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CHAPTER ONE
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LACEY WHITTAKER STOOD on the cobblestones outside the small coffeehouse sipping her espresso, studying the shabby store front across the narrow canal.  For the better part of the morning, she'd been traipsing about the winding streets and canals of Venice in search of someone who could repair her great-grandmother's travel journal, the pages loose and pulling away from the binding, the soft, aged leather worn thin.

She couldn't lose this treasure. It was her bible these days, a talisman that guided her and her brother Josh across Europe, into strange hillside towns and ancient cities.  And yet the years of wear and tear were taking their toll on the delicate journal. 

Lacey was a desperate woman.  She'd been traveling for over a month now.  She was one crabby, tired bitch, wanting her tiny condo back home in Boston, her own bed, her own bathroom with the large shower.  Not that she was dirty, just feeling not-quite-squeaky clean.  She wanted her supply of hair stuff to tame the mass of curls that sprang off in all directions unless wrapped tight in a clip, her array of body lotions and scented soaps, her closet of comfy clothes and shoes.  Damn it, she even missed her stupid plants that always seemed to die on her no matter what she did to keep them alive.  

Traveling was wearing her out.  Paris had been good; the south of France had been good, too.  Sort of, if you didn't count the endless climbing up and down the steep hills, the hot wind that scoured your face to the bone.  Now she and Josh were in Italy, and it was hotter than the south of France.  And she didn't know the language.  Her French was good, her Spanish adequate, but Italian eluded her no matter how many times she'd playing those CDs and digital downloads before they left the States.  

Last night when they arrived in Venice, they decided to take a break and stay put for a week or so rather than charge off to Florence, Rome and the Amalfi Coast.  At least that had been Lacey's plan.  It was the only thing that had kept her going during her meltdown back in the early summer. 

She winced remembering how wiped out she felt after years in the Child and Family Services Department—overworked, drained emotionally and physically after ten years. Taking some time off to gather her wits about her, she'd read and re-read the journal, imagining Adele and her college chums traveling through Europe almost a hundred years ago.  The little journal had inspired her, kept her mind off the job and the boyfriend who'd dumped her after two years' worth of a rather boring, ho-hum relationship. Taking advantage of her accrued vacation time and adding some unpaid leave, she had enough to travel almost two months.  Since Josh was an out-of-work actor struggling in the Big Apple, she'd asked him to come with her so she didn't have to travel alone, her treat.

She peered at the small shop across the canal, cradling the espresso in her chilled hands.  Despite the heat and sun of early September, the waters of Venice chilled her to the bone.  Well, she could continue standing here, indecisive and unsure or she could cross the little bridge on her right and find out if the person in the shop, a Signor Alessandro, could repair the journal. 

Signor Dante Alessandro.  The words rolled off her tongue, musical and silky.  She pictured an old man wearing spectacles like a character from Dickens, hunched over a battered desk, working on his book repairs.  She finished the last of the espresso and headed for the bridge.

Watch out, Signor—here comes one crabby, grouchy American.  Poor old man, she thought as she stepped into the shop and, seeing no one, called out, "Signor?"  She waited.  Taking another step she called out again.  "Hello?  Signor Alessandro?"  A sudden clattering came from behind a closed door at the end of the shop, giving her hope.  The door opened and out stepped the hottest man she'd ever seen, clutching a child to his chest—a broad chest with equally broad shoulders, she noted.  At the sight of the child, Lacey tensed and turned aside, forcing herself to look elsewhere.  

"Si?"

Hearing the deep resonance of just that one word, that voice sent ripples up and down her spine.  If she looked down she knew she'd see that her toes had curled.  "Do you speak English?" she stammered as she peered up at him from under the floppy brim of her sun hat.  The man nodded just as the child wriggled out of his grasp and jumped down to the floor with a shout of glee.  Lacey stepped back as he raced around the desk and headed for the shop door.  In two strides, the man reached out and scooped him up, tossing him over his shoulder, the child laughing and squirming.

He turned to Lacey. "Yes, I speak English.  Wait one moment, eh?"  He took the child back to the door behind the desk and opened it.  "Rosa, come take Guilio!"  A moment later a dark-haired woman stepped into the room and grabbed the boy. The two adults exchanged a few words, then the man kissed the boy's head, causing more giggles.  The woman and child disappeared and he shut the door.

When he turned his attention back to Lacey, a ray of sunlight caught his face and she drew a quick breath.  His eyes were a clear gray, the color of granite, fringed with dark lashes, matched by equally dark hair that fell into those mesmerizing eyes.  She blinked, then started to speak, her voice wavering.  She stopped and started again.  "I'm looking for Signor Alessandro."

"Yes, that's me.  What can I do for you?" he said.

For a fleeting moment her mind conjured up an image of what he could do for her.  Heat rushed up her neck, and she had to stare at her feet and concentrate on the task at hand.  Otherwise, this crabby woman would have thrown herself into his muscular arms and have pleaded a healthy dose of lust.  

"Perhaps I'm looking for your father," she murmured, staring at the far wall, not wanting to look into those piercing eyes, not trusting that she wouldn't lean closer, try to touch him.  When she looked up, the man was frowning.

"My father?  He's been dead some years now."  He glanced down at the journal in her hands and pointed.  "Are you selling?"  She noticed how long his fingers were, how strong his hands looked.  "May I see?"  He held out one hand and waited.

Lacey looked at the journal and hesitated.  She shook her head.  This didn't seem right.  She'd been expecting an old man, grizzled and stooped, not someone who looked like he just stepped off the cover of GQ.

The man dropped his hand and stooped down a bit until he was on her eye level.  "Tell me how I can help you."

Lacey took a step backward just as the door behind the desk flew open again and the little boy came racing into the shop, followed by the young woman. A very pregnant young woman.  Lacey flinched, averting her gaze to the bookcase, jaw clenched.  The man and woman exchanged rapid-fire words in Italian that Lacey couldn't understand.  Then he kissed the woman, who hugged him hard in return before grabbing the hand of the boy and leaving the shop.  His wife and son, she thought to herself. 

He crossed his arms and leaned against the desk, waiting for her to say something, to do something.  She gave herself a quick shake and held out the journal.  "This is my great-grandmother's journal she kept back in 1925 when she toured Europe.  It's falling apart, disintegrating.  I can't let that happen." 

He took the journal gently and laid it on the desk, turning his back to her.  She shifted so that she could watch him, her heart in her mouth.  He reached into a drawer and pulled out a pair of simple cotton gloves.  As he pulled them on, he turned to face Lacey.  

"The oils from our hands are never good for these old books," he explained as he touched the leather cover, his gloved finger tracing the intricate tooling.  "Very beautiful," he murmured, his voice sending tingles racing down her back.  But before he could examine the journal further, Lacey snatched back the journal, shoving it into her handbag.  She stepped away, her heart hammering in her chest. 

"I'm sorry.  I've changed my mind."  Her voice grated in her ear, harsh and shrill.  She knew she was panicking, the small space closing in on her.  She started for the door, but the man stepped in front of her.

"Signorina, I will be careful.  This is what I do for a—"

"No.  Excuse me.  You're too young, too . . . too handsome!"  She gasped.  Had she really said that?  Oh God, get me out of here!  She pushed past him and fled out onto the street, his scent catching her after the fact, something warm and spicy.  She shivered, thinking of the woman and child, the kiss, the hug.  Her feet carried her faster and faster down the walkway.  Turning, she glanced back at the shop, half-expecting to see him in the doorway.  The door was closed and the street was quiet. 

She kept walking, trying to quiet her breathing, the hammering of her heart.  Maybe she'd dreamed it all.  Venice could do that, she heard.  Getting lost in one's dreams—or nightmares.  She came to a halt, realizing that she had headed in the wrong direction as she stepped into an unfamiliar square.  No canal.  Okay, Whittaker, calm down. She turned back and headed in the opposite direction, hopefully back to the canal.  As she passed the shop, she looked the other way, too embarrassed to want to run into that man again.

But even at that thought, the image of his hands caressing the small book flashed across her mind.  And those gray eyes, so clear and lucid, as if he could see into her heart, her soul.  She had no time for this silly kind of thing, she reminded herself.  With only another month left of their time in Europe, she and her brother wouldn't be here that long.  La Serenissima would have to find another victim.  It wasn't going to be Lacey Whittaker.

* * *
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DANTE ALESSANDRO HAD noticed the woman the moment he opened the door that led into the shop from his apartment above.  She stood like a flame, all deep red curls lit by the sunlight, her body tall, willowy, aloof yet enticing.  And when she'd turned and eyed him from under the brim of that ridiculous sun hat, he had felt nailed to the wall.  He'd stood straighter, raising his chin, registering the lure of her large brown eyes, the full, lush mouth.  As his eyes had drifted down along the curves half-hidden under the baggy linen shift, he knew he wanted—needed—to know more. 

He was intrigued, curious. Too bad she seemed a bit crazy.  You never knew with these tourists.  But when he thought about the tiny journal, how she clutched it to her chest like a wounded animal, he felt that somehow he had scared her off.  Too young?  Too handsome?  He chuckled to himself.  So the crazy American thought he was handsome, eh?  As he glanced out the window, thinking about her, he spotted her marching past his shop again, apparently lost.  He grabbed his cell phone from the desk and headed out the door, a half-baked plan forming in his head.   
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CHAPTER TWO
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TAKING IN DEEP BREATHS, Lacey waited for the boat to take her back to the Grand Canal.  From there, she could find her way to the hotel.  At least she hoped so. There was no way in hell she'd slog through the miles of narrow streets and deserted squares in an attempt to find her way back to the hotel.  A light touch to her arm caught her attention and she looked up into the eyes of Dante Alessandro.  He tipped his head, a slight grin crinkling his eyes at the edges. 

"Do you need a little help in directions?  Where are you headed? " Lacey slid her eyes off to the side, embarrassed to tell this man that she was indeed lost. 

"I need to find someone who can help me with the journal," she mumbled. She looked up at him.  "Please?"  He nodded, his hand still touching her arm.  She could feel the warmth building beneath his touch.

"Of course.  If you'd let me, I'll take you to someone you can trust, okay?" 

"Thank you."  He steered her onto the water taxi with the other Venetians and tourists.  For the next few minutes, they said nothing to each other, Lacey keeping her eyes glued to the passing scenes of Venice—the deep ochre-colored buildings, the patches of damp creeping along the ancient walls, the graceful gondolas gliding past.  And always the bright, blinding sunlight bouncing off the waters.  Her head was aching.  She hoped she wasn't getting burned from all this sun.  She'd have to remember to slap on some sun block before venturing outdoors.  The curse of a red-head, thanks to her Celtic heritage.

She sneaked a peek at the man by her side, whose sun-kissed arms were touching hers every once in a while as the boat rocked.  He was turned away from her chatting with another man in that quick rhythm of Italian that made her head spin.  Too many years dealing with dysfunctional families and children had stunted her own language, always speaking slowly, trying to win the trust from little people who had no trust for anyone, not even their own parents.  She sighed and must have leaned on him, as he turned and gazed down at her.

"We're almost there."  Lacey eased back, already missing his warmth.

"Call me Lacey," she said.  He nodded.

"Lacey," he repeated quietly, " a pretty name."  Butterflies launched themselves into her belly and, for a moment, she felt whoozy.  She put it down to lack of food and her cross-city trek earlier.  

"Call me Dante, eh?"  She nodded, any comment drowned by the launch coming up to the landing and the crowd pushing to disembark.  He grabbed her elbow to steady her and steered her to the ramp.  A few moments later brought them to the Piazza San Marco, but he didn't stop.  He kept them moving to a large building further along the square.

He pointed to a building. "The Bibliotheca Nazionale Marciana, the National Library of Venice.  Someone in the Preservation Department may be able to help you.  Just ask at the Information Desk for help."  He pointed to the front doors, then gave a quick salute.  "I hope you find success, Lacey."  He pulled her hand up to his lips and kissed the knuckles, winked and walked briskly until he disappeared around the side of the building, leaving her alone in the square, gazing after him, her fingers stroking the spot where she still felt the pressure of his lips. 

Well, thanks so much, Signor Alessandro, damn you!  She doubted she'd ever see him again.  All's the pity, as so many parts of her body had started to mull him over in ways that made her blush.  And it had been a long time since anyone had made Lacey Whittaker blush.  She entered the library and stopped dead in her tracks.  Sure, she'd seen some amazing buildings in her lifetime, but nothing prepared her for the majesty of the space, the miles and miles of marble and statuary.  Stepping up to the Information Desk, she waited for the woman to finish her phone conversation.  A moment later, she hung up and turned to Lacey.  "Si?  

"Someone recommended I ask for the Preservation Department.  I have a book that's falling apart."  It sounded so lame she was surprised when the woman nodded and pointed to the main staircase, stating in perfect English,  

"Preservation is on the third floor; just follow the signs."  

As simple as that?  No security checks, no need for formal letters of introduction?  Lacey thanked the woman and headed for the stairs, passing along the marble corridor and the life-sized statues that seemed to be holding up the massive ceiling.  Oh God, more walking.  Her legs already felt like jello, and she'd kill for a good, long soak in the claw-footed tub back at the hotel.  But she'd gotten this far.  At each landing, she paused, swearing to herself that, once she was home again, she'd work out, build up her strength, get healthy.  She shifted her handbag to the other shoulder and climbed the last set of marble steps.  Ahead she spotted a sign with an arrow pointing down a long corridor.  Tonight she'd indulge in a bottle of Prosecco.  She'd earned it.

*   *   *
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ONCE DANTE TURNED THE corner of the library and was out of sight, he jogged to the staff entrance and flashed his card to the security guard, then headed for the elevators, hitting the up button.  As he waited, he dialed the information desk on his cell phone.  "Maria?  It's Alessandro.  Listen, an American woman will be coming to the desk any minute, asking for the Preservation Department.  Send her up to me but don't state my name, understand?"  The elevator door opened and he stepped aside as several staff spilled out, heading for their midday break.  He stepped in and punched the button for the top floor. "You see her?  Red hair, carrying a huge bag?"  He nodded
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