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The English dove would be the bait

Sicily, the home of her forefathers--and the horhé¢he vendetta!
Rosalba Rossi had no idea how vengefully the tweeveatwined.
Then Silvatore Diavolo presented himself.

The hatred between their families had erupted beftther Rosalba
or Silvatore was born, but family loyalty and fierSicilian pride
decreed that the insult must still be avenged.

Unwittingly, Rosalba, visiting her grandfather, bewe the
instrument of that vengeance. The Diavolo familysteither be
destroyed, or united with the Rossis in marriage ..



CHAPTER ONE
'RosALBA, why don't you come with me to Citta del Monte?

The instant the impulsive words were uttered Apgiseted to retract
them. But predictably, at the mere suggestion aiglanything out
of the ordinary, her cousin Rosalba's eyes grewndowith
apprehension, her lips hastily framed a stammeskcsal.

'Oh, no, thank you, Aprile, | couldn't possibly.’

Perversely, although she had already decided thaber saner
moments the last companion she would have chosandompany

her on her annual, much- looked-forward-to holigeagicily was her

meek, unassuming cousin, Aprile fixed Rosalba wittard stare and
demanded:

'‘Why riot, for heaven's sake? You never go anywhgryae neverdo
anything—and besides that,’ she stressed, 'NonnssiRbas
expressed a wish that you should visit him." Shigaddor Rosalba's
reaction, shamefacedly admitting to herself that ithvitation had
been motivated not by a desire for her cousin'spamy but because
of the silken stress their aged yet still domimegmrandfather had
placed upon his words just before she had lasthtbdave of him.

They had been sitting together in the back of higuffeur-driven

limousine awaiting the arrival at Palermo airpdrth@ plane that was
about to carry her away from the luxury of his paige—from the
exciting social whirl that began the moment thegktap residence in
his house in the capital; from glorious sun-soattags spent in his
villa by the sea; from his palatial family seatcastle high upon a
mountain that was approached by a road lined witbsnupon miles
of vineyards, roads upon which lorries rumbled gilegh with

grapes destined for the winery where they would pbessed,



processed and the juice finally poured into botikdxlled with the
family crest.

Back to what? Moodily Aprile had stared out of tiedow. Back to
a boring office job in rain- soaked northern Englato dull routine,
to penny- pinching, to a type of existence, in [félcat was totally
unsuited to the granddaughter of the Conte PiessRti Citta del
Monte.

She had been unaware of her grandfather quietliengslating her
mutinous face, his long fingers idly tracing thegeving on a
silver-topped cane as he correctly interpretedtheughts, but had
looked up in time to catch his smile, a slight thirg of the lips that
betrayed the cruel mockery she had always sengbohwim. Nonno

Rossi could be lavishly generous, indulgent towdt fyet he could
£t}so be unkind—why else, when he knew how muchlshged to

live with him permanently, was the subject neveoalched? He
enjoyed her company, of that she was certain, hbscenjoyed
tremendously parading his beautiful granddaugle@arie the eyes of
envious friends, but most of all, she suspectec&rieyed wielding

power and derived sadistic satisfaction from kegpier dangling
like grapes upon the vine until he felt the momesats right for

plucking.

‘Do you see much of your cousin Rosalba when yeuraEngland?'

The softly-spoken question had surprised her. $@d$ashe could
recall, it was the first time he had spoken hisotiranddaughter's
name.

'l visit her occasionally.' Her voice had betrayeudprise. 'l would
never meet up with her otherwise as she never gagseemingly
being quite happy to return home each night to Keep mother
company. But then they never did socialise much,even when
Uncle Angelo was alive.'



She had noted the quiver of pain that had crosisqurtud features at
the mention of his son. As if he blamed her fos 8how of weakness,
his voice had been chilly in the extreme when teeihstructed —no,
demanded:| should like your cousin Rosalba to come withu yan
your next visit. If you can bring this about, yoha# not go
unrewarded.'

At the prospect of new clothes, furs and jewelldrgappearing
before her eyes, Aprile returned to pleading with ¢ousin.

'Rosalba, you owe it to Grandfather to pay himsit+#you are, after
all, the only child of his eldest son, the onlyckssdant who bears his
name, yet he's never yet set eyes upon you. Hedsriseg very frail,'
she murmured the lie, 'and his dearest wish ishtbahight see you
before he dies. How can you possibly refuse hith ...

As Aprile expected, her cousin's blue eyes cloudia distress. So
tender-hearted she found it hard to combat everh dlatant
emotional blackmail, she choked out:

'I'd hate to upset Grandfather Rossi, but you kttewcircumstances
as well as | do, Aprile, so there's no need fotarmaborate on why a
visit to my grandfather is impossible. It's a qu@st she concluded
gently, 'of loyalty to my mother and also to myhi@t's memory.'

Aprile's lips tightened, yet she fought to keep twere light as she
waved the argument aside. 'Pooh! Water under idgddt

Rosalba's reaction was a pitying smile. 'Such &tudé is totally
alien to the Sicilian temperament, and well you Wni," she
reprimanded.

'‘But you're half English and your mothef is whdinglish, so that
excuse doesn't apply,’ Aprile countered triumplyaf@ften, in years
past, when your mother intervened in our childishts, she lectured



us both thoroughly on the virtue of forgiveness dhe need to
appreciate an opposing point of view. Don't shattgrillusions by
implying that your mother doesn't follow her owadcaing!

She knew better than to expect to draw sparks fhencousin whose
serenity she found aggravating, so was not suipiiseRosalba's
quiet reply.

'‘Mother has never spoken to me of our Siciliantrets. | know only

that a great rift developed between my father areh@ather Rossi
and that as a consequence my parents suffered muciHowever,

the details of the matter were never dis- cusseuyrhearing so |

can't begin to apportion blame. This much, thouiglo. know,' when

Rosalba's chin tilted Aprile glimpsed in her coulsinthe very first

time a hint of Rossi pride, 'should my mother edecide to acquaint
me with the facts | shall know for certain that gveord she says is
true, because I've never known her to be anythihgrahan utterly
honest and scrupulously fair. Have you?'

Aprile squirmed, knowing the assessment to be tasding ashamed
of trying to cast doubt, however slight, upon a v@omvhose gentle
kindness had impressed itself so indelibly uporchddish mind that

she had at one time been convinced that she wasaad as a
consequence had spent many futile hours peerititgg &pace above
her aunt's head, hoping for a glimpse of the hdlekvwould prove

her surmise correct.

Her own volatile, Italian mother had been partlyblame for the
misconception. Whenever trouble had befallen tmailfait was to

her sister-in-law she had run, and never in vaimng in a strange
country and struggling to learn a new languagenuadhelped to keep
difficulties to a minimum, but however often shedhaeen called
upon Rosalba's mother had reacted with unfailimgikess, putting
aside her own problems, her own considerable chanesl her

sister-in-law's fears had been allayed. Aprile'shads gratitude had



always taken the same vocal fori@razie, graziedearest Anna, |
swear you are a saint sent from heaven to lightgbumnden!

Once, after tiring of her fruitless search, Aphkd pointed to one of
the holy pictures crammed upon the walls of theiwude and
guestioned innocently : 'Did those blessed saieepkheir haloes in
their pockets when they weren't wearing them, Mafima

'Heavens!' Her mother had thrown her hands inith&fae questions
you ask, child! A halo is not something that carplaged with like a
hoop, it is a nimbus of light which is never viglib the living. To be
recognised as a saint one must be canonised, ahésthomething
that can take place only after death.’

"You mean | must wait until Aunt Anna is dead befbsee her halo?"
Aprile had wailed. Her fantasy had been shatteemtbrsds later by
her mother's laughter. And yet, to this very dayittee of it still
lingered --

She dragged her thoughts back into the presenugfhRosalba had
inherited her mother's sunny disposition she atss@ssed a little of
the same stubbornness and pride that had previ@edt between

members of the Rossi family from healing. If sheewv® gain the rich

rewards her grandfather had dangled before healit@rot before a
donkey, she would need to stretch her persuasitemgue to its

uttermost. Abandoning coercion in favour of wistiplpeal, she fixed
Rosalba with a soulful gaze and sighed:

'‘For my own sake, | wish you would reconsider. jtheney south by
train is lonely and tedious, sometimes even frigimg, because to a
certain " type of man a girl travelling alone isealered easy prey.
Each year it seems to get worse, until now | fihd prospect so
nerve-racking | have to steel myself to go.'



She suppressed a smile of satisfaction when hesirc@asped a
protest. "'Then why go?'

Bringing into play every ounce of acting abilityeshossessed, Aprile
replied sadly: 'If ever you'd experienced the jdyGrandfather's
greeting, seen the pride with which he introducedarhis friends as:
"My granddaughter Aprile, who each year undertakt®es long
journey from England and forfeits her few precitudiday weeks
simply to ease an old man's loneliness", if youd¢see the sorrow in
his eyes when | leave him, hear the hope in hisevaihen he urges
from me the promise that next year I'll return,ntheelieve me,
Rosalba, you would have no need to ask me thatiqoes

Her optimism rose at the sight of Rosalba's tradibiewn. She bided
her time, allowing silence to reign while she stublihe expressions
flitting across her cousin's expressive face, mpdsigns of

reluctance, indecision, dismay, then finally resitgon. Rosalba was
a typical English beauty, she thought, glancindysfyom under

lowered lids to assess small feet neatly crossed!l $1ands twisting

nervously in her lap; a wand-slim body; creamy skind a soft,

vulnerable mouth that collapsed into trembles wkenehe was
upset. Liquid blue eyes framed by thick dark laskesmed to
dominate a face shaped into an almost perfect @aral, winged

eyebrows contrasted dark as charcoal against straindilver hair

tumbling across a brow furrowed with distress.

Yet, unknown to herself, Rosalba had absorbed cetelyl the
Sicilian code of family loyalty— every child to Imade the object of
unrestrained affection; every parent to be vendralenost to the
point of idolatry; sisters, cousins—even those reanoved—to be
included in a violently partisan relationship tmat outsider could
breach.

It was this strong family tie, combined with contéor her cousin's
welfare, that prodded Rosalba into reluctant speécan't promise



anything, Aprile, but will speak to Mother about my accompanyin
you to Sicily. When she learns of the dangers yae bn the journey
she'll be as appalled as | am.’

Aprile twirled with delight and clapped her handBene, bene!
Grazie, Rosalba. If you can persuade your mother to aljfow to
come with me you won't regret it—indeed, you'll@njt so much
you'll probably spend the rest of your life beingtgful to me!’

On this score Rosalba had grave doubts. She hddsie to journey
abroad, no wish to meet the grandfather whose pcesead always
loomed in the background of her life but about whslra was not the
least bit curious. Just the mention of his nhame evamugh to cause
her mother's usually happy features to cloud ov#r sadness, and
never once, so far as she could recollect, hadatieer so much as
acknowledged the existence of his elderly parewiedd, it had been
easy to forget that her father was not completelglisSh, so keenly
had he practised the manners and customs of higtedicountry.
English was the only language spoken in their hoasly English
dishes were served at their table, and in placéheftraditional
Sicilian offering of wine, guests were given theicle of tea or coffee
or, should the occasion demand it, whisky or beer.

She waited until her favourite time of day befor®dzhing the
subject of her visit to Sicily. After a simple diemshe and her mother
cleared the table, carried the dishes into thenkitcto be washed
later, then took a tray containing coffee pot angscinto their small
sitting-room. From force of habit Rosalba reachatito switch off
the main light leaving the room bathed in the s@adglow of table
lamps that cast an orange glow over comfortablerstand dark
polished wood furniture, creating the atmosphere father had
sought each evening to establish, a warm, cosyoroadthin which
his beloved wife and daughter were protected ftoeharsh realities
of the outside world.



She waited until she sensed that her mother wapletely relaxed
before venturing: 'Would it distress you, Mothérn, should suggest
going with Aprile on her next visit to Sicily?'

Her mother paused in the act of lifting her cupéolips, changed her
mind, and laid it carefully into its saucer. 'Destsed is hardly the
word | would choose to describe my reaction to suah
idea—worried is perhaps a better definition.’

Puzzled by an air of tension, Rosalba frowned. Worried too.
Aprile has confided that she finds the train joyrte the airport
frightening—seemingly she's been accosted by unsgwharacters
on more than one occasion.'

Her mother's lips seemed stiff as she tried toesrtind you want to
act as her protector?'

Rosalba flushed, sensing dry mockery. 'As a mousddiprotect a
lion?' she quipped wryly.

'‘No, Mother, I'm well aware of my shortcomings Ivat respect. But
you must admit that there would be less likelihabdAprile being
approached if she had a travelling companion.’

Wondering at the extent of her daughter's naivées Rossi
carefully placed her cup and saucer on the traytraed not to sound
incredulous. 'Aprile has actually put forward fe&itravelling alone
as an excuse to get you to accompany her?' Bewddby the
unaccustomed note of cynicism in her mother's voResalba
nodded, then was further astonished when her matbetinued
hardly: 'That | do not believe! That young womannsre than
capable of looking after herself, she must haveesolterior motive.
In fact, it's my guess that it's your Grandfathes& who's the
instigator behind the request.’



She turned aside, but was not quick enough tothielglint of tears
that had spurted to her eyes.

Appalled, Rosalba slid to her knees to bury hee facher mother's
lap. 'I'm so sorry,' she mumbled, 'l had no intamf hurting you.
Forget Grandfather Rossi, forget everything I'vel-sd wouldn't

dream of going to Sicily if the thought of it cags@u pain.’

".Shush, child ..." She felt her mother's hand upen head and
relaxed, relieved to hear a voice that was oncaagdm. ‘It was not
the thought of your going to Sicily that upset tmet the memories it
revived of your father. It's almost two years siroe died,' she
trembled, 'yet his loss is no more bearable.’

'He wouldn't have wanted me to visit GrandfathedRe®salba
guestioned in a murmur.

‘No, my dear, he would not," her mother replied withaety, ‘and |
think it's time you were made aware of the reasbp.w

Rosalba settled more comfortably against her mstlkeee, sensing
that what she was about to hear was not so muek@anation as the
shedding of a burden.

In order for you to begin to understand your fathattitude, it's
necessary for me to outline first of all a littlé ymur grandfather's
character. Whatever | may tell you is, of courgarbay, but knowing
how just and truthful a man your father was | hagecompunction
about repeating his words.' Huskily, as if relatsngtory that had no
basis in modern life, she continued: 'The familys&as, and for
centuries past has been, a very rich, very inflaefamily, which

may help to explain, if not to excuse, the fact §@ur grandfather
Rossi was considered by his family to be a domingdyrant whose
commands were never to be questioned, whose egsinedad to be
fulfilled the moment he made it known. As childrgour father and



your Aunt Caterina grew up accepting that his wawak law and
never dared question his authority. With everydms, wife, his

servants, his workers, he was strict, but with ¢tigdren he was
extremely so, insisting that they worked long haarthe vineyards
sharing the work of the labourers. He also vetted friends, but as
he allowed them so little time for recreation irdig mattered that
few of them met with his approval, because they sawittle of

them.'

Rosalba stiffened with indignation, but did not toyinterrupt when
her mother continued, concentrating hard as if igadifficulty in
recalling details that had been related only oncanymyears
previously.

‘Sicilians do not pay their children for their lalvs. All profits from
business or estates are put into a family pooladirekpenses are met
from this pool—pocket money, clothing, even thggranman places
upon the finger of his betrothed is paid for outtled family pool,
consequently a son, however hard he has workddeps virtually
penniless.'

'‘But what happens when he wants to marry and sathgme of his
own?' Curiosity drove Rosalba to interrupt.

'‘Depending upon the size of his parents' housés even either a
suite of rooms for himself and his bride or, if theuse is too small,
an extra floor is added. Sons, you see, are exppéztie@main always
with their family, whereas a daughter when she meartakes her
husband's family as her own.'

'How feudal!" Rosalba wondered aloud, her eyesthdous.

‘The Sicilians have always been a feudal race, ggr.dThe war
swept away a lot of the old attitudes, so far aspibpulations of the
larger towns and cities were concerned, but inisbated country



areas and especially in the mountain villagesgdes on exactly as it
did centuries ago. The war was responsible fougiteeaval in your
father's life. Not even Conte Rossi's influencel@équrevent his son
from being drafted into the army. He was twentyrge# age when
he left home, and was told only the night beforevias due to leave
that his father had just concluded arrangementkifomarriage to a
girl whose face he couldn't even recall. Howeverha had so little
time left, he decided not to argue but to sorttbetmatter when he
returned on his first leave.'

Rosalba shot upright. 'His father arranged for tormarry a girl he
hardly knew!'

‘Such was the manner of the man,' her mother nodded
'‘But what about my grandmother, couldn't she hatervened?'

‘"Your father mentioned her only once,' her mothewhed, ‘when he
expressed a wish that you should be named aftebbet seem to
recall your Aunt Caterina mentioning that she dubgn she and your
father were in their teens.'

‘Do go on, Mother! I'm dying to know how Father ragad to
escape.’

For the first time since their talk had begun hether laughed aloud.
'He escapedas you put it, by being taken prisoner, beforevas due
to take his first leave. He was sent here to Ergkard interned in a
camp just a few miles from where | lived.'

'‘He was imprisoned!

'‘No, dear,' her mother chuckled. 'ltalian prisorargvar were dealt
with very leniently by the authorities. Each dagythvere allowed out



of the camp to work on nearby farms; | was a landxgprking on the
farm to which your father was sent."

Rosalba's nose wrinkled. 'How unromantic!'

'How wrong you are!" Her mother smiled, her eyegady.
'However," she continued briskly, 'on that subjedbn't intend to
elaborate, except to say that we fell in love anerewvmarried
iImmediately the war ended. Now, Rosalba, do yaoktiiou could
make a fresh pot of coffee? My throat is parchdd il this talking.'

‘What, now ..?' Rosalba protested. 'But | want to hear hc
Grandfather reacted—and what about the girl Fatlasrsupposed to
marry, did she --'

‘Later!" her mother insisted firmly. 'l refuse tontinue until you've
given me some more coffee.’

'Really,Mother!" Rosalba jumped to her feet and stoodquhiseady
to run into the kitchen. 'At times you can beaggravating!

Her mother relaxed when Rosalba left the room. Rakiver dead
ashes had taken more out of her than she was prefmaadmit. The
coffee had been an excuse; she needed a pausemtaine-armour
a heart bared by memories of a man with whom stieshared a love
that had been as strong on the day that he digchad been on the
day of their marriage. All she wanted in life was dee Rosalba
achieve the same happiness, which was why she dwaxed so
violently against the idea of her visiting Cittd déonte, the village

perched high upon a mountain in the shadow of #s#le that had
been her'husband's former home—the 'Castle ofdbet&ins' within

whose walls he had experienced nothing but unhappinShe
shuddered, feeling a chilly of foreboding as shmembered one
dreary, unforgettable day when, shortly after tgkilne plunge into



business, from the hour of opening until closimgetithey had had to
cope with one catastrophe after another.

‘How long will it be before you regret marrying mdagelo?' she had
whispered, finally bending beneath the strain. 'Howg before
you're wishing yourself back home in your castleaanountain top?'

'It was never my home,' he had replied simply,ipglher into his

arms. 'The Castle of the Fountains was my fate&tge, | was merely
expected to play the occasional bit part if everdbript called for it.

My home is here, where | am the star and you arghlRa are my
adoring audience!'

She was quite composed by the time Rosalba retusitda fresh
pot of coffee. After hastily pouring her mother apc Rosalba
resumed her former position on the floor, her feeked beneath her,
her shoulder supported by her mother's knee.

'‘Now carry on, Mother, before | die of suspense!’

Deliberately her mother sugared her coffee andeda#t before

continuing. 'There's not much more to add. Yourdatvrote to your
grandfather telling him of our marriage and of deision to remain
in England. Predictably, your grandfather was fusicso furious that
he sent your Aunt Caterina and her husband tmtpetsuade him to
return home. The fact that they, too, decided tipegferred

poverty-stricken freedom to wealthy tyranny andcedd to stay in
England did nothing to sweeten his temper. He dsmirthem both,
refused even to allow them to have the few smalsg®al pieces
they'd left at the castle. However, we managed,tsitinued lightly.

'‘We worked until we'd amassed enough capital teshin the bakery
business which we had both decided would suit usvals hard,

back-breaking work, and for the first few yearsmade no profit at
all, just enough to cover the overheads. Then yatlrer began
experimenting with continental confectionery anaicka. breads, and



from then onwards we found it difficult to keep wjth demand. We
didn't make a fortune —just a comfortable living-utibhat was all
we ever wanted. And not until we'd been marriedyesrs could we
afford to consider a family.'

She drew in a steadying breath and by deliberaelgiding
mentioning her husband managed to continue. 'Alecfpyears ago
your Aunt Caterina was surprised to receive a refitem your
grandfather asking for news of any grandchildrencivthe might
possess and begging that they might be allowedsib him. The
Invitation was not extended to his own childrenu¥aunt was most
upset—the letter was couched in such self-pityargns she couldn't
avoid being so—and possessing, as she does, g steose of duty
she existed for months in a state of mournful wegdighting candle
after candle while she prayed to be excused hdectegf her aged
father.

‘Strangely, your own father remained completely owed and
refused to allow you to visit your grandfather, heicause of any
feeling of spite, but because he was mistrustfulhsf father's
motives.' She relaxed with a sigh, supporting headhagainst the"
back of her chair. 'And there the matter has restattil now.'

Rosalba sat back on her heels and spelled out ysldithink
Grandfather Rossi must be utterly despicable! Il le#l Aprile
tomorrow that she must travel alone, because | kesgewish than
ever to visit him.'

'‘Perhaps it would be wise, dear,’ her mother mueohuher eyes
half-closed, 'he's sure to start matchmaking. Moetter to stay at
home and marry some nice young Englishman.' Sheeoleer eyes,
prepared to smile, but her lips stiffened at the bf frozen fear she
glimpsed in her daughter's eyes before dark laslvept down on to
fiery checks.



Hastily, Rosalba jumped to her feet. 'l shall newarry, Mother, my
mind is quite made up.'

Her mother stared at her retreating back, rendehaub with
astonishment and dismay. There had been no himowhess in
Rosalba's voice, no girlish invitation to be codicéed; her statement
had been one of sheer panic-stricken revulsion.

Her mother slumped back in her chair. 'Angelo, lwdly selfish

we've been!' she gasped, realising just at thatenbhmow much their
protective cosseting was responsible for their deers shy
immaturity. 'Help me,' she breathed a silent pragethe husband
whose wise counsel she sorely missed, 'show metbawack the
shell so that the bird can fly!"



CHAPTER TWO

RosALBA's mother waited until breakfast was over the nextmmg
before confounding her daughter with the obsermatio

''ve been thinking, dear ... perhaps | was todyhascondemning
your trip to Sicily.' Rosalba shot her a look afcesshment, but as her
lips began framing an argument her mother frowtddw hear me
out! I've given the subject a lot "of thought—irctfaall night I've
wrestled with my conscience, trying to decide whatr father's
ultimate reaction would have been had his attituekn given time to
mellow. Perhaps | should have encouraged him tocenpalace with
his. father, because | now realise that had he radffection
whatsoever for him he wouldn't have found it sdiclift to forgive.
He was proud, yet the ties of kinship are very rgjremore so
between Sicilians than those of any other race—wlsavhy | feel
certain that, given sufficient time, your fathedagrandfather would
eventually have become reconcilgdRosalba was utterly confusec
by her mother's abruptolte-face.She stared at her, attempted t
speak, then changed her mind. Finally, however hsioeto respond
to her mother's silent anxiety. 'l .. .--I can'tlthéeeling you're
mistaken,' she contradicted, blue eyes dark wittzlement. 'Aren't
you forgetting that Sicily is the land of the vetidevhere quarrels
are never allowed to die out and grudges are forefaelled and
handed down -from generation to generation like esanmacabre
inheritance?"

'It's also the land of the blood pact,' her motieeninded her, Vhere
men who are unrelated slash their wrists in ordemingle their
blood and swear fidelity. Once such a pact has beade they
consider themselves blood brothers. So how cantgimk that a
guarrel between father and son would be left uivedowhen both
belong to a land where an ounce of blood is constdeo be worth
more than a pound of friendship?'



Rosalba pushed a heavy wing of hair back from newplooking
utterly confounded. "You could be right, | suppd3exrsonally, | don't
think | shall ever understand the race; from witth lI've heard, they
impress me as being completely uncivilised." Whem imother
laughed aloud, Rosalba insisted: 'Well, how elssikhl think when
| hear talk of tyrannical grandfathers; men whdighfvounds upon
themselves in order to establish friendship; vemladethat last for
centuries and even, according to Aprile, bandite wdam the hills
and attack innocent people even in this day andMgeMother, the
more | hear of Sicily the less inclined | am toitvis Let's just forget
the whole idea, shall we?' she urged, feeling aesndinaccountable
surge of fear. 'I'm quite happy as | am; why mugtife be disrupted
for the sake of an autocratic old man?’

But though she argued and pleaded for days aftdsvahe

discovered her mother to be uncharacteristicalpnaaht. Right up
until the evening of her departure, as she waiteith luggage

packed, her handbag containing rail and plane ts¢kEassport and
lire, clutched tightly in her fist, for the arrivaf Aprile she tried to
coax her mother to change her mind.

‘You'll never manage on your own, Mother—as thiags you get
tired coping with the bakery, so how will you fémlving to manage
the shop as well?'

‘Your Aunt Caterina has promised to help out, as yery well
know,' her mother replied, wearied by constant axgut, her mind
worn out with the worry of whether or not she wasng the right
thing. However, it was now too iate to back outntédRossi had been
informed that both his granddaughters would beviaugiat Palermo
airport within the next twenty-four hours—his respe had been
unreservedly jubilant.

Once she had been on the verge of calling offripe and that had
been the fault of her sister-in-law, Caterina, wheying heard all the



details from Aprile, had rushed to her house intatesof great
agitation.

‘Anne!" she had gasped. 'Aprile has just told na¢ Rosalba is to
accompany her to Citta del Monte —is that true?ésponse to a nod
of confirmation 8he had thrown up her hands in ¢tvoand babbled
like a woman possessed. 'No, no, you must not ahewmnocenteo
go, it is toopericoloso ..too ...dangerous!

Though the blood had cooled to ice in her veins @&Rossi had
laughed and tried to sound unconcerned. 'What mgesgou talk,
Caterina! They are two young girls setting off feesd a short
holiday with their grandfather—what possible dangeuld befall
them?'

Caterina had rushed forward to grab her arm, shyakan fiercely as

words tumbled from her lips. 'Have you forgotteattimy brother

Angelo was betrothed to a girl from Citta del Moatel that when he
did not return, and married you instead, thatwould be considered
sullied, an object of pity? Do you imagine thatremained an exile
from choice? If you did, then | can assure you, &rthat you were
wrong. Angelo did not return to visit his fatherchase he knew his
life would be forfeit the moment he stepped upanili&n soil.'

Within the sane atmosphere of an English sittimgwwahe theory
Caterina had propounded had sounded like the peptomic opera,
and Anne had told her sister-in-law this in no utesa terms, ending
with the derisive question: 'And even if such acidbus situation
were to exist, what possible connection could #ehaith Rosalba?'

In a mighty huff, Caterina had shrugged away, nninedarkly.
'Rosalba must inherit her father's debts. It isfreer that théamiglia
Diavolo will expect to collect its dues. | realiggine, that you look
upon me as a superstitious fool, but believe meryeword | speak is



the truth. What puzzles me greatly," she had ciabdissthat my father
must know it too.'

When the doorbell chimed, announcing Aprile's ailfivRosalba
resigned herself to the inevitable and turned ve gler mother a last
farewell hug.

'‘Goodbye, dear, look after yourself, don't work bawod!

Wrestling with an avalanche of last-minute doulbta/as as much as
her mother could do to return the hug and murmwkihy 'Enjoy
yourself, sweetheart. | know you're reluctant to lgat two weeks
will soon pass.'

When the taxi departed, taking the two girls onfitst stage of their
journey, Anne Rossi returned slowly to the housdlapsed into a
chair and gave way to tears. 'Look after her, Angeahe choked.
‘Wherever you are, my darling, please try to prodec child. Try to
understand that it's for her own sake that I'vet é&m away. We
smothered her in security, you and |, she must terechance to
breathe, to sweat, to roll up her sleeves and gllbggh hands into
life up to the elbows. She must learn how to love-exen just to
think she has loved!

The train was due to depart for London at midnigtusalba viewed
the five-hour journey with trepidation, yet prephr® protect her
cousin as a tigress would protect her cub. Aprdaik, Latin beauty
attracted attention wherever she went; even aswhged down the
corridor of the train in Rosalba's wake, strangesdingered to enjoy
the sight of a proud head capped with hair black asven's wing,
flirtatious eyes, and a voluptuous figure showntofperfection by
the latest style of Italian knitwear, a clingingheveb-fine two-piece,



its colour exactly matching the poppy red, halfilsrg, half-pouting
mouth.

As Rosalba dumped their hand luggage on to a seahiempty
compartment, two young men who had been dozingaratjoining
compartment jumped to their feet, now wide awakd,€id back the
door.

'Please join us in here!' one of them begged pyplite

Mistrusting the way his eyes were roving Aprilelswes, Rosalba
stuttered.

‘Certainly not, we prefer to be alone, if you donihd.' She waited
for Aprile to follow her and was amazed when hassio hesitated,
then drawled:

'‘Don't be stuffy, Rosalba! There's no better waghorten a dreary
train journey than with lively conversation. As slkeetwo gentlemen
are prepared to entertain us, it would be chudishis to refuse their
invitation.'

Rosalba's scandalised gasp was ignored as eages transferred
their luggage from one compartment to the otherekvthey were
both seated opposite the two men, Aprile relaxetieagan chatting,
guite at ease, but Rosalba remained silent, stffgct. Even when
they proved to be pleasant, harmless companionscshukl not
unbend. In no time at all Aprile had elicited théormation that they
were student doctors returning from a holiday iotiand. Both vied
with each other to keep Aprile amused, relatinghfumcidents that
had occurred on hospital wards which, though thegt lAprile in
stitches, Rosalba could not help thinking wouldéhappalled their
innocent patients.



For the life of her she could not respond, but ddeeper and deeper
into her silent shell until,by the time the traimchdrawn into Euston
station, her companions had almost forgotten hestence. She did
manage to gasp her appreciation of their insistencearrying their
luggage to the taxi which was to take them to \fietavhere they
would then catch a connecting train to Gatwick @itplt was still
early morning as they said their goodbyes, the tmen openly
envious that their holiday was now ended and the' guist about to
begin.

'‘What about us meeting up again a fortnight fromv?icAprile's most
besotted admirer pleaded. 'If you break your joyirsred stay a few
extra hours in London we could show you the sigRsfusing to be
thwarted, he scribbled a telephone number on g sefrpaper and
thrust it into Aprile's hand.

Rosalba felt moved to protest. 'Aprile, you knowaeaa't! These two
gentlemen have both been very kind, but aftervadl,hardly know
them.'

In the early morning air of a cosmopolitan citytjssirring into life

where, just across the street, a cinema hoardirggadaertising in
lurid detail a torrid sex film; where a nearby newtsnd was
displaying girlie magazines with front covers tledt nothing to the
imagination; where girls high- stepped past wearteg-shirts
emblazoned with suggestive invitations and young stwed pride
In their masculinity with the help of skin-tightges, her words
sounded like an echo from a generation long pasthé@r acute
embarrassment, Aprile and one of the young dodoltapsed into
laughter. But the other championed her by rebulnegtly:

'‘Don't knock modesty, it makes a refreshing chafigen being
assaulted on all sides by bra-less females flagtiteir liberation by
inviting every man in their vicinity to jump inteeld with them.'



Rosalba had had enough. Ducking inside the taei,nslddled in a
corner, despising herself for the blush that wascteng her cheeks,
hating her own cowardice” wishing with all her helat she could
master the art of sophisticated, brittle conveosatbeing made more
and more conscious the farther she travelled frameh of her

miserable social inadequacies.

Showing a supreme confidence Rosalba envied, Apaid off the

taxi when they eventually reached Victoria, instedca porter to take
charge of their luggage, then began ushering hesicaghrough the
huge labyrinth, barely needing to glance at a lmwmihg array of

arrows positioned to direct travellers to variolafprms. Hating the
noise, the bustle, the cold impersonality of her@indings, Rosalba
wished fervently that she had remained at home.

Aprile's attitude puzzled her. From the momentrtheurney had
begun she had demonstrated plainly how irked she lya her
cousin's naivete and how little she was in need gfrotective
companion. Rosalba suspected that for some obseasen she had
been tricked into coming, but for the life of hdrescould not
understand why.

Following blindly in her cousin's wake, she was waee of the
obstacle in her path until she felt the ground mgwinder her feet.
With a cry of alarm she jumped back, narrowly auggdcollision
with one of the queue of people streaming towahds moving
staircase. Panic-stricken, she watched Aprile bborge downward
and out of sight, but not even the threat of bégfigstranded could
compel her to set foot on what to her eyes was rafyiag
contraption. Tense with fear, knuckles showing w/lai$ she gripped
hard upon her handbag, she stared at the backrdéAghead as she
retreated into the distance, willing her to loo&ard.



At the crucial moment she did so, and even fromstadce Rosalba
could recognise angry incredulity in the dark etyed searched, then
eventually discovered her.

Rosalba remained where she was, trembling, tryondetide which
of two evils was preferable, the dangerous-lookstgircase or
Aprile's equally dangerous temper. Just as she demitled that
nothing on earth would persuade her to set fodhermoving steps
of the lethal ladder that plunged so steeply shesiek just peering
down the length of it, Aprile reappeared, her fegféecting scornful
disgust. If she had not already begun to guess hbkatcousin
considered her an unwelcome burden, Aprile's areagtion would
have clarified the situation immediately.

'‘Must you shame me by standing there dithering Bkeountry
bumpkin? Come along!" Before Rosalba realisedritention Aprile
gripped her by the elbow and jerked hard, impelheg forward so
that she stumbled on to a vacant stair. Wfldly grebbed for the
handrail, her stomach heaving against the rapidai¢sher eyes so
tightly closed she would probably have fallen wiske reached the
bottom had Aprile not pushed her off just in time.

One glance at her ashen face was enough to causde gelent.

'Sit down for a minute.' She pushed Rosalba onreaby bench.
'You look ready to collapse." She waited withoueapng until

Rosalba's spasms of trembling had ceased, thesimgahat she had
been genuinely terrified, she sighed her exasperatWhat an
incredibly timid mouse you are! I'm sorry | was sugh, but in

fairness to myself | must point out that the mayoaf people would

find such a display of jitters unbelievable. Theatator is a perfectly
safe method of transporting people from one levelrtother. Look,'
she urged, 'see how casually it's accepted by energlse!



Taking a grip upon her nerves, Rosalba glancedwsige just as a girl
of about eight years of age began skipping fromsiag to another,
her enthusiasm having to be curbed by a rebuke fremmother.
Then with cheeks hot, she glanced shamefacedlp@eA'l'm sorry,’'
she gulped, 'you must despise me very much.’

Humour restored, Aprile hauled her to her fees bt your fault,’
she reassured her cheerfully, 'your parents ard moblame for
incarcerating you in a convent school then ingjstuppon you
working with them in the shop instead of chuckimgiyut into the
world where you would have mixed with youngstergair own age.
Your father may have been dedicated to the Englashof life, but in
his attitude towards his daughter he remained cei®lyl Sicilian.
There's no doubt about it,Rosalba,’ she sighed,rgaefinitely a
one-off, a complete enigma to your own generatibhmlo whatever |
can to help repair the damage, but you'll havetomerate. We have
only a fortnight, so be a devil,' she jeered kincdyd determine to
make the most of it!'

Rosalba's first impulse was to defend her paréents as was her way
when troubled, she retreated into her shell to@arher thoughts and
to digest all that Aprile had said.

Silence was so much a part of Rosalba's naturdtrdé now took it

for granted. Some years earlier, after one of ttaenily gatherings,
she had protested to her mother: 'It's not nattinal,way Rosalba
tucks herself into a corner and sits for hours aithsaying a word!
Whenever she's spoken to she replies only in mdlabssys, so it's
hardly surprising that she's ignored—one tendstgeit she's there!’

'If only one were able to do the same with youy m®ther had
scolded dryly. Then realising that her daughter wasuinely
concerned, she had consoled: 'You my dear, araafuae that finds
it hard to accept that not everyone wants to bednére of attraction.
Rosalba is a solitary soul but a happy one. Shaksp# she has



something to say, but' otherwise remains silestlemce born not of
moods but of a serenity of the spirit found onlylinse endowed with
a truly happy nature. If you take the trouble todgt your cousin
you'll discover that she takes a bright-eyed irgeire all that's being
said, and though her words are sparing she is thanegenerous with
her sweet smiles. Believe me, little worrier, Rbsals more to be
envied than pitied, for she was born with a tratiggagmany people
would spend a fortune to possess.'

Since then, Aprile had never found her cousin'sensis
uncomfortable, which was why she made no attempthtt and
spoke only a few reassuring words when, sitting $ig side in the
plane with seat belts fastened awaiting take-bo#, sensed Rosalba's
apprehension as the scream of jet engines ass#uitieckars.

‘Are you all right?' she yelled above the noise.

Petrified, but trying not to show it, Rosalba nodldBetermination
triumphed over a strong inclination to be sick las plane rumbled
across the tarmac, then, with nauseating suddenrEssame
airborne.

She refused all the refreshments that were offereelting her eyes
from the sight of Aprile who, after she had dentodd her own
breakfast, began making inroads into the one Radadladl spurned.
Once she dared a look out of the window and thougldjfferent

circumstances, the sight of sun shining upon ruggedntains with
mist-scarves wreathed - around their peaks would dalighted her,
she quickly looked away.

‘Aprile is right!" she began a secret scolding, wer@ that her
fingernails were gouging her palms. 'You're a nrattythe most
mortifying infirmity know to man—or woman! Cowarditlf you're
to avoid living the rest of your life in imagineda@ny you must find



the courage to tackle each bull encountered byhdnes instead of
running for shelter behind a five-barred gate!'

‘Ladies and gentlemen,' the pilot addressed hisepgers over the
intercom, 'we are now approaching destination. If you look below
you'll see Palermo.’

Without thinking, Rosalba followed his instructiand gasped. The
sun was shining down upon a city trapped within heellsof
mountains. The air seemed to glitter, adding egparkle to the
breathtaking landscape, emphasising the violepangple of the hills,
the vivid green of the plains, the white and russeeés of the towers,
domes and steeples clustered within the ancient Begyond shone
the deep blue sea and far in the distance whita fimake over jagged
rocks.

Palermo!City enclosed within &accello d'oroWas she to become a
willing or an unwilling prisoner inside the goldshell?



CHAPTER THREE

FIVE minutes after stepping out of the plane they lbettame aware
of an oppressive heat being generated by thewgbtlen suits they
had found so essential in England. Sweat begaklitcbetween
Rosalba's shoulder-blades as she queued with tbte ofe the
passengers at passport control.

Jauntily, Aprile stepped up to the desk, had hespart scrutinised
and returned by a uniformed official whose dour regpion was

enough to make Rosalba quake at the knees. Nemssisaused her
hand to tremble when her turn came and perhaps—eashsoled

herself—that was why the official took his time wiher passport,
noting intently all the relevant details. Her psldeegan hammering
when, without a word of explanation, he beckonedsdoneone

standing out of sight behind her.

Seemingly quite impervious to the impatient fidggtiof the

remainder of the queue, a man strode forward aneind&d one
brown, slim- fingered hand for her passport. Sheabee conscious
that her heart was pounding rapidly, her palms sngaher eyes
wide with apprehension as she waited for the seatwyconclude his
examination. She told herself that she had nottarfgar, yet within

his tall shadow she felt intimidated.

He was not an official, she decided, otherwise bald/be wearing
uniform, but in spite of his casual attire of atont safari-type shirt
mere shades lighter than his tan and matching rcadtacks, he
exuded an air of authority. Perhaps it was thegamotilt of a head
covered with black short-cropped hair that looksdifagiven the
slightest leeway, it would curl up tightly as tHeelce of a ram. Or
again, it might have been eyes set above a higlyéd nose that
arrowed downward to flaring nostrils, eyes of fdding darkness
that had bestowed upon her a glance so sharp sl off her
breath.



When finally he handed back her passport, his potteness was
something of an anti-climax.

‘Thank you. | hope you enjoy your stay on our idlaSignorina
Rossi.'

Rosalba's highly intuitive senses reared agaimstritanner in which
he had spoken her name, rolling it around his terggiif savouring
its taste. In such an anticipatory way might a &&dmave regarded
the fruits of a day's hunting, congratulating hithapon his success
yet prepared to wait a while before devouring hisyp She sensed
plainly the animosity behind his polite facade ava$ puzzled by it,

so felt unable to raise her eyes higher than tleklbiclinching his

belt, a buckle so barbaric it alone was sufficientepel. It was of
solid gold, she guessed, deeply engraved to thmemsharp relief the
figure of an unidentifiable jungle beast with fargsed, poised as if
to spring upon a huge cobra coiled to strike.

‘Thank you,s-signore,'she stammered, grabbing her passport. 'A
goodbye.’

‘Arrivederci, signorina,'he stressed softly, dismissing her with
mocking bow.

Aprile, who had been an avid spectator, pouncedhemflustered
cousin the moment she reached her side. "Who ¢tmwas he? What
did he want? What did he have to say?'

'‘Nothing much,' Rosalba gulped, brushing a handssce flushed
cheek. 'He just wished me a pleasant stay on ledis

'He took all that time just to say that?'

'He seemed very interested in my passport.'



'‘Ah!" Aprile snapped her fingers and looked sa&tis$fiSo it was not so
much the book as its title that attracted his &ttenEven in Palermo
the name Rossi is a force to be reckoned with! Whaeninds me, we
must hurry. | expect Grandfather's car is parkeide the airport
entrance, and we mustn't keep him waiting.'

They stepped outside into dazzling sunshine and $econd Rosalba
found it difficult to focus upon the man Aprile ked, then ran
quickly to embrace. When her vision cleared sheaaelegant man,
elderly but upright, rapier-slim, with steel- grénair, eyes that
pierced, and thin lips, sternly chiselled, whichenthe greeted them
relaxed into an indulgent smile. She hung back.ellegp yet
fascinated by the man who was so like and yet §kainer own dear
father. The height was the same—not tall, yet seg@eo because of
the upright stance and incredible slenderness ghatherself had
inherited. The same brown eyes, yet where her rfatleyes had
reflected tenderness the Conte's seemed to poaspebble-hard
core. It was when, still hugging Aprile, he staemtoss her shoulder
and sent a smile in her own direction, that shed@elcthat whatever
faint resemblance he might have to her father ceesmediately it
reached his mouth—a mouth that widened without wlaras if
responding mechanically to a command to smile.

'So this is Rosalba...!" Releasing Aprile, who indnaéely dived into
the interior of a sleek grey limousine, he stranlevard. "Welcome to
Sicily, nipotina,' then when she remained immobile, he encourag
gently, 'Well,viso d'angeloaren't you going to greet yomonnowith

a kiss?'

Reluctantly she stepped towards him, suppressinghiger of
revulsion, wondering why, as he bent his head &epla light kiss
upon her lips, she should suddenly be remindedchefstranger's
barbaric buckle that had borne the symbol of sedasihake.



As she sank into a seat upholstered in soft gregesishe thought
how well the rich, warm, almost sensuous settingeduher suave
grandfather who, seeming to sense the exhaustabm#d descended
upon her like a cloud, did not attempt to engagerineonversation
but relaxed in his seat, seemingly content to watidfierent
expressions chasing across her features whenavighkiss of tyres
against tarmac, the car glided away from the airod headed in the
direction of the ancient city of Palermo.

'‘Rather than subject you two girls to yet anothrarg journey, | have
arranged for us to stay the night in the capitdteAa refreshing
night's sleep, you will be better able to enjoyjiwaney to Citta del
Monte,' he informed them, then lapsed into a seéemkich he did not
attempt to break until they entered the narrowesreof a capital
possessed of unmistakable mystique, retaining amsagchitecture
remnants of the Greek, Roman, Arab, Norman andiSipamvaders
who had left indelible impressions in the shappalces, mosques,
temples and many smaller cameos of beauty.

Rosalba's main impression was one of noise. Ieitii€entre, buses,
horse cabs and cars crammed the narrow streetssanaffic slowed
down to a crawl it seemed to her thrashed eardthatghousands of
irate drivers had fingers jammed permanently agédimsir horns.
Crowds of pedestrians spilled off inadequate pavesnand weaved
with contemptuous ease in and out of the traffighoring
gesticulating drivers, squealing brakes, and evbombardment of
hotly-worded insults fired out of furiously wounanan windows.

When occasionally the surge of humanity partedcsiught glimpses
of ancient palaces decorated with stone carvingsvailought iron
balconies; shady courtyards; bookshops; antiquéedegewellers
and many boutiques whose windows were, offeringviéry latest
samples of Italian fashion.



Eventually the car turned into a small piazza amgvdip in front of a
four-storied building, each story decorated and edhsihed with
putti, garlands and marble scrolls. Between the growat fvindows
were statues depicting the four seasons; on thiefliilor was a niche
occupied by a stone effigy of some long-forgottamgkand on either
side of the windows stone angels kept guard owverlititels.'This
entire palazzo belonged at one time to the Rossi family," he
grandfather explained as he ushered Rosalba anké Amough the
front door, 'but now only the ground floor is mirtke other three
stories having been renovated, made into self-atoad flats, and
sold to their present occupiers.’

Rosalba registered a confused impression of pinkgray mosaic
floors, grey marble columns supporting a ceilingetally painted
with gold leaf and many narrow, double doors—orlyatarved, with
finger plates of exquisitely-painted enamel setvaband below
handles of chased gold—ranged around the hall.

As the chauffeur carried in their luggage a womapeared bustling
across the hall to meet thelra povera bambinakhe exclaimed, her
dark eyes brimming with sympathy.

‘This is Rita, my housekeeper,' the Conte introduoer, '‘who has
been in my service for many years. She will show twyour rooms
now, for | know you must both be feeling exhaustelg@ase do not
hesitate to ask her for anything you need whichnoaslready been
provided.'

But the combination of unaccustomed heat, exciténaamd a long,
tiring journey proved to be too much for Rosalbawbnce she was
shown into her room, had eyes for nothing but thgehbed that
seemed to beckon her forward.

'Oh, bliss ...I' She sank on to its surface. 'T$upplies all my
Immediate needs, Rita—I intend sleeping for thet merlve hours,



at the very least.' When the door closed behind gheling
housekeeper, she undressed, slipped into a nigstdieen crawled
between silken sheets. 'Hm!" she almost purred literweighted
with sleep. 'Grandfather obviously believes thatdhickest way to a
woman's heart is to pander to her comfort. | mustwary and
remember...' she smothered a great yawn, 'toltneaty as a casual
acquaintance; any closer intimacy might resulttibacoming my
master!'

She slept only half the time she had promised Hetsenight have
been the unaccustomed luxury of the strange bedpeohaps
excitement had penetrated even her deep, soundlesp, but
nevertheless she awoke at six-thirty that evenedlirig refreshed
and, for one of her temperament, strangely restless

The city seemed to beckon to be explored and saap dense of
inherited pride urged her to respond. This wascHyatal city of the
land in which her father's family had its rootsiealdy she felt a
strong affinity which, had she dwelt upon it, shigmh have likened
to that of an exile who had finally returned home.

Quickly she showered and shrugged into a cottodress of a shade
that added deep tones of lilac to her blue eyesirdoto find a
suitable present for her mother as she touredniibygss she stuffed all
the lire she possessed into a white handbag, tioerking it over her
wrist, she made her way to the adjoining bedroomirtgpto find
Aprile awake and eager to keep her company.

She tiptoed into the bedroom darkened by drawnetsbut realised
immediately she heard her cousin's even breathiaigshe was still
asleep. Feeling a little less enthusiastic, sh&edaklowly along a
passageway that terminated in the main hall whiak flooded with
sunshine spilling through an open doorway. Irrddistdrawn, she
stepped outside to the sounds, smells and sights oty slowly
awakening after its siesta. She knew she ougldve bought out Rita



or her grandfather to tell them of her plans, bahsoled her
conscience with the promise: 'If | walk a little yya&keeping the
piazza always within sight, | can't possibly gestlo

The piazza lay just off one of the main arterieshef city, so in less
than five minutes she found herself in the middiehe shopping
centre. Taking great care to steer a straight eoswsthat she would
not find the return journey difficult, she strollédrough narrow
streets, stopping every now and again to peervimoows choked
with merchandise, and amusing herself by tryinguess which of
the island's many invaders were responsible forctreracteristics
displayed by the individual faces in the crowd. Onan of taller,
sturdier stature than the typical Sicilian coulddaherited his looks
from Albanian ancestors, she decided, whereasgatsliean little
man might have had relatives whose origins layontiNAfrica. Two
young sailors seemed definitely to owe their blgodd looks to the
Normans, and an occasional erectly-held head am@@ng stride
could belong only to one possessed of Arabian pride

Small boys swarmed everywhere, their darting egsessing each
passer-by, hoping to discover a tourist who mighplkevailed upon
to offer a small tip for acting as a guide or farrging a parcel.
Rosalba smiled, reflecting upon a statement hdrefahad made
some years ago. Mocking this small vice peculianisorace, he had
assured her: 'The carrying of parcels is somettonige avoided by
the bourgeois, who consider that to do so is te lmsste. Everyone
wishes to"far buona figura",consequently they will do nothing in
public that might be classed, even remotely, asahén

As she looked around her, she wondered if thigudti were
responsible for the fact that everyone was so fynadlaessed, men
wearing stylish suits, silk shirts, and impeccdlds and the women's
dresses immaculate and fitting perfectly.



Suddenly her attention was drawn by a glimpse wérish activity
and unusual sounds issuing from a side streetrsowm#he entrance
had almost escaped her attention. As she hesghted/as caught up
within a stream of people all heading down the marstreet, so,
curiously, she allowed herself to be drawn towaréigyht of steeply-
descending stone steps leading into an arena wathich every
available inch of space was taken up by stallsfloweing with every
conceivable type of merchandise. Obviously it wanaaket place,
one where the locals shopped for requirements mgrfigom food to
shoe laces.'The casbah of Palermadner grandfather later
contemptuously referred to it, a description whette considered
very apt.

Completely enthralled by the seething bustle, cobmd movement,
she moved into the swarming throng, trying to deerxhe yells of
fishmongers extolling the delights of exotic figid out on wooden
counters and slabs of ice. Though most were cosrlglstrange to
her, she recognised redmullet, octopus, sea uhose red flesh
was supposedly an aphrodisiac, oysters, prawnsanddfish laid
out so that their vicious spikes pointed straigi ithe air.

Many of the fruits displayed were also unfamiliéancying a bright
red apple, Rosalba pointed to a box full and heldne finger.

'‘Uno!" She communicated that she required only one. Etibaalder
could not have been more obliging had she offesdaliyy the whole
box. Carefully he lifted one from its resting plac#ered it to her,
then changed his mind and discarded it in favowamafther, slightly
bigger, slightly more red. She accepted with aentilen opened her
handbag to display a crumpled pile of lire.

'‘How much?' she queried. Then remembering Aprdefs/ersation
with the taxi driver she recalled the appropriatadv'Quanto .. .?'
She stumbled over the pronunciation, then thrustdod the bag,
inviting him to help himself to the required amount



Once the pleasant exchange had been concludedrsiedsdeeper
into the crowd, sinking small white teeth into dygple which, to her
surprise, did not respond with the crisp crunch sl expected but
disintegrated with a squelching sound as her, tpettetrated skin
soft and smooth as that of a plum and pulp luscasyseach yet with
a taste that was definitely superior. Juice escap@dsticky stream
down her chin, but the crowd around her was soselashe had no
hope of being allowed sufficient space to searahhlamdbag for a
tissue.

She had by this time progressed into what seemied tioe very heart
of the market place, where butchers' blocks a meagter of the size
of a normal table stood cheek by jowl, a thirdadlesurface taken up
by rusty, unhygienic-looking scales that barelyt leach butcher
enough space to wield his knife through cuts of tntlkat seemed
mostly to be veal.

Spying a deserted alleyway leading off from the ketaplace, she
elbowed her way towards it, anxious to remove tlokyg mess from
her chin. Finally she reached it, and with a gdgplcef leant against
the wall and began rummaging in her handbag. Alesbii her task,
she did not notice she had company until a shaddwaéross her
face. Her head jerked upward, the smile on heffilgeszing when she
saw a youth of about sixteen dressed in tatteradsjand a dirty
checked shirt, his swaggering stance echoing timaogein his small,
wicked eyes.

She realised his intention immediately his grubbpd snaked out
towards her handbag. Instinctively, she snappsiut and clenched
her fists around the rim, resisting the pressurehisf hands,
determined not to give way without a struggle. Shev his eyes
glitter dangerously as he freed one of his haralsing it to strike,
but she did not give in, not even when the flahisfpalm connected
smartly with her cheek. She saw stars, yet withdbgltenacity clung
on to the bag that had suddenly achieved the stdtastreasured



possession. Surprisingly, it did not occur to herstream, even
though there were hundreds of shoppers within earShihen his

hand raised a second time, positioned to inflikbiate chop on her
bird-boned wrist, she gritted her teeth and cldsadeyes.

But the blow did not land. She heard the harshimgspf a surprised
breath in her assailant's throat, felt a slackmd®sn his grip upon her
bag was released, and opened her eyes just inttinsee a fist
cracking painfully against her assailant's chin.itiing a howl of

pain, he staggered backward holding a hand tolbeding mouth,
then, displaying the agility of a monkey, he regdirhis balance,
spun round, then raced for cover into the crowd.

Rosalba sagged against the wall. Now that her bsdas over her
knees seemed to have turned to jelly and her stomias churning at
such a speed she felt certain she was going totvoime very idea
jerked her upright and though still ashen palermhaaged to sound
composed as she addressed her rescuer.

'‘Oh ...!"'Her lips framed a rosy ring of surprise. 'lt's youshe trailed,
with unflattering lack of enthusiasm.

'It is I’ the stranger from the airport agreeds lyes sternly
condemning her stupidity. 'Don't you know bettég' questioned
coldly, 'than to wander around such places alonéains such as
that young man are the pests of Palermo, they agzesilently as
rats out of the sewers in search of gullible tdarigzandering
wide-eyed around the shopping areas carrying, vetiminal

carelessness, every lira they., possess in flimapdihags or
easy-to-filch wallets, and what is more, displayihg same each
time they make a purchase. Such people presensisiibde

temptation to young villains. | would not attempt defend petty
criminals, yet | find it very difficult to feel sypathy for idiots such as
yourself who proffer an open handbag, tempting adlhstlder to



cheat, and who wander alone through a districhtiiorious for even
local housewives to venture unaccompanied.’

Though his tone might have been politer, Rosalbee ¢he facts had
been stated, could see that his annoyance wafgdstso, with a
generosity that Aprile would immediately have retisgd, she
accepted the implication that she only had hetseltflame. Yet for
the life of her she could say no more than two tsivords.

'I'm sorry ..." she faltered.

Suspiciously, his dark eyes raked her troubled letere he shocked
her by grating a colloquialism that fell oddly frdws lips.

‘Are you trying to send me upignorina?’

'‘No. of course I'm not!' she gasped, appalledtbatould suspect her
of being so ill-mannered.

The grip on her elbow as he wove her in and otth@imarket place
was sufficiently punishing to cast doubt upon wheetle had
believed her. Impatience echoed in his footstepheaguided her
through a labyrinth of streets, not speaking utitdy rounded a
corner where he halted to indicate with a nod sfh@ad.

'You recognise this piazza?' Seeming pleased veititbhef nod. he
added: 'Good, then you will have no difficulty find your
grandfather's hous@rrivedercionce again, Signorina Rossi!'

He had turned on his heel and disappeared bef@allbohad time to
gather up sufficient courage to put to him the ¢joas that were
burning on her lips. Questions such as: How dokymw that Conte
Rossi is my grandfather? How come you . are awatlim staying
in this piazza? And most curious of all: Why hawe ypeen following
me? For how could he have known about the incidetite fruit stall



and been close enough to rescue her from the k@ghsr other than
by keeping her under close observation?

To her intense relief she discovered that her dedher's house was
as silent and isolated as it had been when shit. IBfte sped through
the hall and along the passageways, then when ahgdined the
safety of her room collapsed panting on to the feeting she had
been closer to danger than at any other perioceinifetime. The

stranger, whoever he was, had a terrifying effganuher nerves.
Many times Aprile had used the worddchismowhen enthusing
about the attractions of Mediterranean men, buthgte never felt

curious enough to ask her cousin to explain itsmmea Yet now she
somehow sensed that whatever it was the word repes the

stranger possessed it in abundance. Her mind grdipeald nothing

to do with being tall, dark and handsome, for she imet a few such
men and they had left her cold, nor was it enti@ynnected with

powerful physique, self-assurance or chadhfachismo'she decided

nervously, was an inner attribute, probably aniinée trait, that had

nothing to do with physical appearance and eveangtto do with the

art of being a man ...



CHAPTER FOUR

THEY dined late that evening—nine-thirty, the time &iehh Rosalba
was usually nibbling a couple of biscuits and dmgka cup of cocoa
before retiring to bed. She was not the leastreitltand she had eater
next to nothing since leaving home, yet her stonraeblted against
the mound of pasta Rita heaped upon her plate.

'Oh, that's far too much! One spoonful will do,rtkgou, Rita.’

'‘Nonsense!" her grandfather intervened just as ®R#da about to
remove the heaped-up plate. 'Rita's lasagne isialgsi—eat it up, it
will do you good. | have heard it said,' his pebided eyes roved her
slight, shrinking frame, 'that the English do nat,end your frailty,
nipotina,would seem to bear this out. One cannot convest®x, or
sleep well if one has not dined well." With a bft an eyebrow he
indicated to Rita that she should replace the heapeplate before
concluding: 'We will talk after we have eaten; agmy stomach has
no ears.’'

Whereas Aprile would have argued that food lackimg sauce of
hunger is tasteless, Rosalba was so petrifieddZtnte's autocratic
manner that she immediately dug her fork into allspation of
pasta filled with minced meat and dripping withsaand transferred
it to her mouth, suppressinga shudder as it sldszcher tongue and
down her throat. She had never been fond of piistas a dish that
had seldom been served at home, and yet she kel liecause her
Aunt Caterina had over the years dished it upliafais variations. In
order not to offend her aunt she had waded thrqlages of ravioli,
tortellini, cannelloni, spaghetti and fettuccine tiuneventually
familiarity had bred a tolerant acceptance of ttadidn favourite
which, according to legend, had been one of thewalyexotic items
the intrepid Marco Polo had imported into Italyrfrahe mysterious
Orient. As she struggled valiantly to make headintythe pile upon



her plate, conscious of her grandfather's alers$,estee decided there
and then that pasta was a dish she disliked intense

Aprile had been watching her cousin with amusensmgmusement
that gave way to pity. To Rosalba's relief, shentdned into witty
conversation with their grandfather, hoping to rdist his attention
from the girl whose meek obedience had not, asl&pad feared,
elicited purring approval but seemed to be goatlregsuave Conte
Into an uncharacteristic betrayal of irritation. sially, Aprile
decided, once she had succeeded in smoothing fflisdréeathers,
the old man was a fighter, one . who thrives orosgon, which was
why Rosalba's gentleness had left him flounderirmghim, she was
as a first sip of milk after a diet of champagne.

She smiled, supposedly in response to her graretfatuip, but in
reality her amusement came from within. She hadaadbkéd the
thought of Rosalba usurping her position in theralh's affections,
but she need not have worried, it was becomingaalsvihat the two
were as compatible as a lettuce and a rabbit.

With her grandfather's attention occupied Rosalba able to bluff

her way through the main course by spreading ghiatly over her

plate. As meticulously her grandfather mixed hisi@alad dressing,
pouring exact amounts of olive oil, red wine vinegalt and pepper
that had been set near to hand, he jerked hetdntian with the

sudden enquiry:

‘Are you feeling quite refreshed, or are you toedito enjoy what |
am sure you will consider a treat?' He glanced &tsAprile whose
sparkling eyes and animated expression were ansmargh, then
turned enquiring eyes upon Rosalba, who blushell fright and
forced an incoherent stammer.

'Yes ...no ... Thatis ... | mean..."



'She's perfectly willing to do anything that's aska her,' Aprile
came to her rescue. 'Rosalba is happy to leaventhleng of
decisions to others.'

Disappointment and a hint of distaste flickered oasr her
grandfather's face before, with a shrug of his kleys, he dismissed
Rosalba completely and directed his next remarkpgale. 'Can |
take it, then, that you will not be averse to ungjta fashion show that
Is to be held this evening in the Palazzo Armertha, home of a
friend of mine who, when she heard of your visisisted that |
bought tickets for the show which is being heldithof some charity
or other? Most of the leading fashion houses vélrépresented and
as it is an expensive business transporting stmtk, and models by
air, the Princess Armerina has made it plain thatexpects all whom
she has invited to place many orders.’

He stared hard, and as their eyes collided theylanged a glance of
mutual understanding, a silent indication from tBente that his
promise was about to be fulfilled and instant rectgn by Aprile
that, as a reward for services rendered, she wiag lggven carte
blancheto order whatever outfits took her fancy.

That the exchange had gone way beyond RosalbalsWesaevident
to her grandfather when, as he slewed a look efrogjation across
the width of the table, she jerked upright as tfdm, and forced a
timid smile. It was clear that the labels of leadiiashion houses
meant less than nothing to her.

'‘Who is your favourite designer, my dear?' he skying her printed
cotton dress with curiosity.

'‘She hasn't one," Aprile trilled. 'She makes alt ben dresses,
Nonno, as I'm sure you've noticed!



The effect upon Rosalba of their amused sarcasnawtagcken look

that pierced the shell around her grandfather'sth&get still she

manages to look unusually lovely," he soothed. ;Yayidear Aprile,

are "blessed with flair, you could dare to knowaater around your
hips, shop for clothes in a flea market, dine awt sack, if ever you
should feel so inclined, and yet end up being cangaited upon

your, individual style. Your cousin, on the otheand, has a
personality that cries out for superb luxury clasthighave an urge to
see her dressed in a calm little Givenchy stiitoetfer still, a classic
Scherrer dress that would complement her serengybea

Aprile gave a peal of astonished laughter. 'But gaun't call that
fashion any longer, Nonno! In the world of hauteitcwe there are
still a few stubborn eccentrics, such as thosevgouist mentioned,
who obstinately continue to design clothes of kmprionoriginal
elegance, ageing bastions who refuse to recogheethe world
around them has changed and that to star in fasbaay one needs
to be sharp, trendy and way-out.'

'‘Way-out .."!" He threw up his hands in horrorhéTphrase is
meaningless to me. No!' he silenced her when sluke rimainterrupt,
‘do not attempt to explain, for I'm quite certairsHould find the
meaning every bit as distasteful as the exprestself.' He rose from
the table, his frame incredibly upright in spite loms age, and
instructed, 'If you girls have quite finished tilhg for the chauffeur to
fetch the car.'

They left him to go to their rooms in search of pgaAprile almost
dancing along the passageway in her excitementy Ribsalba
following laggardly in her wake. In less than fiseeconds Aprile had
shrugged into a long black cloak lined with the sashimmering
green silk as her dress and dashed into Rosalb@'s where she
found her sitting on a stool in front of her dregstable plucking
nervously at a filmy woollen stole.



'‘Are you ready?' she urged brightly, determinedgtwmre obvious
signs of reluctance.

Rosalba cleared her throat, conscious that Apsiescted what she
was about to say and was already marshalling hensents. 'Do you
think Grandfather would mind very much if | askede excused?’

'If you opt out, you mean," Aprile corrected coldlyes, I'm sure he
would mind—in fact, he would be furious. Fashiorowh aren't
exactly his scene, yet he's prepared to suffeexperience simply to
give us pleasure. It would be cruel to snub hinmddysing to go.'

As usual, she chose her words well, directing angusarbs that set
her cousin's conscience writhing.

Stabbed by a remorse that felt almost physicala®agumped to her
feet and flung the stole around her shoulders.'réaight, | am being
selfish,' she admitted, her cheeks pink with sha@iecourse | must

go.'

Ten minutes later the car drew up in front of aodliit palazzo

showing a crush of shadowy figures outlined agalmsground floor
windows. Loud music spilled out into the streetretime the massive
front door was opened to admit guests still pouaagof cars parked
down the length of adjoining streets and from tguBing up every

few seconds outside the imposing facade.

When they were shown into a colossal room crammederflowing
with an argumentative, protesting, gossiping, @mett), speculative
crowd Rosalba gasped with horror. As they entdategimass parted
to make way for the imposing Conte and his dar&tiexoutterfly of a
granddaughter, then immediately closed behind theaving
Rosalba stranded, a fluttering silver moth cast the shadows. She
cried out, but the sound was drowned by a crastusic. Then lights
were lowered, spotlights blazed, and hundreds afecas began



flashing as model girls began stepping out on ma&eshift stage,
pranced along a catwalk, then gyrated in time Wighmusic to show
every detail of their outfits before retreatingsbéige to make a quick
change.

She struggled into a corner, then stood with hek paessed against a
wall gazing wide-eyed at a spectacle that was cetalyl new and
alien to her. The accompanying music was a ham@hslattering
cacophony of noise that set her teeth on edge i@ve ther to search,
wide-eyed with desperation, for an avenue of escBpée she was
surrounded, cut off from the only exit by a crugHate arrivals all
eagerly pressing forward to gain a better view,yahy of them still
overspilling into the hallway beyond.

Resigned to the inevitability of remaining wheree skias until the
show had ended, she pushed her fingers into heneareaden the
noise and stared with disbelieving eyes as the stemgloped into a
spectacle, the models titillating the male sectibthe audience with
glimpses of bare breast through see-through fabrileinted
buttocks, and skirts slashed to reveal long, sletidghs.

The clothes themselves were grotesque, she deaitdtitberately
distorted and exaggerated in order to achieve maxinvisual

impact, reducing the girls who wore them to thdéustaof a Folies
Bergere chorus line. When a model sauntered irgaémtre of the
stage wearing an outfit with shoulders padded @thé¢ width of an
eighteen-stone - wrestler Rosalba tried unsucdbsstusuppress a
gasp. A woman in front of her turned round to smile

‘Don't worry, my dear. In the shops Montana's sihensl won't be
anything like as wide,' she reassured her, thetireeed with the
confidence of one who knows the fashion world iasadt: ‘Colours
and prints are chosen for catwalk impact; actuaigieor cut is
irrelevant, only the message is important.’



As the woman spoke, Rosalba had politely removedimgers from
her ears and she was just about to replace them thleemusic was
rent by the ear-splitting roar of a motor cycle éfrgul to represent
the noise of a hundred or more, a fanfare for line ®@loured model
who leapt on to the stage wearing skin-tight, bligakcist leathers. A
wave of cheers, catcalls and whistles greetedritearece, and as the
excruciating din continued Rosalba fought for bneatthe stifling
room and felt herself sliding lower and lower dothe supporting
wall, her distressed state going unnoticed in ao$@aving arms.

She had almost given up the struggle to breathehattbegun a
slow slide into oblivion when arms grasped her waisd she felt
herself being lifted roughly yet securely while ar$h voice
commanded the crowd around them to give way. Shst have lost
consciousness for a while, because her next retiolle was of
gulping in air fresh as the sparkle of wine thaswaushing a cool,
perfume- laden caress across her skin.

When her senses stopped whirling she focused ugarga moon
grinning down from above dark tree-tops, heard tthkling of a
nearby fountain and saw waxen petals strewn winene ttad fallen
on the path beneath her feet. Then, as she skiftgdly on a hard,
uncomfortable seat, she realised that she waganden at the rear of
the palazzaand that she was not alone. Sitting next to hemoimle,
unfriendly and stern, was a figure bathed in mairili that
highlighted the bitter twist of his mouth and eydwat were
smouldering furnaces of frustration.

'Youagain ...!" she addressed the dark strangernfgebnfused but
not surprised. Then, still lightheaded, she suggriserself with the
observation: 'You're like a hawkignore,always hovering. Are you
my self-elected protector?'



'‘A hawk does not protecsignorina,'he told her in a flat monotone
which nevertheless managed to convey inward futibsefunction is
to hunt, to pounce, and then to destroy.'

Though the night was balmy, she shuddered. Thesewemace in his
tone and a contempt she found upsetting. She wad tos being
ignored, but not disliked.

'Er ... thank you once again for rescuing me.' tigged her stole
closer around her shoulders. '"You needn't wait,féeting all right
now. Please don't miss the rest of the show oncogumnt.'

His short, hard laugh grated in her ears. 'Do klib@ sort of man,' he
mocked, 'who needs to seek his pleasures in staffgrcrowded
rooms watching grotesquely-dressed females pardaiatignaked
before men made pallid and bloated by too much kasg? They
drain our country of its wealth, these morons, gne nothing in
return. As profits accumulate the financial powértlee city men
Increases, so much so that they become the souready money for
much of Europe, yet in our poorer regions peasam®tstill scratching
a living from the ground using the same implemestsheir fathers
and their grandfathers before them—their bare Haimdthe north
they have tractors, but here in the south everesaee scarce and it
Is a donkey that carries hay to the barns, grap#stwine press and
its owner to market. Houses and shops are dilaguididhere is little
cash, people are poor, their possessions mostlynhate and
crude—a peasant owning a bicycle is consideredet@ bman of
means—and yet women such as yourself think notbfrgpending
thousands of lire on hideous garments such as theisg shown
tonight!'

She stared at him, her eyes dark blue and wide.tdllisframe,

muscular yet slim, seemed quite at home in a dija&et tailored to
sit perfectly upon broad shoulders, his evening,shiffled down the
front and at the cuffs, was of a quality that wobiae found favour



with even her fastidious grandfather. Brown hardpable, yet with
nails scrupulously manicured, betrayed him a seartg manual
labour, yet his words, his tone of ragged impagen@ang with
resentment of his surroundings and allegianced@éasantry he had
so proudly extolled.

Rosalba said the first thing that popped into lesdh
‘Are you a communissignore}'

His head jerked erect. She felt fluttering panitiaseyes pinned her
like a moth within his angry stare. Then to herefethe saw anger
drain from him until all that remained was a conpéthat made her
squirm.

‘No, | am merely a humanitarian who grows impatienth the
wealthy because of their greed and because of lthetdness to the
poverty that is all around them. Improvement walree—must come,
| tell myself—yet patience is not one of my virtué¢hatever | want |
must have immediately—I deplore the fact that wagithas become
one of our national pastimes.'

Whatever | want | must have immediatefyhe believed him.
Everything about his coiled-spring frame, out-thrjasv, impatient
mouth and fierce eyes indicated that here was a wiam found
conventions irritating, a bandit who, if he was mmen, would
recklessly take!

Suddenly she began to tremble. She felt afraidaicfiof the
..cross-currents she sensed seething beneath niv@lEal calm of
the man who, since her arrival in his country, addched himself as
close as an avenging shadow. She was afraid, @igbe country
itself, a land that needed a mere scratch upmuiface to release a
volcanic eruption of fiery emotions. Reminded oé thledge she



hadmade to fight her inherent cowardice, she medtéer voice
sufficiently to croak:

'‘Why are you so interested in my movements? Daritydhat you
are,' she stumbled in her haste. 'Obviously yoséteut to discover
all you can about me—the fact that I'm Conte Regganddaughter,
the place where I'm staying. I'm grateful, of ceythat you came to
my rescue in the market place and again this egenbut
nevertheless, your presence in both places indiaatenowledge of
my movements that can't be explained away as a®nce. Why
me?' she pleaded, her blue eyes enormous withgroeait. 'l could
understand your being interested in my cousin, |l&pbecause all
men are, but I'm nondescript—eadinary!'

Again he laughed, the harsh sound she had begassticiate with
him. 'Nondescript'. Ordinarylf it suits you to pretend to be what yoL
are not then continue to do so, but do not undematd my
intelligence by believing me fooled by your gameuYare Rosalba,
daughter of Angelo, granddaughter of Conte PietresRde Citta del
Monte,' he astounded her by saying, 'thereforeaqyou are the most
important person in the world. I've longed for yowarrive so that the
burden of duty may be eased from my shoulders. thaivwou are at
last here is it not understandable that | shoulshwib keep you
always within my sightArrivederci!' he stood up to sketch a smar
salute, 'until our next meeting, which | promisdl\we soon. You,
English dove, are the instrument for which | haseted—



CHAPTER FIVE

FIVE minutes later Aprile discovered Rosalba standwagty where
the stranger had left her, motionless as a stapeschless with fear.

‘There you are!" Her nonchalant tone penetratecalBa's frozen
stupor. 'I've looked everywhere for you. | knew yoeren't keen on
the fashion show,' she scolded crossly, 'but I'tldheam you'd go so
far as to walk out on us! Grandfather was so anthtngealmost didn't
buy you a thing, but I talked him round. Not oriyat!' she enthused,
catching Rosalba by the elbow to drag her alongpiié leading
towards thepalazzo,l've managed to persuade some of the design
to let us buy outfits that were actually modellad tevening! This
show is the last of the season, so when | explainadwe're to be
here for only two weeks and are desperately shiofashionable
clothes they agreed to sell. Grandfather helpedpofse, by waving
his cheque book under their noses,’ she chuckleefudly. Then
becoming aware of her cousin's lack of enthusiatma,stopped so
suddenly that Rosalba cannoned into her. 'What ddeke to get
you excited?' she exploded. 'l feel as if I'm drag@n anchor. Hurry
up, do, | can't wait to try on those fabulous creations!

‘Aprile!" At last Rosalba won the struggle to find her voiS&op for a
minute and listen, | have something very importartell you!

Aprile's eyebrows shot skywards, but she contalmEdmpatience,
realising only then that her cousins was reallyetips

'l ... | don't know how to begin,’ Rosalba stamrder&here's a

man—one who looks like a bandit —who's been follgyvine ever

since | arrived here, and tonight... tonight, hid sa he threatened ...
Oh, | don't knowexactly what he threatened, but I'm sure he
dangerous!



'‘Dangerous to whom?' Aprile sounded as if she varaouring a
child. Pushing Rosalba down on to a seat, shettedpalm of her
hand on her brow. 'Are you feeling feverish?' sbevhed.

When Rosalba shook her head Aprile put an arm arduer
shoulders and with a show of aggravating indulggroeeeded to
coax: 'Sit there and don't move while | go for Gifather; | think
you're delirious and in need of a doctor. I'll beng only a few
minutes, so don't be afraid—I assure you therenaréonger any
bandits in Sicily, and if you had been followed, ya®1 suspect,
someone would have noticed, because you havemitdlere once
since our arrival. So please don't worry," she ghee a quick
squeeze, 'you're in absolutely no danger.'

Rosalba's despairing eyes followed Aprile's retngaback as she
sped along the path leading to thelazzo.She could hardly blame
her for jumping to the conclusion that illness wlas cause of her
wild Accusations, for she had not repeated anyhefdonversation
she had had with the stranger, nor had she meudtihieeescapade in
the market place.

It was also evident that the small commotion she ¢eused when
she fainted had gone mostly unnoticed. It was kasdirprising,
therefore, that Aprile should conclude that hemherent warning
was the result of some virulent attack of fever.

She felt it useless to utter a protest or to atteampy further
explanation when her grandfather arrived accomplarg his
chauffeur and an anxious Aprile who could be héamnd before she
was seen explaining to the Conte.

'‘She was babbling some nonsense about banditbeamgifollowed,’
Rosalba overheard her telling him as they hurmoeeatds her. 'Her-
eyes were staring—sort of vacant—and she was shg/aalthough
when | touched her she felt hot."'



The Conte wasted no time with questions but ingtdicthe
chauffeur: 'Alessandro, carry the child to the daine straight home
and tell Rita she is to be put straight to bed.'

'‘No, Grandfather, there's no need!" Rosalba pexdest'm quite
capable of walking to the car.’

"You will do as you are told!" he thundered, fotoet for the moment
that she was supposedly ill. He apologised immebjiati'm sorry,
my dear, but | am worried about you, so worried thaill not rest
until you have been seen by my own doctor wholvglblong just as
soon as | can get in touch with him—he'll come reWé have to get
him out of bed.’

Appalled by the thought, she tried a further protdswish you'd
believe me when | tell you there's nothing wronghwne! What |
told Aprile is the truth, every word of it—Havebeen followed by a
man ever since | set foot in Sicily. He carried oo of thepalazzo
tonight when | fainted, and here in this very gartie threatened to ...
to ..

‘To do what... ?' he urged narrowly, better awhem tAprile that in
this land of fiery passions anything is possible.

'I'm not sure exactly ..."

'‘Ah!' His face cleared, then once more adoptedlofenvorry. 'Take
her home, Alessandro,' he instructed crisply, laundy!

The doctor confirmed as Rosalba knew he would, thate was
nothing wrong that a good night's sleep would natrght. 'It is the
travelling, the excitement,’ he tut-tutted. 'Yowédnad a very long
day, signorina,and you are not yet acclimatised to our hot weath
Take things easy for a while, and when you are autloors
remember always to wear a hat.'



Wear a hat! Rosalba's pale, solemn face reflecde@ of the panic

she was feeling. It was not protection from thetbiat she needed but
protection from the barbarous hints and coolly wearthreats of the

man who appeared out of nowhere with the sudderamesstealth of

an apparition.

Washe a figment of her imagination? she began to wgrstanning
the faces ranged around her bed. Aprile, her gadinef, the doctor,
had all tried to convince her that he did not eXisten with certainty
she knew that they were wrong. Apparitions did pagsess sinewy
fingers that could grasp-as tightly as his had deeeen now she
could feel the impression where his fingers haghgad a bracelet of
steel around her wrist!

They set out for Citta del Monte after breakfas tlext morning.

Alessandro seemed perplexed by the pile of exggdge that had to
be accommodated in the boot of the car and corddsesself beaten
when, after a fruitless half hour of packing ana@rranging, there was
still one large suitcase for which he could findroom.

'‘But we must take that one!" Aprile wailed. 'lt tains the outfits |
bought at the show. Put it in the back of the Asssandro, it will fit
in easily if my cousin and | sit either side of it.

Conversation was desultory as they made their wagfathe capital,
until by the time the car was speeding away froendtitskirts it was
entirely non-existent. The Conte seemed deeplycorgoed.

Aprile did not bother even to glance out of the aaw, but sat
smiling secretly as if consumed by some inner eragint. Rosalba
was glad of the chance to observe without distwadier first glimpse
of a country that was new to her and yet lookedngfely familiar.
Ochre-coloured stone, miles upon miles of vineyairftsds of
melons ripening in the sun were reality, whereaadnbad become a
blurred memory.



They passed through small towns and villages, tstr@fepink, blue

and green-washed houses combined into a joyfubfioblour made

all the more glorious by the gaiety of brilliantnstiine. Soon
flower-carpeted valleys gave way to slopes barxeegt for masses
of starry-blossomed asphodel. On a stark mountiensilone except
for sheep and goats struggling to find food amamckly pears,cacti

and scrub, she saw a temple rearing high, a penfect golden stone
projecting an aura of timeless serenity.

The road began to incline steeply as they apprahalferest of tall
pines which, as they plunged inside it, encloseantivithin a cool
green mantle and filled the car with pungent arods.the road
spiralled up the mountainside in ever-decreasingles Rosalba
perched on the edge of her seat, eager to driekeary sight exposed
as they rounded numerous twists and turns. Whidrtlishbing, they
emerged from the forest she saw far below a widested plain with
glistening saltings and windmills; the Spanish tosnend rooftops of
a town spread around a sickle-shaped harbour, &andut to sea a
scattering of tiny islands.

'‘Not long now—Iook, child, the village is in sighitler grandfather's
words sent her eyes slewing ahead and she gasfiedekght as the
car passed beneath a gateway of silver-grey graatitewalls of the

same stone enclosing a settlement of ancient chgsliperched high
upon the mountain top.

Obligingly, Alessandro slowed down as they progedsslong
narrow streets without footpaths, paved with theesailver stone
that had been used for the fortifications. Rosaboaght glimpses of
flower-crammed courtyards with outside staircasafing ivy down

every step, and a small central square withatioria where tables
and chairs werarranged outside to attract passing customers.

They then entered a tree-lined drive cutting thlowgxtensive
gardens that widened with the suddenness of sunimiecloud to



expose a medieval castle that seemed gouged osiivef-grey
granite.

‘Magnificent!" she breathed.
‘You like it?' For the first time the Conte lookgenuinely pleased.
'It's overwhelming, Grandfather. Too much to takell at once!

‘There's no hurry,' he smiled as he helped heofollte car. 'You are
young, you are a Rossi, and this is your home.'

Too bemused to pay much attention to his wordsabeed him to

lead her up a flight of steps, through archwayseued by many
stone pillars, then into a hall so high she hatiptdoack her head in
order to encompass the full extent of a ceiling enag of

crisscrossed beams, each intricately carved amitgohi Splendid
chandeliers, all crystal and gold and silver matadre suspended,
one in each of four corners, like gigantic spideasting to descend.
Oil paintings lined the walls, interspersed withagbwed niches
holding statues with cold marble expressions thatreed to project
indifference as to whether they were examined erlooked.

Visibly amused by her awestricken expression, thet€took her by
the arm to lead her up a flight of stairs with treaf the same silver
stone but with balusters of pure porcelain thatgraas he

demonstrated by striking each with a fingernathagassed—with a
different note. He opened the first doorway of masmyged around
the first-floor landing and watched closely for hreaction to the
room that he had chosen especially for her.

He had noted that she was a creature of few woreisall the
gratitude he could have wished for was presenérvbice when she
stepped inside, stood stock-still, then whispered.



'Oh, Grandfather ...!"

The background colour predominating was pale bituevalls, ceiling
and doors, but superimposed upon each surfacegatamnd scrolled
in vivid colours, were panels painted with slimwiering trees that
had branches supporting unidentifiable birds oftiexplumage. A
huge fourposter bed had hangings embroidered hatlsame design
in coloured wools, and set upon a pale blue, thitdd carpet were
onyx-topped tables on ornate gilt legs, a multirored
dressing-table holding a crystal vase massed wiite Bnd white
flowers, dainty spindle-legged chairs and a coustered in the same
hand embroidered cloth as the bed hangings. Nektasmall table
supported a porcelain lamp- stand topped with atptecream shade.

'‘Well, my dear,' her grandfather urged softly,yoa approve?'

She swung to face him, her eyes wide, her lips éofmto a round,
pink 'oh' of surprise, but no words came.

He smiled the inscrutable smile of a man unwilliogettay too much
satisfaction.

'l leave you to settle in," he patted her sheuldout as we have not
yet had time to talk, it would please me very mifigilou would meet
me downstairs in my study as soon as you are ré&dwil we say in
half an hour ... ?* He waited until she noddedn thiepped outside,
closing the door behind him.

Rosalba remained in the middle of the room staainthe beauty all
around her yet conscious of an indefinable feéeglng that all was
not as it should be. In such airy, sunlit surrongdishe should have
been feeling as free as a bird. Instead, she Waded eyes upon the
feathered images painted upon the walls, fightingdaavning
suspicion that she might one day be as they wenmappéd until
eternity within an impregnable castle!



Rita had been transported to the castle earlier h@rning to
supervise the staff and otherwise prepare for tay. Rosalba met
her in the great hall when half an hour later sleatwdownstairs in
search of her grandfather.

'‘Which is Grandfather's study, Rita?' she .wavecemfronted by
many tall double doors with ornamental grilles pobing half their
height.

‘The Conte has changed his misignorina.As the day is so warm he
has decided that you will be more comfortable ia litggia. Come
with me, I'll show you the way/

She followed Rita and stepped outside on to a welanda lined
with archways opening out into a courtyard. It iasished with a
harmonious blend of rush matting and comfortablyalgtered cane
furniture. As she entered her grandfather rosesetmer.

'Sit here,nipotina.' He ushered her towards a settee, then when
was certain she was comfortable sat down besidéAtéast we have

found time to talk.' His tight mouth relaxed interaile. '‘But you look

tense, my dear. Sit quietly for amoment and listetihe music of the

fountains. There are seven of them, each represgeaticentury of

Rossi ownership. The next one is due to be erewatlyear and |

should like you to be the one to choose its de'sign.

'l ...7 Her whisper was barely audible above thendoof water
cascading down circular pyramids of stone; tinkliragn the flutes of
Pan; gushing from the mouths of grinning gargoybesng spat with
force from the innards of stone fish and seepimgnfthe eyes of
marble cherubs. The whole courtyard around which $even
fountains were set seemed to her sensitive sopligate with the
sound of sighing and weeping.



'Yes, my dear.’ When her grandfather's papery- ngkinhand
enclosed hers she almost jerked away. 'That is inkant to discuss
with you. The fact that you are my heir, the onlynlg Rossi who
bears my name, and that everything you see aroondisy/ your
heritage—your birthright. My insistence that Aprsleould bring you
here was no mere whim.'

Rosalba recoiled from this confirmation of her anlssduplicity. Her
mother had suspected an ulterior motive, but skiebean unable to
believe that the fondness she felt for her cousia mot reciprocated.
The realisation that Aprile had used her was urdi#apainful ...

*You will, of course, have to take up residenceeliehe caught up
again the thread of her grandfathers words.

'l couldn't do that," she jerked. 'Mother would eeagree to give up
her home.'

‘There is no place here for your mother." As thidl ofi his voice

reached out across the courtyard the very watetheffountains
seemed to fall silent during a frozen pause. Thiemidsing her
mother completely, he continued in a calm reas@nadainner which
was nevertheless belied by the imperious drummingifingers

against cane. 'Your father was my only son. Regjobtt after he was
born my wife was told that she could never beatlaarcchild, so, as
you can imagine, he was very important to me.'

When Rosalba choked back impulsive words he indlims head, as
if acknowledging her right to doubt, and explaicadefully: 'I'm sure

you are aware of the rift that developed betweeur yather and

myself—a rift that was not of my making, but oneievhl tried many

times to bridge. | blame outside influences for fihet that my son
rebuffed all the advances | made towards him.'

‘Are you implying that my mother——



'l never imply, | state facts,' he silenced heut 'Be will not argue on
that point, your father's death has made it ir@hevl can, however,
speak with authority when | say that your fathesw@agood son, a
man very conscious of his responsibilities, one whbe had been
-given the chance, would have made a fitting sisme® myself and
to the many notable Rossis who have gone befor&¥ as.see, my
dear, | knew him as you did not. All his life, framfancy, through
boyhood and adolescence, he was trained in the wofaysbility. |
insisted upon him working in the fields with hisopée, but only
because it was necessary for him to get to knom tivell and for
them to respect him not just as a future Contebat man who would
ask of them nothing that he could not do himselie Thantle of
leadership can be a burden—which is why he was rtaden it at a
very early age in order that, as the years progte$e would become
accustomed to its weight. Through no wish of himpwis voice
suddenly grated, 'that mantle was torn from hisuklers.’

Rosalba felt the impact of his pebble-hard eyesuper face, but
when she looked up she sensed that he was nontpakiher but
down the avenues of the past. Obviously, what etkare did not
please him. She dared not interrupt, for she kimatvhie was not yet
finished. Words seemed dragged from him when wifiicdlty he
hauled his mind back into the present.

'l have never been able to imagine my son as akseper, so |
realise that it must be equally hard for you tdyme him here among
his own people, resolving their grievances, shathwgr laughter,
mingling his tears with theirs. It shameful,when his clenched fist
connected with his palm she jerked with shock amglténse fingers
into the cane armrest of the settee, 'shamefuhthahould have been
so deprived of his heritage by a mareman!’

The venom in his voice turned Rosalba's stomackidénly his
motives became clear as the ugly word vendettadeits head. He
had not brought her here because of love of his mmnbecause he



needed her to take his place, but because he wantssl revenged
upon her mother. Over the years he had nursedtnesenlike a
festering sore, hating her for depriving him fo$en son and then of a
daughter. She recoiled from the thought, yet as&sepinned by his
fanatical gleam she felt her suspicions confirmed.

Her horrified eyes must have warned him that he lbetdayed too
much too soon. Calling upon massive strength df nd managed to
control his wrath, forcing his hard expression iimes of sorrowful

regret. His placating tone held apology for frighig her.

'I'm sorry, my dear, for allowing my emotions tonraway with

me—please, | beg you, try to make allowances fdr age.' She
braced herself for an assault upon her sympathytr€es,' he played
mournfully on her emotions 'grow stronger, old rezgrow wider,

but old men merely grow lonely. Stay with me, Rbadlhis voice
strengthened as with masterly pretence he urgkdoiW your father
would have wished it. His blood runs in your veins, nature lurks
deep within you—through you he could live again!



CHAPTER SIX

FOR the rest of that day Rosalba kept well out of giemdfather's
way, losing herself in grounds that were to sonterecultivated yet
had a wildness that suggested that nature had waisé and man
least. The castle was built of stone, but had aidigcore of
water—water used not only for drinking, swimmingvesishing but
also as a sound, as a reflector of light, and disexsion. She traced
its source from a spring gushing out of the mounstide and followed
its course to a reservoir teeming with fish andiglleby ancient trees,
lost it when it plunged underground, then discogleiteemerging
once more as a waterfall at the very top of thpistpgardens. From
there it linked a chain of fountains set in gardsosteeply stepped
that no mechanical aids were necessary to forcerzt had flowed
under its own natural momentum day after day, \a&dfter year,
century after century.

Its music was soothing to her feverish mind anglesfollowed its
passage over mellowed stone, beneath the shadeeging trees,
watched it fall in'light beards against harsh rodksperse into
individual jets and fans, then come together onoeermto a single
thick, urgent outpouring, she gradually began tgame some of her
usual serenity.

After wandering for hours she sat down on the rira fountain. Two
great river gods, the Tiber and the Arno, were isgred in stone
beneath gushing water, each wearing a chiselledy sxpression of
indifference to the other, their lichen- stainedd®turned aside as if
refusing in perpetuity to acknowledge each other.

She sighed, wondering why, in a land of such beaewgryone
should be so obsessed with pride— expressionsredttil, eyes
mirrored it, words and gestures rang with the #oéantegral to the
Sicilian race it was perpetuated even in the sitmages of their dead.



‘Tell me,' she addressed Arno whose watered vieayed the least
intimidating of the two, 'how can | escape? It seeiticulous, in this
age of freedom of the individual, to suspect thatgrandfather will
try to keep me here against my will, yet you abdth know that here
in his mountain fortress the Conte has kept alive world of
centuries past wherein each Rossi was king, evessiRwish a
command. To attempt to reason with him would béegseto argue
would be unwise, so | have no choice but to resostealth. | think |
shall keep a low profile for a few days,' she coedi in the granite
features that centuries of water-massage had famledften, 'hoping
for inspiration. I'll think of something-+Hmust,'her voice developed a
wild, ragged edge, 'otherwise I'll finish up joigimy grandfather's
collection of mute, mindless mummies !'

She avoided the trauma of accompanying her grameifaind Aprile
to dinner by pleading a headache. That her excagdéen accepted
without question was proved when Rita entered adrdiom carrying
a tray.

'l've brought you a little light suppesignorina,'she smiled, setting'
the tray upon a table. "'The Conte sends his condesebut adds that
he is pleased at your wisdom in following the ddstadvice to take
things easy. | will return to collect the tray lat®nce this has been
done you are to be left undisturbed."

In order to allay any concern about her lack ofedipp, Rosalba ate as
much of the fluffy omelette as she could managednadk a glass of
wine. Then she undressed and donned cool pyjanfaseb&ipping
into bed, her enjoyment of silken sheets intendifig the contrasting
serviceable cotton. For a while she dozed, hepdlght enough for
her to register the sound of Rita's footfalls as alept into the room
to collect the supper tray, then tiptoed out agéimom under drowsy
lids she watched curtains billowing in a breezeeifihg softly
through an open window, then as a pale sickle @imglided behind



clouds and the room darkened she closed her egesuarendered to
deep dreamless sleep.

Much later, at an hour when the castle and its pacts were
wrapped in brooding silence, she awo.ke with & stadl saw a dark,
menacing shadow advancing towards her. A shargused gasp
was all she managed before a hand closed over beathnmand
determined "words were hissed against her .ear.

'‘Don't be foolishsignorina.lf you remain silent you will come to no
harm, but otherwise ...!" The bedcovers were whdppack and an
arm reached out to haul her roughly from the bdte fand was
withdrawn from her mouth to be replaced immedialgha gag that
was thrust between her lips and kept anchoredsbgiaof cloth tied
tightly behind her head. An hysterical scream ogeher throat but
was blocked by the constricting gag as she wadlifthrown like a
sack of potatoes over a broad shoulder, and casried the balcony
outside her room. Sky, earth and granite walls ¢oetb into a
whirling kaleidoscope when with an ease possesge&uhly the very
strong and the superbly fit, her abductor swurgg bne leg and then
the other over the balcony and began to descend malssed with
centuries' growth of creeper, feeling carefully footholds among
tangled shoots, working his way foot by foot, habg hand,
seemingly indifferent to the fate of the bundlehamanity gripping
talons of terror into his back.

When eventually the horrific descent was conclutiedset her down
upon her feet, but found it impossible to dislodhge choking arms
from around his neck. She heard him chuckle, butlavanot be
shamed into releasing him, not until with breatimgkmpudence he
murmured, 'Careful,signorina, your attachment verges on the
provocative, and as | am far from being a membersoie
sub-species devoid of feelings your passionategiclinis playing
havoc with my emotions.’



His mocking sarcasm had an effect similar to tlia slap across the
face. With flaming cheeks Rosalba jerked away, itep@a yard of
space between them. She was glad of the darkmrassiug that it hid
from full view her shivering, inadequately clothéddy. To her
surprise, he did not immediately pounce to reclaen and it was
some seconds before she realised that she was hisiark shadow
no longer looming over her in the darkness.

She had only just gathered her wits sufficientlytd&e her first
fleeing steps when there was a thump at her fekwwed by a dark
form that sprang from a height and landed, rockindnis heels, next
to her.

"You will need clothes!" He indicated with a no@ uitcase he had
retrieved from her bedroom.

She stared, her eyes enormous above the tightlpdvcloth that held
her gag secure. She was unable to speak, butfeslenhad been able
to she was far too shy, too inadequate with woodexpress her
deepest fears. This was the man against whom shtibd to warn
her grandfather and Aprile, the man she had likewed" bandit
because of his heated views and the reckless islenhad sensed
seething within him. Intent to do what? To kidnabyiously. To him
she represented the Established that he held im cmatempt; he
thought her privileged, and over-rich, and for tiésmeant to punish
her. But what form would his punishment take? Wddde satisfied
with depriving her of luxurious surroundings? Would perhaps
demand a ransom and kill her if it were not paid?d@ he have
something much worse in mind ...?"

It was dark, yet light enough for him to read theessage
communicated by wide, startled eyes and a shrinbatty. Stooping
to pick up her suitcase, he paused before straigigéo peer into her
stricken face.



'‘What you have in mind would be very pleasaignorina,’ he
mocked dryly, 'but much as | would like to accomaedyou, at the
moment we simply do not have the time.’

Putting his hand upon her elbow he propelled hier time darkness.
Flinty stones bit into the soles of her bare feet, her whimpers of
pain were stifled by the gag, yet even if they mmd been she
suspected they would have caused him no concermenVéhjeep

loomed out of the darkness she lost no time obeyimgn he ordered
her into it, and sat nursing tender feet while dr@ed the key in the
ignition and accelerated the engine into life. Befengaging gear he
shrugged off his coat and flung it in her lap.

‘Here, put this on. My plans do not include nursing through a bout
of pneumonia.'

She dredged minute consolation from this rougho&&indness—a
man totally devoid of compassion would have left toefreeze. But
then again, an inner voice warned, if ransom weraim it would be
in his best interests to keep her in good healtleast until the money
had been paid.

The zig-zag descent down the mountain was an agterts the
nightmare that had begun with his appearance imdwen. She held
on tightly as with what seemed to her maniacal dgeethrew the
jeep around hairpin bends and looped corners ofahescrew road
whose precipitous drops on one side and overhahgsck on the
other had been intimidating enough in daylight;kdass, and her
inherent timidity, helped to magnify the hazardb@usandfold.

Her relief was tremendous when finally she sensedadad levelling
out and the veil of darkness slowly lifting so teabn she was able to
distinguish straggling growths of prickly pear apiky sisal leaning
out over the road, their silhouettes looking edmilynan; giant hands
beckoning them onward or enormous feet grotesquliing



through a hedge. The mountain housing the Castf®uoftains was
far behind them by the time the sun began inchireg the horizon.
Olive groves, orchards, vines and bamboo thickeetched either
side of a road heading straight towards a wall otintains. Frozen,
both mentally and physically, she remained stitl gniet. A couple
of hours had passed by the time they began asagmdia of the
peaks etched like jagged teeth against a brilldue sky, the road
winding through a wilderness of bare limestone, ltheer slopes
terraced for cultivation, narrow, built-up stepsveowith buckwheat
by some poor, hardworking optimist.

As yet there was no one about, just herself anddqaor driving up a
grey pallid slope dotted with enormous white botddaumerous and
large enough to hide an army. When at last theeptiog, wliining
engine seemed ready to give up the ghost the readirated
abruptly and he swung the jeep on to a plateaulihgat straight for
what Rosalba thought was sheer rock face. Sheddosthe impact,
then slumped back in her seat when he swerved @a@boulder and
drove inside a huge, bare limestone cave whose, daiderable
interior intensified her misery and offered littomfort to her
shivering, fear-racked body.

Obeying his curt instruction, she stumbled outhefjeep. Promptly,
her legs folded beneath her and with a mutteredraogtion he
grabbed her by the shoulders and heaved her uptigdnt, using his
body as a prop, he held her steady while he uttiedscarf around
her head. Immediately it fell loose she spat oatghg, but her mouth
was too dry, her lips too tender and swollen taaunodate words.

'‘Welcome to our worldsignorina!'He looked cruelly satisfied by her
discomfort. "To poverty, to hardship, to squalor-d-&mall the ghosts
who will keep you uneasy company.'

‘Who ... are ... you?' she choked painfully, figbtithreatened
hysteria. 'What do you want of me ...?"



'‘My name is Salvatore Diavolo.' He watched narrowlgeming to
expect some hint of recognition, but when her esgiom remained
blank he continued in a voice hard with anger:sBeally, | want
nothing of you. Like myself you are a mere instramef fate, a fate
that decrees that the dead cannot rest until thal rof custom is
enacted and passion is assuaged by vengeance.’

'I'm sorry . .." Dazed and uncertain, she shook Head. 'l don't
understand. Would you please explain?"

Showing impatient disbelief, he spat: 'You are asdRel am a
Diavolo. What further explanation is needed?"

Words did not come easy to Rosalba at the besneft but fear and
confusion drove a babbling spate from her lips.

'l am a Rossi, yes, but I've lived in England ail hfie, | met my
grandfather for the very first time yesterday! As fjour name, it
means nothing to me. Why should it?'

Sunshine slanted through the cave opening anddecand she saw
his ruthless expression softened by uncertaintyhi8seyes probed
her worried face she quailed, then, reminded ofviogr to be more

courageous, willed herself to weather his frowninglf-suspicious

gaze.

But while he looked he, too, seemed reminded. Aerfie voice from
the past had taken him to task, he thrust out Iestcand hooked
assertive thumbs into the belt with its barbarildgo buckle. That he
had decided now to believe her was plain when heechoa

leather-booted foot towards an upturned box andedled it towards
her, creating a noise that scraped across herdédrherves.

'Sit, innocentewhile | enlighten you, for | am certain the Diavol
version of the story is one that you are not faanivith. The vendetta



originally arose not between the Famiglia Rossi #Hrel Famiglia
Diavolo but between Rossi and Pisciotta ...’

‘Vendetta!'She sank down on to the box, glad of its suppmrhér
weakened limbs.

'Indeed, yes,' he mocked. 'We civilised deem ouese& long way
past savagery and in many respects we are, thewsostll admit to
Is that our origins go back to that middle statevn as barbarism,
yet we Sicilians, while still laying claim to beingvilised, are
extremely sensitive to insults, and that is whyitisitution known as
vendetta still flourishes, why it remains a nedgsdor within a
community where no fair and impartial authority s#ia policy of
reprisal is the only practicable way of preventingher outrage. In
other wordssignorina, to suffer evil similar to that which he has
inflicted upon another will bring home to even amag vindictive as
your grandfather that violence does not pay indhg run.’

He paused, expecting her to argue in defence oftaedfather, but
she remained silent, appalled by what she had hestrd, yet
suspecting that worse was yet to come. She lookeg,ecowed by
his aggressive stance, her shrinking form swallobsediis shadow
being cast by the sun rising behind him as he stooking on his
heels at the entrance to the cave.

‘Maria Pisciotta,' he continued, his voice fallihgrsh against her
ears, 'was betrothed to one Angelo Rossi.' If bissiRosalba
became even more still. 'Arrangements had beenlisitha

settlements agreed, the wedding date fixed, antewingelo was

away doing service in the army Maria slaved happiiyil she had
drawers full of sheets, pillow cases, and tabléslall hand-sewn
and embroidered, ready for the home she was te ski#ln Angelo

when he returned. You are aware, of course, thatker did return.’
The accusation was grated, an invitation to conttabdut Rosalba
was not prepared to do so until she had learnetthatlithere was to



know.'Word quickly spread that Maria had been diltand she
suffered the inevitable consequence of being reghed a woman
dishonoured, an object of pity and scorn. Then Bimappeared on
the scene I' He moved so quickly that the sunsélenged across her
face, forcing her to blink rapidly. 'He had lovesl from afar, but had
remained silent because he knew that her infatuéioAngelo was
S0 strong that to speak would have been to ineibaff. She did not
hesitate to accept, however, when he proposed agatrito have
refused would have meant her never receiving anatifier, to have
been condemned to spinsterhood for the rest ofifleeNaturally,
once Maria became his wife Diavolo joined forcethviier brothers
and father in the vendetta against the only remgirRossi—the
Conte. But they were mere peasants whose onlywskdlscratching a
living from the ground and he was the all-powerfuler of a
miniature kingdom, protected always by armed bodyds, his
safety doubly assured by the inaccessibility ofo#aréss home
patrolled day and night by an army of imported ghuwdhose orders
were to huiit down and kill Maria's every male tela and especially
her husband—Diavolo.'

'l don't believe you! Rosalba gasped. 'Grandfatmay be an
autocrat, but he wouldn't kill""

'l can assure yotusignorina,that although he never once soiled hi
fingers with a knife or a gun your grandfatherasponsible for the
deaths of every male Pisciotta, father, sons, osusand other
relatives so distant the relationship is hardly ttwanentioning. The
only ones to elude him—

but not, unfortunately, for ever—were Maria and hesband. They
fled to these hills," he hissed, 'to seek the ptmte of Diavolo's
cousin, Turiddu, one whom the authorities had labed bandit but a
man whom the peasantry regarded as a mixture of, gabtector,
and provider. Here, in this very cave,' his glaelgs raked the bare,
stone-strewn floor, 'Maria's son was born. Thesksweere the first



things he saw when he opened his eyes; this flodine one upon
which he crawled, this mountain was his playgroukdow, because
| am he!" Her start of surprise brought a nod &fraktion.

'Si, signorina,l am Salvatore Diavolo, the only fish ever to ¢&ca
your grandfather's net—and only because he igtasiyaware of my
existence!'

Rosalba stared at the face that looked hewn otiteofock that had
been his birthplace, her heart full of pity for #tteld who from birth

had had to rely upon the protection of wild, lawsl@sen in order to
remain alive; it was hardly surprising that sucthdd should grow
into a man steeped in resentment, having absorbédeareckless
defiance, the contempt of authority, the unrulyspass of those who
had served as his example. Seeds of hatred hadsbaanearly so
that now, in the fertility of manhood, they wer@sdoming, pushing
forth strong roots that had to be fed upon revengeder to survive.

She shuddered, repelled by the fresh insight itognandfather's
nature and by the damage caused by Maria Piscwdt@a had
salvaged what remained of her pride by distortivegttuth.

Spurred on by loyalty to her father, she defendadlyg: 'A woman in

love, especially one whose love is not returnederofresorts to
self-deception and allows pride to play tricks witbhnscience. My
father was ignorant of the betrothal arranged betwleimself and
your mother—there was no discussion, his opiniors waver

sought—in fact, when her name was mentioned asituee bride he
had difficulty in recalling her to mind. He was angle-natured man,
kind and always considerate of the feelings of isth€ou are wrong
to assume that Jhe inherited Conte Rossi's natlmey—tvere

completely opposed, even though they were fatheg:isan.’



'Macche!'The derisive exclamation bounced off the walls faudkd
into the roof. 'The seed of the cedar will becoedar, the seed of the
bramble can only become bramble!

She sighed, knowing it was pointless to argue &rttwhat do you
intend doing with me?' she trembled.

'l intend,' he leant towards her to stress, 'tbatwill live as we have
lived.'

'‘We ...?" she faltered, scared blue eyes roving sbétude.

'‘Myself, my parents, and the only family | ever Wwrethe band of
brave men who were forced by men like your gramgfiato take
refuge in these caves, men branded criminals bediwey had the
audacity to admit to ambitions, dreams and ideas. will feel cold
as my mother felt cold, suffer her discomforts, lmreliness, her
fears. If the food is not to your liking you wilbghungry, if your bed
Is too hard you will become stiff and weary witlthaof sleep, but
your most important function will be to act as kaittempt the old
snake out into the open so that his fangs may &e&rdr

'You intend to kill him?'

He paused, every muscle tense, his granite chirthoust. He
communicated tension, a battle being fought witemthat when he
slowly expelled a breath she unconsciously relaxeaison. ‘No,' he
confessed, 'much as | would like to, | cannot.Bate are others who
can, and will. My task will be finished once | havended him over to
them.'

'How will he know where to come?' she husked, heyat tight.

‘A message will be sent to him.'



'You can't do it!" she cried, clenching her figt$oi tight knots of
desperation. 'You imply that you're incapable dirg in cold blood,
yet if you deliver my grandfather into the hand#isfenemies you'll
be an accomplice—as much at fault as the man winaldcplunges
in the dagger! However hard you try to delude yelfithat to carry
out the practice of vendetta is an honourable ahbbg, the real truth
Is that you're indulging in hatred, in a lust fangeance. No one is
justified in taking the law into his own hands, lsumpunity would
result in crime stalking the land, like a mad dpgeading its poison
throughout the pack. To go back on society is tbagk on life itself!
Please try to forgive my grandfather—or, bettell, siorget him,
because if you go through with this plan you wélinorally guilty of
his murder—of two murders,' she corrected, chokiagk tears, 'for
If the vendetta is to reach its customary conclusur friends must
also kill me!'

Her unusual flow of eloquence petered into noth@sgn silenced by
a look from hard, unrepentant eyes that were rqvaaculating,
assessing her trembling body.

His manner was aloof, his voice calm to the pofiminess, when
coolly he stated: 'Poor men with nothing in thegilies welcome
diversion even, more than they welcome food. THwltants of
these mountains are always hungry—their frugalinos& Would
revolt against the thought of allowing the taleotsa nubile young
woman to be wasted.’



CHAPTER SEVEN

IT was desperately hot. Outside the cave was likevan, inside was
stifing and dense with flies. Ants as big as smderawled
everywhere, lizards darted out of the shadows, skertling

suddenness of their appearance causing Rosalba rejaugnance
even than their scaly, dragon-like bodies.

Diavolo had laughed unkindly at her horror of theiatures. He had
left her alone after depositing the suitcase afdwdrand ordering her
to dress, but had returned hurriedly when at het §ight of a deep
green lizard flickering up the cracked wall of thave, its eyes
brilliant and beady as they were caught by a rasuokhine, she had
screamed.

‘They are harmless,’ he had grinned. 'As a boy dntspnany
entertaining hours catching them. Watch, | will whgou.' He had
stepped outside and returned with a long stem adggfashioned at
one end into a running noose. 'You must creep uphem very
slowly," he had demonstrated. 'The lizard watcloes got the noose.
You bring it gently, very gently, over his headlike so ... he is
mesmerised ... suddenly you pull the noose tigltemcolo! To her
disgust he had dangled the lizard, fluttering resdply at the end of
the grass fishing line, under her nose.

‘You're cruel,’ she had gasped, 'to inflict unnsags pain upon
creatures, however horrible!" She had cringed awhgn he had
stroked a finger along the length of the lizardalg body.

'l do not agree that these small creatures arebkmriand you are
mistaken in thinking that | killed it merely for egi. In these sparse
mountain regions nothing is wasted, everythingithatlible is eaten,
everything that can serve a purpose is utilise@. [i@ard is a case in
point; when dried and pounded up it will make vgopd medicine.’



Left once more alone, her skin crawling with digguser eyes
searching warily for any approach of the reptilé® $ound so
abhorrent, Rosalba snapped open the locks of ltease and lifted
the lid. Her consternation as she began sortingugir its contents
was indescribable.

'Oh, Aprile,' she wailed, 'how on earth could yewd expected me to
wear these!'

The items in the suitcase were expressions of desig's impish
humour and of her avowed intention to jerk Rosallieof her sedate
rut so that she might begin to embrace the sophtstil cult of her
own generation. The outfits displayed at the fastsbow had all
been startling, but Aprile had chosen for her cotise most daring,
the most outrageous of them all.

One by one Rosalba unpacked them, her alreadypowssgrowing
more and more leaden as she searched for a siptblef slacks and
discovered only pants of supple black leather ntad# tightly as a
second skin or, at the other ridiculous extremajzgaculottes
glitter-striped to resemble the pattern of a spsdeeb. She puzzled
over strapless gowns, wondering about the powersuspension,
then concluding reluctantly that to wear such amgewould require
placing great trust upon ruching elastic, whalebondailing these,
sheer personal willpower.

Becoming more and more exasperated, she discaraagless

basques, boned and lace-trimmed; tops that wenaamne than tubes
of material ruched to cling without any further msaf support, and
other totally unsuitable articles created out afsgly satin, imitating
the clinging, vampish trend of the Twenties. Sheabee a little less
depressed when she discovered tucked into thepsideet of the
suitcase a packet containing half a dozen paifgne§, shimmering

briefs but, although she emptied the case entinetyder to be sure,
there was no sign of a bra.



'Oh, glory ...I' she muttered, sitting back on heels, insects and
reptiles taking second place to the major catakt&ay being forced
to titillate her abductor's sadistic humour by agp®e before him
dressed like a clown. An advancing line of giartsapurred her into
action. Grabbing a hasty selection of garments, gied the
remaining froth of satin and lace back into thécaige and snapped
shut the lid, then, stepping well out of line o tdvancing army, she
squeezed into black leather pants, pulled a tulhafaover her head,
then as protection from the sun, shrugged bareldéisuinto a
loose-fitting red satin jacket, heavily frilled amod edges and
wide-cuffed sleeves.

Her choice of footwear was limited, so without e&son she
discarded spindle-heeled evening shoes in favobadifless wooden
clogs with topsof smooth soft leather that clungrigly around her
bare feet. She was ready! Drawing in a deep bi&fadipprehension,
she stepped outside the cave and stood with eyescdst, nerves
braced for an attack of snarling humour.

He was lounging- against a boulder smoking a cherns eyes
tracing the far horizon, much as his bandit friemdsst have done in
the days when every moving speck upon the plaimvelas
interpreted as a sign of danger. Rosalba heardag shtake of
breath, and knew that he had become aware of esepce. When
pebbles crunched beneath his heels she tensedgedvarin his
approach.

‘Well, well!" As she had expected, the humour is Voice was not
kind. Knowing that his mouth would be twisted italerisive sneer,
she refused to look up, even when he ripped thleefatom her
shoulders and flung it with distaste across hisiktey. 'l did not spell
out the need for serviceable clothirsggnorina,because | gave you
credit for having sufficient sense to choose wiselystead of which
you present yourself dressed as if for a masquesadeyou really as
naive as you pretend, or have you perhaps deodenhbark upon a



scheme of seduction, setting out deliberately mbalegse, hoping the
attraction of your body might have a softening efigopon my brain?
That would be a very dangerous game to play withaa who is a
wholly human, full blooded member of a notoriougirle race.'

'l had no choice ...'" The threat behind his wordevpked a
stammered denial. 'The clothes in the suitcas€tarene ... or at
least," honesty made her stumble, 'they are, thadl no hand in
choosing them.’

'‘No?' The amusement in his voice was contradicyeglyles sparking
steel. 'The clothes were packed in a suitcasergegour initials, the
suitcase had been delivered to your bedroom are¢laeside your
bed, yet you expect me to believe that they dobetdng to you?
Cheap women wear cheap clothes!" He jerked heraf@wnto his
arms. 'We Sicilians have a great affinity with fh@bs who greatly
influenced our culture—which is probably why we scitibe to their
theory that whatever can be seen can be touched!

To her horror she felt his hands slip underneaghaitcommodating
elasticated top and stiffened as his fingers bégaimng a pathway of
fire beneath her shoulderblades, under her arran, ¢losed to form
firm, sinewed cups within which he enclosed eachaf smooth
breasts. Her shocked immobility could have beenaken for either
indifference or invitation. He opted for the latte8uddenly his
satanically cruel head swooped upon a mouth quigemvith
unutterable fear and from the moment their lips anite leapt to life
somewhere deep within her, heating her blood iwa khat coursed
molten through her veins, consuming shame, prote
willpower—everything she attempted to throw inptgh.

She made one feeble attempt to pull away, but wasediately
reclaimed to suffer the hard thrust of his bodyt thaulded against
her own with an insistence that was terrifyinglygtnotic, repugnant
yet at the same time compelling in an unbelievablgmeless way.



She could not respond because she did not know hossed in a
whirlpool of strange new emotions, she clung toshist-front as if to
a lifeline and almost fell to her knees when, vathimpatient curse,
he pushed her away.

"The music is in yousignorina,but | am not to be permitted to play
it, eh? Your desire matches mine, but you haveratpalay, a wish
to convince me that- a Rossi need not be a shé-tevican be cool,
sweet, and gentle as a dove. So beisp d'angelocontinue with
your charade!

'I'm no angel,' she denied in an ashamed whidpdrybu,signore,
are an animal, a brute, a devil in nature as inenam

She wanted to stamp her foot in anger when he thiask his head
and laughed. Stooping to heave a loaded haversettkios back, he
took his time adjusting the shoulder-straps befqugping: '‘And

you, angel face, after spending days and nightseealomy company,
will be considered by everyone who hears of it & Diavolo's

angel—the derogatory title bestowed by your grathdiaupon my
mother. You must forgive me for revelling in thetieipation of

acquainting the Conte with the knowledge that mandgdaughter's
character has been destroyed by his own venom.’

Before abandoning the cave where the jeep wagatdéiged he rolled
a huge stone in front of the entrance, then caragatl the remaining
gap with brushwood, more of which he used to swibepdtrsty

plateau free of indented tyre treads. When he w#tisfied that no
tell-tale marks remained he ordered her to wallkudothe stony
perimeter where no footprints could be traced, thegan urging her
upwards along a path climbing almost perpendidoldne top of the
mountain.

'You expect me to climb in these?' she protestatending a
clog-shod foot.



'l do not expect, | demand that you do so," hgpeds'When the going
gets hard | shall give you a hand.’

Dubiously, she eyed him. With a loaded haversackisrback and
her suitcase in one hand it did not seem likely thach help would
be forthcoming. Yet the dread of what might happhehe refused to
obey made her grit her teeth and follow in his wake

She had had the presence of mind to retrieve tkejde had taken
such a dislike to, and was glad of its protectisrttee sun beamed
upon her back, causing her to sweat profuselyoltime at all her
hair was a mass of damp tendrils—a clinging sibag—her jacket a
mass of dark stains, and the skintight pants sltk demsidered
comparatively serviceable were reduced to the bafsdrainpipes
channelling rivulets of sweat down her legs. Gringlige hung on to
her clogs, preferring to slither and slide on lost@es rather than
risk having the soles of her feet flint-ripped ambedded with grit.

He glanced back only occasionally, and for thesemamis she
reserved a composed expression which she switahedroediately
she saw his head beginning to turn. Her discondéfdrded him
pleasure; a stubbornness she had not known shegsesisgoaded her
into ensuring that he gained as little satisfacéisrpossible from her
agony.

A long, painful hour passed before he called a Ksiting down on a
large flat boulder, he beckoned her to join himentheased the
haversack from his shoulders and began rummagsidenn search
of a flask.

‘A drink will not come amiss,' he suggested, unscrg the top
before he handed it over.

Eagerly she grabbed it, put the neck of the flagker lips, and tipped
back her head. Nothing she had previously druntedasalf so



delicious as the lukewarm water that trickled okwer tongue, then
sidled blissfully down her parched throat. 'Thamkiy she gasped,
handing back the flask after downing half its cotde'l was dying of
thirst!’

He took a casual swig, then replaced the cap. &ew poor, useless
creature,' he stated with contempt. 'Muscles arani® be used,
bodies meant to be kept at the peak of physicépwon, yet among
city people there is a preponderance of flab. Updgo,' he nodded
towards the peak above them, 'live women who tmaothing of
travelling this path five or six times a day todetrops growing on
the lower slopes, women twice your age who havesmknaot a
fraction of the luxuries you take so much for geaht

She edged away until she had put a foot of spaveeka them. His
close proximity had re-aroused the strange, powgdarnings she
could not fathom but which she knew were wanton acked.
Panicking lest his sharp, intuitive mind shouldj@der secret, she
conguered tongue-tying shyness sufficiently to stem

'‘People actually live up there?'

‘Yes. An entire village,' he replied sourly. 'Andftwre you ask the
usual inane question, why, let me assure you teaplp born and
bred in the mountains prefer isolation to so-caltedlisation and

that far from envying the life style of their mocemfortably-off

brothers, they actually enjoy their hard daily grin

'‘Will we be staying in the village?' she venturiedidly.

'‘No, we will not." Forcibly he rammed the flask kamto the
haversack. 'The village inhabitants have sufferemligh retribution
in the past through harbouring outlaws; | do ntéma to allow your
grandfather's wrath to fall once more upon the bedany friends.'



'Then where ...?"

"You'll find out soon enough,' he told her brusgu&Come, sitting
here we are as visible as flies upon a wall. By ttine your
grandfather will have been notified of your abserarel also of the
reason why. Search parties will have been organisegimust be out
of sight before they reach here.’

They stopped once more at midday for a lunch ohdbi@nd cheese.
There was no conversation, for she was too exhaustspeak and

reserved what strength she had left for the lash inato the summit

which by this time was looming almost overhead. téet were sore

and blistered, the inside of her legs chafed byhkraseams. She
longed to collapse on to the arid, dusty ground swid out all her

pent-up misery, yet pride stiffened her slight bedgct and the tears
pressing at the back of dark violet eyes were hotvad to fall.

"You will suffer as my mother suffereag’ had promised. Obviously
he was a man of his word.

The worst heat of the sun was fading by the tiney tieached their
goal. It was bliss to stagger inside a large cakiera, regardless of
ants, lizards, and powdery dust, she sank to heekanashamedly,
panting as she fought to recover from the mostlgngephysical
exertion she had ever experienced.

He ignored her plight, stepping past her to gratistaction at the
sight of a pile of provisions stacked in a cornethe cave. When he
disappeared into the murky background she hearad¢he of his

retreating footsteps and guessed that the caveawaste-chamber
linked to a second chamber by a tunnel. During thectent she had
noted the existence of many caves and realisedibahountain was
honeycombed with them, most of them probably cotingcand that

any person familiar with their geography could eatrinside the



mountain at the first hint of danger, reappeardiadppear at will, to
mock baffled pursuers.

He was gone for ages and by the time he returreedah shivering in
damp clothes that had turned more and more clammytha
temperature both inside and outside the cave begarop.

"Il build a fire." She was sitting nursing herdas when his voice
speared out of the darkness behind her.

'Is that safe?' she questioned, her eyes anxidlam't the smoke be
seen?' It was only when the words had been uttbegdshe realised
how ridiculous they must have sounded in the ciistanmces.

He, too, was quick to realise her blunder, yeteheas slightly less
jeer in his tone, and more than a hint of surpngleen he

congratulated: 'You really are the most accommadagierson to
kidnap,signorina—one might almost suspect that you do not wish
be freed from captivity!"

'Of course | want to return home,' she contradidsagshing hotly in
the darkness, 'but | wasn't thinking of myself.'

‘You are worried on my account ...?' His eyebrowsyed.

‘Certainly not..." Her tongue seemed stuck to ¢t of her mouth. 'l
abhor violence,' she managed to stammer. "You'rneted that you
intend to manoeuvre my grandfather out into thenoge that your
pack of bloodthirsty friends can pounce upon himt #ings could
go wrong and it could be yourself who is killedh'tghere any other
way?' she urged desperately. 'Couldn't you botheeagio a
compromise?'

‘Compromise!'He spat the word into the dust. "You ask me td se
appeasement with a man who has wiped out every mameber of



my family? No, | will not compromise— nor will | & withdraw my
support from the fight against wrong. Naturallyduld like peace of
mind, | have no wish to spend the rest of my ldentented by
thoughts of revenge, which is why this vendettatnmesconcluded.
Peace will begin for me the moment your grandfagtreign of terror
Is brought to an end.'

Food, well wrapped up to protect it from maraud-amgs, had been
left in the cave, together with sleeping bags, sdapels and
sufficient kindling to start a fire. Later that eweg, she relaxed in the
warmth of the fire, nibbling a chicken joint, watc the play of
fireglow and shadows over his dark features. Hesitieg opposite,
entirely absorbed in demolishing his share of sypped when
finally he was satisfied that his chicken bone bhadn gnawed clean,
he threw it into the fire, then looked up suddeahd caught her
watching him.

Confusion swept over her, yet her eyes were helhigxpression on
his face that she could not fathom—an expressisiblei for only a

fraction of a second before it was wiped clean eywicism took

over. Had she imagined that for an infinitesimaha of time his
eyes had softened as they met hers, that his gramof mouth had
quirked into a half-smile of companionship, of #thenjoyment?

His harsh question dispelled this illusion. 'Howd oare you,
signoriné? | ask, because at this moment, with tendrilsanf ¢urling
round your face and eyes heavy with the approachlesp, you
appear to be little more than a child.'

'I'm twenty-two years old!" she protested, furthgrinis impression of
naivete by emulating the indignation of an adoles@spiring to
maturity.

'‘Confucius said,' he grinned, 'that there are cade=n the blade
springs but the plant does not go on to flower.rélege cases where



it flowers but no fruit is subsequently producea@uYpuzzle me,' he
admitted, growing grave, 'l cannot decide whethau gre a tight
little plant whose bud has not yet broken into #oywor whether you
have been many times pollinated and are subseguantful.'

His almost lazy questioning of her virginity sentush of colour to
her cheeks. She was grateful that the fireglowudssgl her shame,
leaving him no clue to the mortification she waglifeg as he
continued, so casually he might have been thinklogd:

‘Young Englishwomen, I've been told, are dedicatethe premise
that variety is the spice of love. | suppose, tfeeee that it is a natural
follow-up for such liberated ladies to considemtiselves experts in
sexual skills. Yet, for me, such a partner woulddhdtle appeal.
When two people make love they are sharing the mpestonal as
well as the most beautiful of all human experienedsch is why,
when | take a wife, | shall expect her to look te for guidance. Have
you discovered," he suddenly leant forward to asklfeer frozen
stillness, 'that the more experienced a woman besotine more
difficulty she has in finding an adequate partndt@tcifully, he did
not wait for an answer. 'Yes,' he nodded, regartieigfrom under
hooded lids, 'this, | think, is the area in whichgikshmen are most
likely to suffer—and their womenfolk too—for all ofour sex,
whatever they might profess to the contrary, warnbé dominated.
Confesssignorina! he hissed across the width of the fire, startlir
her out of her wits, 'confess that your basic,msic need is to be
grabbed by the hair and dragged into bed!

Rosalba stared at features made to look incredibtgnic by the

reflection of fire flickering in the deep pits oisheyes, by shadows
that darkened the hollows beneath his cheekborteeagthened the
lean profile that narrowed gradually to a belligegrehin. His teeth

showed white as he smiled, a smile so humourlessisiddered, so
devilish she would not have been in the least segrto have seen
horns sprouting from his head.



The atmosphere felt inflammable, as if one spiritextd would be

enough to trigger off an explosion. She was pettiftoo completely
out of her depth to formulate any reply. Aprile wsbhave enjoyed

the challenge, would have found no difficulty inoolsing some

appropriate quip, but so far as this subject waxemed Rosalba's
mind was a sheet of virgin paper, spotless andadptolank.

As his eyes remained fastened upon her face shél\lawe been
astonished to learn how cool and composed she eguhdmw serene
her expression, how steady the eyes that met henViinally, after
one last sardonic glint, he broke his mesmerisiolgl,nshe almost
sagged with relief.

‘Time for sleepsignorina.'He sounded disgruntled, his voice edge
with frustration.

'‘Good ... goodnighsignore.'She backed slowly towards her sleepin
bag, then, as she climbed into it, stuttered themate banality:
'P-pleasant . dreams ..



CHAPTER EIGHT

RosALBA dozed fitfully, opening her eyes at the slightestind, at
the slightest movement of the figure who had takehis position at
the mouth of the cave as soon as she had retireertsleeping bag,
and had remained there, alert and watchful, emeesi

‘A pack of wild dogs has been reported roaminghifisides. Also
foxes are an ever-present danger,’” he had told didiquely
explaining the rifle laid across his knee.

He was a strange man, she pondered drowsily, a méss
contradictions—one minute cold as ice, the nextyfes Etna, the

volcano that dominated the island. It was as ifrMeee not quite at

ease playing the role that had been thrust upon dsnif there were

two separate personalities warring within him wiltle result that at

times he was not quite as ruthless as he threatenael nor yet as

tender and thoughtful as she had begun to suspexiuid be.

Her reverie was broken at the sight of a shadowlineuthat had

appeared out of the darkness and was bending tspwahiinto

Salvatore's ear. She heard quick, garbled wordsstia could not
understand, with frequent reference and much splasgd upon the
words il dottore, from which she concluded that someone was
urgent need of medical assistance. When both sheadwmwved inside
the cave she saw illuminated by the dying embethefire the face
of a. boy, his brow puckered with worry as once enloe emitted a
spate of words that sounded very much like an atytre

Salvatore nodded, then patted the boy on the sbohkfore striding
across the cave to bend across her sleeping bagyod awake?'

‘Yes.' She struggled upright.

'‘Get dressed, we must go down into the village.'



‘What, at this time of night?'
'Yes,' he affirmed irritably. '"How long will it takyou to get dressed?’
'l haven't undressed,' she surprised him by saying.

'‘Oh, good ... Then come with me and make as httise as possible.
Your grandfather has set many men on our tras, itnperative that
we avoid hasty encounters during which an impuléinger might
activate a trigger. | want your soft white neckemain intact, at least
until my ransom demands have been met.’

So he wanted money as well as vengeahigg! heart ached with
disillusionment as she stumbled in his wake throdgtk passages
linking cave with cave, sometimes rising, sometiadescending, but
always rough underfoot and harbouring—she had molsh of a

doubt—hundreds of loathsome, four-legged creatiiesfeet were

raw by the time they emerged into the open andbsicame aware,
just visible in the dusk of the valley below, ohaddle of houses
sliced through by one main road leading straighth door of the
inevitable church complete with bell tower and ptee

All the houses were in darkness with the excepifasne from which
intermittent light was beaming through a window.c®ntwice, three
times the light flashed, then came a pause befwdight began
flashing again. Salvatore spoke to the boy, whadeddand ran off
into the shadows. Five minutes later a bird cafged the air.

‘All's well!" He gripped her by the elbow. 'It iw safe for us to go
down.'

'Why ...?"' Rosalba began, curiosity all-consuming.

'I'll explain later,' he silenced her sharply. tkeep quiet and follow
me.'



She obeyed without argument, hopping and squirmétgnd him in

an effort to ease the now agonising pain of feistdyied from toe to
heel. When a piece of grit became lodged betweerfiolé and the
sole of her shoe she only just managed to sup@resseam and
though she fought her weakness tears were streadomgn her

cheeks by the time they reached their destinatiosmal house in a
mean, narrow street, its door and windows shuttered

Salvatore knocked softly, three times, then aft@rat wait the inner
door opened and Rosalba saw a pair of eyes petrnnggh the
shutters, which were then opened just far enoughltov them to

squeeze through before they were re-closed, togeitiethe interior

door which was banged shut and locked immediatedy stepped
inside a small living-room. As they moved towardpaimeter of
light being cast by a lamp suspended from the ragilia thin

guavering voice came from the direction of a bexd thoked as if it
had been squeezed into a too-tight corner. It daupant showed
no sign of discomfort, however, as she adored &awawith her

eyes, yet both joy and censure were evident iridmes.

‘Toto! They had no right to send for you, | begg¢ieein not to. You
must go! Think of the risk you run!'

'Ridicolo, Zia Giuseppina, you know | would have been vergran
indeed if they had not informed me of your illndssw,' he sat down
on the edge of the bed and encircled her wrist \Wadn brown
fingers, 'describe to me exactly how you are feglin

The old lady whom he had addressed as aunt triedhke light of her
ailment, yet her wrinkled face, deeply scored Withs of pain, made
her suffering self-evident. Rosalba was amazedhatprofessional
ease with which Salvatore probed and questionedy#y his fingers
gently searched and seemed to pinpoint exacthsdlkece of pain.
When finally he replaced the bedcovers and tudke@hds under the



old lady's chin he was frowning, yet he soundedbdedtely light as
he assured her:

‘A few days' rest and cosseting is all that youdn&ea. | want you to
take this medicine and in the morning I'll makeaagements for
someone to attend to your needs. Meanwhile, trgldep and rest
easy, | shall be near at hand if you should need me

She gave in without argument, and after downing riedicine
nestled back against her pillows, her face aglowth vai smile of
contentment. Salvatore remained by the bedsidd teti light
breathing developed a heavier, stenorous tone, therexpression
grim, he moved away to eye Rosalba who was slumgedily on a
hard wooden chair.

'I'm pleased that you have managed to make youreeifortable.
No, stay where you are,’ he directed when she bsgaggling
upright. 'Zia Giuseppina cannot be left, we musham here until
morning.'

‘What's wrong with her?' She rubbed sleep fronelyes and tried to
look alert.

'She has a chronic ailment,' he clamped. 'An ojeratt its onset
would have saved her many years of agony.'

‘Then why didn't she have one?' She flinched frasridok of hard
dislike, a look that seemed to indicate that hel helr in some way
responsible for the old lady's plight.

'‘Because there was no one available to diagnoséirtess, because
there was no one who cared sufficiently about #gedth and welfare
of those who live in the mountain regions, and ,a® was once
pointed out to me in the dry, philosophical way ttha so

characteristic of my people, there is little enongbney to spare for



the living, so it does not make sense to wastecangne who might
be dying.' When she reacted with a shocked statehded: '‘Ah, yes,
you have a right to look appallegignorinal! In your country, it is law
that a percentage of earnings and profits has sebaside to provide
free medical attention for all who need it. butéhiermy country there
is @ man who feels entitled to channel the préfiisn sweated labour
towards the purchase of yet another fountain iredrtd glorify the
name of a dynasty that has become synonymous wiiblty,
selfishness and greed. But enough of futile t&8k¥ felt crushed as
the ant that fell foul of his grinding heel. 'l nilsave you here alone
for a while—do not be foolish enough to try to geainless you
wish to find yourself alone in the mountains atiercy of foxes and
ravenous wild dogs.’

Rosalba shuddered and pulled her chair closerddéd; even in
sleep, the old lady's presence was comforting—thezee times
when her abductor's barely controlled savagery nmedevonder if
she would not be safer at the mercy of wild animdlsse threat was
merely physical rather than to have to endure tleatah torture
inflicted by the lash of his contemptuous tongue.

The room was comfortably warm and soon her headrbég nod.
She slipped sideways in her chair until her headl @mn found a
vacant resting space at the foot of the bed. A leoaphours must
have passed when the feeble stirring of a fooegtker awake.

'How are you feeling now?' she enquired gentlyhesdld lady's
bird-bright eyes raked her face.

‘Better,' she replied, unsmiling. 'Where is Toto?'

‘Toto?' Suddenly realising that this was probalfgmaily contraction
of Salvatore, Rosalba assured her hastily: 'Hetidar away, shall |
try to find him for you?'



'‘No, no ..." a feeble arm waved dissent. 'I'm quoibenfortable, |
merely wish to be certain that he is safe.’

'Perhaps he has gone to fetch a doctor," Rosagjugested hopefully.

‘A doctor?' The old lady's stare was increduldgist Totois a doctor,
didn't you know? The finest, cleverest doctor irtte world!

It was Rosalba's turn to stare. For a second shéndt assimilate the
meaning of the old lady's words and when eventusiig did a
laughing denial gurgled, then died in her throastas recalled small
puzzling incidents that now fell into place formiadeasible pattern:
the boy's frequent use of the watdttore when he had rushed into
the cave with his garbled message; the expert wayhich the old
lady had been examined; the knowledgeable questatsrad been
put to her; the slim, brown, yet well-kept handstthad searched for
a pulse and most ddll, she realised witla flash of insight, his
puzzling reluctance to be the one to physicallyctudhe the vendetta
that had raged for years between her family andNesmally, as the
last of a long line of men who had perished at dr@ndfather's
command, he would be expected to relish the ulgraat of revenge,
but a doctor was dedicated to the saving of lifehsmwever much
tempted he was, it would go greatly against hiseaafdethics to kill!

'You have heard of Turiddu?' The old lady seemeagteto talk so.
hoping it might help her to forget her pain, Rosaldid not

discourage her. 'He was my son!" The old face bdamth pride.

'‘Not a bandit, as some would have you think,' ségeld fiercely, 'but
a bravo ragazzo, molto sincero, molto religioso, tjssimo and

molto bello with beautiful eyes and smile that set the hedrt
everygirl a-flutter. His only faults were a hatreflinjustice and a
strong admiration for anything he considered nablgenerous. He
was my youngest and most beautiful child,' she greal: 'Whenever
| see Toto | am reminded of him, for in both loasd ways he is
more akin to my son than to his own father.'



Something about Rosalba's fervent nod of agreemewxie the old
lady suspicious of her allegiance. 'Who are yob&'asked sharply.
'You must know Toto well or he would not have briougou here.’

Not daring to mention the hated name of Rossi, Ragarevaricated:
'‘We are ... friends,' she stumbled over the desanp

But the old lady looked satisfied. '‘Good, then Twilb have told you
about my son, how, for the sake of a petty crinejrae hundreds of
others were committing at the time, he was condentoebeing
hunted like an animal for the rest of his young.lifn a dreamy tone
she began reliving the past, her work-ravaged heggtgg relaxed
and still on top of the ancient blanket.

‘After the war, food became very scarce when thee#\larrived,

particularly the Americans who were all very rictdacould afford to
pay whatever price was asked for the small amotigfoods that
were available. Prices rose well above our meaunsgeben if we

could have afforded it, grain was unavailable beeaunscrupulous
men were hoarding supplies for sale on the blaaketaA law was

passed, making it illegal to transport foodstudinfr one province to
another, Carabinieri patrolled province boundaresl searched
everyone who passed for contraband. But those \adonfoney to
spare greased their palms so that the Carabiniered a blind eye,
therefore only the poor who could not afford thivés were caught.

'‘My son, Turiddu, could not stand to see the chitdof our village
starving, so he and his elder brother coaxed adlyefarmer to let
them have two sacks of grain which they carriedtlogir backs
—they had no mule—miles across country. They wexgbt,' she
sighed deeply, ‘and although they had between themall sum of
money my sons were too proud to bribe the soldiEngir identity
cards were demanded, the two sacks of grain caédcand both of
my boys threatened with tHmastinadoif they did not reveal from
whom they had bought the grain. Thastinado,you understand,



meant a beating on the feet with rifle butts. Naftyr they refused to
betray their friend, and as they were pleading wita soldiers,
explaining the circumstances existing in our vidag man appeared
all unsuspecting leading a grain-laden mule. Whea ¢oldiers
pounced on him my sons were left being guardedrity one man
with a machine-gun. Bravely," she trembled, 'Tuiddtacked the
guard, crashing his elbow against the barrel ofytle and knocking
it from his hands. As they ran for cover into tlariboos the soldiers
opened fire behind them and they were woundedihgst managed
to reach the safety of the mountain which was toobe their
permanent hideout. Turiddu was just a boy,' shedad for Rosalba's
understanding, 'a wild, reckless boy whose loyaiftg sympathy was
outraged by the treatment received by his peoplhgsically he was
gentle and kind. Toto's father knew that, whiclwisy he did not
hesitate to place his wife and their unborn chitdler his cousin's
protection.'

Moved almost to tears by the simply-told tale, Rosahoked out a
guestion, subconsciously seeking corroboration i Diavolo
family's thirst for vengeance. 'They were fleeingni someone who
wished them harm?' she asked tentatively.

The old lady did not hesitate. 'From Conte Roshkg' affirmed with
such lack of heat Rosalba was forced to believe her

‘Something has always puzzled me,' Rosalba digvant to overtax
the old lady's strength, but as this was probabhether one and only
chance of finding out the truth, she probed, 'whg d proud,
aristocratic man like the Conte wish his son torgnargirl who was,
after all, just a peasant? Surely the daughteomiesother aristocratic
family would have been a more characteristic cHtice

Her reply was a humourless cackle. 'The cunning soldke was
disenchanted with women of his own class. His owfe,wafter
giving him but two children, was rendered barren—uweuntain



women, though poorly brought up, have strong, hgaliodies.
Fourteen children in one family is 'not unusualder

‘You mean the Conte selected Maria as a wife fersiin simply
because of her ability to supply him with heirs?'

'‘Why else ...?' The old lady sounded suddenly wedet Maria was
so besotted with the idea of one day becomingraessahe would
not believe it—if she had," her voice dropped tegretful sigh, 'we
might not today be placing so many wreaths upomaoy graves.'

'So you admit that Maria herself was not entirégnieless?' Rosalba
urged, and was answered by a stern voice fromdabergdy. She did
not know how much he had overheard, but Salvat@® angry, of
that there was no doubit.

'‘Have you so little conscience that you think noghof disturbing an
ailing woman from her sleep?’

His body was fluid, animal-fierce, as he stalkeddals the bed.

‘The fault was mine, Toto.' The old lady's eyesgeegforgiveness.
‘Your young friend has been very sweet, very thtlughand tolerant
of an old woman's ramblings. | was glad of her canyp for | cannot
sleep.

‘Then | must make you,"' he scolded, reaching imtchhversack to
withdraw a large tin that rattled when he unscretedtop. It was
almost three- quarters full of pills, two of whitie shook into the
palm of his hand. He poured a glass of water fropitéher at the
bedside, then, showing no trace of his formemtion, he slid an arm
around her shoulders and propped her upright asstreicted: 'Here,
swallow these.’



Rosalba's heart leapt as a daring idea presesttl €arefully she

noted every detail of the box of pills that had denly presented
itself as a means of escape to freedom. She hadpwof opposing
his superior strength, but if ?he could managealth some of the

sleeping pills, if she chose carefully the time #m&lplace, she might
stand a very good chance of escape from the masemacuse for
her abduction was a proud desire for vengeanceayhbatseemingly,

by his own admission, was not averse to liningpuskets with her

grandfather's money.

She shied from examining the question of why thet that her
kidnapper—a man well qualified to step into theeshof a notorious
bandit—had been proved mercenary should hurt sthn@icwhy, as
his dark head bent to place a light kiss upon hew#td cheek, she
should experience a stab of emotion almost akenty ...



CHAPTER NINE

'‘Keepsitill," her captor ordered absently when Rosailed to squirm

out of his reach. He was bathing her feet, a darlyire—unknown to
him —of delicious shivering and a hot shrinkingrfrdnis touch, that
had begun the morning after he had been callecstaunt's bedside
when she had stood up, then fallen back into hair etith a sharp
cry of pain brought about by blisters so painf@tltould no longer
be ignored.

His lips had tightened into a line of annoyance nyheushing aside
her attempt to make light of her pain, he had tadisipon examining
her feet. As she had submitted to his tender pgober shy eyes had
dared to linger upon his downbent head, admirirey ilue-black

density of hair springing strongly from his scalwisting and

whirling as if each strand had individual life,dnag a profile etched
cameo-sharp, lingering upon thick lashes smudglagkbcrescents
against his cheeks. Then, as her eyes had slid wardn she had
looked quickly away, bracing herself to combat theger

demonstrated by a fiercely out-thrust jaw. But #rger had not
fallen upon her head. Instead, he had almost ap@dgfor his

thoughtlessness when, in a curiously strangled eyoize had

muttered:

‘The feet of mountain people are so tough shoekl dmudispensed
with altogether—and often are.’

That had occurred almost a week ago and every idag $ie had
bathed and dusted them with antiseptic powder noiN they were
almost as good as new.

He said as much, easing up from his knees with untgof
satisfaction. "You should be feeling quite comfbléanow.’

'l am," she assured him with such gratitude he &dnc



'‘Most girls,' he admitted dryly, gathering up thedictaments he had
used, 'would not hesitate to point out that it waslack of foresight
that caused the injury in the first place.

They were sitting just inside the cave, near endaghe entrance to
enjoy the warmth of a dying sun yet far enough kackvoid being

seen by searchers known to be scouring the plalmsvb Rosalba
caught her breath in astonishment at the near-comapt. Salvatore
looked up, his quick ears alerted by the sound, andis piercing
glance collided with soft eyes, dusk-darkened tde¥j it seemed to
Rosalba that at that very moment life was caugh&rinunending
pause. Danger threatened all around, down in theyvmen were

searching the groves of huge, ancient olive trédes,orchards of
peach and fig trees, the vineyards; combing monstaisrupting the
even tenor of life in every hamlet and village @ning inhabitants
suspected of allegiance to Diavolo. Yet during éhawagical

seconds, as the sun sank below the horizon, awhesplaced

colour on the landscape and fireflies began danicirige darkness,
she forgot completely her reason for being therghagrappled with
a new sensation that defied analysis or descripia@onviction that
here in the bosom of a purple mountain, with duslafcloak and the
throbbing song of a nightingale for a lullaby, $tael cast off her old
existence and been born anew.

They emerged from their trance simultaneously, seathless and
shaken, he sounding terse with resentment.

‘Time to visit Zia Giuseppina,’ he clamped, shagpine delicate
thread of intimacy by turning sharply away.

Jerked back to sanity, Rosalba struggled to mastbBumiliating
suspicion that she had embarrassed him and trigoltad cool as she
enquired:



'How was it possible for an orphan boy brought mpoverty to
achieve professional status? You said yourselfrtiwatey has always
been scarce, and yet medical training is expensive.

Far from resenting her prying questions, he seegtexdl to take up
the subject. 'l was fortunate enough to have kaatin America. My
father's elder brother was accepted as an immigesnrs before the
war. He became a successful business man, richngpna's

standards, so when | was ten years old he semidoit remained in
America until my education was completed. When d ladl the

degrees | needed | returned home.'

His last three words betrayed more than he intendfed didn't like
America?’

He hesitated. 'It is the ambition of every Sicil@easant to emigrate
there," he told her slowly, 'a land of riches, idehip, equality and
justice ..."

'‘And yet...?"' she prompted.

'‘And yet,' he swung round to send her a heartpstgpsmile, ‘what

little spare time | had was spent in the zoo. Than@gong creatures of
the wild, segregated into boxes, curbed by irors btreir freedom

restricted by boundaries enclosing them withinféve short yards of

territory they could be allowed, | felt a strongjraty.'

As, under the cover of darkness, they set offliertillage, Rosalba
stumbling in his wake, her heart ached with symp&th a wild boy
of the mountains who, at an unruly age, had besgp#ad, crated and
labelled, then despatched to an alien land to sudbmfinement
within a succession of brick walls until he wastahbly tamed,
tutored, and finally stamped with the mark of g¢sation's approval.
What torture he must have endured! How many hezkéor sobs he
must have stifled as night after night he restadh@ad on a pillow



that was not stuffed with fragrant herbs, andetimestlessly beneath
a blanket that was not hand-woven nor even hand-spth wool
combed from the backs of animals roaming wild abhis beloved
hills and mountains.

Zia Giuseppina seemed greatly improved. As sothegsentered her
room she jerked upright, quivering with an indigoatthat shook the
bed. - "Toto, linsistthat you give me permission to get out of bel
and also that you inform that idiot, Gina, whom ysw foolishly
elected my jailor, that | am perfectly fit and tisae is to fetch me my
clothes!

His lips twitched, but he did not reply until hedhehecked her pulse
and concluded a swift examination.

‘Very well, Zia," he surrendered graciously. 'l aot entirely satisfied
that you are as fit as you say you are, but ifaumise to rest in your
chair and to return to bed the moment you feejetd | will tell Gina
to help you dress.’

His aunt's withered olive face grew stubborn, heals dark eyes
snapped mutiny, then with a shrug she gave iny'"eitl, Toto, you

have my promise. But I still think," she snappegtednined to have
the last word, 'that you are beinglicolo. Much more of this
treatment and my neighbours will think me senil@o not wish to be
pampered!

'Si, | understand," he accepted the rebuke with grawtgu are
tenace;remind me, if ever again | am tempted to forget.'

She scowled, suspecting irony, then her face hrdkea smile as she
extended her thin arms to envelop him in a warm May are a good
boy, Toto, even if at times you are a little todcb&till, only the bold
win the fair," her sly glance slid towards Rosailbeo was hovering in
the background, 'as your young friend will no doaiptee.'



'‘My youngfriend...!" A hot tide of colour engulfed Rosalba whée s
heard the incredulous stress he placed upon thek Vidut surely, Zia,

you know who --' He stopped, suddenly thoughthugnt with a shrug
concluded dryly: 'Time enough to shelter when thedwegins to

blow.' He picked up his haversack. 'We must bewmway. Do not

worry, Zia, if | do not visit you during the nexew days, I'm

expecting to be very busy.’

' Before you go,' she stopped him in his tracksaue a small present
for your friend. If you will wait outside, Toto,he glanced pointedly
towards the door, 'l should like to give it to leprivate.'

He seemed about to argue, then changed his mindngs\is
haversack upon his shoulder and strode towardsldbe 'As you
wish, but be as quick as you can,' he addresseallizgsand do not
allow my aunt to exhaust herself, for she talkslas plays the harp,
unceasingly, drowning in the music of her own wdrds

But Zia Giuseppina was too pleased with herselb¢oindignant.
After shooing him outside, she instructed in a gai@mbling with
anticipation: 'Go to that chest, my dear, pull thé middle drawer
and fetch me the parcel you will find inside.'

Rosalba did as she was told, puzzled by the olgddakcitement and
curious about the contents of the bundle she |dtgdf the drawer, a
soft, shapeless mound wrapped in a silken shawil.

'l want you to have these,' Zia Giuseppina's fiagegmbled as she
untied the single knot. "They have been in my pgsea since | was a
girl, but as | have no daughters and have no furtise for them
myself it would please me greatly if you would wéaem.'

Rosalba gasped when the knot gave way and a frfothce and
yellow pleated cotton spilled out over the bed.



‘Try them on,' Zia pleaded eagerly. 'Let me see thay look.'

Nothing loath, Rosalba scrambled out of the blagkHer pants she
had begun to detest and into a full-length skatificed from waist to
hem with alternate tiers of crisp saffron yellovitoa, pleated like a
fan, and beautiful hand-made lace. Next she doanetiite cotton

shift with full sleeves caught tight at the wristed a drawstring
neckline. Over this she slipped a black velvet epr®w-boned to

accommodate breasts thrusting against the shifthee corset was
tightly laced up the front. But the most gorgeaesni of all was a
lace-edged apron that clung lovingly around hey twaist, its

pristine background splashed with exquisitely ena®aed poppies,
their petals flame-red, flamboyant as couragey thearts black as
the devil himself. She tied a small matching kes€tlait the back of
her head, then poised expectantly, awaiting théaolgfs comments.

'‘Bella innocenza! Bellezza raraDur national costume has neve
looked so well. Gosignorina,ask Toto if he does not agree that hi
little friend is now the most beautiful girl in threhole of Sicily!'

Stooping to press a kiss of pure affection uponolddady's cheek,
Rosalba whirled from the room and ran outside sod@defor him in
the darkness.

Confident in the knowledge that their hunters hadroreported to
have moved farther afield, she Hung joyfully thrbutpe doorway
and cannoned straight into him as he waited withldack turned
towards her, staring intently, his attention caughlight spilling out
of the windows of a building and by a torrent ofsiw) singing and
shouts of animated laughter pouring from its opeord

'‘What's going on?' she whispered. 'A wedding, aljacelebration
...2"Tomorrow is a day of fasting and abstinertee feplied without
turning his head, 'so tonight they feast, fillingeir bellies in
readiness for a day of hunger.’



'‘And as they feast they dance, and as they daree dimg,' she
concluded. "It sounds great fun.’

They had by this time almost reached the entramtieetbuilding that
stood a little apart from the rest. It was burstwgh people,
resounding with a noise that was almost deafenysgthey drew
parallel, a man appeared on the threshold and shioiing,
adjusting his eyesight from brilliant light to siedddarkness. As he
peered into their faces his vision cleared, andh wigreat shout of
delight he grabbed Salvatore by the arm.

‘Toto, my friend, come in, come and join us! Youl we quite safe,
the Conte's pack of wolves is long gone, but exerwe still have
look-outs posted at strategic points. So you céaxr®r once, my
friend, enjoy yourself, just for tonight forget yowvorries and
remember only that you are among friends!

The man's shout of welcome brought others pouriag a the
building and in no time at all Salvatore was sunabed by a crowd of
vociferous, back-slapping men who edged him ingydeng him no
time to argue, no chance to catch so much as ggdinaf her finery.

She stood back dejected, watching his dark heagbplesaring out of
sight, then reacted with a shock of fear when &thaoice spoke
behind her, instructing coldly:

‘You, too, may go inside, SignoririRossi!'He spat her name. "You
will sit in a corner where you can be watched whjiteu await
Diavolo's pleasure.'

Inside the building that consisted of just oneédatgpom, its bare walls
festooned with ribbons and garlands of flowers, deoforms were
tiered around three of the walls, leaving spacthe@xmiddle of the
floor for the many couples who were dancing. Althlouishe was
squeezed into a corner and then left, Rosalba cmtldeel isolated



with dozens of hostile eyes trained upon her f&e. was one of the
hated Rossis. She shivered, feeling for the firsetin her life
ashamed of a name which previously had always skdmeing
proud.

When she dared to look around she saw that theofése women
were also wearing national costume, many with atitiactal gold

embroidered veil falling down to their shoulderalv@atore was lost
In the wild melee, she caught occasional glimpg$dssolithe figure

as he joined in the fun, whirling past with a diéfet girl for each of
the intricate folk dances.

Gradually, as she became less conscious of thalityosieing
projected, she was able to relax and observe exsngdl ancient
Sicilian protocol as men approached prospectivinpes. Wistfully,
she watched as a man approached with exaggerdtehpss to ask
a girl to dance. They each held one end of a hanbied. When they
had danced awnhile the man bowed and left her. Is#ettipped and
pirouetted around until she saw a man to her liknd invited him to
dance with her. Meanwhile, her late partner had@aghed another
girl, and so it continued until almost everyone was the
floor—everyone except herself and a woman whossemee she did
not suspect until she spoke behind her.

'It should be the tarantella that we dance in ymesence—a dance
connected with the poisonous spider the taranthiase bite is said
to be curable only by dancing so vigorously thepibison is sweated
out of the body."'

Small hairs stood erect on the nape of Rosalbatk s the
venomous voice hissed in her ear. Grabbing cousdteboth hands,
she remained perfectly still and without turning Iead replied
gently:

'l am sorry that you dislike me so much.'



'Dislike is a namby-pamby word—you Rossis are hateds all!’

Rosalba bowed her head in acknowledgement ofdbis'Yet a feud
needs antagonists on either side to keep it alivdo not feel

antagonistic towards you or your people, | woukklius to be
friends.' She offered the olive branch tentativelgrbouring a hope
that between this woman and herself the beginrohgscompromise
might be reached. She was swiftly disillusionedaldyarsh shout of
laughter.

'If you are hoping to save your sksignorina,you are wasting your
time. The vendetta will continue until every Rokas taken a last
breath. There is only one way to stop the blootiRigtand that is by
arranging a marriage with one of our side, buteheno hope of that
because there is not a man in this room who woatthpr you in a
dance, much less a marriage!'

As if to prove her wrong, a young man swaggeredatds/them. He
had obviously imbibed too much of the freely-aVal#alocal wine,
which was probably why he failed to distinguish &ba from the
rest of the girls in similar dress. Besides thatyast of the girls were
already dancing he had been left with very litt@ice.

When he bowed to her she scrambled to her feetjanedd him,
hoping to find anonymity among the crush of dand8td it was not
to be. Scandalised eyes bored into them, gradaalicle widened so
that they were left isolated in the centre of toe.

'Rossi! RossiThe sibilant hissing penetrated the young maunjsost
He halted, swaying stupidly, to peer into Rosallf@se. The
musicians stopped playing and in the silence shddcteel the
crowd's malevolence pressing like a shroud arowndThe boy felt
it too. He stepped away as if to dissociate himsefhpletely, then,
his glazed eyes showing a flash of cunning, he sav@pocking bow
and sneered.



‘Salute,Goddess of Eryx!

When a roar of laughter greeted his words he gdnibviously
feeling completely vindicated.

Bewildered by the ribaldry, Rosalba stood wistfullycertain,

clasping and unclasping her hands as jeers andllsadecimated her
courage. Renewed popularity went straight to thesbioead. Boldly
he stepped forward. Her only warning was the lbéstgarlic-laden
breath before he bent to plunge his mouth upon, lessclumsy

fingers dis-placing the bodice of her shift so tbae smooth pale
shoulder was laid bare.

Her screams stifled, she began to fight, kickind acratching with
such puny strength her audience howled their ameiserfihe young
herdsman became even more amorous, pulling hegrcdosthat she
was assailed by a strong smell of goats that was more offensive
than the garlic. Nauseated, she weakened, androled crealising

this, urged the boy on to inflict further indigeis, mouthing crude
suggestions, clamouring the name of Rossi with racfly that

sounded to Rosalba like the baying of hounds afterd.

'‘Cattivo babbuino!'Never had she been more pleased to hea
familiar voice. Salvatore's exclamation sliced tigl their laughter.
‘Buffone!Put her down!

He pushed the youth so hard he went staggeringhetaerowd, then
grabbed Rosalba by the arm and held her in a togigrip while his

furious eyes raked the now silent watchers. 'limportant that she
remains unharmed,' he blistered, 'until we haveived the ransom.’

The downcast peasants sheepishly made way as lnedouner
roughly towards the door. Once outside, he stoppedag in several
deep breaths of cold air, then he shook his hegorously, in the
manner of a dog casting off surplus water. To Rusalsurprise, he



stumbled as he stepped forward and a faint suspwas confirmed
when ruefully he admired: 'I've drunk too much daohmwine. Here,
take my haversack, perhaps by the time we reackabve I'll have
regained my balance.'

The journey was accomplished in twice its usualefirRosalba's
emotions ravaged each step of the way with dolwmsatahe wisdom
of spending the night alone with a man whose tagntderisory
manner and glinting eyes held a promise of devilry.

She stumbled into the cave and huddled into a cowigle he
fumbled for matches to light the torch, wincingciarly audible
curses when the matches slipped through his firmsishe dropped
to his knees to grope around the floor. As shesdurito a frightened
ball her hand subconsciously gripped a cold olgecking out of the
haversack. It was round, smooth, and colde-tin of sleeping pills!

Cautiously she withdrew it from the haversack, fogder fingers to

remain steady in case her movements should beybdthy a tell-tale

rattle. Cold sweat beaded her brow as she tighteredingers and
began unscrewing the top. At the first revolutibrsqueaked. She
stopped, tense with fear, expecting Salvatore'$t seaction, but

when his spate of cursing continued she urged lheesgo on and

sagged with relief when the lid slackened and cawey in her hand.
But the worst was not yet over. How many would beded? Two?
Three ...? Deciding that four would be a safer nensihe sidled them
into her palm and slipped them into her apron pbckée then

replaced the lid and slid the tin back into thedraack.

She was leaning against the wall, shaking withtreacwhen light
flared inside the cave. She looked up, startled,saw him towering
over her with the blazing torch held aloft looking her terrifiedeyes,
like some devil who had stepped straight out oftBarinferno.



'‘Goddess of Eryx!" he sneered, sending her spitutsimeting to the
depths. 'Did you know that Aphrodite, Goddess ofd,gatroness of
prostitutes and courtesans, reputedly inhabiteshglie on our own
Mount Eryx where sailors, travellers, indeed anyhrmasearch of
diversion, was certain of a welcome? Perhaps young herdsman
friend was privileged to receive from you a hineotouragement—I
cannot imagine why he should have likened you 10 binerwise.

Sicilian girls are unfortunately not half so accoadating today as
they were purported to be in the days of Aphrodite.

She shrank from him. Wine had blunted finer fedingad insulated
his mind against the pinpricks of conscience, legViim prey to the
vices that were an integral part of every man,sibat lay like dregs
submerged, but surged to the top at the slighfesttu

Torchlight flickered in the depths of his eyes &sUdent down to

threaten: 'l want to taste woman, woman, womang¢ lak ant. | want

to wallow in sugar ..When he jerked her upwards ints arms a

scream leapt to her lips, but was bitten back. lde leyond reason,
her only means of salvation lay u> the pocket ofdpgon; somehow
she had to find a way to administer the pills.

Struggling to make her voice sound light, even fulayshe offered:
‘Would you like some more wine?'

'Why not?' He approved the suggestion. 'Let us eumcave into a
temple of Bacchus.'

Leaving him lolling against a wall, she picked ujagon of wine and
moved into deep shadow. She dared her fingers rtiblki as she
withdrew the pills from her pocket and transfertieem to a goblet,
crushing them against the base with a spoon. Timekilg she poured
in the wine, splashing it in her eagerness to neak&ain he did not
creep up behind her before the powder had beemlstko



Her hands were still shaking when she handed hengdiblet.
'‘Where's yours?'

'l don't want any,' she quavered.

'‘But | insist that you join me," he insisted sikil

‘Very well." She dared not argue in case he shoffiéat to share his.
'I'll fetch another goblet.'

'‘Good.' He relaxed against the wall, prepared Jowmdl she joined
him. Her teeth were chattering so much she daregnetend to sip,
but threw back her head and downed the lot in @s@f panicky

gulps.

'‘Bravo!' he approved, then to her intense relief followedt. s
Wide-eyed, Rosalba watched his strong brown thooatracting
with every swallow, praying that the powder had hat time to
settle on the bottom, wondering if the drug woutdat upon him
quickly or if it were one of the slow- acting kimethose effect would
not be felt until after ...

Agitated, she jumped to her feet in an effort tteirupt a train of
thought that had sent startled blood rushing thindugy veins. At the
entrance to the cave she leant against a rocknguhot cheeks up to
the caress of a cool wind that was swirling dustedund her feet. It
tugged at her sleeves, whipped the ends of her &kd blew soft
tendrils of hair into silver disarray.

Her back was turned towards him; his stealthy ahtread gave no
warning of his approach as he crept up to trapvhtin a steely
embrace. She froze to immobility when she was dulightly against
a body that was hard, unyielding, insensitive a&sdtanite nest that
had been his birthplace. His lips impressed degjenst the gentle



curve of her neck and, much against her will, gaeted with a stab
of ecstasy as his lips continued to probe.

The wind freshened, a gust teasing the hem of kier ® that it
billowed, then wrapped itself tightly around hegde

‘The breeze wants to be near you,' his throaty penisurned her
bones to water. 'lIt wants to brush your cheekdedase the hollow
between your breasts ..." She panicked when leagers began
untying the drawstring threaded through the neckesfblouse, but
when she tried to resist he laughed and twirledtvemd to face him.
‘It wants to know intimately every inviting, sedwet curve of your
body—as | do!

He swung her off her feet and bore her effortlegséyde the cave.
Even if she had had sufficient strength, it wouddda been pointless
to struggle. Salvatore was a man possessed, aonaaroed by such
urgent need he was blind and deaf to reason.

He laid her on a sleeping bag stretched out ogtbend. The torch
had been extinguished, leaving the cave black tah,pso that his
eyes, glittering with triumph, reminded her of agile beast as he
bore down upon her in the darkness.

‘Toto, please don't.. .!I" she begged.

'So, it is Toto, is it?' he snarled a laugh. 'l pleased to know that
you, too, consider it is time for our friendshippmgress.'

With his kiss he seemed to be endeavouring to phirgself of the
bitter hatred he had been taught to feel for e\ogsi. If a male
member of her family had been reaping the bittawvdst of his
vengeance he would probably have been beaten ssgsttireatened
with torture until he became crazed out of his mihd lash had been
to hand his flesh might have been ribboned; witknde deep,



permanent reminders of Diavolo hatred might havenbieflicted.
But because she was a woman his torture, thougllggainful, was
more refined, a humiliating ordeal of kisses thedreed, caresses
inflicted without emotion, sensitivity or tenderses

She stopped fighting only when she realised howhmslte was
adding to his enjoyment. Her mouth was bruised,doely lifeless,
and Zia Giuseppina's beautiful costume lay a tdtdreap on the
floor when with a shuddering sigh of despair shetwenp in his
arms. She heard satisfied laughter deep in histlmod closed her
eyes, biting deeply into her lip so that a screamuld not betray her
sensitive soul when, she was forced to submit ® uitimate
demands.

When the pressure of his body grew intolerably feshe moaned.
Suddenly his searching hands went still, his heagmed to lie a
dead weight upon her breast. From somewhere sim&l fewfficient
strength to heave him away and instead of theteesie she had been
expecting he rolled over and fell prone at her .silaspecting
trickery, she began inching out of his reach, tlesma thought struck
her, she hesitated.

Cautiously, her heart thumping wildly, she leantwowim, then
choked back a sob of relief when she caught thedreag sound of a
stertorous, heavily- drugged snore.



CHAPTERTEN

FOrRwhat remained of the night Rosalba sat huddledtheaentrance
to the cave. Secure in the knowledge that Salvatan@ld remain
unconscious for hours, she had fumbled in her asgdor clothes to
replace the skirt and top that lay, tattered agheations, on the floor
of the cave. Wearily, her senses so numbed she dnlke an
automaton, she had pulled on the first garmentdihcome to hand
before taking up her position, waiting for dayligitt that she could
find her way down the mountainside.

When pearly fingers of light began poking into sk and the curtain
of darkness slowly lifted she dragged her bodytemad took a last
look around the cave that had been the birthplatemly of a child

destined to carry a burden of vengeance, but dsamotions too

wild, too deep, too strong for a slight body whsite had begun to
believe existed merely to bear pain. She glanced @ Salvatore,
her eyes tracing the strong, clean-cut featuraddb&ed peaceful in
repose, the fiery eyes hooded by dark, thick-ladigesdthe taunting

mouth relaxed into a half smile, the determined ggped within

lean brown fingers equally adept at healing antictivig pain. She

blinked back tears and moved away.

Outside it was almost light and as she began pyckiway down the
mountain she noticed movements on the plain bdiagh day their
searchers were out at first light, combing the wladlthe countryside
yet concentrating most of their efforts upon theaahat Diavolo was
known to favour. As she half-slithered, half-raw#&ods the foot of
the mountain a shout rang out and she knew shéd&aial spotted.
Ten minutes later she was surrounded by arm-wagesticulating
police and other grim-faced men whom she recogresedorkers
from her grandfather's estate. She was awareliedbsked a sight in
a dishevelled dress and with her hair all awry,ddtnot realise that
it was her face—small, white and pinched, with dadscent-shaped
bruises beneath the eyes and cheeks bearing thies roéirtears



brushed away with a dusty hand—that had causednére most
concern.

'Signorina,are you hurt?'

'‘Where has that spawn of the devil been hiding you?
'‘How did you manage to escape?"

'‘Where is Diavolo?'

This cry was taken up by dozens of bloodthirstycesi 'Diavolo!
Diavolo! Lead us to his hide- out!

Appalled by the thirst for vengeance expresseceindious shouts
and expressions hard with hatred, Rosalba wavexyaevhand and
stammered:

'I'm sorry, | can't tell you ... Up there, there ab many caves, | have
no idea which ...’

As their fanatical eyes lifted a man shouted andtpd towards the
mountain peak. Dozens of eyes swung in the direchie was
pointing, and Rosalba's choked gasp was drownedhoyts of
triumph. Caught on a bush outside the cave, fiatgeas if left to
mark the spot, was Zia Giuseppina's white apranpdssion-red
flowers bursting with brilliance as it was caughy thhe rays of a
climbing sun.

'‘Accompany thesignorinato her grandfather's home immediately
the capitanorapidly ordered one of his men, 'and inform the@g
he leered, 'that Diavolo will be handed over to ithin the hour!'

Her tearful entreaties that Diavolo should not be,ithat she should
be allowed to stay, were treated as hysteria andyfiorushed aside.
'Please allow my driver to return you to your hosignorina,your



grandfather would be incensed were | to inflicttlier distress by
allowing you to witness the capture of a mad dog.'

Beginning vaguely to realise how much her thougistlight had

precipitated Salvatore into danger, she beganitpssdt, heartbroken
sobs that continued all during the race towardsaCiel Monte, so
that by the time the driver was speeding the cathedength of the
castle drive, honking his horn with great exubeeaher eyelids were
swollen, her cheeks raw, her mouth an uncontralghiver.

When the driver drew up with a flourish before sheps leading up to
the entrance, massive doors swung open and sireoltaty her
grandfather and Aprile stepped outside.'Rosalbéh Wcry of relief
Aprile dashed down the steps to greet her.

'‘Managghia!' After one venomously hissed word her grandfath
stood stock-still, his hard eyes boring into Roaalldace, probing,
searching, questioning, as if, words having faileoh, he could
extract by telepathy all that he wanted to know.

She stared with repugnance, reminded of the dezmltya, as his
tense body stretched to its full height with headring, tongue
darting, fang-swift, between lips dangerously tleitn

'‘Dio!" he spat, cold eyes flickering over a possessidmsothat had
been stolen, 'someone shall pay heavily for tAiken, belatedly
remembering that vengeance should be a secondasideoation, he
rushed down the stairs to clasp her in his aiivfia. cava nipotina,he
murmured, 'l would have given anything to spare ywmuch an
experience. Come, let us get you up to your room.nmist talk, but
first of all you must rest. Aprile!" he raspedteatd to your cousin, see
that she has a warm bath, some food, everything stha needs,
before you put her to bed.’



'‘But | don't want to go to bed!" Panic looseneddRuss tongue. 'l
must know what's going to happen to Salvatore.dele@randfather,
promise me that he won't be harmed, he's not toéla’

‘Silence!'His taut command cut through her words. Greatrsttad
utmost control were evident as he bit out: 'Diawaidducted you from
my home, had the audacity to enter my room anceleaansom note
beside my bed, yet you are foolish enough to pteatlim, to try to
absolve him from blame! What ails you, child, hlas tevil turned
your head!

She almost crumpled beneath a weight of despaiat@mpting to
intercede she had made matters worse. This wathadime, she
should have waited until tempers had had time @b. &Gt she dared
not wait too long, for in less than an hour, ta@itanohad promised,
Salvatore would be brought to the castle—for histga sake, it was
imperative that she should be present when heeakriv

Employing brave diplomacy, she whispered: 'I'mgoBrandfather.
I'll have a bath, and some food, as you suggested, afterwards
could we please talk?"

'‘Not until you are completely rested,’ he curtlgldesd. 'Aprile,’ he
flicked a compelling finger, 'kindly take your canisip to her room.’

Aprile babbled incessant questions while a maidRasalba's bath,
but she was too dispirited to supply more thanamyranswers; her
mind was concentrated upon the cave, wonderinglifafore had
roused from his drugged sleep in time to escapd, loe had not,
whether he was being roughly treated.'Rosalbah&aven's sake,
have you been struck dumb!" Aprile's querulous toe$enetrated
her agonised mind. 'You've been missing for overeak, spirited
away from beneath our very noses by the nephew mdtarious
bandit, held captive in a mountain cave while tbéce and every
man employed on the estate has been scouring thetrgside



looking for you. Grandfather has been de- meritgd,been worried
sick, yet when you finally arrive back you replyrty questions in
monosyllables! What's he like, this bandit, Diavlaan still hardly
believe such a thing is possible—we ought to hesterled when you
insisted that you were being followed, but yourtabunded too
farfetched to be true. Never again will | be cyhicshe promised,
running a comb through Rosalba's hair, 'in futuskdll bear in mind
what Grandfather told me when at first | pooh-pablige idea of
abduction and suggested that the ransom note wiasos's idea of
a joke. "Such actions may be inconceivable in Brjtahe told me
sourly, "but here in Sicily anything is possible."

It was a relief to escape into the bathroom, tafrbe of Aprile's

insatiable curiosity, to have time to think, to diecwhich way to

approach her grandfather with an aim to endingsthvage vendetta
that had no place among civilised people. Both &ahe and her
grandfather were unreasonable men, she mused udkieped brow,

yet neither lacked intelligence, and so it washartintelligence she
must appeal by pointing out that there is nothiagred about
convention, no honour in giving in to primitive gams or

continuing with outmoded customs. 'Intellect wiliral fate,' she
assured herself, yet her eyes remained troublddh#t's needed is
for both men to exercise a little restraint. It glim't be impossible to
persuade them both to curb their grudges, bury d@n@mosity so

that, perhaps, they might some day become friends.’

She towel-dried her hair, slipped into a simplesdrenade of pink
cotton, then sat at an open window so that sunsmdea light breeze
could dry her hair into a wavy cap of silver. Sbgeid with the food
that had been brought to her room on a tray, heet#p blunted by
worry, her ears attentive for the least sound thigiht warn her of
Salvatore's arrival.

She did not have long to wait. Her first indicataas the sound of
vehicles rumbling up the driveway before a cavatcad lorries



appeared, all tightly packed with men, with atisd a jeep carrying
the widely-grinning police captain in its passenggat and in its rear
seat Salvatore, flanked by two policemen, eacingitivith a gun
trained in his direction. Rosalba's fork clattefedm nerveless
fingers as she jumped up, ran out of the bedroatrcareered wildly
down the stairs, erupting into the hallway justh&s grandfather
strode from his study.

The first thing Salvatore saw as he was pushedugiirahe main
entrance was the arrogant Conte holding his tremglgranddaughter
within a protective arm. He was not to know that #mm was acting
as a restraint or that warning fingers were gougig her shoulder
to prevent her from running towards him.

Rosalba stared at the bruise standing out lividnsgais cheek, at a
brown shoulder showing bare through the tattera shirt that had
been intact when she had left him, and at bloodlgltrickling from
the corner of his tightly-compressed mouth.

'‘What have they done to you!" Her constricted wéispas drowned
by the captain's strident exclamation.

'Here, Signor Conte,' he helped Salvatore forwatld avhard shove,
'Is the renegade Diavolo!

Rosalba sensed her grandfather's triumph, felsfaation oozing
from his very fingertips.

'So!' he hissed with frightening sibilanc¥ou are Diavolo! Even
without an introduction | would have recognised yamywhere as a
branch of the same rotten family tree that nurtutiee outlaw
Turiddu—the same looks, the same audacity, the sacle of
wisdom that led you both to tilt at my authoritys Avou seem
determined to ape your late uncle, it shall be meagure to ensure
that you enjoy a similar fate.'



‘To suffer a traitorous betrayal you mean?' Foe@sd Salvatore's
glance flickered over Rosalba. 'To be ambushedshotin the back
by one of your cowardly minions?' He jerked erbid,injured mouth

twisted into a line of mockery. 'You, too, run trteeform, Signor

Conte—like the reptile you are reputed to resemba, are

cold-blooded, venomous, and deadly.'

Rosalba could stand no more. This was not the Wwayad intended
the encounter to go. Instead of reason there wiedjanstead of
tolerance they were displaying an intolerable tHosrevenge.

"Stop it, both of you!" She pulled out of her gréatter's grasp and
ran to a spot midway between the two of them. [gyleading eyes
first upon one and then the other, she appeale'tPou think this
stupid vendetta has gone on long enough? You otéya both of
you, to those who look to you for leadership. H@am gou abuse your
positions of trust by setting such a dreadful exentp uneducated
people who know no better—who neweitl know better so long as
you persist in ranging family against family simpty satisfy your
own vindictive egos? A leader is a man who accegggonsibilities,
so be responsibleshe charged fiercely, ‘admit that you've bee
wrong in the past, wipe all thoughts of vengeamomfyour minds so
that you can begin again—as friends!

She knew she had lost when they both stared asdinaeone insane.

"'l admit to only one wrong,' her grandfathertbler thinly, 'and that
Is that | omitted to ensure that his family wasihit@ted completely.
Fortunately, that is an error that can be correctadediately. All

that needs to be decided is which method to chddaee you a
preference, Signor Diavolo?' he mocked his conteoys adversary.

‘Do your damnedest!" Salvatore challenged, histdredy, flashing
eyes and proud features projecting dark, satamteagpt.



‘Very well,' the Conte acceded graciously, Ihstinadothen.' With
the assurance of a feudal lord, he instructed #ptam of police:
‘You have done your duty well, Capitano, thereasired for you to
become further involved—all that remains is for youweport back to
your chief that, so far as the authorities are eamed, the matter is
now closed. My own men will see to it that justiselone.’

Rosalba did not believe that such flagrant despoteould be
overlooked until the policemen actually began trogpout of the
hall. The sound of their cars receding into theagise was a mere
humming in her ears when the men over whom herdjatimer
wielded such power that they even obeyed his ordeksll seized
Salvatore by the arms and began pushing and prgdhilm outside.

'‘Wait!" Her command sounded faint in her own ears, yatugt have
been audible, because the men halted.

'‘Well?" Her grandfather's smile was salve-smooffhere is
something you wish to say to this villain beforeishieaken away?'

She swallowed hard. Lies did not come easily tatmgue, but if the
statement so firmly made by the peasant womarelasting were to
be believed, there remained just one slim chansawhg his life, so
she did not hesitate.

Even so, she could not bring herself to tell anight lie, merely to
prevaricate. 'Grandfather, what if | should be peeg? How would
you feel, knowing that you'd ordered the deathhef father of my
unborn child?"

Her words seemed to bounce from the walls, thentadinger like a
doom-laden echo among the nooks and crannies ofirtiizered
ceiling. The effect upon her listeners was shockkagpregnant
pause, she thought, nervously suppressing a rigggling hysteria.



The faces of the estate workers reddened and thggnbshuffling
awkwardly, debating whether to follow their instis@and flee out of
the presence of the Conte's incredulous rage, mn@in until they
received his order to leave. His face was greywhge-knuckled
hands clasping and unclasping as he fought for enasbver
scandalised disbelief.

The extent of his rage left Rosalba feeling strngaconcerned. In
the beginning he had wielded powerful fear, bwdrdfer ordeal of the
past few days, during which she had faced hortaasa mere week
ago would have sent her screaming with fright, compyp her
grandfather seemed comparatively tame. She haduoesaof the
wild to thank for her new-found courage, daily @wttwith a host of
reptiles and insects had taught her to revisehiekihg so that she
was now able to view them as mere nuisances. Cewagts when
courage is needed. The reptiles had been everywégpecially the
lizards, big and small, brown and green, and omgcpéarly obscene
species Salvatore had called a gecko that hadelieay, colourless
body and legs astraddle like a crocodile's. Longckbsnakes had
slithered among the stones and flying insects lmdatened to
become entangled in her hair, bright butterfliaggendragon- flies,
hornets, grasshoppers and, of course, the myridsl &ut her
greatest triumph had been her mastery of fear ofsipal
contact—man, the greatest animal of all, had besrurgknown
guantity, yet, as with the lesser species, congtaoximity had
reduced her fear and replaced it with a vibrantsagiing emotion
which she now recognised as love.

Her tender glance swung towards Salvatore and rerdaiiveted
upon features set hard as granite. He was whitthdolips, his
eyes—the only part of him that seemed alive—darnhktigh pools
mirror-ing a stunned incredulity she found puzzliogtil she
remembered that he probably had a very vague estiolh of the
previous night and that the little he could reeads no doubt lending
credence to her story. She wanted to run to himssare him that last



night, although the intent had been present, Hisreschad not been
consummated, but she dared not. For the time batrigast, he must
continue to believe what her grandfather so obWolbslieved.

The Conte looked every year of his age when, wiistlass hand, he
waved his workmen outside. If looks could inflidhysical injury,

Salvatore would have been stabbed to the heart werConte
trained his eyes upon the man he believed had tewbldis

granddaughter's innocence.

‘You will marry Rosalba, of course." He spoke withdluff or
pretence, making the plain statement a threat #uid upon
Salvatore like a spur.

His proud head jerked erect and though he stilinggeshaken his
voice held a ring of contempt. 'For me to take &R marriage
would require a very powerful incentive.'

You have one.' The Conte's reply was deadly earttéither you
marry or you die.'

Desperately, Rosalba tried to catch Salvatore'sieyan effort to
communicate that such fencing waS unnecessarythbatituation
had been created as a ploy to save his life, baseamed deliberately
to avoid looking her way.

‘Some would say that death might be preferablacdue

‘That can be arranged!" The Conte's contorted resittegistered
bitter hatred. 'And yet, in spite of the fact that men will be told to
say nothing of what they have learned today, | haekethe least
doubt that within days the whole village, if noetiwhole island, will
be conversant with the fact that my granddaughdéepregnant.
Therefore, although | loathe the idea of any graidcof mine



bearing your name, | will admit that Diavolo isgghtly preferable
to bastardo!

Rosalba recoiled from the ugly word. The situatiwwas getting
completely out of hand—the two were like horsewits between
their teeth, stampeding hatred raced between th&worn
antagonists, neither intended to give an inch.

Salvatore, sounding once more completely controfi’dssed with a
lift of an eyebrow: 'There is no guarantee thahigdaexists.'

'‘No,' the Conte breathed heavily, unused to beorgidated, 'that is
true. Although it goes against my instincts to @atdbe word of a
villain, in this case | am prepared to do so. Can $wear to me that
the possibility does not exist?'

Dull colour rose beneath Salvatore's tan. He Hesita
fractionally—then, glancing quickly at Rosalba,doeceded grimly:
'‘No, unfortunately, | cannot.’

Standing at a wistful distance, she eyed them, kmptinat one word
from herself could put an end to the farce, thd diieemperaments,
yet equally aware that a denial would be equivalerst sentence of
death. The atmosphere was electrifying as the sbofenerves and
words continued, neither man entirely confidentgesth determined
to stand his ground.

'I'll tell you what | am prepared to do.' The Costeinded weary. ‘In
your ransom note you demanded, in exchange forraryaglaughter,
that a fully equipped hospital should be built ttee exclusive use of
your mountain dwellers, and also that a trust fsimould be set up to
finance its upkeep. On the day of your weddingpimeised slowly,
'l shall instruct that the building of such a haabis to commence.'



Rosalba saw a satisfied glint spring to Salvataegés. She winced,
feeling herself an object of barter.

‘And the trust fund ...?" he prompted the ContéhoApital is useless
without sufficient money to run it.'

‘The fund will be set up on the day that my gramdak born.’

Rosalba's cheeks burned while Salvatore took toneotsider the
offer. It made little difference to her whetherdezepted or declined,
for she had no intention of marrying a man who hadbe
blackmailed into considering her as a bride. Yespite of the fact
that the situation was purely hypothetical she arpeed a thrill of
delicious terror when, with a reluctance she fougalling, he
submitted.

‘Very well, Conte Rossi. Providing you comply withe agreed
terms, | will marry your granddaughter.'



CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE following days developed into an unbelievable tggre for
Rosalba. Seconds after Salvatore had agreed tq rnarrshe had
been whisked out of his sight and had not beenvalioso much as a
glimpse of him since.

According to Aprile, he was housed somewhere inddsle—she
did not know where exactly—being watched day aghtinn case he
should change his mind and try to escape. Aprite i@t been told
any of the details, only that a marriage had beeanged, and
although Rosalba felt in urgent need ofanfidenteshe mistrusted
her cousin's babbling tongue and dared not riskaotjng her with
the facts in case the truth should reach her gadinelifs ears.

Many times she was tempted to confess her lie,cehewhen she

discovered that her grandfather, by dint of pullengery available
string, had managed to arrange for the weddingnuaemg to take

place in a matter of days. To her surprise, he sdd¢mhave come to
terms with the situation and had even, by someodsvioute of mind,

arrived at a stage bordering upon satisfaction.

The reason for this became evident the day he $dweghout and
began outlining his plans. She was pacing her ro@ondering
desperately how she could manage a vital conversawith
Salvatore, when a knock sounded on the door armahswer to her
request to enter, her grandfather stepped insidehdd a habit, she
had noticed, of massaging invisible oil into hidnpg whenever he
felt pleased.

'‘Rosalba, my dear,"' he accepted her invitationttansl took time to
adjust an immaculate crease in his trousers, ¢ lcame to acquaint
you with the progress that has been made. A licdra® been
obtained and the wedding day is fixed for threesdaym today. The
ceremony will take place in the family church, batause of the . ..



er ... circumstances prevailing,’ he looked uncotalde, then
hurried on, 'no guests have been invited, althdbgtestate workers
will be given a holiday and will no doubt gathetside the church to
proffer their good wishes to the newlyweds. | hgpa don't mind,’
he strove to sound apologetic, yet Rosalba suspéaeared little
whether she minded or she did not, 'but as thesenbbeen time to
have a wedding dress specially made | have ingiuRtta to unearth
the dress worn by your grandmother on her weddiag ¢ my
memory serves me correctly, her measurements wendars to
yours, and as your grandmother was blessed witlecoable taste
I'm certain you will be delighted with her choice.’

Rosalba jumped to her feet, unable to conceal dn&dtaon. Granted,
it had been her action that had precipitated theiagge, but for the
sole purpose of staying her grandfather's hand. Haldegiven jio
thought to the consequence, but even if she hadnhagination
would have led her no further than an immediatsiogeof hostilities
and a few uncomfortable days of sham betrothainduwhich time
Salvatore would be able to effect his escape aadvsluld afterwards
return to England, her holiday over, where thertrawf the past
week would fade from her mind until it was reduteeo more than
an incredible memory.

Grandfather .. .' she paced nervously, searchingvéods. 'l need
more time—Il know that might sound strange consiggerhow
f-friendly Salvatore and | have become, but théhtaf the matter is
he's almost a stranger to me!'

'‘My dear,"' he spread his hands in a deprecatorynaratiime is the
one thing you cannot have.'

She knew he was referring to the supposed birtehedad no choice
but to argue. 'In modern society it's no longerstbered essential to
marry before the birth of a child. Today many cesplwait,



sometimes for years, before making up their mirsdtoavhether or
not they're suited.’

She tensed to combat his cold scrutiny. ‘None ofamily has ever
been born out of wedlock," he told her coldly, 'aadlong as it is
within my power to prevent it none ever will. Didgos not an ideal
choice,' he eyed her with plain dislike, 'but asrang and healthy sire
he will do.'

Rosalba blanched from the crudity of the remarkeHeas proof, if
she needed it, of his fanatical devotion to thetioorty of his line.
Sadly, she reproved. 'You never learn from yourtakiss, do you,
Grandfather? Once before you tried to force a rageribetween my
father and Salvatore's mother,' and the resultavandetta that has
continued to this very day.'

‘Your father was a fool." He stood up, shedding pméitence of
benevolence. 'He was a simpleton like his mother képt her brain
in her heart. Diavolo, in spite of his faults, pesses all the fire and
passion of his race; in your veins runs the bloddaoproud
aristocratic family that has survived for genenasio—such a
combination will, | hope, provide me with a grandseorthy of the
Rossi image.'

The gloves were off. Tired of having to parade w@mahteristic
emotions of paternal affection, he was declarinthless intent,
confident that he held the upper hand.

Hating his complacency, his complete disregardtier feeling of
others, she stammered a reckless refusal.

'l will not be coerced into marriage, GrandfatHer!

She managed not to cringe when he turned upon Heola of
implacable determination.



'In three days' time,' he spelled out slowly, 'yall join Diavolo at
the altar. You will either leave the church as bigle—or as an
accomplice to what you insist upon referring tdvessmurder.'

For a stunned half hour after he had left she pdw&droom,
searching until her mind was exhausted for a wagschpe from the
seemingly inextricable tangle. Defeat was harddcept. Having"
lived in a world within which freedom of the inddual was taken for
granted, she found it almost impossible to contertms with the fact
that in some isolated areas of this small, negletiand feudalism
still flourished to the extent that one despotit wian had the power
to decide the des-

tiny of simple uneducated people who had been tionéd to regard

him as some kind of minor deity. The indolent, fess manner in

which her grandfather had passed sentence upoat&adwvas proof

that the taking of life presented him with no qualfut then, as she
had been shocked to discover earlier, Siciliana aace were not
unduly bothered by conscience. Attempting to jydtife actions of

her bandit son, Zia Giuseppina had told her airily:

‘Murder is commonplace in our land." Then, readalgrm in
Rosalba's widening eyes she had hastened to rea$3oimnot worry,
signorina,foreigners such as yourself are quite safe, we enuodly
during vendettas and quarrels.’

Wearily, Rosalba discarded the argument that Ferdjather's threat
to kill Salvatore had been no more than bluff. Watty other race, in
any other country, the possibility could exist,,lag he had so rightly
affirmed to Aprile,in Sicily anything can happen.

Abruptly, her nervous pacing ceased as she faeedppalling fact
that the decision had been made for her—if Sale&tdife were to be
saved she would have to go through with the magreagemony. She
would, of course, explain to him that responsesemaatier duress



would be rendered meaningless, leaving them entiretommitted,
and that once out of reach of her grandfatherscaity they could
part amicably and go their different ways.

Her mind made up, she went in search of Rita, gfatie diversion
offered by positive action. She found her hovermthe passageway
outside her room.

'Rita, my grandfather tells me --'

'Si, signorina,Rita interrupted in a nervous rush, 'l have beatting
for you.' She seemed agitated, her fingers clasaimy unclasping
around an ornate key. In response to an enquiiokj she proffered
the key with a haste that suggested to Rosalbalieatvas glad to be
rid of it. 'It unlocks the door of the Contess@sm. Since her death,
no one has set foot inside.'

'‘Not even to dust?' Rosalba's eyebrows rose. 'Bytwdon't tell me
you're afraid of ghosts?'

An expression of superstitious fear tightened tloeiskekeeper's
features. Sketching a hasty sign of the cross, ldeked away
mumbling: "The souls of the unhappy linger for agdime after

death. The Contessa was never seen to smile, entavthe day she
arrived here as a bride.’

Rosalba shivered, able to understand why. Takityg gn the old
woman whose eyes were riddled with fear, she cedstery well,
Rita, the wedding dress shouldn't be hard to flitidsearch for it
alone.’

Rita bobbed a swift, relieved curtsey, but as sheetd to flee a
thought struck Rosalba.

'Rita, do you have keys to all the rooms in thele@s



'Si, signorina.'She waited.

‘Then could you,' Rosalba's tongue flicked roundidsuly dry lips,
‘could you get me the key to Signor Diavolo's room?

Terror flashed into Rita's eyes. She backed away.
'l dare notsignorina,the Conte would kill me if he were to find out I

'‘But he need never know," Rosalba urged insisteridgd it's
imperative that | speak with Signor Diavolo—I wonlidtake more
than a few minutes, | promise you.'

Rita hesitated, obviously in a turmoil of doubtr leyes darting
around the passageway as if she expected her eengl@venging
spirit to materialise out of the granite-grey wak®salba's suspicion
that her grandfather inspired little affection irs lretainers was
confirmed when Rita stepped close to confide irressé whisper:
'‘Because of your likeness to the Contessa whomllveelared | will
do as you ask. But stay no longer than five mindtbsg of you; the
Conte has spies everywhere—servants who have effiegmdh in the
past have been punished so severely that now nolanes to cross
him. Promise that you will be carefgignorina,'she trembled, for if
you are caught he will know immediately who it what gave you
the key!

‘Don't worry, Rita,' Rosalba gave her a reassuhug, 'l will not
allow you to suffer on my account.’

Seeming only slightly relieved, Rita muttered impichundertone:
‘Tonight the Conte is dining with friends. As soas he leaves the
castle the servants will relax and gather togeitmehe kitchen for
supper, and that is the time you will be leastljike be seen slipping
into thesignores room. It is on the ground floor, near to the Hxa;
when the coast is clear | will fetch you the key.'



‘Thank you, Rita, | --' but Rita was scurrying ajdine passageway
with a speed indicative of panic brought about by dwn daring.

With an optimistic spring in her step, Rosalba apphed the door
Rita had indicated, turned the key in the lock, steghped inside what
had been her grandmother's private suite of rooAms.eerie,
ghostlike atmosphere struck her immediately sheeredt She
hesitated, fighting rising panic, but forced herselpick her way
between items of furniture shrouded in dustcovets she reached
the window where she flung open the shutters, atigwwunshine to
flood the room, transforming its tomblike qualitiedlowing her a
glimpse of tasteful decor and to sense the beawind aura that had
existed in the room created by a woman who hasdsoded herself
with an abundance of material wealth in an attetm@iompensate a
spirit starved of affection and joy.

One by one, as covers were removed, she uneartieedspof

priceless furniture and ornaments —brocaded chdasity tables;

exquisite porcelain images of animals and birdifsitke she had to
touch them to convince herself they were not realshe traced the
outline of a tiny, blue-plumaged bird perched upgonlimb of a tree
she thought it seemed poised to fly at any momahiobbthe open

window and wondered if her grandmother's choicernament was
indicative of an urge to be free, if she, in commath these small,
wild creatures, had been a thing of beauty trappsde the cold grey
stone of the mountain upon which the castle andsading village

had been built.

'‘Poor Nonna Rossi,' she murmured, 'why did you nsnele?' As if
pulled by invisible strings her hands reached outards a bureau
fashioned out of wood the colour of honey, satieested, with
slender gold handles on each drawer. In spite afsyef disuse, when
she tugged the drawer slid out noiselessly and 8mpaexposing
neat piles of lace-trimmed handkerchiefs embrodi@ri¢h the Rossi
crest, each bearing her grandmother's personalini¥ith a start,



she recalled that she and her grandmother shageshthe name. She
picked up one of the handkerchiefs and as tentgtsree lifted it to
her cheek a dried-up rose petal fluttered outsdfoiids, disintegrating
into dust as it settled on the base of the draWards read once,
many years ago, rose to the surface of her mind. [#&ard them
breathed in a sad, gentle tone she did not rece@sisier own.

‘The rose distils a healing balm
The beating pulse of pain to calm.’

'Did marriage to Grandfather bring you no happiretsall, Nonna?'
she sighed.

Once more obeying a strong compulsion, she unéidldsp of a flat
leather wallet she saw tucked into the corner efdtawer and when
she opened it the reply to her question stared fthen framed

photographs of two children, a boy and a girl, wheine had no
difficulty in recognising as her father and higeiCaterina.

Shaking off the feeling that she had somehow comcated with the
dead, she shut the drawer and moved across thetmwshde open
the door of a wardrobe entirely covering one wélth@ room. Its
contents were protected by covers, each item cambon a silken
bag sealed at the bottom with a row of tiny stisch@uided only by
touch, she worked her way through stiff brocades, ¢ottons, heavy
coats and bulky furs, discarding the most unlikedyns and setting
aside those that felt promising. With the aid efraall pair of scissors
unearthed from a sewing box, she undid a few s#ctiom the
bottom of each bag—sufficient only to make an opgniarge
enough to display its contents—and at her thirenagtt uncovered a
square of ivory-coloured lace. Carefully, she sagppcross the row
of stitches, rolled up the protective bag, andpdpit off the hanger.

The dress rustled and sighed as she spread itsaarosuch before
taking a step backward to capture the full effédtand-worked lace



ivoried with age yet still retaining its originalrgin beauty. Long
sleeves terminated in a point above each cuff,nibdekline was
primly demure, and the very full skirt was gathefiedly at the waist
to fall in soft folds over an underskirt of papeisp taffeta. A cloud
of ivory tulle attached to a headdress of tiny gesatls completed an
outfit that made her heart flutter at the thouglit veearing
it—knowing that its ethereal elegance would bared adequate
concealment for shaking limbs and madly erratiatheats when she
faced the black-devil stare of a bridegroom wha fething but
hatred for his bride. Filled with sudden revulsishg spun on her
heel and ran from the room, leaving behind thesitiest destiny had
decreed was never to be worn by an adored and Hajuj®y

As evening drew near she waited in a fever of imepae for her

grandfather to leave the castle. As Aprile was dpgnthe day in

Palermo and had indicated that she would be lateeh&osalba had
a tray sent up to her room and sat picking at biéasy meal with one

ear cocked for the sound of her grandfather's Ismaudrawing up in
front of the castle.

It seemed an eternity had passed before she h&ardhhnking
Alessandro for assisting him into the car. As sasrshe heard the
soft slam of the door and then the purring of tbegrful engine she
flew out of her room, down the stairs and acrosdhl to ease open
the massive front door, where she peeped throughink until the
tail lights of the limousine had disappeared froght

Feeling incredibly keyed up, she prowled the enlf, mentally
urging Rita to hurry, but it was a good ten mindéger before the old
housekeeper opened a door and stood on the thaddséckoning her
towards the kitchens. Holding a warning finger & hps, she urged
Rosalba to tread softly as she began leading thg deavn a
passageway, passed enclosed kitchen quarterstogmeéd outside a
door, set apart from the rest, bearing a huge twchk surface that
looked substantial enough to guard the entraneediangeon.



Rita had to use both hands to insert the massiyeske had kept
hidden beneath her apron. 'Tkegnore is housed in a disused
storeroom,’ she whispered apologetically. 'Theiotés comfortless,
but | have seen to it that he has been well fed.’

‘Thank you, Rita," Rosalba patted her shoulder aitburprisingly
shaky hand, 'I'll be as quick as | can.'

The lock was well oiled so the key turned with therest click. Not
even hinges squeaked as she pushed open the dosiigoed inside
the room. Salvatore was lying fully dressed ondba bunk, his dark
head bent over a book held close to a flickerim¢ponp. Though she
made little noise, he looked up immediately sheereat, his eyes
piercing the gloom, seeking the identity of theuder. Before she
could speak he reacted, gathered muscles projdutimgn one lithe
leap across the space dividing them.

She was staring, appalled, at bare stone walldlaad at a coarse
wooden table and one rickety chair, when his hagisped her
shoulders. Eyes wide with distress swung his way.

'I'm sorry,' she choked, 'l had no idea you wetfiadj in such dreadful
conditions.'

Whatever he had been about to say died in his ttheea with
eyebrows winging, he cast a surprised glance arthendoom.

'l have existed in worse places,' he shruggedn, this jaw clamped,
he released her shoulders and moved away. 'Andws®you. In the
cave, for instance ...’

There was so much she wanted to say and soilitiéetd say it, yet at
the mention of the cave she allowed herself toithetrsicked. 'l had
nothing to do with your capture! | didn't lead tpelice to the



cave—they caught sight of the apron that had beenlentally left
outside when | made my escape.'

'You have no need to apologise.' His voice washhdvou were
perfectly entitled to your revenge. | behaved deapicable manner.’

She stared at his grim outline, at squared-off klesg, rigid back,
and tensely-muscled thighs. She had imagined hirbet@ntirely
without compassion, yet his voice was full of hitte
self-condemnation when, keeping his back turnedatdss her, he
continued his strangled apology.

'I'm damned if | can understand what happened tthatenight! | had
drunk a few glasses of wine—a couple too many, hirtldsight—yet
on previous occasions | have drunk much more witlsodfering
such deadly effect. | do not expect you to beliemewhen | say that
the last thing | intended was to inflict harnespecially,'when he
thumped a clenched fist into his palm she jerkedyastartled by this
evidence of impotent anger, of bitter reghett harm of that sort!"

‘Toto ...!I" she gasped, overwhelmed with distres$is behalf. She
had done this to him! With a few thoughtless yellaweeaning words
she had deeply offended his code of ethics, hagrdsed his self-
respect, smashed his pridelease don't torment yourself—you did
nothing ..."

‘Nothing!'He spun round to wither her with a blast from bigzyes.
'Has your liberated society conditioned you to rdgaven rape as
being of little consequence?'

His contempt stung tears into her eyes. 'But g@lnothing,’ she
sobbed, stamping her foot in an excess of frustmati

Further protest was silenced by a look of harddgslil admit that |
was inebriated,’ he told her stonily, 'so inebdateat | passed out for



the first time in my life, but there are some thartgat | remember
clearly—so clearly that they will be branded foreewvon my
conscience. For instance,' he cruelly reminded tise, thrill and
delight of pinning your naked, struggling body battemine; the
taste of lips sweetened by wine; your sobs andniyg@passioned
pleas for mercy. Beyond that, my mind is blank,fmttmy powers of
reason that tell me that no man's body is capdhieaching such a
pitch of emotion without demanding the relief ofimiate fulfilment,
If | were a true apostle of the vendetta,' he cesdd, his eyes now
bleak, 'l would rejoice in the fact that | had takee true barbarian's
revenge upon the granddaughter of my enemy. Bagaims that my
years among the civilised have made a greater inpan | had
imagined. | have become soft, the savage in mi Imiatamed. Yet
not tamed enough to cower whenever your grandfatheoks the
whip," his head tilted, a little of his pride raturg. 'Honour
demanded that | should marry you, yet he was gnemkling that |
had already resigned myself to this fate. | maeeotd snake squirm,
did I not?' Tight lips parted in a mirthless smilde met my ransom
demands, so my people will benefit; that fact alaiEhelp lighten
the weight of my shackles.'

Well-married, a man is winged—ill-matched, he iacihed!

Unaware of the proverb running through Rosalba'siddmihe
misinterpreted her wince. 'You are apprehensivauaptaying the
role of Satan's angel?' he queried with a wry twfsthe lips. 'We
have a belief in this country that all the bestnages begin with a
little aversion. Console yourself with the thoudihat if this is so,
then ours should develop into a bed of roses.’

An agitated rap upon the door forestalled her rdplyas Rita urging
her to hurry. Exercising the highest female gr&tesalba remained
silent as she made her way towards the door, tsledrtened to
indulge in even one backward look. She had triecpgeak, but
Salvatore had refused to listen, and now her fomrdgbwords had



run dry- she did not quite know whether becausecahed too little
or too much.



CHAPTER TWELVE

APRILE'S questions had become more and more demandingras
anxiety grew. That she was also very hurt was alsAghen she burst
into Rosalba's room on the morning of her weddiag td accuse,
wide-eyed with disbelief:

''ve been told that your wedding is to take place today,yet you
gave me no inkling. I, it seems, am the last ortsettold! How could
you treat me so, your own cousin, your best frierfl And what
about your mother, shouldn't she be here?'

Rosalba's slight figure braced. She had put dffitgeAprile until the
last possible moment, afraid that the inevitablguarents might
weaken her shaky resolve, but now the moment sthelifeaded had
arrived. Subconsciously imitating a gladiator gaglihis loins, she
tightened the belt of her dressing gown aroundyauiaist and drew
herself erect. Daring her voice to tremble, shev&tito sound calm
and unconcerned.

'I'm sorry, Aprile, if my secretive attitude hadesfded you. | wanted
you to know, but | knew you wouldn't approve, awod ynust admit,’
she managed a slight smile, 'that you can be a e@guent
opponent! You'd better sit down," wearily she waviedr cousin
towards a chair. 'What I'm about to tell you ideatshocking.'

Quick to sense that Rosalba was under intoleratoéens Aprile
obeyed without argument and steeled herself nonterrupt as
Rosalba faltered through the startling tale, begmnwith her
encounter with Salvatore in the market-place, togglonly lightly
upon the days they had spent together in the eadeending with the
admission that in order to save his life she hédladremendous lie.

Aprile's face was as ashen as her cousin's byntieeshe had finished
speaking. Incredulity deepened her wide eyes takblas they



searched Rosalba's face, hoping for some hintghatwas being
made the victim of a tremendous leg-pull. Whenatntly she had
to conclude that she was not, she expelled a klog breath, then
croaked:

‘Salvatore feels bound to marry you because yolieohthat there's a
possibility that you might be pregnant, in whiclseashe continued
slowly, 'he must have grounds for suspecting yorevgpeaking the
truth, otherwise he would have denied responsybilit

'l tricked him,” Rosalba confessed, her cheeksy figvith
embarrassment as she met her cousin's accusing@yesmstances
were such that he could have ... he was prepared $be stumbled,
then gave up, knowing she could leave the rest fgalé’s sharp
intuition. 'Anyway,' she rushed on, 'he didn't, dese | dosed him
with sleeping pills and he passed out.'

‘At the psychological moment, | gather.' Aprileda¢ was dry. '‘Poor
man, if | weren't so angry with him | could feelngyathy for one
prepared to accept punishment even though he aspests that he's
guilty. Have you considered what might happen wherdiscovers,
as he certainly must, that you've lied to him? Yeuaot dealing with
an English gentleman, Rosalba. Diavolo is so damadchiohe
frightens me—I should have thought the very ideanairiage to
such a man would terrifyou.'

When a small, secretive smile curved Rosalba'sApde’'s patience
snapped. Jumping to her feet, she rounded uponumeorldly
cousin, angered by her naivete, an anger accdalerbie an
uncomfortable feeling that in some way she hersaffht be to
blame. 'Rosalba, please be realistic! | know | drgeu to cast off
your inhibitions, but not to this extent! Let's &ome," she urged,
'now, this very minute, without even waiting to kamur bags. All
we'll need is a passport each—we'll get to theoatirgpomehow!'



'l can't,’ Rosalba refused quietly. 'Salvatoréswiill be forfeit.'

‘Damn Salvatore!" Displaying a totally Latin gestulprile flung her
arms in the air. 'And damn Grandfather and eveherobf his
superstition-riddled race—Ilet them kill one anotidhey want to,
their stupid vendettas are no concern of ours!

Much to Aprile's dread, Rosalba's expression s&i Imes of
stubbornness. In one last furious bid to make leer reason, she
aimed a jab at her conscience. 'And what about ymiher, how do
you suppose she'll feel when she discovers thairigidaughter was
in such haste she couldn't wait for her to atteaedrharriage to a
stranger?'

'Don't...!" Rosalba turned away to hide featureigaring with hurt.
‘Things are bad enough without --'

'‘Believe me, they'll get worse!" Aprile fiercelytémrupted. 'Have you
stopped to think what life will be like among pesplhose strange
manners and customs are comprehensible only tostieas? The
word love is missing from their vocabulary. Marmatp them is a
business deal in which the amount "of the bridedsvrgt is of
paramount importance. My mother has told me mamgsiof their
peculiar marriage customs—the way in which the tjoesof the
amount to be contributed by the bride is raised ediately the
betrothal has been settled and of how, to makegsheven more
businesslike, a professional valuer is employeskgess the value of
the bride's contribution. Indeed, at this very motnehere is in
Grandfather's study an old crone who turned ugherdborstep this
morning claiming to be Diavolo's aunt and sayingf the'd come to
negotiate for the marriage in place of his motheErmally, her call
would have been paid @ur mother with the object of ascertaining
firstly whether Diavolo's attentions were acceptabhd secondly
what dowry the bride would be bringing. As your hmtis absent,



however, she's agreed to haggle with Grandfathdrbg the looks of
her I'd say he has more than met his match.'

‘That will be Zia Giuseppina!" Aprile was amazed Bgpsalba's
evident pleasure. 'Oh, I'm so pleased she wad@bleme!'

Weakly, Aprile collapsed on to the bed. 'You realyend to go

through with it, then?' she gasped. 'Haven't ystetied to a word I've
said? Does it matter nothing to you that the ctpedlification desired
in a Sicilian bride is a capacity for hard work?'

Rosalba dared to tease her outraged cousin: 'hiké work." Then
taking pity on her cousin's stricken look, she edigently: 'It's you
who haven't listened—if you had you would have deae explain
that marriage vows made under duress can't bedmmesi binding.

'‘By marrying Salvatore I'll merely be pretending ¢arry out

Grandfather's demands, but actually there'll beearmmitment on

either side. By this time tomorrow you and | migbth be back home
in England." She sounded as surprised as sheBeltprepared to
make a dash for the airport the moment Salvatdirees!.'

Zia Giuseppina had arrived at the castle in a eaaiccording to
Aprile, whose fastidious nose had wrinkled—onehefdarretti used
exclusively by the island peasants, with side aaklpanels painted
with scenes of popular folklore such as the bathlethe Paladins,
incidents out of Ariosto, clashes between the Aaatzsthe Normans,
and many other events plucked from the islandr&dtpast. Rosalba
considered the cart's painted shafts and whedls tworks of art and
had been astonished to learn that the intricatggiesvorked in
wrought iron were all fashioned by hand. On feastsdand special
occasions, Salvatore had mentioned, the carthadenany coloured
feathers strapped on to his head and clusterdbbms tied to the
silver plate keeping the harness together in trdglaiof his back.



Brass bells, polished to resemble gold, jingled@mous parts of the
horse's body. She was not surprised, therefor&itasushered Zia
Giuseppina into her bedroom, to see that she lsdudied her usual
black in favour of a brightly-coloured skirt wov&om native wool,
a white chemise, and a fine lace shawl draped loeehead and left
to hang loosely around her shoulders.

She was standing in the middle of the room wondenihat reaction
to expect from the old woman who had unknowinglyeid
friendship to one of the hated Rossis. But Zia Gmwsna herself
seemed full of purpose as, quite undaunted by h&urious
surroundings, she marched up to Rosalba and withowbrd of
explanation ran her fingers through her silvery.hai

Surprised and puzzled, Rosalba obeyed when theaitan stepped
slightly back and commanded: 'Give me your handgofden ring
was slid on to her finger, then a dainty lace-treanhandkerchief
pressed into her palm.

‘This traditional custom ought to have been caraetiduring your
betrothal ceremony,' Zia Giuseppina informed hehwlignity, 'but
as Toto made no mention of his plans and noneeafishial signs was
present to enable me to guess, | have been umatderty out the duty
until today. | shall, of course, take Toto to tdsk his secrecy,' her
lips pursed. 'All that was needed was for him tespnt you with a
gift of a red flower or a red ribbon to wear in ydair, then we would
all have been aware of his intention. As it is, have been taken
completely by surprise. Word that his marriage wia® to be
solemnised today, reached me late last evening—hwkiehy | rose
before the break of day in order to arrive in tifmethe ceremony. It
Is unthinkable that such important rites shoulgppedormed without
the presence of at least one of his family. Tell ofeld," her eyes
suddenly pinpointed Rosalba's face, sharp as reedle you sure
you care enough for my nephew to forgo all this®r Kvave
encompassed the room padded with comfort. 'Aresyaung enough



to leave this feathered nest to live on a shethexmountains where
cold winds blow? Toto will not forsake his peoplshie stressed
fiercely. 'And he will always be&apoccie—head of his household,
expecting complete subjection from his bride.’

Rosalba had neither the time nor the words to expleat she was
marrying Salvatore simply to give him his freed®u, she had no
choice but to prevaricate.

'l will do whatever is necessary to his happinest®'whispered with
complete truth.

Zia Giusepinna seemed satisfied. "Then | will detay no longer.'
She stepped towards the door, then hesitated t@dask almost of
gratitude. 'Usually marriage is celebrated as aloeginning —yours
will be doubly celebrated because it will bring d@oclose a bitter
vendetta. Once Toto slides the ring on to your dmgutto

finisce—everything finishes! Don't be shy with your newshand,
cara —a devil, after all, is merely a fallen angel. @lifast to the
bridal rein, and your white hands will lead him ofithell!

At ten o'clock precisely Rosalba's grandfathewvedito escort her to
the church where her reluctant bridegroom was mgitHe was
striding purposefully across the room towards hieemvshe turned to
face him and at the sight of her he stopped desdhdrd eyes
softening as they raked a wand-slim figure dredeedacrifice in
virginal lace, her pale, angelic features framedh ioloud of tulle.
That he was reminded of a far-off day when his lesslened heart
had leapt at the sight of his own shy young brids wbvious when in
a husky, trembling voice, he complimented:

'‘Cara, you look adorable, far too precious to be wastpdnu
Diavolo." The mention of Salvatore's name seemeddoas a
reminder. Shaking free of memories, he offerednmrearm. '‘Come,’



he frowned, 'your bridegroom is not a patient niawould be most
unwise to keep him waiting.'

The small church that for centuries had served femily and
villagers alike was tucked into a corner of theugrds, mere yards
from the castle. It had been built during the Nammoacupation, an
artistic masterpiece with a small dome and an eldgall tower with
three orders of mullioned windows. Inside were werfl Byzantine
mosaics depicting hunting scenes; the chase anudireapf wild
beasts struck Rosalba as symbolic when her eygs smeelength of
the short aisle and came to rest upon her bridegmacing a square
yard of marble floor, looking caged, frustrateditwisible shackles.

When, at her appearance, an organ began softlynglakis head
jerked upright and he stood in frozen stillnessshs progressed
towards him, his dark piercing glance driving tlaetlvestige of
colour from her cheeks.

If there were people present in the church shendidsee them, if
there were whispers she did not hear them. Durhmegy ghort,
traumatic period of time while she knelt upon a vetlzet cushion
close to the altar rails and a solemn but kindlegirguided her
through her responses, only she and Salvatore edxigt a
make-believe world. She felt deathly cold, yet whertook her hand
to slide his ring on to her finger flame shot thgbther at his touch,
bells pealed, and a heavenly choir of voices soarpdaise.

She was halfway down the aisle, gripping hard upenhusband's
arm, by the time she realised that the ceremony avas and the
sounds she could hear were real. Rosalba Rosshwasore, her
place had been taken by Signora Diavolo, a womarse/fiace was
frozen into an expression of serenity, whose hsagtned the only
madly thumping part of her left alive.



As they walked from the gloom of the church outsitte sunshine
laughing children ran to scatter handfuls of rostals at their feet
while their cheering parents formed a guard of hwribat stretched
from the church to the steps leading up to theleasike an
automaton, Rosalba turned before entering theecagtisketch a
grateful wave of acknowledgement, hoping the sshkeforced upon
stiff lips reflected a bride's joy and happinesd aetrayed none of
the shocked dismay she was actually feeling.

‘The ceremony will be no more than a fare@g had assured Aprile,
'neither of us need feel in the least committed."’

But she did feel committed, finally and irrevocabymmitted by her
own hushed, solemnly spoken vows, and by Salvat@tern yet
determined responses. He had sounded like a maptagg penance
for his sins, as if marriage to herself was anohettonement whose
severity he welcomed as the price of absolution.

Yet his first words to her when, for a moment, te&yod alone in the
great hall, showed that he was not altogether @lsah) that in a
corner of his heart resentment still rankled. Tgkuer chin between
forceful fingers, he examined her pale beauty, slpthoroughly,
taking his time.

‘Well, dear wife, will you prove to be fair exchanfpr freedom? The
old snake showed an unflattering determinatioretodb of you—but
then to gain his own ends he would sell even hasesbf the sun.’

'l am not one of .my grandfather's possession&'dained to combat
his mean temper.

'‘No.' he agreed, displaying a certainty that friegeblood, 'the charm
of ownership is entirely mine. Why then do | feéleated? Is it
because | have caught the vixen but been deniepl¢lasure of the
chase?'



Not unnaturally, considering the opposing persdiesli seated
around the table, their wedding breakfast wasaansd affair. Aprile
spoke little, contenting herself with directing mt@s of mute
hostility towards Salvatore, who shrugged his i®ilédnce and
directed all his attention upon his aunt who da¢ | spectre at the
feast, leaving every course all but untouched. Cbete, attempting
an attitude of benevolent approval, chatted lighdaly one rich,
colourful dish after another was served. Siciliaresa tough race and
their food accords with their character, yet evaliyueven the Conte
fell silent, a victim of the tense, fraught atmosgh

They ploughed their way through traditional disleésthe island,
from Palermo, pasta with sardines with its aromaliénd of sea and
woodland flavours, then mullet deliciously cookeablive oil, lemon
juice and parsley. For the meat course there imasltini alia
Siciliana, thin slices of meat rolled and filled with salaroheese,
breadcrumbs and onion, and for dessert the farmesataa mixture
of sponge cake, almond paste, chocolate, cinnamibiandied peel.

'Will you try a glass of Mamertincsignord?' the Conte extended
courtesy to Zia Giuseppina. 'lt is our foremosiltaie Wine, | think
you will agree, old enough to have been praise@dgsar.'

‘Thank you, no.' Zia Giuseppina's hand reachetbatdver the top of
her glass. 'lts flavour is too civilised for my atd, | prefer the wine of
my own region—primitive, full-bodied and slightlyitter— which
description, come to think of it, could equally pio its people.'

It was the first time Rosalba had seen her grahdfadisconcerted.
He preferred to converse with sophisticates suchiaself who
possessed a great number of ready-made, accepfabiens on the
greatest number of topics; the old woman's abseihgrstension had
the unpleasant effect of making him feel ill atesathis own table.



This fact could have accounted for the excess offeha in his voice

when he directed Salvatore: 'My villa on the cdast been made
ready for your honeymoon. You and Rosalba may staxe for as

long as you wish. As soon as you are ready, ldiuidict Alessandro to
drive you there in my limousine.'

Salvatore flung his napkin down on to the tablehwstich force
Rosalba was startled. 'No, Signor Conte, you wat!'nHe leant
across the table to stress: '‘My wife will travelesd, when, and by
whatever mode of transport | choose.'

Their eyes clashed, exchanging a look that wasl@gost| of dislike.
Salvatore was asserting unsought authority oveliae. The Conte
was slow to delegate, yet the powerful Sicilian relteristic of
capocciowas so ingrained that even he had to concedetdeftae
head of the house of Diavolo.

But it was done without grace. Rosalba felt sickewen, churlish
with hatred, her grandfather ground out his detestaf the younger
man.

‘You first infiltrated my home in the manner ofat lskulking through
the shadows of darkness. | knew then that yourepeswas an il
omen; the peasantry are not far wrong in their ip@us assertion
that the bat is an embodiment of the devil! Takedjoare of my
granddaughter, Diavolo, for if one hair of her heatarmed | will

take great pleasure in emulating the manner in hwigour friends

despatch the creature they loathe. You'll be cakglead, and nailed
to a barn door with your limbs outspread!



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

IT was hard to decide who was suffering the highegrek of
outraged pride when the cart pulled away from thstle with

Salvatore in the driving seat, Zia Giuseppina qiurggby his side,
and Rosalba, as befitted her lowly station, sitAbh¢he rear with her
legs tucked under her.

Spots of bright red colour flared high in the Cénteheeks as he
stood at the top of the steps watching the cartnoher@ng slowly
down the drive. Aprile stood next to him with lifssnly buttoned to
suppress opinions'she had not had the chance .t®asperately,
underCover of making her goodbyes, she had condemned Rosa
‘You promised that the ceremony would be the entthisffarce. If
you leave with him now you will be branded his pssson and never
allowed to leave Sicily!

'l must carry on the pretence for just a little \honger,' Rosalba had
urged her cousin to understand. 'Those two hateonather; | must

be certain that Salvatore is well beyond Grandfatheach before |
return to England. Don't worry, Aprile, in a few macdhours I'll be

back.'

Nevertheless, she could not help feeling that %alea was
deliberately goading her grandfather's temper. @ s a glint of
unmistakable satisfaction in his eyes when he nulicke

‘Smile at your grandfathewjiso d'angeloassure him that you are
happy, for he seems to suspect that you are beimgndstraight to
hell!’

Angel face.The sarcastic endearment angered her. She satle
comfortably as she could in the corner of the cagigning herself to
enduring a few last hours of discomfort before Ineiog finally rid of
the tormenting devil.



Once out upon the open road the horse progressedaising speed,
clip-clopping down the mountain road with an hypaohythm that
set her head nodding. For the past three days imel Imad been in
such turmoil she had not slept; assured that thetweas now over,
she curled into a ball and fell asleep.

It must have been a couple of hours later whemsisgjolted awake.
The cart had stopped at a fork in the road. Thradaged eyes she
saw Salvatore bend to kiss his aunt's cheek bafhanded over the
reins and jumped down from the driving seat.

'‘Come along, sleepyhead!" He strode round and ia easy
movement lifted her from the cart.

'‘Where are we going?' Her voice was so sleepy, ylagm so
defenceless, he grinned.

'‘On our honeymoon, child bride, where else? Saydhge to Zia
Giuseppina, this is where we part company, wetlidl the rest of the
way by jeep.’

He seemed in no hurry to put her down. Of necess$igyhad slung
one arm around his neck when he had lifted her fdoencart, an
unthinking gesture that had now taken on an aurantearable
intimacy. His face was so close his breath brustexccheek, warm
and gentle as a kiss. As she stared up at himmteclzeser, his smile
fading as he gazed long and deeply into violegsidrugged depths
that seemed to hold his mesmerised attention.

Sensing Zia Giuseppina's amused glance, Rosalktetiwut of his
grasp until her feet touched the ground, then segdyack a pace,
panting with exertion, devastated by the effectrhésest touch had
upon her senses.



The jeep had been left where two roads met anlkdegsclimbed into
it his aunt edged her horse along a track leadimgowards her
village. As she jogged past she leant sidewaysd&le:

‘Enjoy your honeymoon, children! Stay angry witleleather, for the
anger of lovers renews their love!'

Without response, Salvatore started up the jeep dmoge—as
Rosalba mentally termed it—like a bat out of hsed, that she was
bounced unmercifully and had to grip hard uponupholstery in
order to keep her seat. Speech was impossible. Eken he turned
off the side road and on to a main highway he ool driving as if
possessed, for hour after silent hour, puttingwitth of the island
between herself and the castle where Aprile woalgdnly waiting.

It was early evening by the time their hurtling gmess eased enough
to allow her glimpses of sea lapping sandy beaehds in the
background, an enormous mountain mass toweringémuls of feet
above and sweeping majestically down to meet theraaShe did
not need to be told that it was Etna, the hugaisdimountain whose
slopes were so often menaced by the anger of aaetie volcano.

She glimpsed villages and cultivated land on theeloslopes and
beyond them a grey charred area that reminded fhardesert of

ashes bearing not a trace of vegetation. Still énghas a chaos of
smoking rocks, burning soil out of which welled@uliric fumes. At

the peak was a crater wreathed in smoke from wstiglams of lava
trickled like saliva from a gaping mouth. She desthe thought of
approaching nearer, and was vastly relieved whévateae turned

the jeep in the direction of the coast.

Stars were glittering bright in a black sky whemafly he drew the
jeep to a halt. She could smell and hear the nesss@gurging in on a
whispering flurry of foam that reached almost tos@uare-built
building looming out of the darkness. She realibed it was situated



on the edge of a bay when lights from a scatteoinfyishing boats
began twinkling like fireflies upon the water.

She stepped from the jeep and stumbled throughsswoid in his
wake. A key turned in a lock, a light switch clickeéhen he ushered
her into a beach apartment, sparsely furnished oy the bare
necessities required of a holiday home—>built-in dvabe; a bed
with shelves either side holding books and a lacgai tiled floor,
and two tiny rooms leading off from the main onekitahen and a
bathroom.

'It has been lent to us by a friend of mine,' hughed into her stunned
silence. 'Less luxurious than your grandfathetla,vi dare say, but
adequate for our needs."You mean we're to spendigiht here?' she
jerked.

‘A night, a week, a month?' he shrugged, 'who kfRolslepends
entirely upon the depths of our absorption in eatbler.’

Rosalba drew in a deep, steadying breath. 'Sabjator days I've
been trying to explain something to you, but eacle tyou've refused
to listen. Will you please hear me awaw?'

He swung on his heel and walked in the directiothefkitchen. ‘At

the moment | am too hungry to pay attention to ahatter. There's
no hurry, whatever you wish to discuss can waiil @fter we've

eaten.'

It could not. Even a short delay would make itladl more difficult to

find alternative accommodation so late at night. &unervously she
stepped past the double bed dominating the sinugetraent, she
wisely decided to delay her argument. One couldreason with a
man made ravenous with hunger, much better toumsithe was in a
calm, receptive mood.



She felt shy at first of rubbing shoulders with himthe compact
kitchen into which had been crammed a small butenodooker, a
sink, a cupboard stacked with dishes and provisiand a bench-
type ,seat with a strip of table combined that \@tiached to the one
clear wall.

'‘How do you like your omelettes?' he quizzed, araispd eyebrow
causing her heart to flutter. 'Runixy or well done?

'Runny, of course ..."' she replied absently, fatlgupied in keeping a
rein on racing pulses.

'‘Good."' He reached for a pan, tossing the dry ebsen across his
shoulder: 'It bodes well for our marriage—discongrthat we have
at least one thing in common.’

They were certainly not emotionally compatible, deeided, as with

trembling fingers she set two places on the stfifable. Salvatore

seemed nerveless, calm to the point of aloofnessieashared the
omelette between two plates, slid next to her erbénch, and began
steadily to eat.

When she transferred the first forkful to her modkte fluffy
concoction almost choked her. It tasted delicidss;onsistency just
right, yet when she tried to swallow her throahgbed tight around a
substance that seemed suddenly to have turneduiber.

'‘Bread ...?"' He pushed the bread basket and loligtem front of her.
‘No .. . thank you," she choked.

‘Wine, then ..." He poured a generous amount ov@&amto two
glasses, downed his own in a couple of gulps, th@anediately
refilled it.



He had finished his huge portion of omelette ardifheshed away his
plate with a replete sigh before he noticed that immeal was
congealing on her plate, her wine had been lefouotted in her
glass.

'‘What's this?' His jeering tone took her by suisef" First night
nerves? Surely not! Since you have had the advamég dress
rehearsal, tonight must offer few surprises.'

‘That's what | want to talk to you about,’ she dilad. Then haste
spurred her tongue. 'For days I've been trying --'

'‘Let's move out of here.' He stretched, irked bystacted elbows.
Casually he lighted a cheroot, stood up, and stloihto the other
room.

Anger such as she had never before experiencedchserdrupting
after him. 'Aren't yowevergoing to listen to me?"

Her raw-nerved retort sent him spinning round toefaer. 'So,' he
eyed the spitting ball of fury, 'Mona Lisa is passed of a temper!'

Courage drained out of her as he towered, darkimidating in the
outfit his aunt had brought for him to wear at tiedding—slim
black pants tucked inside knee-high riding boott trad the dense
shine of ebony; black shirt, unbuttoned to the Wai®xpose @orta
fortuna medallion tangled within dark hairs matted acradsroad,
tanned chest. Aprile was right, he had more tharfdir > share of
masculinity; machismoflowed from him, barbaric as the golder
buckle holding the belt around his waist—the buctépicting a
beast and a reptile from which she was findingnpassible to raise
her eyes.

'Repose marks your caste, rememlzama. | will overlook your
minor lapse—proceed with whatever it is you wisheibme.'



'It's to do with the night we spent together in¢hge... the night you
. you ...

'‘Don't be ashamed to speak of it,’ his tone was. dDespite our
intensely rigid code of morals, clandestine sexmt@Ercourse is no
rarity in Sicily. Only some seventy-five per cerft aur girls are
virgins when they marry, indeed, some village psenaintain that
immorality is rife and demand proof of virginitytef the wedding
night. Many a cockerel has been slain by the metbénewly-wed
girls in order to display linen stained with bloodnd many a
confessional shares the secrets of mothers shamegbulling the
wool over the eyes of a priest.’

Suspecting that he had set out cruelly and deliblgrto intensify her
embarrassment, Rosalba whipped up sufficient ceuragneet fire
with fire.

‘You didn't seduce me, you passed out becaus®d$eddyour drink
with sleeping pills!'

Her words dropped like stones, one by one, intoid that stretched
into a fraught, dangerous silence.

'You didwhat?'The cheroot fell from his fingers and was groumd f
ashes beneath a savage heel. Full of pent-up meh&esyes
pinning, daring her to move, he advanced closavetyou the gall to
admit that you manoeuvred me into falling for thaest trick known
to womankind? That | have forsaken my freedom e $ake of a
non-existent child?' Impelled by anger beyond bistiml, he grabbed
her shoulders and shook her havdily,in the name of Godyhy . ..?'

'In order to save your life,' she babbled, halzedchwith fear, 'to put
an end to a stupid vendetta that has already esoshany lives!



‘Tu sei davvero una canete flung her with a force that sent he
sprawling across the bed. 'No wife of mine intex$ein the affairs of
men!’

'I'm not your wife," she gasped. 'No court in thald will hold us to
vows that were forced upon us! | intend returniogie as soon as I'm
able, once I'm gone you can forget | ever existed.’

When he leant forward she shrank from his sibitass. 'l struck a
bargain with your grandfather—a hospital in exclefg making
you my bride. But a hospital is useless without ayoto run it. If the
welfare of my people is dependent upon your haarghild then a
child you shall have!'

It seemed to her that when he snapped off the tiglhtroom was

filled with the glare from eyes holding beacondlafme as he bore
down upon her. She struggled to escape, but waktedo avoid a

volcanic eruption that heaped heat and pain, tamdrtears upon her
defenceless body. The room heaved, his breathdoartger ear, his

hands traced a searing, lava-hot trail that scarsedrched and
shrivelled every untouched, flawless part of her.

He seemed deaf to moans of pain, a devil bent ulagging her
down into his hell. Yet it was not quite hell. ime, it seemed, she
became suspended in a sort of limbo, the fringeedlf that region
assigned to tormented souls to whom, through nib édaheir own,
the benefits of redemption did not apply—a limbmé&and broad
that some intuitive poet had once labelled 'thagiae of fools'.

Hours later she sidled from his side, leaving hiit wrapped in
black-browed sleep, and crept outside to watclstimerise. She felt
numbed, yet every part of her ached with pain. &tk ot been kind,
as she felt sure it was in his nature to be kirelhkld taken her in the
manner of a beast in rut whose sole aim is theirmaation of his
species. There had been no softly-murmured word$owd, no



tenderness in the hands that had forced upon éeatth of intimacy
all girls dwell upon during their nubile years otwhich she, in her
innocence, had given no more than a passing tholgdtriage,
when she had considered it, had appealed more smta of
companionship, the setting up of a home with a maapared to
cosset and protect. The begetting of children bathmed a mystical
rite fancifully bound up with the legend of Aphrtalithe goddess of
a heather-clad mountain whose association with aeésoney was
legendary, as was the belief of great antiquityt theands off the
heather were responsible for the impregnation ohes.

Stifling an hysterical inclination to laugh and esam at one and the
same time, Rosalba held on to sanity yet coulduppress a surge of
resentment against parents who had kept her isodsea princess
locked up in an ivory tower.

She sat down on a flat rock to ease her weary liamosgazed with
unseeing eyes at a wreath of pearly grey mist csgpge from the
peak of the volcano that only yesterday had fiked with dread and
which she could now regard with complete indiffer@nHer head
bowed—a flower wilted by a storm of violence—obtivs of the
fiery sun rising swiftly out of the horizon, of fas, hills and
buildings tinged with gold, of the sea shining laished silver.

When a shadow fell across her face she stiffenédhdoadi no need to
look up—her senses were so sensitive to his prestat even the
touch of his shadow set raw nerves leaping.

‘Why didn't you tell me that you were a virgin?sHioice sounded
strained, his face as she would have seen immédibtel she
bothered to look up was scored with lines of daepety.

'You never listened to anything | tried to say. iles,' her tone was
lack-lustre, 'would it have made any difference?'



He reached out a hand as if compelled to strokersdtrands of hair
that looked too heavy for a drooping head, butraf®mentary
hesitation it was withdrawn.

'‘Probably not," the confession grated from his. lipgep inside |
think I've always known.'

He had hurt her deeply, yet still she could notrhedear the agony
of self-condemnation in his voice. She looked up aaw a face
haggard with regret, his mouth a bitter twist, &y®s alive with a
furnace of frustration. As tensely he braced for t@hdemnation,
expecting words of understandable hatred, a whotee dluttered

past, settled upon a flowering creeper, and begatot. The soft
sound acted like balm upon a sting as the frauggnice was filled

with the delightful sound of a lovebird calling msate.

As if sensing that the message had touched het, Healvatore
approached cautiously, swallowing hard to dispansenaccustomed
taste of humility.

‘May | sit with you?'

Rosalba tensed as if to flee, mistrustful of tHféd#nt stranger, then
with a sigh she shrugged her indifference, her ayesoring a
hopeless dejection that caused him to wince.

He sat as close as he dared without actually tagchnd quietly
began to speak. At first his flat monotone madkelgense, her mind
was too numb to react, but gradually she begaensesthat behind
his terse, disjointed sentences lay a message wimdbkelievably, he
was too uncertain of himself to spell out.

‘Often | find myself wondering why this lovely isld of ours should
be cursed with heartrending poverty. It has beersdald with
plentiful amounts of minerals and sulphur, its @tmis ideal for the



cultivation of fruit, vegetables and crops of eveaigscription.
Bananas, grapes, cotton, grow in abundance angbthis so fertile
and well irrigated it is possible to harvest selveraps a year. Yet the
peasants receive trifling wages and live in thetraosdid conditions.
Basically, my country is in need not only of capaad industry but
also of leaders to guide its people out of the padteducate them in
the modern methods of agriculture, instead of allgmthem to
follow the example of their cousins and brotherveimigrated to
America, Canada and other such countries where #neynow
making their fortunes producing fruit and wine Imates similar to
our own.'

Slowly, wary of alarming her timidity, he reachedt@ hand and
touched her cheek, turning her head so that shdon@ed to look at
him. Holding puzzled blue eyes with his own darkeahe grated: 'l
can never leave here, Rosalba, | am destined yoasta those who
most need my help. In any other country | couldspeay, my wife and
children would enjoy the benefits of the high ligirstandards
accepted as normal by the people of more enligbteraions,
whereas here,' his bitter tone revived, 'l can pserittle in the way
of material benefits ...'

A small bird of happiness caged deep within herabegruggling for
release. Her eyes pleaded with him to be sinceenwieeling wings
fluttering madly in her throat, she breathed aidit reply.

'Riches are not anything like so important as ...’

'‘As what...?' he urged, suddenly very close, varyee Confusion
swept her when she felt his arm enclosing her wHist grip of his
fingers betraying the agony of tightly-held contréVere you about
to saylove, Rosalba?' he breathed against her ear. "Taa8, is
something | can offer you in abundantesoro mio! lo ti amo ..."



Completely unnerved by the ravaged, harshly utteredis of love,
she collapsed against him and was swept hard agamshest.
‘Generous, forgiving heart," he murmured, shakéndgaepths by her
surrenderiti adoro!'

His kiss was an exercise in discipline that liftext on a gentle tide of
cosseting, making her feel nursed in caring, loangs. For a while
she luxuriated in his solicitude, but then, perggrdeminine, she
decided that, though water was good for quenchmgstf she
preferred intoxicating champagne. He was delibsrétading back,
afraid of frightening her, so, as his passion wasghtly bottled, she
dared to pop the cork.

Wantonly wicked, she moved against him, parting $adt lips in

sensuous invitation, putting into practice the ehpe she had
learned only a few hours before, arousing the séembdiger so that
words growled in his throat.

‘Tormenting vixen ...!'With a blaze in his eyes that she foun
satisfying, he swept her off her feet and begadisg towards the
apartment. Earth and sky revolved, steadying joisg lenough to
allow her a glimpse of a benign Etna before heddcipen the door
and whisked her inside. As he laid her on the Ibedssniled a secret
smile. Like Etna, her volcanic husband would notssls be dormant,
often he would erupt, but like those who darediwe bn volcanic
slopes she would learn to gauge moods, to sense fWvas wise to
run and when it was safe to stay.

Already intuition was at work, warning her thattet very moment it
would be most unwise of her to run—and heavennare.



