for words to convince hitm Hot yours,

Paolo!

'So!' Expressive shoulders shrugged reluctantmasign. ‘| have lost
you to Alexei.'

'‘No, you haven't!

He seemed not to hear her, however, but was intehemoaning his
plight. 'l had never thought Alexei would take stress,' he said, his
dark eyes reproachful and a sulky look about histmdAnd now he
has to takgouof all women!Madre di Dio!There is no justice in this
world!'

'‘Paolo! Will you stop it!" She clenched her hargisting to her feet,
her eyes hinting at desperation. 'l have no inbentf becoming
Alexei's —you have no right to even suggest it!'



'‘But, cara,’ Paolo told her, his eyes sad and regretful whienot
marry you. He is the last of the Romanos, it wawdtido.’

'‘Ooh!" Too angry and frustrated for words, Stormméal swiftly and
ran into the house, leaving him staring after becomprehendingly.

She started almost guiltily when she found Sigh@eonese alone in
the big drawing-room and stopped in her headlomgttl breathing

shortly, her cheeks flushed with anger and exer&on amoment she
stood there in the open french doorway and lookelkeagrim-faced

woman, noticing the gleam of satisfaction in hexckleyes.

It was obvious that she "as drawing her own conclusions abot
Storm's hasty departure from the garden, and thipany of her son,
and was well satisfied. Storm, however, was nopgmred to let her
have it all her own way without making some attetopgbut matters
right. She had been maligned, her reputation torshreds by this
woman and she meant her to know how wrong she éaudl. b

Her heart was pit-patting nervously and she wordiéi@v kindly
Alexei Romano would take to a member of his farb#yng put in her
place, even if it was as much in his defence asoler. 'Signora
Veronese.' She swallowed hard, meeting those wmadliieblack eyes
head on was not easy. 'You—you made a mistakenight—this
morning. About seeing Signor Romano—I mean--'

'l saw Signor Romano with my own eyesgnorina, leaving your

room at one o'clock this morning." Her English vexsellent, but

Storm had never before heard her use it for so, land her manner
was cold, calm and implacable.

‘And you told Paolo!

'Of course! | was honour bound to inform my sort tha woman he
had been so generously entertaining was receiv@ngeimployer in
her bedroom."



'‘No!" Storm's green eyes blazed furiously. 'Thatt isue, signorag
and you have no right to say it!

The tall, gaunt figure drew itself up to full hetgdgnd the autocratic
Romano features condemned her out of hand. 'l sawniself,
signorina.l will not be called untruthful by a servant!

‘But you're wrong!'

A long hand dismissed her protestations scornftligo not care if
my nephew takes a dozen mistresses, but | willhmet my son
involved with such a womarsignorina! He now sees you for what
you really are, and | trust he will be rid of haofishness and seek &
suitable match in his own station of life!"

Such arrogance, Storm thought wildly, her braimsig with anger
and confusion. Such arrogance from a woman whose &wn
admitted that they lived on the generosity of taphrew she appeared
to hold in such contempt was almost unbelievalide aF moment she
said nothing, but stood with her hands clenchelutlticat her sides,
her eyes sparkling and angrily green.

'You may believe what you likajgnorg' she said at last, in a voice
that sounded surprisingly calm in the circumstant®st you are
wrong in what you believe, and if you speak to SigRomano
himself about it, he will tell you so.'

One dark brow rose, and the tight lips curled dezlg. "You think |
would be so indelicatesignorind? You are mistaken!

It was useless, Storm realised when she lookedhat hard,

unrelenting features and the malicious gleam inbllaek eyes. No
amount of talking would convince Signora Veronessg; more than
it would her son and, after a moment, she shooké&ad and turned
away, walking across the room with her back stiifl aesentful, her
head held high.



The double doors opened seconds before she gat Hret the
Contessa came in, smiling when she saw her. Tlesftubhed cheeks
and bright, angry eyes registered and she impuyspig out a hand
to her. 'Stormgcar a' The friendly dark eyes switched quickly from
Storm to thesignoraand back agairiCara, what has happened?’

It was more difficult, in the face of the Contessabvious
friendliness, to remain calm, and Storm felt a chglsensation in her
throat as she shook her head. 'Oh, nothing re@tyntessa, it's—it's
all right/

'Piccola.’ Gentle hands squeezed hers sympathetically. Hotisall
right when you look so distressed, as if you warid Tell me what
Is troubling you!'

From the look she sent across the room to Signheranése it was
obvious that she knew where the blame lay for wreaté was, and
Storm was very tempted to tell her about the caichs that Paolo
and his mother had drawn from Alexei's visit to lesm. Only she
was afraid she would cry if she went into too mustail at the
moment, so she merely shook her head, and raisedhbst of a
smile.

'It seems to be the popular conception, Contekga,| tam Alexei's
mistress!" With that she turned and ran up thesstaiher room.

Storm decided that breakfast was one meal she ebiard to miss,

so the following morning she did not go down asalisout spent the
time with Gino in his room, and then went straighthe makeshift
schoolroom. That way she could at least avoid geaimyone but
Gino until lunch-time.

It was shortly before lunch, however, when the dgmened, and she
looked round with a blink of surprise. It was unaisfor anyone to



visit them, for Alexei had given instructions tilaéy were not to be
disturbed, and no one would dream of defying hixcept possibly
the Contessa, who had done so on a couple of ocsasi

It was not the Contessa, however, but Alexei himseld Storm's
heart fluttered uneasily when she saw the darkodng look on

those intriguing- features. Even Gino seemed teesémat this was no
time to give his uncle his usual exuberant welcoamel he merely
smiled at him curiously and stayed on his chair.

'‘Miss Gavin, will you come to the study, please?’

He gave no preliminary greeting, and hardly evesms to notice
Gino, which was unusual. Storm nodded, glancirgeatvatch as she
slowly closed the book she had been reading and datvn on the

table, her heart rapping anxiously at her ribs.

So this was it, she thought breathlessly. This thasmoment when
he told her he could no longer . keep her in hisskbold. When he
got rid of her as quickly as possible to prove ieodunt how wrong
she was. It would have been the Contessa who toiddf course,
although not with the intention of seeing her dsseid, she knew.

She managed a smile for Gino, and gave him a bbbkscown to
look through while she was gone. 1 don't expddid'ivery long,' she
told him, and wondered for the first time how Gimas going to take
her going away. He had become very fond of hehfate

She followed Alexei across the few feet of gallgrgt separated the
two rooms, her hands tightly curled into themselt= heart was as
heavy as lead and there was a slight sensatiomckiess in her
stomach as she followed him into the study.

He had apparently been in the study for some tinteveas without
his jacket, for the big room was very warm. A phlee shirt was
open at the neck and showed a deep vee of brohaered throat,



with that intriguing little throb of pulse at it@abe. The cool colour of
the shirt lent an even more icy look to his eyeas sime could feel her
heart .racing wildly when he touched her arm articated a chair
behind her.

He sat himself on the edge of the desk, one foatgng slowly,
light grey trousers fitting smoothly over long mukss legs. One
hand clasped the opposite wrist and rested onexdme the blue eyes
regarded her steadily. It was a disconcerting e&pee that kept her
own gaze downcast to the hands in her lap.

He was much too close for comfort and she couldesesms always,
the indefinable feeling of excitement that he caalldays arouse in
her, despite knowing what he was going to do agyd sa

He said nothing for several nerve-racking secorig, took a
cigarette and lit it, the smoke rising to concda hard, sculptured
lines of those high cheekbones and the tight, gdttainouth. The
mouth that two nights ago had kissed her with dxathe

ruthlessness it showed now.

'l have to commend you on the way you seem abdeab with Gino
when he has those—bad dreams.’

It was not what she had expected to hear, andsbleed at him
warily, wondering if he was already unconsciousaniing the words
of a testimonial for her next employer.

'It only requires a little—gentleness to consol&ightened child,
signore' she said softly, feeling a sudden and almossistible urge
to cry.

'‘But you have such—gentleness.' One large handrleahing to the
word. 'Not everyone has that gift of comfortinghalat.'



‘Thank you.' His delaying the moment gave her thangest feeling,

as if they were antagonists, circling one anotbeunding each other
out, and she wanted to shout at him to please slssher and get it
over with.

'You can see now why | did not want to send hinsdbool until it
was absolutely necessary?’

'‘Perhaps.' She was not really thinking about G was anxious to
hear her own future decided.

It was difficult to know exactly what went on bedithat carved
bronze mask of a face as he studied the fingemefhand before
speaking again. 'You do not agree with me?'

She brought herself back to the subject in hand, it entirely,
Signor Romano.'

The inevitable frown greeted even such an offhahdission, for he
did not like criticism, as she should have rememteand a dark
brow flicked upward in question. "You have someghmore to say
on the matter?'

Storm hesitated, then shook her head. ‘Not apthirg, signore.'She
refused to be drawn further on the matter becauséedt sure he was
merely delaying the moment when he had to telkihemorst.

'l see.' He got up from the desk and walked redtlesross the room,
pausing only briefly by the open window, then watkback again to
stand looking down at her. 'But you do not agretd Wie way | am

dealing with Ginosi, signorina?'

It was so seldom that he sprinkled his English eosation with
Italian words, as Paolo did, that she guessed lsemaae disturbed
than he appeared on the surface. 'l didn't say #inet denied quietly.



'‘But?" The probe was relentless, and she drew @ deeath,
determined not to be drawn further.

'I—I don't want to say any more about my opiniddighor Romano,
please don't ask me.'

He looked down at her steadily, holding her gaespde her longing
to look away, and her hands, her whole body seembd trembling
with some wild, uncontrollable emotion that was demly and
sharply increased when he took a step nearer slyddexil, almost
menacing, he stood over her and much too closeoimifort.

'You are stubborn too,' he said, soft-voiced, atwin® bit her lower
lip anxiously.

It was unfair of him to wreak such havoc on heisssnwhen he knew
guite well what he had to do. 'I'm sorry if yourtkiso,signore' She
was appalled at the way her voice shook, and wexdiéhe really
knew what effect he was having on her.

He turned suddenly and walked back to the windois, droad
shoulders and arrogant head silhouetted againsti¢fae blue sky,
and Storm, freed of that disconcerting gaze favaseconds, studied
him surreptitiously.

It was incredible the irresistible, almost sendeeling of intimacy he
aroused when he was near her, that blood-tingliegses of
excitement that persisted no matter how she taeyuell it. She had
lived in his house now for well over a month aneé svas still not
immune to it.

He turned again, and for a moment their eyes rhetj) he moved
back across the room and stoodlooking down atdpnafor several
heart-stopping seconds. It was not to talk abonb@at | asked you
to come here, Miss Gavin.'



'l know,' she said, and her own quietness surphsedShe looked at
him for a moment then hastily down again at thedsan her lap. 1
guessed there was something else on your mind.'

'‘Am | so easy to read?' The deep voice was cugiaeshtle.

'No, not really, but it—it isn't difficult to guesghat's on your mind,
signore.'

He said nothing for a moment, but looked down atsteadily, then
sat himself on the edge of the desk again. 'Ofssyou can guess,'
he said quietly. 'l believe that my aunt has been--

Broad shoulders gave meaning to the rest of theesed. 'For that |
am sorry. | am afraid that | did rather more haonydur reputation
than | realised, Miss Gavin.'

'Oh, please don't--' She knew what was going tpaamext, and her
heart was curled into a tight, cold little balliohs her as she sat there
waiting to hear him say it. That he was sorry abbat being
compromised, but he was the last of a proud oldlyaand he could
not afford to have such gossip spread about him, ktwas
inevitable, she knew, and she faced the prospeakiyl.

‘Unfortunately the incidence of my being in a worealmom at that
hour of the night is sufficiently novel for it toatle aroused more
comment than if | had been--' He did not compleéesentence, but it
was obvious to anyone that he referred to Paolo.

Storm sat still for a moment, her head bowed, loglat the folded
hands on her lap and feeling as if all the world saddenly come to
a standstill. The tawny thickness of her hair swtorgvard and hid
her face, and she looked very small and ratherndefess sitting
there on the ornate gilt chair in that big sunnymo



‘You'd like me to leave, Signor Romano.' It wadaesnent, not a
guestion, for she told herself there could be rieoanswer. 'Of
course, | understand.'

‘Leave?’

She looked up hastily, something in his voice sgtia new hope
skipping through her heart, and she found thélae-eyes watching
her steadily and with a small frown between hiswso 'l—I
thought--' The words refused to come, and insteadbook her head
slowly, wondering what possible alternative he doaffer.

'It was at my instigation that | came to your rodvhss Gavin.' He
sounded more businesslike suddenly, as if he hate mp his mind
about something and would not be persuaded othervisu pointed
out to me yourself, at the time, that you did notite me, and
therefore the onus is upon me to take the rigtisste remedy the
harm | have done.’

'I—I don't understand.' She got to her feet, favats difficult to talk
to him in this vein while she was sitting down, asaw much out of
touch with him.

'Since you said as much to the Contessa, you #yedware that
Paolo and my aunt have decided that you are myeasstand since
my aunt is not a woman to keep such gossip to lebgetomorrow
when she has visited her dressmaker again, halapfes will know
it.

Put so bluntly it sounded crude and far worse #ghenhad feared and
she felt the blood pounding wildly against her té&args she clenched
her hands. 'But it's—it's ridiculous! You knowshit true and so do !

'‘Have you tried to convince Paolo?' he asked soéhyd Storm
nodded, her eyes dark and unhappy.



'He didn't believe me.'

'‘Of course not! Paolo, unfortunately, attributesrenof the family
traits to me than he should. He imagines that ntydniiavels along
the same devious routes as his own.'

The blue eyes had an icy look again, and she coukgine
something of the beating his pride had taken abémels of his cousin
and his aunt. The accusation was not true, bubnheevidence was
that of Signora Veronese's malicious eyes and sheldwnever
consider giving him the benefit of the doubt, esqlgcif she thought
it would convince her son of Storm's promiscuity.

She-could even imagine that Paolo would find tisliking, in one

way, to have his autocratic cousin at his mergyngrto explain what
he was doing in her room in the early hours oftloening. Paolo was
charming and attractive, but he had been preparbdlieve that she
had invited Alexei to her room for one reason omlggd had even
expressed his jealousy.

'I—I don't know what to say, Signor Romano.' Shekkd up at the
dark, chiselled features appealingly, feeling catedl at a loss. If he
did not expect her to leave, what possible altereatould there be?

'It was unfortunate, to say the least, but you weoenpletely

blameless and in the circumstances | was forcetta@s | thought
best.' He spoke in a cool, quiet voice while Sttaked at him from

under her lashes, her heart uneasily tapping atlbens she waited.
‘There was very little point in denying that | wasyour room at all

and, since family history is very much against nmgitvbeing as

innocent as it was, | have taken the only stepiblas's

‘You—you have?'

She eyed him warily, green eyes anxious, one hadounsly
pushing the tawny hair from her face, and he dideuk at her when



he spoke, but ground out the remains of the ciggametan ashtray,
with fingers that showed white with the force hedis'| said that |
intended to marry you and it was therefore quitenter for me to
visit you, briefly, in the privacy of your bedroom.

Storm held her breath, refusing to believe shehesdd him aright.
Her heart was hammering so loudly that she fele sumust be
audible to him as he stood there, tall and so dysmgéy composed,
reaching for another cigarette and lighting it.

"You—you seriously mean to tell me that you--'

'l am not likely to jest about such a serious matteliss
Gavin—Storm.' He added her Christian name, aswag part of his
new role to use it and he meant to play it well.

'‘But you don't have to marry me,' she whisperddrad to her throat
where a pulse throbbed uncontrollably.

'You expected me to dismiss you out of hand?' Ineasheled, and she
realised for the first time how she had wronged hinthinking just
that.

'I'm—I'm sorry. But you don't have to go that fambake things right
for me, Signor Romano. lt—it doesn't make sense!'

The arrogant bronze features, like some ancientirggr with
ice-blue eyes glittering above those high, Slavekhenes, looked
stern and harsh and she could feel the tensiorhéidthis temper in
check. It struck her like a blow and she put herdsao her mouth as
If to make sure no other words escaped.

‘Do | understand that you find the idea of marridgeme so
distasteful that you reject it out of hand?' Shela@dave curled up
and died at the scorn he put into his voice, antbat instinctively
she shook her head.



'No, no, of course not, but--'
'Or perhaps you preferred being thought of as nstress!’
'Oh, please, I--'

Storm was horrified to discover that there weres@a her eyes and
she hastily brushed them away with a trembling h@wefore she
could recover herself completely, however, stromgwn fingers

reached out and touched her cheek gently, and dlgairfamiliar

sensation of excitement swept through her at hishto

'l have perhaps been too abrupt in telling youlss/e,' he said softly,
and in such contrast to his earlier harshnesstieascarcely believed
it possible. 'l have not, as you will have alreallycovered, Paolo's
gift for acting the courtier.'

Storm looked up at him hazily, unsure whether &poad to this
more gentle mood, or to be on her guard in casehhaged back
again as quickly.

'‘What did Paolo say to—to--'

‘To the idea of my marrying you?' For a brief mom#re wide,
straight mouth tilted into a half smile. 'l belieteat he was too
stunned at the time to say very much at all, Inavie no doubt that he
will remedy that when he has had time to get useithe idea.' The
blue eyes regarded her for a moment steadily. Yad—what have
you to say, Storm?’

She turned and lalked over to the window, looking down at the
garden below, at the tall trees and the pool gightn the bright July
sunshine and making little dappled patterns orcéieng. He must,
she thought, have taken advantage of her absemebireakfast to
make his pronouncement and she thanked heaveshihditad stayed
with Gino instead of going down as she usually did.



It required a lot of thinking about, the idea ofrryang Alexei, in the
prevailing circumstances, but she doubted if shelavbe given very
much time. Alexei Romano was a man who made upnimisl and
acted without hesitation, expecting everyone elsiotthe same.

'I—I can't think straight at the moment,’ she saithout turning to
look at him.

‘You find it very difficult to accept?'

Storm shook her head hastily. 'Oh no, not—not yéalhe turned
then and looked over her shoulder at him. 'I'"iesidko the Contessa,'
she said softly, and the blue eyes showed undeiiatan

'‘She said--' She hesitated to go on, to be tok frnath the Contessa's
confidences, but he was watching her and she fthedlue-eyed

gaze very hard to resist. 'She said you would hmaagied Gino's

mother if you had been in—in your brother's place.’

For a brief second he frowned, as if he resentectthicism of his

dead brother, and she feared she had gone tododérthen he
shrugged, and the frown vanished. 'Perhaps | wbaie done,' he
admitted, but Storm felt in her heart that he qdednitely would

have done. If he was prepared to do so much fohleer much more
would he have been prepared to do for the mothkisathild?

'She is a wonderful woman, the Contessa,’ she reshtand he
nodded firm agreement this time.

'‘As | know better than most,’ he said. 'And knowingout the
Contessa you will better understand my decision .nbdwis an
invidious position for any woman, and | have vovtleat no woman
shall ever find herself in such a position becaofsany action of
mine.’'

'I'm grateful for your consideration, Signor Romano



'l do not know how grateful you should be," he todd. 'That remains
to be seen, it will of course make no differencgdo, except that you
will now have the protection of being my fiancea dater my wife

'‘But surely," Storm interrupted swiftly, 'if we—ybu become merely
engaged to me it will be enough to—to solve thélmm.'

Again the blue eyes looked at her icily and theafmouth tightened
ominously. 'You seem determined to avoid marrying,'rhe said
brusquely. 'l find your reluctance rather odd ie ttircumstances,
signorina,and not very flattering!

'Oh, but | didn't mean--' She gazed at him witmdig. 'l didn't mean
to sound either evasive or—or unflattering,' shd.sém sorry, it's
just that—I don't want you to go through with angithyou'll regret
later, Signor Romano.'

He made no move to join her by the window and Baaked heaven
for it, for he disturbed her as no man had everedoefore, and she
needed time to think. 'l do not anticipate having eegrets,' he said
quietly. ‘And I think it would be as well if you lbad me Alexei. Such
formality from my future wife might fall oddly ontler ears.’

She was too shy to experiment with it at the mombat moved
across and stood beside him again. 'Of course.’

'‘Perhaps you think | am too concerned with matteasmany people
take for granted now,' he suggested, and Stormksheohead.

‘No, no, of course | don't.'

He sat on the edge of the desk and she could sestrbing brown
hands gripping the polished wood, feeling an ineghle urge to
reach out and touch them. 'My father, my brother—generations
the Romanos have taken what women they wanted hamgylt it



their right." He sounded so harsh in his judgmbat Storm felt a

small cold shiver of apprehension trickle down Ispine for a

moment, then he looked up and held her gaze. '8@ge there was
plenty of foundation for Aunt Sofia's suspicions.'

He straightened up suddenly, standing over heatall straight, his
unusual features showing a strange, hint of andgtye watched her
face. 'Now, Storm, will you give me your answer?'

Faced with an immediate decisionhen she had thought the matte
cut and dried, she almost panicked. Her heart lnadding wildly at
her ribs and she felt her legs so weak and tremplthat she feared
they might at any moment let her down.

Then she looked at the dark, strongly defined featiand the
ice-blue eyes below dark brows, and knew what sh@dvsay even
before the words formed on her lips. 'l will magyu, Alexei,' she
said in a huskily soft voice.



CHAPTER SEVEN

IT was three weeks since they were married, a qeietnmony in

Naples, with the warm September sun lending a ratla@propriate

air of sadness to the occasion. Storm was not get uo being
addressed as Signora Romano, but it gave her rgstifaeling of

panic each time she heard it, wondering if sherhade a mistake in
taking such an irrevocable step.

Not that her life had changed very much in any iotvey, for Alexei
seemed to consider he had done as much as waseegtihim when
he gave her his name. She still occupied her owmyavith Gino's
room between her and Alexei, an arrangement tiggio®a Veronese
had viewed with much raising of brows and pursihger thin lips.

It was obvious that the Contessa thought it a disgful state of
affairs, and Storm suspected that she had saidiels,quite bluntly,

to Alexei. Paolo, on the other hand, took it a®adysign for his own
future activities, and had once or twice triedampt Storm to go out
with him for an evening.

She had resisted his attempts so far, but the weaths so lovely and
there was so much that she had not seen yet teathskight she
would be bound to succumb before very long, if Besisted. Being
Paolo, of course, he persisted, and at last shkemed.

It was a lovely day, the sun warm enough to be ootable and
without the sultry heat of summer, and Paolo hadchmihead round
the door, smiling hopefully. It was only mid-morgirand Storm
glanced at her watch, frowning at him curiously asnanding to
know what he was doing there instead of beingeatbrks.

'l am—how is it?—playing truant,' he told her win irresistible
smile, and Gino laughed, sharing his secret willing

'‘But, Paolo, if you--'



'‘Quieto’'He put a finger over her lips and silenced hemtturned to
Gino with a sly wink:Vade via,Gino, hah?'

Gino beamed knowingly, put down his book and waritan to the
balcony while Paolo took his seat beside Storm. tgled not to
smile, but Paolo reminded her so much of Gino asdrischief that
she was hard put to keep a straight face as henerdkands in his and
leaned towards her, his smile persuasive.

'Paolo--'

'Ssh!" Again that silencing finger lay across heuth. 'Where shall
we go,cava mia?'

'‘Paolo, | can't go anywhere with you, you know thdtave to give
Gino his lessons.’

'‘Lessons, pah!" He dismissed the idea scornfidlges the Signora
Romano give lessons likegovernante?you are Signora Romano,
bellissima mia?’ou should remember that!

'l was wondering ifyou remembered it,’ Storm told him quietly. It
Isn't quite the same now, Paolo, is it?"

'‘Ah, Storm,bella mia!l have taken this chance to be with you, al
you cruel enough to dismiss me? It is only fotti#eltime,carissima
a little ride, hmm?'

It was inevitable, Storm recognised as she metetpessuasive dark
eyes, that she would surrender, but she did soseitie misgivings.
‘All right,' she said with a sigh. 'I'll come wiylou, Paolo, but only for
a while.'

'‘Bene!Where shall we ga;ara mia?'



She shook her head, laughing despite herself atpleigsure in
persuading her at last. "'There are so many platékd to seem,' she
told him. 'For instance, I'd like to go to Pomp#iisn't very far away,
IS it?"

'‘Pompeii?' He looked appalled at her choice, lEsdyed expression
making her laugh again. Paolo always made her |dughvas very
good for her morale, and truth to tell Alexei too&ry little more
notice of her than he had before, and she foundomehow
demoralising.

'I'd like to see Pompeii,' she insisted. 'But ifiygon't want to take me,
| can go alone and get myself a guide.’

'‘And get yourself a lot of trouble from Alexei aJstara mia. He
rolled his eyes expressively. 'Do you think he wicallow you to go
walking around with a guide, like a tourist, andred?Madre di Dio!'

‘Well, he never takes me anywhere himself, so €h@awnuch choice,
have I?' She wished, as soon as the words habldefips, that she
had not said that, and Paolo's smile confirmedakbkness of it.

He leaned across and kissed her on her mouthirgheifne he had
even attempted to do so since her marriage, arthhkseyes glowed
warmly. '‘Oh,povera piccolal will take pity on yousi?'

He seemed not to care that Gino was further away #hchair on the
balcony, and that they were quite audible to hihe &ared not think,
either, what Alexei would say if he knew he wasré¢heand she
wondered, yet again, why heasthere.

'‘Paolo, how have you managed to come back heredsited. 'Does
Alexei know you're playing truant?'



He shrugged, very casual and offhand. ‘Maybe— $apposed to be
fetching some plans from the study. It was a goaige to see you,
carissima!'

Again he leaned across and kissed her mouth andiree back,
glancing out on to the balcony and Gino apparesigrossed in the
vista below the window. 'Paolo, please don't dd!'ttghe had to
chance that Gino would tell his uncle about thigequtitious visit,
and she sincerely hoped he would not.

'Oh, cara.'His mouth sought hers again, but this time sheagad to
evade him, pushing at him with both hands whentteengted to get
even closer. He looked down at her soft mouth &gitesl deeply. 'He
does not kiss you either, does he?' he asked s&tlgh a pitycara
mial If | had such a beautiful wife | would not speaitimy time at the
works!'

'If you had a wife | doubt if you'd spend much timigh her either!'
Storm retorted, and laughed when he looked at &y@roachfully.
‘You're not the marrying kind, Paolo.'

'‘Nor is Alexei, it seems,' Paolo retaliated. 'Hs hat made a very
good husband so fararissimahas he?'

Storm frowned, looking down at her hands and slipkier head.
'Please don't say things like that, Paolo,' she. SBhere are things
you don't understand, and Alexsimy husband, | don't like to hear
him maligned.’

‘Then he should behave like a husband!" He took&eds in his and
kissed the fingertips gently, his dark eyes peilggaut at least his
not caring allows me to take you otella mia, si?'He shrugged
resignedly and pulled a face. 'lf you want to g&tnpeii, then that
Is where we will go, but not with Gino, huh?’



Storm glanced again at the little figure on thecbay, his black head
turned away from them but probably fully aware lbfreat was going
on. 'l can't leave him, Paolo,' she said, and dwrfed impatiently.

'‘But of course you cartara. Lisetta will take care of him for a few
hours—if | ask her to!" He rolled his dark eyes kedly, and Storm
had no doubt that Lisetta would do as he askedwheather Signora
Veronese would be so co-operative was another méttanyone
told Alexei about their outing it would be his aunt

' don't know.'

'Oh, cara mia.'He leaned forward and kissed her unexpectedly,
that she had no time to draw back. 'You get readlylawill go and
beg Lisetta to bbambinaiafor a little while,si?’

Storm sighed resignedly. Arguing with Paolo wasaadtras useless
as arguing with Alexei about anything. It got ormvhere.'Si,' she
echoed, and he kissed her again lightly as heoguistfeet.

Storm watched him go, already having second thaughbut the
wisdom of going, especially as Paolo was takingeabs without
leave from the works. Then she sighed and wentameixplain to
Gino.

He was curled up on the seat and he turned aneédoather with that
mischievous, knowing look. 'Zio Paolo is very—ya, ya!' His eyes
rolled wickedly and Storm shook her head at him.

'‘Gino, please don't talk like that! Your Uncle Raahd | are simply--'
She shrugged, acknowledging the futility of trying explain.

Explanations would probably involve her even magemy than she
was already, and she sighed again, resignedly. Won't mind

staying with Zia Lis-etta for a while, will you deng, while | go out

for a drive?'



'‘With Zio Paolo?' He reached up and put his haritens. 'Where are
you going, Zia Temp- esta?' He had been told toesdcher as aunt,
but the Italian version sounded so much prettieat tbhe had
encouraged him to use that instead.

‘We're going to Pompeii. Have you ever been there?'

She half hoped he would ask to come too, for shaeldvoave been
happier with Gino along, despite Paolo's dislikéhafidea, but Gino
shrugged his shoulders with Latin disregard fotdms 'It is only old

stones,' he told her scornfully. "The tourist gibese. | do not want to

go.'

She smiled at his scorn and bent to kiss the tdpsohead lightly.
‘Then you will not mind staying with Zia Lisetta Ml go, will you?'

He shook his head, his huge dark eyes looking ingraas wisely as
an old man. 'And | will not tell Zio Alexei whereoy have gone,' he
promised gravely.

'‘Gino!" She looked at him appalled at the suggestiointrigue, but
Gino seemed quite unperturbed.

‘You go," he urged her solemnly, but with a belyghigt in his eyes. 'l
do not mind. You will have fun, no?'

Storm opened her mouth to protest again, but tesmed little point
in the face of that mischievous look, she was detehefore she
began.

Instead she bent and kissed him again on his fatehe

‘You're far too much like your Uncle Paolo," sh&lthim firmly.
Xiao, Gino!"



Storm made no secret of the fact that she enjogetylwith Paolo,

and she told herself that Alexei had no real caosmmplain in the
circumstances. It was not as if theirs was an argimarriage, or that
Alexei ever showed any inclination to take heranywhere. He was
not a man who enjoyed the social life, but prefénie give all his

time and energy to the affairs of the companiesahe

Paolo, on the other hand, gave only as much tinhe ags obliged to
to the companies, and as much time as possiblejogirg himself.
In the circumstances, Storm felt, Alexei was veryiént with him.

He obviously would have preferred to drive to omeéhe charming
little resorts along the coast and swim, or juselan the beach, but
Storm had insisted on going to Pompeii, and he imided
eventually with one of those all-embracing shri&jse somehow felt
that a trip of that sort would appear less reprsidam to Alexei than
merely lazing on a beach somewhere.

The drive out to the ruined city made the journestlworthwhile

without any other inducement, and she enjoyed memsely. It was
the same motorway that passed the villa and aldmghathey had
travelled to Naples, but this time they had turttezl other way and
come further south, turning off when they got netreir destination.

Paolo always drove as if there was some emergdribg ather end
of the journey, and this time Storm did not hesitatask him to drive
more slowly. To give her time to appreciate theatiteking views
that the journey offered.

'It's so beautiful,’ she told him. 1 want to beeatd appreciate it,
Paolo.'

Obligingly he reduced speed, and pulled a faceeatdver one
shoulder. 'Sisignora! Your word is my command! Is that not the
phrasecara mia?'



It is," Storm agreed. 'But | doubt very much's true in this case!

'Oh, come bellissima have | not slowed down so much that | ar
almost standing still, so that you may see the trgside?’

'‘Don't you want to see it too?' she asked, laughatrigs exaggerated
claim. 'It's very lovely, and I'm sure no one egets blase about such
scenery.'

'It is very beautiful,” Paolo agreed with a smi#end so are you,
carissima.You go together, you and this beautiful country.'

'l hope so." Somehow his words made her feel wjgttilddenly, and
she looked at the wonderful country around thenshug Alexei
could have found the time to show it to her.

At times they seemed almost to be hovering on dogeeof the cliffs
above the deep, sparkling blue Mediterranean, avitarpet of trees
and vines between. On the other side were thetai#ei acres and
acres of citrus groves and the many other crogshislush, fertile
land produced.

The neat compact orange trees with their waxy amgrént blooms
and golden fruits, and the un- tidier, more stradginons with their
purple blossom and green fruit. The groves filled &ir with their
scent as well as providing a colourful picture urttie paler blue sky
of the dying year and Storm found it all endlessijoyable.

A woman, watching her man at work under the twiggy trunks of

olive trees, raised her head from the knitting tladorbed her and
crinkled her weathered brown face into a toothéssge when Storm

waved a hand at them. It was a refreshing, carefdeeand she felt
grateful to Paolo for suggesting it, turning to lemat him and

catching his eye.

‘Cara?' He smiled enquiringly, and Storm shook her head.



'I'm just very—happy,' she told him, laughing spftWwhy should |
be anything else?’

'‘Why should youpo' gugina?'

She looked at him curiously. 'That's a new namenfer’ she said.
‘What doeghat one mean? Or shouldn't | ask?'

Paolo's shoulders shrugged carelessly. 'Why shauldhot,cara? It
Is only little cousin.’

'Oh, | see. Yes, | suppose | am your cousin noan'al?’

'Since Alexei married you, | suppose you are,'dreed. 'Although |
wish he had left you freeara mia,or else would make a proper wife
of you. This - way you are a temptation just outezch, and yet not
fully appreciated by anyone.'

'‘Paolo, please!

She did not want to discuss her relationship wikxai, especially at
this moment, when she was feeling so delightfutinthearted. The
ride had brought colour to her cheeks and a bsegimte to her green
eyes and she looked quite beautiful, especialBetolo's appreciative
eyes. 'lt is such a wastgrissimal!’

'It's my concern—and Alexei's," she told him quietly. 'Nplease
don't let's talk about anything, Paolo. | wantigog my ride.’

'‘And talking about Alexei would spoil it for you?'

She looked at him for a moment, at the good- logkirofile and the
long lashes that swept down to half conceal his ayaking shadows
on the golden brown face. He was very good-lookamgl very
attractive and she sometimes wondered if she caliidieeply in
love with him, but then there was always Alexeiex¢i had married



her and behaved as if he was still her employer-eRa@haved £s a
newly acquired husband could be expected to beHawewould
never have married her, she felt sure. It was &usorg situation one
way and another, and she sometimes wondered hewoutd all
eventually evolve, Pompeii, when they eventuallyvad, proved
just as interesting as she had expected, and shthaakful to find it
fairly free of visitors, thanks to the latenessha time of year. There
were visitors, but not the endless crowds that swdrthrough the
ancient city during the height of summer.

There seemed such a sense of occasion about segliace that had,
until now, been no more than something she hadakadt at school.
Tall fluted columns, the remnants of beautifulaglland temples, rose
up into the clear sky, looking surprisingly new apding some idea
of how impressive the living city must have been.

Avenues, rediscovered from the all-enveloping dofstenturies,
where wealthy families one lived, their well-wooutes now trodden
by thousands of foreign feet and laid out in the@lealing sun.

She discovered the temple of the god Apollo and wesediately

attracted by the huge bronze statue of him thadstm a stone block
amid the steps and fluted columns that had once tased to his
glory. It was a wonderful piece of work, with thedypoised for

flight, his hands extended as if they had once tiddow and golden
arrow with which he slew the monster, Python.

There was such a sense of life about the statah,@erfection in its
craftsmanship that she felt herself compelled smdtbefore it in
admiration as one of those ancient worshippers niigire done.

Paolo waited for her, none too patiently, leaniggiast some nearby
steps and not nearly as enthralled as she wassbgunioundings.
‘Storm!’



His voice recalled her, and she abandoned her dagdreluctantly.
'Have | been here too long?' she asked, smilihgsampatience, and
he laughed softly, coming across to put an armadwer shoulders.

*You have been admiring Apollo for long enougara mia,l shall be
envious if you give him any more of your time.'

Tm sorry.'
‘That | shall be envious of him?"

She shook her head, pushing back the tawny ham frer flushed
face and laughing. 'No, that | kept you waiting.u¥@ been very
patient.' She glanced at the small gold watch onvnist and frowned
anxiously. 'The time's gone so quickly, | think dveetter go back,
Paolo.'

You think yourhusbandwill miss you?'

He sounded very scornful of the likelihood of thaing so and Storm
felt her cheeks colour furiously. She did not krfowncertain whether
or not Alexei would mind her being with Paolo, lslte was quite
sure he would be angry about Paolo taking leava ffee works to

take her out and she would have liked to be babtdrédne returned
and found them still missing. Also she did not likdrear Paolo make
such obviously scathing remarks about his cousin.

'l think he probably will miss me,' she said qujetl

'‘As he misses any of his property that is missimgd while,' he
declared, and Storm clenched her hands, her egglsisg angrily.

‘Paolo, you have no right to talk like that!'

Paolo, however, was in no mood to be tactful ansl dhark,
good-looking face betrayed a jealousy she had reme before, and



which startled her in its vehemence. 'l have nbtagbout anything,'
he said harshly. 'l am thmovre cugino-the poor relation! | have no
rights, no property, no—OMMadre di Did Sometimes | could hate
Alexei!

'‘Paolo! Please don't—don't say that!" Storm pwradion his arm and
looked up at him anxiously. She had never befoem $#8m express
such resentment, and she wondered what had sudgiealy rise to

such passion.

For a moment he said nothing, but gazed at hatence with those
warm, dark eyes that were so like Gino's, then beea closer and
put an arm right round her waist, hugging her cliasbim, his lips
pressed to her neck. 'l am sorcgrissimd he whispered, then drew
back and looked at her with a comically rueful fdcam anticipating
what Alexei will say when | see him again,' he thigt.*1 know |
shall be—how is it you say?'

'For the high jump?' Storm suggested quietly, augjhed when he
pulled another face.

'Si, si! Alexei will put me to the high jump as he doeslosses, and
| shall have to jump todyella mia,or he will crack the whip as he
does at them?!

She remembered her own first estimation of Alekww she had
visualised him as a crabby old man who crackedwhe and
expected everyone to jump. She had been wrongeifiirgt part of
her estimation, but not, it seemed, in the second.

'Poor Paolo!"

She could do nothing about the laughter that glimeher eyes for
his outrageous self-pity, and he tightened his lomicher suddenly,
pulling her round into his arms. They were in aefjworner, away
from the scattered crowd of visitors, but she was at all happy



about the situation, and put her hands to his dbasy to ward him
off, for his intention was obvious.

‘You are cruel,’ he accused, in a softly husky edi@at betrayed his
intent as clearly as his actions did. Tike all k#alwomen you are
cruel,carissima.You laugh at my fate, you find it amusing that you
husband will presently--' A great sigh vibratedotigh her as well,
and he drew her even closer, despite her attengdopohim.

'Paolo!’

He kissed her softly and lingeringlfdrissima,'he whispered, and
Storm closed her eyes slowly.

It was something she should not allow, she knewdhdae well, but

there was something irresistible about Paolo alwagd she could
feel a persistent little pulse tapping away attbemple, telling her she
was enjoying being kissed by Paolo again, marriechan or not.

'Please don't, Paolo!

She regained breath enough at last to push him,aweayhe stayed
close enough to be disturbing, his arms still hajdner close. 'Oh,
cara, who is to know?' He kissed her again besidedieear, moving
aside the tawny hair, his fingers gently caresamga@nst her skin.

‘No, Paolo, please!

She put her hands to his chest again and pushedalgainst the

strength of his arms, and as she turned her heabid another kiss
she stared, her lips parted, her eyes huge wigrisar Paolo, his eyes
on her face, frowned curiously at her.

'Storm? What is it?'



Then he too turned his head and a second latgrestdpack hastily.
There was no mistaking the tall striding figurdight grey trousers
and a white shirt, his hands swinging loosely atdmles as he came
towards them. There was an air of menace abouteARa@mMano that
lent grimness to those bronzed, chiselled featamessent a shiver of
apprehension through Storm's body.

Even from yards away she could see that thosebice- eyes had
never been icier, and she wondered which one af thias the target
for most of his anger. Neither of them said a wbrd,waited for the
striding figure to reach them and Storm could fesl heart thudding
away heavily at her ribs.

It was the first time she had ever felt this sterggmost elated sense
of anticipation, and she told herself it was feanthat would happen
to Paolo, but somewhere in her brain something keptnding her
that this figure of vengeance striding towards tiveas her husband.
It was a curiously exciting sensation to realissoisuddenly.

He came to a halt immediately in front of Paolmdgng Storm

completely for the moment, so that she instincyivakepped back.
His voice was steel- edged, and much more harshgha had ever
heard it before.

‘You left to fetch some plans, | understand,’ hiel,sand Paolo
nodded. There was a faint hint of defiance in hikaeyes, but Storm
doubted if it would come to maturity.

'l forgot about them,' he said, as sulkily as GQimight have done. 'l
am sorry, Alexel.'

‘You preferred to drive around the countryside witly wife, it
seems, while Picerni waited for the plans.’

The claim to her as his wife had a chilling sousmt] offered no hint
of jealousy, certainly not of affection, and Stocould feel herself



almost literally shrinking. She wished the dustglgrd beneath her
feet would swallow her up into the same volcanilovadn as the city
it had once buried.

'‘Ma, Alexei, lei si e sbagliato--'

'‘My wife does not speak Italian.' The cold voicé @tross his words.
'Please speak in English.’

He meant to humiliate Paolo as much as possilfi@m of her, that
much was obvious, and Storm's senses-rebellee &itishness of it.
She stuck out her chin defiantly, well knowing thatwould dislike
her intervention, but determined on it just the sam

‘There's no need to make quite so much fuss ab@utrely,' she said
in a voice that she wished could have been momedind less liable
to shake and betray her feelings. 'lt was—it wadamit as much as
Paolo's that we came here, and I'm sorry if youbeen
Inconvenienced, Alexel, but please don't take itasuPaolo.’

For a second he did not move or speak, and sheexedd he was
going to ignore her still, although she could fée¢ anger that
emanated from him, and her hands were tremblirspaseld tightly
on to her handbag. Then he turned slowly and lodkseh at her, his
eyes as cold as ice, but at the same time blangglya

'l do not need to be informed that you were in patilame for this
expedition,' he said coldly. 'But | have also nalotowhatever that
Paolo was the instigator.' He looked at his coagiain, stern- faced
and unrelenting, his dark head held arrogantlyhabthe square chin
thrust aggressively. 'You will drive back to thens® and take the
plans to Picerni," he told him.

Instinctively Paolo glanced at Storm, and Alexeswa to the glance
in a moment. 'l will drive my wife back,' he said.



'I'd rather drive back with Paolo!"

She had no idea what on earth prompted her towsdyathing, and
for a moment both men stared at her in disbehefn tPaolo shook his
head slowly, his dark eyes appealing with her &nge her mind.

'You will drive with me!" Alexei said, and looked &is cousin.
‘Andare immediatamentBaolo,per favore!'

Paolo, after one last glance of resignation atrgtaurned and
walked off to where they had parked the car, amdwstched him go
with a certain feeling of guilt. It was true tha had persuaded her tc
come out with him, but if she had been more adanmanér refusal
this whole incident would never have happened, sivel fervently
wished it hadn't.

She did not look directly at Alexei, but only glaacup through her
lashes, not encouraged by the grim, angry lookiwf $till. Then,
without a word, he suddenly took her arm in a gfipron and took
her along beside him as he too headed for themgpace. His long
stride made it necessary for her to half run teokzece with him, and
she felt rather like a runaway child being broulghtk by an irate
parent.

'Stop it!" She stood her ground suddenly, altholuglalmost pulled
her over as he went on. His fingers eased sligittiher arm, but he
still held on to her and she knew it was useledsytand shake free.
'I—I can't keep up with you, Alexei, and | refuseoe hauled through
this place like a runaway slave!'

Fora moment she could have sworn that a glint musement
showed briefly in his eyes, but then he set histméiumly straight
and looked down at her icily. "You have used tiratle once before
about our relationship,' he told her quietly. 'Andight tell you,



fanciulla mia,that this is a time when | wish yaouldbe bought and
sold!

'Oh, if you want to get rid of me," Storm told hiashly, 'that's simple
enough! You just send me packing!

The dark, strong features did not change their esgon, but

something in his eyes did, and she shivered asah¢he change. He
held her gaze, and she could feel the heavy thgddirher heart

against her ribs, and that strange sense of elagam.

'‘Would you go?' he asked softly, but gave her me tio answer. He
started walking again, taking her along with hitth@ugh at a much
less hazardous pace. 'You are required to be SgRammano.
officially, tonight," he told her brusquely, and f@ moment Storm's
heart fluttered wildly until she realised she hadunderstood him.

'‘How ?' she asked breathlessly. 'l mean—I| meane@er

The ice-blue eyes looked down at her for a momangjeam of
speculation in their depths so that she hastilyeleda her own. 'Oh,
do not fear,' he said quietly. 'l simply requirauyto act as hostess to
an important business acquaintance.’

Oh! Oh, | see.’

'You have a suitable gown, | know," he went on,levBitorm tried to
still the sudden sense of panic that filled hethatidea. "You will
have time when we get back to change and makeglbpresentable
in time for his arrival, although you would haveshébetter prepared
if you had been at home when | arrived.’

'I'm sorry.’

He opened the car door and helped her in, his dargelled features
coming close as he bent to tuck her skirt in owzrkdmees. 'l trust you



will prove that by not doing such a thing agair 'daid quietly, and
Storm flushed with resentment.

'I'm sorry | inconvenienced you by not being theteen you arrived
home,' she told him, rashly uncaring. 'I'm not wdrwent out with

Paolo. | like going out and you--' She bit on hprhlastily when she
felt him slide into the driving seat alongside hbrs bare arm
brushing against hers, the vibrant warmth of himglthg against her
skin.

He started the engine, then turned his head akedbat her steadily.
You find me very much lacking as a husband,' lyggested, and she
did not answer. 'l imagined that you had your needblat direction
well taken care of by Paolo. You do not need amgiHfrom me,
amante.’

Storm would have argued, would have told him he wamg about
her feeling for Paolo, only he would have seendeang kissed in the
ruins of Apollo's temple, and drawn his own condas. She must,
she thought as an afterthought, ask Paolo aimantemeant.



CHAPTER EIGHT

PaoLo did not return to the villa until some time aftétorm and
Alexei got back. Storm was leaving her bathroonif, theessed, and
on her way back to her bedroom when she saw hich,chanced
Alexei making a sudden appearance to ask abouigter they were
expecting. Apart from saying that he was comingx&i had been
annoyingly uncommunicative about him.

'Sir Gerald Gordon," Paolo informed her. 'Very wm@aland very
English,carissima.'

'English?' She looked surprised at that. 'Alexdnditell me he was
English.’

'‘Perhaps he was hoping to surprise you.' Paoldsayas swept over
her slim figure covered by a pale blue robe tha fihensy enough to
reveal the contours under it without it being tzarent. "You look
very beautiful, carissima. That robe is— Mmm!" He kissed his
fingertips extravagantly, and Storm shook her hghohcing along at
Alexei's door as she spoke.

''d better go and dress,' she said. 'Before Alerenes looking for
me.'

Paolo's dark eyes glowed wickedly. 'If he seesigdhatroba, bella
mia, you will melt even his icy Russian hedvtadre di Dio,but he is
no Romano, that one!

‘Paolo, please!

'‘But he does not appreciate ydogllissima and - therefore he does
not deserve you!

'Please don't--'



A faint sound from further along the gallery maberh both glance
towards Alexei's bedroom door, but before his aoappeared Paolo
had slipped swiftly in the bathroom that Storm hast vacated.
Storm had some vain hope of hurrying along to vem coom and
slipping in without being seen while Alexei wassitgg his door, but
it was a very vain hope in the circumstances.

It was not customary for them to dress formallydmmer, but tonight
w’as a special occasion, and it was the first tin@n$thad seen
Alexei in a dinner jacket. The expensively tailoretlite mohair
jacket fitted his lean frame perfectly and each eme&nt he made
revealed the smooth ripple of muscle in his arntssoulders.

There was a hint of frilled shirt cuff showing aich wrist, saved
from effeminacy by the strong brown hands, andithigeness Of the
shirt and jacket gave his dark head and bronzedrEsaan almost
primitive arrogance that set the blood tinglindner veins at the sight
of him. And for the second, time that day she relatherself that
this man was her husband.

It was evident from the way he looked at her ttetppreciated the
flimsy revelation of the blue robe, although whethenelted his icy
Russian heart, as Paolo had said it would, wastalelea

The blue eyes made a swift, calculated appraishéofrom head to
foot, and then regarded her steadily for a moniEmere was still a
hint of that cold anger she had seen on theirexaghcounter, but the
worst of it had vanished, apparently, and she tbdrieaven for it.

"You will have to hurry if you are to be ready ioagl time!'

Storm looked at him, feeling a little guilty, esgdly when she
thought of Paolo disappearing into her bathroomnd, sime fervently
hoped Alexei had not seen him go in. She noddedjidunot venture
to smile. 'l know | have to hurry." She hesitatedd her hesitation



sent a dark brow upwards in query. 'Alexei, I—I wered if you'd
mind my not wearing the green dress after all.’

He had especially asked her to wear a particulamgonostly, she
suspected, because it was very grand and luxutiowas a beautiful
and very expensive gown of deep jade green sliggiar and it gave
her a feeling of almost sensual pleasure to feaiooth shiny folds
around her. The problem was that it had a zip festéhe whole
length of its back seam. It would be hopeless fer to try and
struggle with it herself, and the one and only nalidcated to such
duties was already busy with Signora Veroneselaa@bntessa, and
likely to be for some time yet.

'‘May | ask why you do not want to wear it?' he aske

It isn't that | don't want to wear it,’ Storm exipled, hoping this
wasn't a prelude to an argument. 'But Clementesy lvith Signora
Veronese and the Contessa, arid | can't reachpla the back of the
green dress to fasten it myself. | thought thatnbre--'

'| prefer that you wear the green one!'

So, Storm thought, he was going to be stubborn taiboand she
looked at him reproachfully, disappointed that reuld not unbend
sufficiently to be reasonable. 'Then you'll havdagive me if I'm
late," she told him. 'I'll have to wait for Clemertb come and help
me.'

‘There is no need—I will help you.'

She stared at him for a moment unbelievingly, hélsgs racing
furiously at the prospect of having him do anythaggpersonal and
intimate as helping her to dress. "You—you will?'

A small frown of impatience drew his dark browsdtger. 'lamyour
husband,' he reminded her shortly.



'Oh yes, yes, of course!’
‘You find it easy to forget that, hmm?"

Storm sighed inwardly, guessing that she wouldb®tllowed to

forget that visit to Pompeii in a hurry. Alexei wdumake sure of
that. 'No, | don't find it easy at all,' she dengegetly, determined not
to be provoked. 'And if I'm to be ready in timenustgo and finish

dressing. If you'll excuse me.'

'l have said | will help you with your gown.'

She hesitated, her cheeks flushed, uncertain qugtshe felt, except
that she was surprised to find eager acceptancongst in her mind
at the moment. 'l don't—I mean, you don't havedihér, Alexei.'

He regarded her steadily. "You would prefer thgetl Paolo to help
you, perhaps?' he asked softly, and Storm staredhiat
open-mouthed for a moment, then held the frilledknef the robe
close under her chin and swept past him into hemraShe spun
round swiftly a second later when she heard the dose and found
him standing just inside, those glittering bluesgbhallenging her to
deny his right to be there.

"You must hurry," he told her quietly. 'There ig mery much time
before our guest arrives.’

'He's English.’

She realised as she spoke that she made it sdkndriaccusation,
and she thought she saw the corners of his widehreaul in ironic
amusement. 'You do not sound very pleased abouinges fellow
countryman.'

‘You didn't tell me he was English.'



‘No, | did not.'

'‘Even though you must have known | would be glage® someone
from my own country.'

The cool blue eyes regarded her steadily for a méraad she could
not have sworn just what was going on behind thatddic-looking
mask. 'l did not think a business acquaintanceinémwould interest
you to that extent.’

'‘Oh!’

He was obviously thinking deeply about some-thimgd she
watched him surreptitiously from the shadow of Heshes,
wondering what was on his mind. 1 want you to usi@erd, Storm,’
he said at last, slowly and as if he consideredyewerd before he
said it. '‘As far as Sir Gerald Gordon is conceritetbuld be very
useful that | have an English wife.’

'Oh, | see." She met his eyes for a moment or tnd fastily

smothered the bitter feeling of resentment sheatdhe idea of being
used to further his business interests. 'Well,dlad I'm useful for
something in your estimation!'

She had not meant it to sound quite so bitter,shiedsaw a brief hint
of surprise in his eyes before he frowned. 'Pleaseot be sarcastic,
Storm, it is not becoming, and quite uncalled for.'

'l think I--'

'l hope, for this evening at least, that you camember you are
married to me and not to Paolo. It will create #dye@mpression if
you do.'

Storm felt the colour flooding into her cheeks at curled her
'hands into tight little fists at her sides. He Isadtl very little on the



way home about finding her with Paolo, but it lodkes if he now
intended making up for it. Despite the unlikelihooflit, she had
nurtured a little spark of hope that part of hisn@ayance was
prompted by jealousy; now it seemed it was striédgr for the
Impression it would make on a business acquaintance

"You have no call to talk to me like that, Alexshe told him shakily.
'It's unfair and quite without foundation to sugp®e as you do.'

He looked down at her coolly, it seemed, althougimesthing in his
manner set her own pulses pounding crazily, as anticipation. 'In
view of the situation in which | found you only ary short time ago,
| think | have every right to talk to you like thidte told her shortly. ‘It
was fortunate that my aunt was able to tell me wih@find you, for it
would have made a very unfortunate impression wporguest had
you arrived home late for dinner, looking as if yaere returning
from a rendezvous with £ lover, and in the compafnyy cousin.'

'‘Oh—oh, you—you—I don'tare what impression | make on your
precious guest! | don't care whahy one thinks—or—or if—oh,
you—you--' Words tumbled over one another, buetamiserably to
make any sort of sense, and her green eyes blahau &uriously.

'‘Well, it matters to me!' The cold voice cut acrbsstirade. 'And you
will behave like a reasonable adult in front of gyest, no matter
what childish tantrums you indulge in in your bearo'

"You—you—monster!'

Her breathing was wild and erratic and she steppe#l hastily when
he came across the room towards her. 'As you pléessaid quietly,
and his hands reached out for the tie at the nétleorobe. 'Now
please do not waste any more time, Storm. It isngelate and | want
you downstairs ready to meet Sir Gerald when heest



Storm felt dismayingly close to tears, but she d@ade the futility of

further argument with him. He was bound to be tlwtoy, for she

could not deny that she had been in a compromemagigh position
to anger any husband, and he had seen her wittnnigyes. To have
found her like that would have been a blow to midgpand he would
not be quick to forgive.

'l can help myself, thank you!" She knocked awayttands, refusing
to have him help her, at least at this stage. ©be parted and she
had it half-way down her arms when she paused,esugd@onscious

of the little she wore under it. "You--'

'Si, abrighi! he ordered curtly, and the robe was pulled foydi@m
her arms and thrown carelessly across the beg. $8&king excuses,
Storm, and get dressed, or | shall lose all patiemth you!*

She would have argued that he had done so alrdadythe

tissue-fine silk slip she wore clung closely to toatours of her body
and exposed a smooth expanse of pale gold skineatheaviow-cut

lacy top, and she felt suddenly very vulnerablehwiittose icy blue
eyes on her.

She, turned hastily and reached for the jade giezss he wanted her
to wear. It slipped easily over her head and sldéhsir arms into the

brief sleeves, then reached behind her with batll&ian arc* attempt

to close that elusive zip. In a moment, howevegxal was round

behind her, brushing her hands impatiently aside.

'l am here to help you,' he reminded her. 'Must jeuwso difficult,
Storm?’

Tm not being difficult, I--' She swung round, ha#ay to facing him,
but he gripped her upper arms roughly and turnedbaek again.



'l promise you that if | lose my temper you will sery, very sorry,'
he warned. 'Now please make some attempt to catgpeam trying
to help you!

‘Thank you!'

She sounded meek and very quiet, in direct contmase chaos that
was going on inside her. She could feel the waifnatim his body on
the nakedness of her back as he stood close béleindand his
fingers touching her skin was like a touch of fihestinctively she
closed her eyes on the wild, incredible longings ths touch aroused
in her, banishing everything else from her mind.

‘Keep still"

Inadvertently she had swayed slightly, and the deéped command
made her stiffen hastily, reminding her that he wagatient with

her, anxious for her to be ready to welcome hisoirtgnt guest.
Nothing would be further from his mind than thesetfhe was having
on her.

'I'm—I'm sorry, Alexel.'

‘You are a capricious and perplexing woman," heisex. 'And | do
not begin to understand you!'

'‘Have you tried?' Her voice had an oddly husky so@amd she felt
him pause in his task.

'l have tried," he said quietly. His long browngfars slid softly along
the length of her spine as the zip closed togetmat,she shivered.
‘Are you cold?' he asked.

'No, no, of course not!"



Her hands were curled tightly and the pulse atteeple almost
blinded her with its throbbing, but she did not mpenly stood there,
close to the strong warmth of him and almost prgugiloud for him to
put his arms around her. She wanted that to happare than
anything else in the world at the moment.

'You look very beautiful.' He spoke softly and 8iagly close to her
ear, so that his breath stirred the tendrils of baiher neck, and her
heart responded so violently that her head swamitvithen he bent
his head and pressed his lips lightly to the skit ®f her neck,
moving aside the tawny gold hair with caressingdirs, his dark
head brushing softly against her face.

‘Alexei!" She whispered his name, wanting him towrhow she felt,
but half afraid he would find her wild emotionsubgect for scorn.

'Si, amante.He too spoke softly, and his arms slid aroundatdéaist,
turning her slowly within their .circle until shedked up into the
strong, carved bronze face with its light eyes. Effeat no longer
looked cold and icy but darker with some deep pasiat made her
shiver with anticipation. He had never spoken to $@ often in
Italian as he had today, and she told herself#agood omen, a sign
that he no longer considered her a stranger.

'I—I wish |--'

She shook her head, too unsure of herself anchotdntell him how

she felt and how sorry she was that she had gdmatbfPaolo as she
had, and he smiled. That rare and gentle smilestifedned the stern
lines of his face and made him look so much mopr@gchable and
less overpowering. She had seen him smile at Gdadhat, and once
or twice at Lisetta, but never before at her, dra@dffect of it was
breathtaking.



He held her close and studied her for a long momhtthose light
blue eyes’Amante mia'he said softly. He pulled her closer, until he
body was crushed against his own muscular stresgthshe could
feel the tense, exciting warmth of him through th@r gown, and the
steady, strong beat of his heart, faster than nipumaer the spread
of her fingers.

‘Alexei!

She whispered his name, with his mouth touchings,hbis lips

brushing lightly, teasingly against hers until stented to cry out to
him. Her whole being ached for his lean, hard btwdpossess her
completely, for the strong brown hands to caregsplassionately,
urgent with the same consuming desires that bumbdr.

He made a sound that was almost a moan, a softdntdable sound,
and her head was forced back as his mouth becaddersly more
hard and dominant, possessed of a fierce hungemsiept Storm
along on a tide of elation and excitement she caowdt hope to
control.

'‘Carissima! Po' amante miaSoft Italian words, whispered agains
her ear as he lifted her into his arms and catredacross to the bed,
his voice deep and husky with a passion barelyatoad.

He turned swiftly, his eyes glittering, when a dafbcking sounded
at the bedroom door, and he laid her gently dowhlaoked at her
curiously, bringing his mind back to immediate tisrwith a shake of
his dark head.

Storm sat there on the edge of the lace-trimmed hedlips parted,
hating whoever it was that had disturbed them arthntensity that
frightened her. 'lt—it could be Clemente,' she whred, but Alexei
was frowning, almost as if he suspected who wabewther side of
the door.



'Storm! Carissimal’

The voice was scarcely above a whisper, obviousiyriy to remain
unheard except to her, but there was no mistakingvhom it
belonged, and Storm closed her eyes on the aggnisiny of it.
Paolo had never before ventured to come to her raachhe had to
choose this moment to come knocking and whispeainiger door.
Who could help but suspect an intrigue, a preasdngpeeting?
Certainly not Alexei, not after the scene he hathessed earlier at
Pompeii, and her heart sank coldly into a void apid¢iessness.

She knew, even before she looked at him, what shddiasee on
Alexei's face, and she could have cried aloud athi#rshness, the
stark fury, she saw there. He looked down at hed faom the
expression in those cold eyes, she knew he wasstegpimself for
succumbing to a moment of weakness, as much adohdner
deception, as he saw it.

'It seems | have been made a fool of,' he saidaoidhard voice. 'l
congratulate yousignora. It is not easy to make a fool of Alexei
Romano.’

'‘Alexel, |--'

But he was in no mood to listen and brushed asateattempt to

explain with one disdainful hand. The tenderndss,gassion of a
few moments before had been wiped out as if theyneaer existed.
'l hope you do not find my presence in your bedreoonmuch of an
embarrassment.' He turned on his heel and stratie toor, flinging

it wide.

‘Alexei!" - Her cry followed him and reached Paoleho stood
beyond in the gallery, staring at his cousin irbdlgf.



‘Madre di Dio!' he breathed piously, realising his blunder, botist
ignored him, her eyes following Alexei, dark withhappiness and
bright with unshed tears.

He turned in the doorway, his arrogant dark headkigp contrast to
the white wall behind him. 'l hope you are as adapplaying
charades when you meet our guest,' he said cadglgring Paolo as
if he did not exist. 'l would prefer to have Sirr@ld convinced that
our marriage is at leastnormally tolerable. If tisahot imposing too
much upon you.'

'‘Oh, Alexei, please don't!' She was almost in teard her eyes
looked huge and shinily green in the yellow ligltni the overhead
lamps, but he remained unmoved.

'l shall expect you downstairs in tealottoin five minutes' time,' he
said shortly, and turned and strode off along trpeted gallery.

There was a heavy, meaningful silence for seveamhemts after he
had gone, and Storm thought she had never infedielt so utterly
lost and helpless. No matter if Alexei had beeipared to forget her
previous indiscretion in those few wonderful mirsjigst now, there
was little likelihood of his ever doing so agaimdashe had only
herself and Paolo to blame.

'‘Oh, cara mig | am so sorry!" Paolo's dark eyes looked unbabéy
contrite, and it was very difficult to become rgadingry with him,
especially when her own eyes were brimming withstea

‘How could you, Paolo? How could you come to mynmndidke that?
You've never, ever done it before, why now?'

‘Cara, | did not know, howcouldl know, that Alexei, was with you?
He too has never been to your bedroom before, BasNot since
your marriage?'



Storm shook her head miserably. 'lt was the firsief and—oh,
Paolo, what am | going to do?'

His shrug was instinctive rather than uncaring, hadeached out
and brushed away a tear from her cheek with ongegmger. "There
IS no time for you to do anything at the momepigcola' he
reminded her softly. "You have to hide your tea lae downstairs in
less than three minutes. We will straighten it @lit when our
important visitor is gone, no?'

Storm looked at her wristwatch through a blur @fr$éeand nodded.
'l—I suppose so,' she said huskily. 'l—I don't knbwcan, Paolo.'

'Oh, Storm!Graziosa miayou look so sad!" He leaned across ar
kissed her lightly on her forehead. 'Does Alexaiger mean so
much to you?' It was quite the wrong thing to h&aed in the
circumstances and the tears flowed anew down hey fears she was
unable to check, and Paolo pulled her to him, hee fagainst his
shoulder, rubbing one hand soothingly over her lbiwead. 'Oh,
cara mig please don't cry so! Shall | tell them that yavér a bad
headache and cannot come down to dinner?'

'‘Oh no, no!" She pushed away from him, brushingradracross her
eyes. '| must go down! Alexei will never forgive mé don't!

Sir Gerald Gordon proved to be both charming amdufiaus, and in
this instance Storm was very glad not to have tkenmauch effort to
entertain him. For one thing he seemed quite d&aylwith the
company of the Contessa, and also he was somethangtory-teller
and seemed to have an endless repertoire of amescddéer own
rather unhappy silence, she thought, went unnaqtiesdept by
Alexel.



From time to time she tried to catch his eye doanlength of the
table, but each time he avoided looking at her, sinel found it
increasingly difficult to maintain her appearandecalm when he
was so persistently cool and hostile. Dinner seentedjo on
endlessly and all the time she was afraid she wonjidsooner or
later, and stand even less chance of seeing Alebagit.

It was towards the end of the meal that Sir Geladited at Storm
with a smile of polite enquiry. 'Will you be vigify the old country
with your husband when he comes to see us nexthm@nmgnora
Romano?' he asked, and Storm blinked for a momeranfusion.

Alexei had said nothing to her about going to Endland she was
very uncertain how she should answer, but the \d&§ of visiting
her old home again in the near future gave hentsg@rsudden lift,
and she looked down the length of the table at dilewth wide,
hopeful eyes.

'I—I'm not sure, Sir Gerald,' she said. 'Alexei--'

'l think not, Sir Gerald." Alexei's deep, quiet amicut across her
guestion. '‘My wife has to stay and look after myryg nephew. He is
my ward, you will remember, and not really old eglodo be taken
on what is after all purely a business trip. | Ebal in England no
more than two days at most, and it is scarcely hvall the
disturbance it would cause.’

Storm felt as if he had dealt her a physical blang she could only
stare at him in blank dismay for several second®rbehastily

looking down again. There was no limit, it seentedAlexei's thirst

for revenge, and she fought wildly with the suddehing desire to
get up from the table and run out of the room, rdigas of the
impression it made on their guest.



'‘Ah yes, of course,” Sir Gerald murmured politebhviously
Impressed by his host's single-mindedness. 'Pleasud business
don't mix, eh, Romano? And a wife is happiest in &v&n home!
Well, the old ways have a lot to recommend theragtet the passing
of some of those old ideals, | can tell you, myrdseap!

Storm could feel the curious eyes of the Contessaeay, but she
dared not look up at her or she knew she would heeakened
beyond control. Later, she knew, the Contessa wasKkder all about
it. Why Alexei had been so deliberately callous] ahe would have
to try and find the words to explain.

'Old-fashioned standards have very little meaniogy,hAlexei said.
'‘Even to wives.' He looked directly down the tabteStorm, an icy
glint in his eyes telling her that the jibe wasimded for her. She had
never before seen him so deliberately cruel and feliad it
incredibly hard to bear.

Sir Gerald shook his grey head in regret. 'Weth, Very glad to see
such a complete and happy family circle in your Bpmy dear
Romano. I'm always impressed by a happy family aphere; it tells
me a lot about a man if his home life is in goodeor

Such a glaring misconception was almost too muctsStorm, and
she held her two hands tightly together for a mdmieying to still

their trembling. Somehow, soon, she must get anay this coolly
polite atmosphere and give way to her own pentegtirfigs, or she
would burst.

But it was only when they got up from the table ther chance came.
Alexei and Paolo apparently had some businessstusié with their
guest, and they went off to the study togetheryitenthe three
women alone. The Contessa and Signora Veronesedweamistairs
to the big drawing-room with Storm, but she wasormood for



small-talk, and she saw Alexei's absence as herceht escape at
last.

'If you'll excuse me,' she said, 'I'll just go as®k if Gino's settled
down to sleep.'

Signora Veronese might possibly have been foolduEbexcuse, but
the Contessa certainly was not, and she turnedasdayes on her,
gently concerned for her obvious unhappiness.rigtoara, what is
wrong?'

Had they been alone, Storm would not have hesitatebnfide in
her, but the cold, malicious presence of Signoreokhese deterred
her, and she merely shook her head, feeling tleatlof tears again,
prickling at the back of her eyes and choking lmeodt. She had
never, she felt certain, ever been so abjectlynaitde in her life.

'Is it not obvious what is wrong, Lisetta?' Signdieronese asked in
her harsh voice, before Storm could find the wadodanswer. 'To be
discovered by one's husband in the act of sedwainther man must
surely be disturbing to even the most brazen, ajhd for one can
find little pity in my heart for such a woman!

'‘Nome di Dio Sofia! You would not find it in your hard heartpay a
starving child!" The Contessa's defence was swift Berce, and
Storm felt grateful to her for her unflinching sapp but she still
desired nothing more than the chance to flee t@mvarroom.

Lisetta Berenetti, however, having taken up cudgelsher behalf,
was not yet ready to relinquish the fight, and tark eyes blazed
below the brightness of her red hair. 'As for ypuezioso—your
bambine—huh! He is the seducer, Sofia Veronese, and wali y
know it! He has the eye of the Romanos, that one!

'SilenzioV Signora Veronese's harsh features were twistem ant
caricature of themselves with the violent emotitmet tore at her,



and her voice was barely above a whisper. 'You ttaspeak so of
my Paolo when you are no better than a--'

'‘Basta,Sofia, per favore,the Contessa told her quietly, although he
dark eyes shone with anger. 'Do not say sometlongwill be sorry
for!'

'Oh, please,' Storm begged, her voice choking mtlmat as she
listened to the bitterness between the two womni@an't quarrel
because of me! Please don't!'

Signora Veronese's black eyes switched to herpshidh malice,
narrowed and burning with a hatred that Storm caubd fully

understand. 'Alexei should never have married eigorwoman—a
domesticd The harsh voice spat scorn at Storm's originaltpn in

the household as she saw it.

‘Signora Veronese, |—I know you dislike me--' Stdragan, but was
given no chance to complete the sentence beforédnsh voice cut
her short again, thick with venom.

'l despise yousignora! You are no fit wife for a Romano and Alexei
| think, is at last beginning to see what a foolHas been. Now
perhaps he will annul this ridiculous mockery aoharriage and send
you away before the name of Romano is further disgpt by having
English blood too passed on to its descendants!

'So!' The Contessa's tight little smile understaoldst, and Storm too
saw a glimmer of light. The reason why Signora Viese hated her
so much. 'You hated poor gloomy Natasha, did yoy Bofia?
Because she brought Russian blood to your pre¢amsanos, and
now you fear that Alexei's sons will shame you Hartby being
partly English!" -

Signora Veronese's sharp chin angled defiantlyeiies glittering as
much hatred for the woman who faced her as foabisent Natasha



Romano. 'The Romanos," she declared coldly, ‘wepgoad old
Italian family, and will be so again!

'‘When you have your Paolo safely installsig Sofia?' the Contessa
asked softly. 'Oh, | can see slearly now what it is you want. Benito
did not marry, so his poor little Gino is not a Raro, and while
Alexei had no wife Paolo was safe as the heir tohakt Luigi and
Alexei have built here!'

It was obvious that the Contessa's estimate ofitii@tion was an
accurate one, and also that the Signora resentattdtly, for her

black eyes looked from Storm to the Contessa wailiing, virulent

hatred that made Storm shiver.

'‘Paolo has aright to it all,' she said coldly, &actely. 'He is the only
real Romano left! He has no foreign blood, nor willrharry beneath
his station for the sake of some stupid servalisdgionour!' Her gaze
raked scornfully over Storm from top to toe. 'Butave faith in the
sense of duty of the Romanos, even in Alexel. Hg Inaave married a
domesticaput he will not disgrace his name by letting heaibhis

sons, | would swear to it!'

'Oh, please, please!" Storm put her hands to gy leer faced flushed
and crumpled with threatening tears, shaking had &lently from
side to side. 'Paolo cdraveit all! | don't care! You're rightsignora,
there'll be no sons, not mine and Alexei's, not n@aolo made sure
of that!" Sheheld her hands together in front afihe tight ball, her
body shaken with sobs. 'l—I'm going away, as far @ get, from
you, from Paolo, from—from Alexei! | never wantdee any of you
again. Never, never, never!'

She did not stop to heed the Contessa's entresimis, outstretched
to her, nor to see the gloating satisfaction im8ig Veronese's black
eyes, but ran from the room and on up the marbiessto the long

gallery above, seeking the sanctuary of her owmr&he felt abused



and humiliated, obliged to face the fact that whatSignora said was
probably true.

Alexei would never treat her as a proper wife,awan for the sake of
carrying on his ancient name. He could do thatdypéing Gino, as
the Contessa had said he meant to do, and Girleast; was all
Italian. Even Signora Veronese could not contest th

It was instinctive that she went into Gino's roamstfwhen she got
upstairs, and she found him peacefully asleep. $mupback the
black hair genly from his forehead as he slept, @i softly to
herself while she decided her own future.

She would miss Gino, she would miss her life at\MHi@, no matter
how unsettled it had been at times, but most okla#f knew she
would miss Alexei. She had known in the first fewments of their
meeting that he was a man she would not easilyetplut she had
not for a moment anticipated becoming so closetglired with him.

Now she found it hard to visualise a life withoumnhbut she knew
that if she stayed on here she would be livingfoo#is paradise if she
hoped ever to see him as warm and passionate agia had been
for those few minutes tonight. Now that he was @oced of her

preference for Paolo, nothing would change his mirht facet of

his character had been one of the first thinggsbtegnised in him,

She walked into her own room and, without turningtbe light,
walked across to the window and pressed her foceteghe cool
window glass. He would most likely have their brielarriage
annulled; there was certainly no legal impedimerttis doing so.

She pressed her face harder to the shiny coolri¢ss window and
wept for something she had never really had, whikside the bright
moonlight shimmered on the smooth bay, and dowheargarden the



shading trees stood darkly wavering in the sofoWirat blew in from
the sea.

Bellabaia—beautiful bay, the .place she had thoagparadise on
earth only a few short months ago, and which skeslkpected to see
for only two short weeks, during a holiday. If oslye had not spoken
to a good-looking stranger and a little boy!



CHAPTER NINE

IT took Storm quite a few moments to persuade thegSea to ring
for a taxi for her, to take her to the airport, ahe& begged her not to
tell Alexei that she had gone until there was ng afkeeping it from
him. That way she had the idea that she could psrba well on the
way to England before he knew. Of course it wastrikaly, after
his treatment of her tonight, that he would noecahere she was, but
he might just feel sufficiently slighted at the adef being deserted to
follow and make her come back.

The Contessa had not pleaded with her, as shedibeldpected she
would. She had asked her, quietly, what had upsetdmuch before
dinner, and she explained as best she could, hat feteful
afternoon and evening had evolved. The Contessaksher head,
but said little, and Storm had the feeling thathataly she had seen
this parting as inevitable sooner or later.

She had kissed her gently on both cheeks and dhesttexi driver

Instructions to take her to the airport, and themegback into the villa
with scarcely a backward glance, leaving Stormirigefinally and

utterly deserted.

The drive in the taxi, along the moonlit road tops, reminded her
of when she had driven along there with Paolo, slrefelt the hot,
salty sting of tears again. The citrus groves,vgeetly scented, and
with their little straw roofs to protect them franclement weather.
The dark glow of the sea below the terraced clifi@as all so heart-
achingly familiar suddenly, and she knew she caaltstop herself
from crying again.

She would arrive at the airport looking forlorndavery much like
what she was—a runaway wife. Desperately, as thayimto the
airport approach, she sought in her handbag forer@kto disguise



the ravages wrought by tears, using the dim intéigat of the taxi to
do the repairs.

Her reflection in the handbag mirror appalled héer eyes looked

huge, and dismayingly red- rimmed, and her faceaggsale as death
with no trace of the hurriedly applied lipsticktleh her mouth. It was
hard to imagine that the ghostlike creature whrestat her from the
mirror was the same girl who only hours before badn delirious

with delight when her husband made love to her.

She had left the jade green dress on the bed, &nteraf her brief
happiness that she had had no room to bring withHher packing
had been done in haste and she would not have tadrapd spoiled
the gown for anything.

She faced the fact now, that she had so far avadsdtting, even to
herself. She loved Alexei in a way she had nevelamhed was
possible, and far too much to stay and be a makevieewife only.

She had loved him even before she agreed to mamnyfdr surely no
enlightened modern girl would have accepted suchaaiage on
such flimsy grounds if she had not been blindetidryown feelings.

It would have been enough to save her own reputatishe had

simply left the villa, there and then, and gonekb&cEngland, she
could see that quite clearly now. But she had whtdestay and she
had taken any opportunity offered, no matter what ¢onditions.

Alexei had probably meant to dispense with herinmet anyway,

when it suited his book.

She took a last look at herself and a great shudylsigh escaped her
as she closed the clasp of her handbag and loakeak the bright,
busy bustle of the airport. The taxi driver was lqaoly already
curious about her and the sound of her sigh prasnpien to turn
briefly and look at her over one shoulder.



'Signora?'
Storm shook her head. 'Nothing—I'm sorry.'
'Si, signora!'

She thought he was more than curious about heindnaad that brief
glimpse ,of her tear-stained face, and she wonddrstie would
have the nerve to mingle with the others in thevded terminal, but
at least in a crowd she would be less conspicuous.

The man accepted the generous tip she gave hinoaalkled his cap,
his dark eyes surreptitiously studying her whilgdwek her suitcases
from his taxi. He knew who she was, for she haddkar own name
among the Italian instructions that the Contesshdigen him, and

she was suspicious that his mind was working atdngous lines.

‘Thank you, | can manage now.'

He looked down at her two suitcases, the same sineebad brought
from England with herDue scatole, signora? Con permesso--

'‘No, no, please, | can manage! Thank you.' Sheanwa®us to be on
her way. To disappear into the faceless crowd entémminal; out
here she felt somehow vulnerable, and she pickdwupases, while
the driver shrugged resignedly and watched hempgdear into the
crowded and brightly lit building.

It must have been her pale face and red-rimmed, &tesm told
herself, that made the ticket clerk look at heoddly, and she wished
she could have done a better job of disguising siigas of her
distress. She did not mind how she got to Englahd,told him, as
long as it was on a plane that left very soonthheiclerk was shaking
his sleek black head regretfully.



'‘Mi spiace Signora Romano,' he said. 'There is nothing fove-t
hours.’

‘Two hours?' Storm stared at him in dismay, herthraaing in panic,
her anxiety to be away even more urgent when shegtit of Alexei
knowing she was gone long before two hours from.now

‘Mi spiace, signora!'
‘But isn't there one to—to—oh, somewhere!

She could feel those persistent tears about tbajam and dreaded
making a fool of herself in a place as public apldgairport, and the
clerk was already looking at her as if he too fdaae exhibition he

would have to cope with.

'Signora it seems you are distressed.' He used his harmsey a
good deal more than he said. 'l will call a youadyl to help you.
Perhaps theignorawould care to rest for a while, in privas#?'

He was kind, but anxious to have her transferreddme other
responsibility, and she nodded wearily. 'l—I reallgn't feel very
well, signor, if | could--'

'Si, si, certo, signora!'

She was shown into a small, quiet room furnishet two armchairs
and a small desk and chair which, she felt sures, ma& normally
available to passengers, and she looked enquiratdigr guide when
she opened the door.

'Is—is it all right for me to be here?' she askad the girl nodded,
smiling understandingly.

'Oh si, certo,Signora Romano!'



The use of her full name gave her the clue as ty slie was
privileged and she hesitated only briefly beforedaing her thanks.
She might as well make the most of being Alexei Roa's wife, just
this once. 'Thank you,' she said, and the girleaidriefly.

'‘Prego, non ne parli, signora.'

With a bob of her head the girl was gone and Stea® alone in the
quiet little room. It was then that she realiseat #the had not booked
herself a seat on that plane that left in two hdusn now. The
armchair she sat in was comfortable and suddem®yedhvery, very
tired, so she leaned back her head and told henselit could do no
harm to rest for a moment or two before going tokbleer seat. Such
an emotional upheaval as she had just gone thraaghd be
incredibly exhausting and she needed time to gditbeself together
again.

She had not meant to go to sleep, but she reasestie opened her
eyes that she must have done just that. Theidten felt stuffy and
she stretched her arms above her head to res®@reirtulation to
them, glancing at her wristwatch as she did satyriminutes of one
of those two hours had passed already and shemieth less
distressed.

A glance into her handbag mirror confirmed that kloked better
too. True, her eyes were still immed with cryitgit they looked
much less obvious and her cheeks had more colouthére was still
a dark, sad look about her green eyes and she waht®w she
would face up to life as a working girl again.

She would, of course, revert to her maiden namesarshve Alexei
any embarrassment when he came to England, bubsked down
at the heavy gold ring on her marriage finger wegret. She would
return the ring to him after she got back.



In a reverie between sleepiness and nostalgiapsltebave started
crying again, but she pulled herself up sharply gotito her feet,
determined to be practical. A light, tentative &phe door made her
spin round swiftly and she almost breathed a sigieleef when the
dark pretty face of the airport stewardess smitdteawarily.

'Signora-- she began, then stepped back hastily when some
brushed past her, striding purposefully into thieliroom as if he
owned it, and sweeping all before him, as always.

'‘Fade via, per favore, signorindhe told the stewardess, and the gir
after one brief uncertain glance at Storm, nodaedbkad and hastily
withdrew.

'Si, signore!'

For a long moment after the door .closed afteiexei stood there,
just inside the door, looking at her, and Stormtkeg back to him.
Those tears would surely get the better of her again. ‘May | ask
why you saw fit to walk out of a dinner that youekn was very
important to me?' he asked then, and she did rsvtem

It did not matter apparently that she was unhaggo/unhappy to go
on living in the same house with him, he was owlyeerned with his
own affairs. He waited for several seconds and wsétes did not
answer he spoke again to her unfriendly back.

'l think | am entitled to an answer,' he said duiet
'I—I'm sorry.’

Her voice was husky and not much more than a whigpel she
heard him move closer, presumably to enable hitmetr what she
said. 'You realise that your—your running away likes has
probably cost me a great deal of money, and an rt@apbbusiness
contract in England?’



Money and business, Storm thought wildly, the dhings he ever
cared about, according to Paolo, and it looked Baolo was right.
Anger suddenly rose uppermost in her tangled emstend her
hands were clenched tightly as she turned to famgeher green eyes
blazing, her cheeks flushed.

'Is it so important to you?' she asked, her voltaksg with both
anger and those pent-up tears. ‘Do you want tdoigyand as well as
most of Italy? Does nothing else matter to you?'

He said nothing for a second, but those icy bluesayere far from
being as cold and chilling as she expected, anditime straight
mouth was not set like an angry line as she hashafen it. 'l would
not be here if that were so,' he said quietly, &tmm looked at him
warily.

Her lips were parted and her eyes huge and greeamedried to
decide just what he meant. 'l— | don't understasit'said.

The immaculate white jacket, she noticed for th& fime, was open
and there was an unusually untidy look about hi& dair where it
fell across his forehead. 'l am assured by List#itd Paolo has
never—has never been to your room before.’

'‘No, no, he hasn't,’ she said, in a small quietejanot daring to hope
that he was going to admit he had been wrong.

'It seems that | owe you an apology for that.'

She waved her hands to dismiss it as unimportahshe knew what
it would have cost him to apologise. 'Oh, it doeswdtter," she said,
and realised, suddenly, how incredibly weary shanded. Then she
looked up at him briefly. 'I'm—I'm sorry about yobwsiness deal,
but you shouldn't have come—not for me, not whenvdis so
important to you.'



*You do not think that having my wife desert m@mportant?'

She felt her heart leap suddenly. Even the faiftiegtthat he cared
was enough to set her pulses racing and she totdlhshe was a
gullible fool. 'l didn't mean you to follow* me Hoped I'd be gone by
the time you realised.’

'Lisetta knew there was no flight for England feeotwo hours, she
made sure of that before she rang for your taxs'wlde, straight
mouth tipped briefly at one corner in a hint ofnaile. "'The name of
Romano carries some weight around here. | drovasass | could,
and I'm afraid Sir Gerald is rather puzzled by rehdviour.'

Storm shook her head, her eyes wide and uncel¥auo—you left
him? To come and find me?"'

He nodded. 'Of course. It is a matter of pride wheman's wife
deserts him.'

'l see." She looked down at her hands again. 'I'm-sbrry, but |
was—upset.'

‘The quarrel with my aunt?' he asked, and she mbdde

'I'm afraid Signora Veronese doesn't like me,'sdkid. 'She despises
me for a—adomesticagnd | don't have to have that translated!" Sl
smiled ruefully, but failed to find a response @at serious face.
'I—I suppose my pride was hurt.'

'l can understand that. Pride is not the sole geagree of the wealthy
or the aristocratic. You have as much right to gas anyone else.'

It was unexpected to hear him being so agreeabteshe laughed
uneasily. 'I'm afraid your aunt doesn't share ywaaw, and as I'm
married to you she's—she was afraid--' She stopipse, unwilling

to go into the intimate details of Signor Verongseade.



The unfailing sense of excitement that he had adveagused in her
was coursing through her body now, like an irrddistfire, and she
wished he would either go and leave her, or makeesmove to
satisfy her longing for him. It would be impossib#te thought, for
her ever to forget Alexei, no matter how long slasaway from him.

The blue eyes held hers for a brief moment befoechastily lowered
her own gaze. 'If my aunt and Paolo were to go dwaysaid quietly,
‘would you come back, Storm?'

She did not answer, she could not, for several mésnber heart was
hammering so insistently at her ribs that she hsitaamge breathless
feeling. , Then she shook her head, slowly and witbh obvious

reluctance that he must have realised it. 'l —ldt Alexei.'

At once the blue eyes took on that cold, icy lolo& Bad hoped never
to see again, and there was a faint flush on tijle 8iavonic-looking
cheeks. 'Because | speak of sending Paolo awayasked, and
Storm looked up hastily, anxious to deny that aste

'‘Oh no! How could you still think Paolo means amyghto me?'
‘Then why will you not come back?"

She simply stood there for several moments withhead bowed.
How did she tell a man she could not come backliaedwith him
because she loved him too much? It must sureljhéeriost ironic
situation any woman ever found herself in.

'Storm?' He spoke her name softly, and its gendgkegntne hint of
anxiety she thought she detected in his voice wasihdoing. Great
rolling tears coursed down her cheeks and she bdudtem away
impatiently with a clenched hand.

'I—I can't come back, Alexei, be-because | love.you



There, it was said, and he could now realise hosvfgh, why she
could not go on as she had been. He must surebrstachd now, but
he neither spoke Hor moved for a full minute.

‘Then come homearissima he said softly.

‘Alexei!" She looked up at him, wide-eyed, not dgrio believe that
she really saw that warm, exciting glow in thoggtieyes as they
looked at her.

He moved then, reaching out his arms for her aadithg her close
to the lean hardness of his body as if he wouldrcher until she was
part of him, and she could feel the warmth of HesHl and the
throbbing beat of his heart through the whiteddlishirt. She leaned
her face against his heart, but he pulled backéad by the length of
her tawny hair, and found her mouth.

Even in those few unforgettable moments in herdaurhe had not
kissed her like that, and she felt as if everydibr her body was
responding to his touch. A fierce, erotic sensati@t made her moan
softly as he caressed her, his mouth drawing thelreath from her,

until her head spun with a kind of wonderful delm.

'Storm! Bella Tempesta mia! Carissimaiis voice, deep and soft,
breathed warmly against her mouth, her neck anddftesulnerable
base of her throat, the strong brown hands unkaig\gentle as they
caressed her. "You will come baaokia bella,will you not?"

Storm looked up at him with bright, shining gregres her tawny
head tipped back as she smiled at him. "You knewil] she told
him. 'l don't really know if | could have gone whircame to the
point. | love you, my darling Alexei. | think | akys have.'

‘Always?' He looked down at her with a small doodptifrown
between his brows. "You were never—that way abaotd®'



'‘Never,' she denied firmly. 'l knew Paolo wasnlices about me
either, but he was good company, especially whenhosband
seemed determined to ignore me.' She kissed timat $iquare chin
and laughed softly in her new-found confidence. sldel you didn't
deserve me.'

'‘Perhaps | did not," Alexei admitted with unchagastic modesty.
'‘But | loved you and | would never have let Paalketyou from me.
If you—if you had loved him enough--' He stoppent] &is reticence
surprised Storm so much so that she looked at hixioasly for a
moment.

‘Caro!" she prompted him gently, the Italian endearmemicQ
easily to her lips, and he drew her close agaildihg her so tightly
that she could not have moved even had she waotddst mouth
urgent with the fierce hunger that thrilled her so.

'If you had loved him enougltarissim@ he said quietly, 'l think
perhaps | might have let you go, if it would havada you happy,
and if you had begged me to.’

'‘Oh no, my love!" She pressed her lips to that stimadbbing pulse on
his throat that she had always noticed when hewea®d or aroused,
even to anger. 'There was never any question gfdhd Paolo could
never have married me, anyway. Signora Veroneseplaas for
Paolo to provide the Romano line with the Italians she thinks it
should have.’

For a moment he was silent, then that fascinabrajze carved face
looked down at her earnestly. 'She has said adlethleings to you,
carissima?'

Storm nodded. 'The Contessa was there too.'

'‘And you ran away because you loved me and youwgtiieu



She traced the shape of that firm mouth with ongéf. 'l thought
your aunt might possibly be right,’ she said softihat you had
married me because both our reputations were le¢, Sbait that you
would never allow me--'

'Si, cara mia?he prompted gently, and the blue eyes looked daiwn
her with an expression that robbed her of any falsdesty.

‘She was quite sure you would never allow me to pear sons and
disgrace the Romano name with English blood.’

'‘Cagna.'The venom in the one word startled her and shieelbop at
him curious and wide-eyed. To her surprise he ladglonly the
second time she had ever heard him do so. 'l amgbeery
uncomplimentary to my Aunt Sofiazarissima mid! His fingers
undid the buttons of her coat and the two at tlok o€ her dress and
slid the soft material from her shoulder, then betlhis head and put
his lips to the soft warmth of her flesh. 'We wshow Aunt Sofia
whether or not you will bear my sons,' he whispesefdy. 'We will
go home nowamante miaand soon Paolo will have no hope o
being the provider of the Romano line, hmm?"

'‘Even if I'm not Italian?' Storm asked, her shingygs showing that
she knew the answer to that well enough.

'Silenzio', Alexei said firmly, and Storm was content witlath



