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      Alessandro Cavour, Conte di Montecorvio Rovella, watched as the voluptuous blonde, who had just gate-crashed his party, popped a third piece of bruschetta into her mouth.

      If she was trying to fit in she was going the wrong way about it. Women in his world barely ate; they wore only black—not a blood-red sheath—and curves were not an option.

      “Shall I have her removed, sir?”

      Alessandro shook his head and drank the last of his whisky, relishing its fire. He needed fire. He needed a diversion. And he’d just found one.

      “No. Leave her to me.”

      

      Where was he?

      Emily Carlyle brushed the crumbs from her dress and anxiously scanned the room for the elderly count upon whom all her hopes were pinned.

      She needed to mingle. God, how did she do that?

      She needed to fit in. And she certainly didn’t do that.

      Her hand rose to push her glasses more firmly on her nose before she remembered she’d left them off tonight. Not, she thought, peering around the room, that there had been any point.

      She was surrounded by the cream of Neopolitan society: moneyed, elegant, perfect. And she was none of these things. And never would be.

      She tugged the wrap more securely around her shoulders. She might not be ashamed of her imperfections but there was no reason to display them—not tonight—not when so much was riding on it.

      Where the hell was he?

      Suddenly she felt a chill of awareness slither down her spine: someone was watching her. She turned slowly to see a man—blurred a little at first—moving through the crowded room towards her, staring directly at her. When he came into focus she could see his coal-black eyes held both heat and cool control: predator’s eyes.

      Her heart pounded once, fiercely, before settling into a fast tattoo that sent adrenalin racing through her veins, stimulating her body into a state of readiness. Fight or flight? At that instant, she could do neither.

      Then the crowd parted and the man emerged and stood before her. There was nothing about his appearance that contradicted her first instinct. A predator took whatever he wanted and she knew this man could do just that. It wasn’t just that he was the most striking man she’d ever seen; it wasn’t simply that he was the most charismatic—although conversations had stalled in his wake and all eyes were on him; it was his difference to the others that signaled his power.

      In a room of immaculately dressed people, this man stood before her disheveled and arrogant. His black tie hung loosely either side of his open shirt and his hair—raked back as if by careless fingers—hung in tactile curls on his collar. He either didn’t notice he was flouting convention or he didn’t care. She’d bet her life it was the latter.

      This was a man who was used to getting his own way; this was a man who didn’t want to be here.

      There, they had something in common.

      She stepped back to move out of his way. Because she hadn’t lived twenty-six years without knowing that men, that gorgeous, didn’t make a bee-line for her.

      But he also side-stepped so he stood squarely in front of her.

      He looked even better close up. She was preternaturally aware of the textures on his face: a day’s worth of stubble, the lines that bracketed his mouth and of an errant curl that fell like a question mark on his forehead.

      She swallowed hard.

      That men like this existed, she’d never imagined. That one could be touching her arm, with an intimacy that sent shivers down her spine, was impossible.

      “Scusi.”

      “Sure, sorry,” she mumbled, stepping aside so he could pass.

      He smiled. “No, signorina. It is you I’ve come to speak with.”

      She could feel her eyes widen in shock and opened her mouth to reply only to find her voice had somehow diminished to a whisper.

      “I think you’ve got the wrong woman.”

      “Davvero?”

      Her eyes dropped to his lips: amusement flickered at their corners.

      She nodded. “Really.”

      “And who would be the right woman?”

      She shrugged. “Anyone else.”

      He frowned. “Your husband or boyfriend is here?”

      “No, I don’t have one.”

      “Ah, then you are free to talk.”

      Her irritation, at his presumption that a boyfriend would be the only reason why she wouldn’t want to talk with him, should have brought her back to her senses.

      “But I don’t know you⁠—”

      “We can remedy that —”

      “And I can’t think why you would want to speak with me. Perhaps you’ve mistaken me for someone else?”

      “I always make it a point to speak to the most beautiful woman in the room. And if I’ve mistaken you for such, then perhaps it is because you are.”

      The instinctive laugh froze on her lips. There was something about his manner, about his tone, about the expression in his eyes, which stopped her reacting with her usual self-deprecating humor.

      She knew it to be a lie but how persuasive, how devastating, it was to hear such words addressed to her. She’d spent years avoiding her femininity, scared of being seen as an object. Bitter experience had taught her that objects could be owned and possessed and people did what they liked with their possessions, even tried to destroy them.

      Now, she’d just walked straight into what she’d been avoiding all these years. And it thrilled her like nothing before.

      He was like no-one before.

      She took a deep breath in order to ground herself. “Thank you for the compliment.”

      His lips curved briefly into a smile that lingered in the lines around his mouth and in the flicker of heat in his eyes.

      “You’re not used to this, are you?”

      His candor dispelled her nerves and, for the first time, she glanced away from him, trying to suppress a smile.

      “Is it so obvious?”

      “Obvious and refreshing.”

      “What gave me away? I guess it’s the dress,” she looked down frowning at the red dress. “Hardly the usual color, it would seem.”

      “You stand out. But it is not that alone.”

      “What then?” She grabbed the ends of the shawl to make sure they stayed in place and folded her arms across her breasts. “I guess I eat, which clearly sets me apart from the other women.”

      “It does.” He leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially in her ear. “And a very good thing, too. But it is not that either.”

      “What then?”

      “Your lack of awareness.”

      “Of?”

      “People. My guess is that you don’t attend many such parties.”

      “And you would know this because?”

      He hesitated for one long second, enough for her to note the shading under his eyes and the stark lines of his cheek and jaw. The predator was hungry.

      “Because you look and don’t see; you don’t notice the inquisitive stares, the jealous looks, the admiring glances. They don’t affect you. I think you must live away from society—some kind of recluse, maybe?”

      Emily could feel the blood drain out of her face. How could he tell? How could he know that her world, as an archaeologist, was the world of the past, where the only people who mattered had been dead for centuries?

      “I am correct?”

      She nodded, spellbound by this man who could see into her heart.

      Part of her knew it to be the result of clever, well-honed flirtation skills, pick-up lines well learned, but the greater part of her didn’t care.  She felt a connection with him slide smoothly into place.

      “How did you know?” Her voice, normally so strong and so confident, sounded cracked, fractured.

      “By your lack of consciousness—in your body, but most of all in your eyes.” He cocked his head to one side. “Green eyes.”

      She gasped down a lungful of air like a dying woman desperate for life and shook her head.

      “Kind of more like blue-ish with yellow streaks⁠—”

      “You,” he brushed her cheek with the back of his finger, “are too prosaic. Your eyes are green. Unusual. A dark green: the color of a pine forest in twilight, of wet, gold-streaked jade, the color of a secret. What, I wonder, is yours?”

      Somehow the stranger had brought himself so close to her that she could smell his intoxicating blend of aftershave—earthy, warm and very, very male—and whisky. Imperceptibly—surely he would hardly notice—she dipped her head towards his neck and inhaled his more personal scent. She swallowed and looked away as she felt the heat fire deep inside her, stirring something she’d thought long dead, never to be revived.

      His own face inclined to hers briefly in response. The feel of his hair grazing her cheek made her jump back in alarm.

      Suddenly music flooded the room. A small quartet, making a very large sound, made further conversation impossible.

      “Come.”

      She balked for an instant at his imperious command. But then he ran his fingers down her shawl-covered arm until he held her hand, and all resistance fled.

      “Let’s escape.” He nodded towards the open French windows.

      As he pulled her outside, the sultry stir of the evening breeze awakened Emily from the haze of lust this man stirred.

      She hesitated, and stopped abruptly. What was she doing?

      “I should go—go back inside. I need to, well, go.”

      He turned to face her. “So soon?”

      “It should have been sooner. I’m not in the habit of wandering around in the dark with strangers. I don’t even know your name.”

      He smiled. “My name is Alex.”

      “And mine, Em.”

      “M? That is an unusual name.” He raised an eyebrow. “Not the ‘M’ from James Bond, not the secret head of MI5?”

      She grinned, relaxing, the tension falling away. “No, not.”

      “Perhaps short for Miranda, or Miriam?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “So cagey. That is fine. I will call you M. So, M, why are you here?”

      She suddenly realized why this beautiful man was talking to her, why he’d taken her away from the party she’d gate-crashed. He was very smoothly ejecting her. She’d thought he was flirting with her. She’d thought wrong.

      Disappointment bit deep. She’d tried hard to fit in, had made a massive leap outside her comfort zone, borrowing a dress and too-tight shoes, but had still failed. But there was too much riding on it. She needed to see the count, even if it meant bluffing her way back inside.

      “What makes you think I haven’t been invited?”

      He dipped his head, uncomfortably close to hers.

      “Cara,” his breath tickled her skin, halting her own breathing. “I know you haven’t. It’s my party and I know everyone here, except you.”

      His words cut like ice, severing her last remaining thread of hope.

      He had no interest in her. And he’d effectively killed her work stone dead because if she couldn’t see the count, she had nothing. Without the count’s financial support her work would have to end.

      “I’m sorry. I’ll go. I was just—looking for someone. I’d been told he was here. But he’s not. So⁠—”

      “You misunderstand me. I do not wish you to go.”

      “I shouldn’t be here.”

      She looked up at him, at this knowing man who’d broken through her defenses after all these years, willing him to contradict her.

      He smiled, as if recognizing the token comment for what it was.

      “And neither should I, believe me. I should be at the party, but I have never been interested in duty. It is pleasure that interests me.”

      “I can see that.”

      “Come,” he offered his arm, “let’s leave the party before someone either turns you away, or worse still, forces me to do my duty and make small talk.”

      She laughed. “Somehow, I can’t imagine anyone forcing you to do anything.” And then she hesitated.

      Thoughts of caution flashed through her mind, fighting the instincts and needs of her body.

      But her body won and she inhaled the fragrant night air and took his arm.

      Spring flowers tumbled around the stone-flagged pathway along which they walked, but Emily was only aware of the silk of his jacket and the heat of his arm under her fingertips.

      Within moments, she found herself seated in a secluded courtyard, enclosed by a high yew hedge, in the centre of which a small fountain played. Moon-white flowers clustered at its base.

      “So, M, relax and tell me about yourself.”

      “Nothing much to tell.” She could barely breathe, let alone think, with his body in such close proximity.

      He turned towards her, his arm resting along the back of the seat, close to her shoulders. Her skin prickled, as if her body responded to his magnetism by the force of physics alone. And she knew all about the inevitability of the laws of science. But how they applied here was beyond her education.

      “So, where have you been hiding, M, that you are so unused to people? So unaware of your effect on my guests?”

      “What effect could I possibly have?”

      He searched her eyes before shaking his head. “You have no idea, do you? No idea how very different you are.”

      Different? Another thing they had in common.

      Heat swept through her body, following the path of his eyes. “English, I look English.” She said hopefully.

      “It is not that. You look,” his hand brushed down her arm lightly before resting once more on the seat, “sensual, very sensual.”

      She tensed then. She wasn’t used to being touched. But his eyes held only interest—a wonderful, inexplicable interest that her body exulted in—and gentleness. This wasn’t a man like her last—her only—boyfriend. There was no rage there, no insecurity, no jealousy, no violence. She exhaled jaggedly.

      History could repeat itself—as an archaeologist she knew that—but it didn’t have to, not if she learned from the lessons of the past. She’d never trusted her intuition before—not even when it screamed at her to run from her ex-boyfriend—but now she did.

      “Sensual?” No-one had ever said such a thing before. But she felt sensual. The skimming fit of the borrowed dress against her body, rubbing her skin, tantalized her arousal even further, the warmth of the night breeze on her skin. And this man.

      “Of the senses.”

      “Such as sight?” Hesitantly at first, she allowed her gaze to travel from his hair, curling where he’d pushed it roughly back, to the pulse that thudded in his neck and then down to his chest and legs before resting once more on his face.

      “Sight is indeed a sense.” His voice was roughened, deeper somehow.

      Her effect on him gave her a sense of power. She closed her eyes.

      “And sound.” The soft exhalation of his breath was louder to her than the rustle of the leaves high above them and the distant music and laughter. She opened her eyes again. “What else? Touch?”

      Dare she? If he’d moved she would have retreated, but he didn’t. He said nothing but she could see his eyes narrow and darken as she reached out to his arm, pausing only briefly before touching the sleeve of his black tux. The tentative touch turned into an appreciative slide of her finger tips—more used to dirt and rough rocks—across the dense silk.

      She knew she should stop but felt compelled to continue. “Such as,” she leaned into his neck, “smell”.

      His breathing quickened against her face. She couldn’t see now because she’d closed her eyes, all the better to register the different notes of his aftershave, the spring air against his skin and a deeper note, that her mind couldn’t identify, but to which her body reacted.

      Reluctantly she sat back. “What else?”

      “You tell me.” He didn’t move, simply looked at her lips as if anticipating something delicious, something he wasn’t going to take unless it was offered. The predator might be hungry, but he was patient.

      All thought of who she was, of where she was, of her past, disappeared. There was nothing except this man.

      “Taste.”

      She didn’t move. She was sure she didn’t move. But somehow their faces were so close that their mouths were a mere whisper apart.

      She wanted him to kiss her but no kiss came. Instead she felt his hand touch her cheek, gently, so gently that she couldn’t have said whether it was him or the soft breeze. It was a tender, lingering exploration: stimulating, rather than controlling. This wasn’t a man who needed to prove anything; this was a man who wanted to experience everything.

      He pulled away slightly as if to question her, his hand still barely touching her cheek, his fingertips tracing the curve of her cheekbone. Whatever expression she had in her eyes seemed to have given him an answer because he dipped his head and held it close to hers for one long moment—lips not touching, his cheek brushing hers.

      She’d never known the exquisite tensions that now flowed through her body; never felt the gentle touch of a lover’s hand; had never felt so in tune with another that her mind became suspended and her body took over.

      For one delicious moment she surrendered to his touch that stimulated every nerve ending in her body; for one intense second, the world forgot to breathe and she held herself in that moment, only with him, feeling through him; for one instant she felt perfect.

      But she wasn’t perfect, was she?

      “No.” She pulled away from him, overwhelmed by the grief-filled knowledge that she could never be this man’s lover.

      The blind darkness of his lust-filled eyes lightened with confusion. “I am sorry. Forgive me.” He blinked, as if awaking from a daze, and rose abruptly.

      Like her attraction, she felt his withdrawal as a physical sensation, a pain that made her flex her hands for relief. “It’s me who should apologize. I practically forced myself on you.”

      He smiled. “Believe me, our attraction proved mutually strong.” His smiled faded into a frown as if he couldn’t understand the reason why.

      She turned away from him then. No, of course he wouldn’t know why. Why would he, a devastatingly handsome man be attracted to her, Emily Carlyle from East London: an academic, a spinster and most definitely not the most beautiful woman at the party?

      He reached out to her tentatively, as if to reassure—either her or himself—before he thrust both hands back into his pockets.

      “Come, I will take you back.”

      Of course he would.

      He had no interest in her. Why would he? There was a room full of beautiful women awaiting his pleasure. His responses to her were automatic—the result of a lust-filled woman, wearing very little, throwing herself at him.

      She’d just made a fool of herself. And now he was trying to get rid of her.

      They walked in silence until they came to the villa.

      She stepped away, too embarrassed to look him in the eye. “I must go now.” She shook her head at her own stupidity and confusion.

      “Come inside. I’ll have someone drive you home.”

      “Thank you, but no. I’ve troubled you enough. I’ll find my own way home.”

      “The same way you found your own way here. Tell me, why did you come?”

      “I came to find someone.”

      “Who?”

      “Conte di Montecorvio Rovella.”

      It was as if a shadow fell across his face. He looked toward the room, almost angry.

      “You were looking for the conte. You know him?”

      “Sure. I’ve met him a number of times. Do you know him?”

      He ignored her question.

      “And what do you want with the conte?”

      “It’s business.”

      “Personal business, no doubt. The conte is a lucky man. It is a shame he’s proved elusive.”

      “Yep. Misinformed, I guess.”

      “I’m sorry you wasted your time on me. Presumably you had your sights set higher.”

      “You think I’m a gold digger?” She shook her head in sudden defeat. “You’re probably right. I need his money. But it’s business, not personal.”

      Without his funds she’d never complete the ancient Roman mosaic at her dig, never piece together the fragments of the past into one unified, beautiful, perfect whole. She chewed her lip in an effort to stem the tears that threatened. She turned away and looked up into the night sky for the same reason.

      A stray gust of wind caught her shawl and it slipped, drifting down past her bare shoulders and back.

      Alessandro looked at the beautiful woman, as the wrap descended in a cloud of silk, and his breath suddenly halted, his heart ached.

      He had never seen such scars—luminescent white under the moonlight, pearly slivers of pain criss-crossed around her shoulders, and back. No doubt she barely felt the downward slide of the silk against the desensitized skin.

      He reached his hand to touch one of the scarred shoulders, but stopped short.

      “I’m sorry.” He swallowed back the impulse to place a kiss where his hand had nearly touched. “Perhaps I can help. I know the conte and will arrange for you to meet with him.”

      She turned quickly back to face him and he dropped his hand. The beauty of her eyes, dark and passionate in the dim light took his breath away once more. What was it about this woman?

      “Really? I’d appreciate it. A lot.”

      She looked up at him, completely unaware that the tracery of scars was on display. He focused on her beautiful eyes: eyes that could create magic, could create love, could create a future.

      He turned away suddenly. He’d vowed never to live for the future or the past—always to stay in the present.

      When he turned back she was standing, her wrap back in place, seemingly unaware of it having fallen. She looked at home in the luscious garden: sensual and arousing, demanding more than a physical response. But surely that was something he couldn’t give?

      She looked up at him, a complex blend of hope, embarrassment and pride combining in that one glance. Then she turned and began walking away.

      She was different to anyone he’d ever met. Even simply in this one act. Because no woman had ever walked away from him since his wife had done so.

      The thought of the resemblance cut through the heat of his passion like a blade. He’d help her if he could. But that was it. No-one, but no-one must be allowed to touch him. He had enough guilt and hurt to last him a life-time. But the sight of the scars on this beautiful woman had already cut through his defenses.

      “M,” he called. She stopped without turning. “Where can the conte reach you?”

      “He knows.”

      “He may have forgotten.”

      “Unlikely. I’m living on his estate.”

      Emily didn’t hear him reply. It was obvious she’d never hear from him again. And she began walking back, back to the road, back to the past. It was the only thing that mattered after all.
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      The midday sun glinted on the naked bodies; the chips of white marble were artfully set to give depth to the mosaic and to highlight its sensuality.

      Emily’s eyes followed the line of the man’s thighs until they met the curve of the woman’s bottom. She sat astride him, she was taking pleasure from him—her face glowed with sensual arousal, her mouth was partly open as if a moan had just escaped—but her heavy-lidded eyes were staring directly at the person observing her: the artist, Emily assumed.

      It wasn’t just the focus on the camera that Emily had to check. Her own perspective seemed to have altered since last night. She could see only the woman’s ecstasy and the intimate connections between the couples, rather than the mosaic’s artistry and antiquity. She swallowed hard, refocused the camera onto the wider scene and took the shot.

      She had to have something to show the count. This undiscovered, mini-Pompeii, had lain undisturbed by the outside world for centuries, until the old count had sought her services. He’d been frail then and she’d rarely seen him. And now months had passed without word and the money had run out.

      But it seemed the man from the party, Alex, had been as good as his word and she’d received a message that she had an appointment with the elderly aristocrat.

      With her camera clamped firmly to her eye, Emily ducked her head as she shuffled backwards under the overgrown canopy of grape vines and tangle of what was once a beautiful, lush garden, edging away from the subject of the camera until it was all in focus. She needed to show its extent; she needed to be persuasive.

      There, she had it—the Aphrodite Mosaic—in all its incomplete glory. The mosaic was unique in terms of the scale and artistry. It was unique to Emily. She felt a deep need to see the shattered and fragile mosaic complete once more: to be as perfect as it could be, to be beautiful once more.

      The artists responsible for the Aphrodite Mosaic had been trained in Athens before sailing to the Greek colonies in Italy hundreds of years before Christ—that was obvious from their technical skill—but their heart, their soul, their vision of Aphrodite could be traced directly to the local vernacular of art. It was rich, earthy and sensual.

      And Emily was going to make it whole again if it was the last thing she did.

      She clicked the shutter once more and let the camera fall, looking at the mosaic—only half complete, only half as beautiful as it would be.

      All she needed was the money.

      

      The moment the elevator doors swept open noiselessly Emily knew she was in trouble.

      This wasn’t the place for antiquity-loving people. Austere, modern and expensive, the building screamed corporate finance. The old count didn’t look the corporate type and yet it was to the Rovella Tower that she’d been told to go.

      She gave her name to the receptionist and was taken directly to the top floor—the Penthouse Suite.

      She smiled to herself. If the old count wanted to meet her somewhere private, as opposed to an office—a place where rational decisions were made based on economic sense—then that was OK with her.

      There would be no economic return on completing the mosaic. Her mind flashed to her vision of the courtyard impressive once more: its fountains carefully repaired, its gardens restored and the mosaic—the masterpiece—painstakingly put back together using the detailed nineteenth century drawings she’d discovered buried in the archives of the Museo Archeologico Nazionale. The pieces were all there: buried and scattered within the grounds. It would be a place of peace and beauty, a place where the past could be experienced and understood.

      Her reverie was interrupted by the elevator arriving in a huge vestibule. She stepped out and hesitated, frowning. Still no personal touches, no pieces of antiquity that betrayed the count’s interests. Not even in his own home?

      She pushed her old-fashioned glasses back into place, smoothed the worn summer dress that was all she had in her wardrobe that was the least bit smart and walked carefully, trying to minimize the flop of her roman sandals against the marble floor. As she approached, a large oak door swung open noiselessly.

      “Signorina M?” An immaculately-clad woman, with a phone clamped to her ear, didn’t wait for a reply but impatiently clicked her fingers and beckoned Emily to enter the room.

      Emily followed the woman’s pointed finger and sat down where she was told, as the woman promptly ignored her and continued to berate some poor minion with a barrage of shrill Italian. She looked around, bemused. If this was a home, it wasn’t like one she’d ever seen. Sleek, minimalist and scarily officious—and that was just the woman—Emily wondered what on earth the count was doing here.

      She didn’t have time to form a conclusion because a man—as stressed-looking as the woman—swung open an inner door suddenly and impatiently clicked his fingers and beckoned to her.

      “Now. Come!”

      She jumped up and followed him into a large reception room and, again, sat down where indicated. The man promptly disappeared.

      Then she heard a door open behind her and she closed her eyes in irritation.

      “If anyone’s about to click their fingers at me again, I’ll⁠—”

      “You’ll what, Miss M?”

      She jumped up.

      Standing before her—taller than she remembered but just as mesmerizing—was the stranger from last night.

      She dropped her gaze quickly, shocked.  Although he’d arranged the meeting, she hadn’t expected to see him again. In fact she’d spent her day trying to forget him.

      She chanced another look, only to see a flash of amusement further warm his eyes that glowed like dark amber in the rich light of a Naples evening. Their heat seemed to leap the narrow gap between them and send a flare deep inside. She took a steadying breath.

      “I’m here to see the count.”

      She lowered her eyes and focused directly ahead—on his chest.

      Unfortunately, he had on no tie and his shirt was unbuttoned. A few hairs pushed up and rested on dark, tanned skin. A vivid memory of his scent, of the feel of his skin against hers, filled her mind and her body.

      “So I understand.”

      “I thought you’d made an appointment for me to see the count.”

      “I have, for Signorina M.” The warmth of his eyes suddenly grew warmer, as he worked to contain a smile. “Is that really you behind those glasses?”

      She could feel her skin flush. “Of course it is. I always wear them. Except⁠—”

      “Except last night when you needed to impress.”

      “I wish I had worn them, perhaps I wouldn’t have been such an easy target.”

      She bit her lip. She hadn’t meant to say that.

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “I mean⁠—”

      “I know what you mean. You appear to believe I targeted you. I tend to think it was the other way around.”

      Don’t respond. Don’t say anything. He’d be gone in a minute—presumably he was here only to introduce her to the count—and then she’d regain her sanity.

      “Drink?”

      She shook her head.

      As he poured himself a whisky Emily looked around, trying to stifle the potentially debilitating mixture of attraction and nerves. The room had 180 degree views of the city and of the Bay of Naples, with Mount Vesuvius sitting ominously beyond. She looked away. She had her very own brand of simmering eruption.

      The room was like the others except for a huge table in front of the window upon which sat scale models of a building development. She narrowed her eyes. What on earth was the count doing with these? Then she did a second-take. And why did they look vaguely familiar?

      “Take a seat.”

      She looked directly into his eyes for the first time and struggled to retain her sense of purpose under the flicker of interest and humor she saw there.  Unconsciously she pressed the palm of her hand to her stomach, where the heat lay, desperately trying to keep her body in check.

      “Look, I won’t waste your time and I don’t want to keep the count waiting.”

      “You won’t.”

      “And that would be because?”

      “He’s here. Waiting for you to take a seat so that he can also sit and have a drink.”

      “What,” she said in her iciest tone, “are you talking about?”

      “I am Conte di Montecorvio Rovella. I am surprised you don’t recognize me as you said that you’d met him. After all, you have your glasses on today.”

      “You are the count.” Her voice was quiet. The heat of attraction twisted to anger in a heartbeat. What the hell was going on? Who did he think he was fooling?

      “That is correct. Now, all I need to know is why you would lie to try to see me.”

      She dropped into the chair and tapped her finger on its side, attempting to gain control of the confusion that ran rampant through her mind and her body. She took a deep breath.

      “You’re calling me a liar? And yet you had your staff contact me at the estate. You must know who I am, know that I’m not a liar.” Her voice was so quiet that she could hear the soft thud of her heart.

      He shrugged. “You are a worker on my estate. I haven’t been there for years. You don’t know me. Why did you say you did?”

      “A liar,” she repeated. “And yet you agreed to set up this meeting with the count. Why would you do that for a liar?”

      His eyes contracted slightly but still held her gaze steadily. “Curious. Interested, maybe.”

      “Your life must be very dull if a meeting with a liar interests you. Or perhaps you wanted to seduce me more thoroughly this time?”

      She winced as soon as the words slipped out. She didn’t know what made her say it. It was stupid. But it had been the thought that she’d been trying to suppress all day: why did he pay attention to her when he could have had any woman in the room?

      He smiled, a slow lazy smile that sent her heart rate up yet another notch.

      “Yes, I suppose a midnight flirtation could be seen as only a partial seduction: a trial perhaps, to see if one wants to go further—or not. It seems that you would.”

      “I most certainly would not. But you’re a man and⁠—”

      “Men always want more? Is that how you see the opposite sex? All or nothing, black or white? It seems that you have experienced little to do with seduction in your life.” He leaned forward, his eyes alight with humor. “Perhaps I should show you after all. Perhaps⁠—”

      “No—”

      “Please don’t interrupt. You were quite correct. I should seduce you more thoroughly. Particularly as it’s something you expect.”

      Emily shot up to her feet. “That’s it. I’m going. You got me here under false pretenses. You’re claiming to be the count and it’s obvious you’re simply playing with me. I have business to do with the count, not this nonsense.”

      “Now, seduction equals nonsense? Ah, cara, you really are in dire need of seduction.” He rose too and, before she could do anything, flicked the band out from her hair, allowing it to shower down around her shoulders. He sat back down, playing with the band in his hands.

      “That, is better. Now sit down and tell me what your business is with me.”

      She gritted her teeth and contented herself with giving him one of her glares while pushing the hair firmly behind her shoulders. “Business? You sure?”

      He raised his eyebrows in mock innocence. “Of course”.

      She sat down warily.

      “I did not lie. I met the count two years ago in London. He’s passionate about Roman antiquities and a real gentleman. Which is more than can be said for you.”

      All humor gone, he dropped his gaze as a flicker of sadness passed over his face.

      “You have described my father well. I must apologize. I assumed you were—well, let’s say I jumped to conclusions.” He looked up at her and, this time, she could see sadness and regret in his eyes. “I don’t meet people like you very often.”

      “People like me? Hard working, honest? Then you’ve been mixing with the wrong crowd.”

      To her surprise, his lips parted in a relaxed smile. “Now I know that you would have got on well with my father. He was of the same mind.”

      Emily felt herself melt under that disarming gaze. Her breath hitched as he rose and walked towards her. Then her eyes dropped as he walked by and poured a large glass of chilled white wine.

      She pushed her glasses back on her nose, even though they were still in place, and took a deep breath for control.

      “Here.”

      “But I don’t want⁠—”

      “Have it anyway. I’m afraid I need to tell you something.”

      She took a large gulp of wine.

      “Firstly, I’m sorry to tell you what you obviously don’t yet know. My father died last month.”

      Shock and sadness and hopelessness filled her. She slowly and deliberately placed the wine glass on the table, focusing on the movement to give herself time to absorb the fact that the erudite, very much alive, man was no more. If only she’d ventured out of the estate that was deserted except for her team, she might have discovered this fact before now. But she’d been cut off, lost in her work, oblivious to everything else. She closed her eyes as the hopelessness of her future hit her. The completion of the mosaic—the culmination of years of intensive research—had just slipped out of her grasp.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” she said, somehow managing to swallow back the bitter disappointment and realize that this man had just lost his father.

      “Thank you.” The confident exterior flickered briefly. “Now, what can I do for you?”

      She looked up into his eyes, all fight gone. “Are you interested in Roman antiquities?”

      He shook his head. “They exist; they are the past and I’m not interested in the past. I’m a property developer.”

      “A developer?” It was scarcely credible that this man was the son of the count, someone who had treasured the past. She smiled and rose. “Well, thanks for your time. I won’t waste any more of it.” She nodded over to the modernist development models by the window. “It’s obvious demolition and construction is more your thing.”

      “Wait.” He touched her arm with his hand, too gently to stop her. He didn’t need force anyway, not with the effect his body had on hers. She turned and faced him, searching his face, trying to find some explanation for the bone-deep attraction she felt for him.

      He didn’t speak immediately. The low evening sun flickered across his jaw, his muscle clenching as though indicating an inner tension.

      “I want to help. Tell me, first, how you knew my father.”

      She let out a breath she didn’t even know she was holding. The tension had been reconciled somehow. The mood had changed.

      “I’m an archaeologist working on the Aphrodite Mosaic and Roman courtyard at the Rovella estate. I’ve made progress but run out of the funds that my university and the generosity of the count gave me. I need funding to complete the dig.”

      “You’re the archaeologist?”

      “Yes. I’ve been working on the estate for the past year.”

      “Emily Carlyle. Of course. I didn’t know.”

      “You haven’t been there. The place has been shut up except for the estate cottages that the count allowed us to use.”

      “And you like it there?”

      “The work is incredible—there’s nothing like it—the mosaics are a real find.”

      “But do you like it there—the estate?”

      “Of course, who wouldn’t? It’s beautiful, so peaceful, so quiet, a place where you can think, where the past really comes alive.”

      “Quite.” His voice was suddenly chilly, distant. He rose slowly and walked across the room, looking down at the model of buildings. “I haven’t been there for many years. But…” He turned to look at her suddenly; a brief, heart-melting smile flashed across his face. “But, as it happens my father has left part of his legacy for the purposes of restoring the villa estate. It’s yours.”

      She looked up shocked, at a loss for words for once.

      “If you still want it.”

      “Of course I want it. It’s my life.”

      “One part of your life, maybe. It’s yours but there are certain conditions.”

      She narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “And they are?”

      “It is part of my father’s bequest that the archaeologist in charge of the dig stays on site.”

      “I’ll stay with the others at the cottages on the edge of the estate. They’re fine for our needs.”

      “No, if you want the money, you’ll stay at the villa. I’ll make sure it’s comfortable for you.”

      “Where I stay is none of your concern. I’ll be hired for my professional services alone.”

      “That’s fine, Emily—may I call you Emily?” He smiled at her glower. “Well, Emily,” he eased himself back in the chair, “if you don’t wish to stay in the villa, we will simply find another archaeologist to take over the dig. I’m sure there are any number of unemployed archaeologists eager to get their teeth into something like this. Shame, that you’d let one small thing stand between you and the opportunity to cement your reputation.”

      “You’re blackmailing me.”

      “Me? I’m not doing anything. No, my father created the conditions of his will. It’s he who wanted the archaeologist to stay in the villa. Perhaps for sentimental purposes, perhaps for practical—who knows? But if anyone’s doing anything, it’s him. But then, he’s not around to do anything about it. We’re stuck with it. Do you honestly think I want some stranger in my family home?”

      “You’re never there. The place hasn’t been lived in since your father left.”

      “Beside the point. You want this or not?”

      “Of course I want it.”

      “Then I will make sure my staff make you comfortable.”

      “And the money?”

      “It’ll be paid monthly to ensure your compliance with the terms of the will. I will need to be sure—will need proof.”

      “You’re going to have someone check my room to make sure I’m sleeping in it?”

      “Now, there you have given me an idea. But who should I trust?”

      “This is ridiculous.”

      “This is your one and only opportunity to complete the dig. Take it or leave it.”

      “I take it of course.”

      Emily had to fight to control her anger.

      “For a woman who has just succeeded in her mission, you appear to be unhappy.”

      Emily could feel her whole body trembling with anger and frustration. And she could see that he didn’t understand her reaction.

      But how could he? He would never have experienced what she’d gone through—the sort of humiliating and destructive control that had sworn her off men for life. How was he to know that she’d worked hard—years of study and research, years where her only down time was spent with her cat—to make sure that she could never be hurt again?

      And yet here she was, vulnerable once more.

      “I am happy to get the job and to be able to complete the most beautiful assignment that I shall ever come across. But you’ve used your power to force me to live away from my team, on my own, far from the nearest neighbor. That does not make me happy. That does not make me comfortable.”

      “You will be safe enough. It is a secure estate. There is nothing to fear.”

      “Sure.” She flicked him a brief, tight smile. “So, that’s it? Nothing else you need to know?”

      “You surely don’t expect me to give away thousands of dollars without seeing where it’s going?”

      “You said it wasn’t your thing.”

      “Money is my thing. I will see you at the estate tomorrow. I’ll expect you to show me what progress has been made.”

      “You want to see progress? I can show you progress. I have photos.” She shook them out of her bag and spread them in front of him on the table.

      He picked up one of the photos, his expression absorbed. “You’ve worked hard. I haven’t seen these for over twenty years when they were half buried by overgrown vines, and so incomplete as to make no sense.”

      He looked up at her for the first time with a respect and interest that disarmed Emily completely, making her instantly forget the restrictive conditions of the grant.

      “How did you know about them in the first place? Even my father was unaware of them until several years ago.”

      He indicated the chair and she sat without thinking, her passion for her subject overtaking all thought and feeling.

      “Research—thorough research, both in London and Rome and the archives in Naples. From the old documents I knew it existed and roughly where it was. And then I found it. Ah!” she exhaled quickly, “you should see it, its exquisite. Nothing like it exists. Even the best at Pompeii has nothing on it. It will cause a sensation.”

      “And make your career, I should imagine.”

      She shook her head, his cynicism bringing her back to earth. How could she expect him—a corporate developer—to understand?

      “I’m not doing it for my career. I have work lined up for the next decade if I want it. I have a tenured university position. That isn’t why I’m doing this.”

      “Why then?”

      Their eyes connected and she moved her mouth as if to begin to explain. But how could she? She’d hardly expressed it clearly to herself. There was something about the need to complete this work of art—to make it whole again—that was so instinctive that she couldn’t put it in words.

      She shrugged. “I just do. I have a feeling for it.”

      “Yes, I can see that.”

      His eyes descended to her arms and she self-consciously plucked at her short-sleeved dress to cover the lower edges of her scars. Normally she never worried about them. But for some reason she didn’t want him to see. Not this man, this perfect man. He wouldn’t appreciate anything broken. And for some unknown reason she wanted to be appreciated by him.

      She pulled off her glasses slowly, bit her lip as she rubbed them desultorily on her dress, before she popped them, loose, in her bag. She wanted to see his reaction. And, when she did, she was gratified—and annoyed at the same time.

      The slow smile, the darkening appreciation of his eyes as they looked into hers. She was correct. The perfect man was only attracted to the perfect woman. Shame he’d gone all blurry with the removal of her glasses. Ironic really. The only way she could be appreciated was if she couldn’t appreciate him. Which did she want most?

      The glasses remained in the bag as she rose and made for the door.

      “I’ll show you the rest of the site tomorrow.”

      His eyes all but devoured her, a predator once more.

      “I’ll look forward to it.”

      How did he manage to convey so much meaning in a few innocuous words?

      She walked quickly into the outer office, aware that they were now completely alone.

      As he stretched over her shoulder and pressed the button to the elevator, his body brushed hers. The smell of his skin, so indefinably warm and male, sent a signal straight to her gut and she inhaled sharply.

      She stared, unseeing, out the window as the sun dipped below the horizon that fringed the Bay of Naples.

      He followed her gaze.

      “Vesuvius. So perfect and yet so deadly.”

      “Never trust perfection.” She hoped he couldn’t hear the tremor in her voice.

      “Si, decisamente.”

      She stepped into the elevator and watched him turn away from her before the doors closed.

      

      Alessandro stood by the window ten floors up and watched Emily walk swiftly from the building. No taxi for her, he smiled to himself, as she walked towards the station: independent, intelligent and extremely interesting.

      He sat down, put his feet on the table and downed a mouthful of whisky.

      He’d wondered what his father had been up to with this particular bequest but he’d been reluctant to investigate by returning to the estate that held so many memories. The old rogue. So that was his game.

      Lure him back to the old world, entice him with a beautiful woman—for his father had been quite clear in his will that the post should be given to only one person, Miss Carlyle—and do what his father hadn’t been able to do over the past five years. Make him stand still and remember.

      He swirled the amber liquid around in the glass. He drank too much, he knew. But he didn’t want to remember. And with Emily as a diversion, surely he wouldn’t have to?

      Because there was one small thing that he hadn’t told Emily about his father’s bequest.  He would be spending more time with her than she thought.
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      Emily straightened her back slowly, groaned and pressed a grubby hand to her temple. Trouble was, it wasn’t just her back that ached. Her head throbbed through the tortuous arguments that had been raging all day.

      She’d never met a man like Alessandro before.

      She’d never wanted a man like Alessandro before.

      And there was no way that she could ever have Alessandro.

      Men like that didn’t want women like her: women without charm or beauty. Once, she’d believed they did and she’d been proved spectacularly wrong. Anyway, she hadn’t spent ten years immersed in her studies, in the past, in shoring up the defenses around her heart to let them break down now.

      She closed her eyes against the crimson sunset that showered light through the overgrown garden and soaked up the peace. The quiet of the evening was disturbed only by the sounds of insects, birds and the water that still flowed through the Roman watercourse to the fountain: not cracked and broken, like so many things.

      Alone once more. And that was the way she liked it, she reminded herself.

      That way was best.

      But the stirrings in her body defied her need to feel nothing. Damn.

      She rubbed her eyes, tired from a day of straining over tesserae unearthed in the dig. It was difficult to stop; there was always the tantalizing hope of adding one more piece to the puzzle that was the Aphrodite Mosaic. Held up against the waning light, the small shard of amber sparkled like fire, like the fire depicted in the mosaic. Another piece. She sat back on her heels, absorbed in the beauty of the sliver of stone, hauled by oxen from the Baltic Sea over two and a half centuries before.

      “All alone? I thought I was paying for a team of workers.”

      She jumped as if an electrical charge had shot through her body. She knew he’d come but had assumed, as the day faded, that he’d visit the next day—in daylight. She closed her eyes briefly, took a deep breath and dropped the trowel, using the seconds it took to shake herself free of the shock that still thrilled through her body.

      “It’s evening. Of course I’m alone. My team’s gone back for supper.”

      “And the boss doesn’t get to eat?”

      She turned her head briefly. “The boss always gets to eat—but later. It’s still light and, well⁠—”

      “You couldn’t resist.”

      She grimaced to herself, closing her eyes briefly at the accuracy of his observation and turned around properly, still focusing on the stone that glowed in her hands, rather than on Alessandro. It was bad enough hearing his voice, feeling his closeness, without meeting his eyes.

      “True enough. I guess it’s like doing a giant jigsaw puzzle—one that no-one has done before—it’s hard to stop.”

      “Not for everyone. Jigsaw puzzles never held any compulsion for me—other than to mix them with water and create something new.” He scuffed some of the discarded rocks aside with his foot. “Such things do not interest me.”

      “Figures.” She couldn’t draw her eyes away from him, standing there amidst the overgrown vines and trees. He should have looked incongruous—with his expensive clothes, his city ways—but he didn’t. The predator looked at home. “But you found me OK. It’s not exactly easy to find your way around the estate—everything is so overgrown.”

      He looked up from the ground and his complex look of ruefulness, as if caught out, flipped her stomach.

      “Easy for me. I was raised here, by my grandparents. This,” he gestured around the wilderness that was, centuries ago, a formal garden, “was my playground”.

      “Must have been magic.”

      “For a child maybe. But children find magic anywhere.” He looked her intently in the eyes, surely a look practiced for seduction. “I’m sure you did.”

      A vision of the concrete forecourt of the council estate in which she grew up flashed into her mind.

      “Why do you think that?”

      Somehow he’d come closer to her. He stood before the setting sun, as it dipped below the bleached hills. The radiance around his head created a shadow and mystery to his face. She could feel the warmth of the crimson light on her face and she blinked, whether at his proximity or the light, she couldn’t have said.

      “You have a strength about you, a light.” His eyes narrowed, assessingly. “I think your surroundings impact on you only as much as you want them to. Your reality is what you want it to be.”

      A further vision of raking away the overgrown grasses that tufted between the cracked pavers of the concrete playground entered her head. She used to collect treasures she found there—money, beads, once even a family photo—things that made up a life. She used to imagine that they were from her real home—the one where her parents were still alive—not the place she lived with her foster family. And she’d been looking for that home her whole life.

      “Maybe.” She suddenly felt uncomfortable. “The trouble with magic, is that it never lasts.”

      “It wouldn’t be magic if it did.” He picked up the trowel that she’d just dropped. “And this is the instrument of your magic these days?”

      “Yes.” He was getting too close. She had to shift the focus back to him. “I wonder what yours is?”

      “Probably this.” He tossed his phone lightly into the air. “Couldn’t live without it.”

      “That’s not magic, that’s work.”

      “It creates my world and that is not all work, believe me.”

      She did. The sparkle in his eyes spoke volumes. She felt his hedonistic pleasure in life reach out to her and try to draw her in. She could almost believe for one moment that he was here for pleasure, to see her. His eyes certainly gave that message—warm and interested. And his talk—of her, of her life—what was that if not flirtation? And it was working. Through every tiny fiber, every muscle, every nerve of her body, it was working.

      She couldn’t help responding to his slow smile with one of her own.

      He stepped towards her and handed her back the trowel. “But it’s business I’m here for today, of course.”

      She stepped away as if trying to stop a physical connection.

      “Of course.” He wasn’t here for pleasure. This was business. That was where she came in. “I’ll show you around.”

      “After you.”

      Alessandro pulled back a branch of an overgrown orange tree, its blossom ghostly and its scent overpowering in the twilight.

      She turned on the torch and walked past him, her bare arm accidentally touching his.

      Her eyes flicked up to his in acknowledgement of the mutual charge that had been ignited before she quickly turned away. He followed her down the tunnel-like path, tamped down by the team of archaeologists, but surrounded by the overgrown trees and undergrowth of centuries of neglect.

      She stopped abruptly at the edge of the clearing and he looked around with interest. He remembered it as a child. Despite the overgrown vegetation he’d managed to make a tunnel through to a small part of the ruin. Not that he had been interested in ancient ruins, only in getting out of trouble, of hiding where no-one could find him.

      “You know much about all this?”

      Her voice was hushed, intimate, in the secluded setting. They were in an enclosed area, surrounded by overgrown shrubbery, and beyond, the dark hills encircled them in absolute secrecy. The tone of her voice seemed to vibrate directly to him across the paved surfaces of the Roman remains, sending a flicker of sensation across his skin.

      What was it about this woman that touched him so? She was no seductress. With her large old-fashioned glasses covering her face, her hair drawn back severely, and her boyish shirt, shorts and sandals, she would have been invisible among the crowds of tourists who flocked to Pompeii. He watched her turn in the direction of the mosaic. The strong line of her determined chin, a challenge; the full lips that lay lightly parted, an invitation. She turned, obviously wondering why he did not reply. He cleared his throat and stepped over to her.

      “No. It was just a place where one could hide from trouble. The cold marble under your body on a hot day, the trees overhead: a good hiding place. I don’t even think my grandparents were aware of it.”

      She shone the torch on to a small part of the unfinished mosaic depicting a goddess clothed in flowers and gold.

      “This is where the lady of the house would have slept. Each of the rooms has a different character. This is the real find. The Aphrodite Mosaic.” She approached it and touched it with her fingertips, trailing them over the lumpy surface like a lover. “Isn’t it wonderful? They’ve used all kinds of tesserae to get the subtle colors and shades. It’s so delicate, so⁠—.”

      “Incomplete.”

      She pursed her lips. “But it won’t be. It might have been forgotten about in your parents’ and grandparents’ time but thanks to your nineteenth-century ancestors we’ve discovered very fine, detailed drawings that show exactly how it should look. Otherwise, I couldn’t do the work. I’m finding whole sections that simply need to be carefully replaced. There are only small parts that need to be filled up from the tiny pieces scattered around here.” She stopped suddenly as if conscious that her passion for her work was making her talk too much. “It will be beautiful,” she added softly.

      “It is beautiful,” he corrected. “It reminds me of the Persephone Mosaic in Napoli for its delicacy.”

      “We think it’s the same artist; must have been Greek, around 200 BC.”

      He whistled. “It’ll be valuable then.”

      She looked up at him sharply. “Of course. It will contribute so much to our knowledge of the period. And we can keep it in situ, show people how it was used in context.” She shone her light into an adjoining room. “And here, people at leisure, theatre, sports. It all helps piece together the past of the people who once lived here.”

      “And there are other rooms, are there not? I seem to remember as a boy, discovering a part of a wall mosaic that proved particularly interesting to a young boy.” He took her hand and tilted the flash light across to the other side of the dig, beyond which a spring still bubbled, feeding the watercourse and fountain. “Show me.”

      “There’s plenty more to see here.” She crouched on the floor. “Look at the⁠—”

      “Show me the bathhouse.”

      She flashed a look of irritation over her glasses. He could read her thoughts as if she’d said them aloud.

      Emily clamped her mouth shut. Trust a man to be more interested in the “sex” mosaic as her team called it, rather than in the subtle beauty of the Aphrodite Mosaic.

      “Sure.”

      She walked carefully across the dig, making sure she didn’t disturb the current excavations until they came to one large room. It stood central to the house—the remains of a loggia revealed that it opened out onto the courtyard where the fountains and gardens would have provided an appropriate aesthetic backdrop to the sensual leisure activities of the masters and mistresses.

      She shone the torch on one of the central pieces that had survived intact. It was even more graphic than the couple making love that she’d been working on earlier. That at least had been sensual, its artistry subtle and its colors muted. It had been created for a woman’s pleasure in the lady’s bedroom.

      There was nothing subtle about the bathhouse mosaic. Emily willed herself to keep the torch shining on the tumble of naked women who were all over an overly endowed man. With wild expressions, they pressed their naked bodies to his, while others had turned to each other for satisfaction and yet others laid siege to him with their mouths. This time it was the man who looked directly to the viewer. But his face showed a satisfaction that had little to do with sensuality; it was all about power.

      “That’s what you wanted to see.”

      “Yes.” He approached it, interested. “You’ve done a lot of work to it. It’s much clearer now.” He stood back, as if to appreciate it better.

      “Yes, well…” She tried not to sound as embarrassed as she felt. “I guess it would intrigue the adolescent imagination.” She jerked her hand away from his, turning the light on the ground on which they stood. The mosaic floor shone under its beam revealing safe, geometric patterns.

      Alessandro was irritated by her attitude.

      “Not just the adolescent—it was meant to entertain the people who came here for their leisure.” He couldn’t resist stepping closer to her, pushing the boundaries of her silence. “For sex.”

      She stepped away and leaned against a pillar that had once led to the room. “Yes, of course. And it’s beautifully executed.”

      “You seem a little nervous.” He watched as her hands absent-mindedly ran along the carvings on the surface of the pillar. It seems that she’d temporarily forgotten that it, too, depicted symbols that indicated the room’s use.

      “No, just appreciating the finer points of the mosaic.”

      “I appreciate all the points of the mosaic.” He looked around. The moon had just risen, making the flashlight redundant. He leaned over to her—sensing her stayed breath, her response to him—took her hand and turned off the flashlight. “I don’t think we need this now.”

      He bent his head close to hers, enjoying the sweetness of her breath against his mouth.

      She swallowed. “So, have you seen enough?”

      He shook his head. “Not nearly enough.”

      He should, but he couldn’t resist. That was what his life was all about, wasn’t it? Pleasure. The moment. It had served him well for five years. And would for another five, regardless of what his departed father appeared to have had in mind.

      His eyes scanned her face, taking in the blend of nerves and attraction in her eyes, despite the moon’s silver sheen that bounced off her glasses.

      He moved his finger around her wide cheekbones and under her glasses.

      “Why do you wear these?”

      “Short sighted.”

      “But there is nothing far away for you to see here. There is just me.”

      “And you need to keep far away.”

      “Then why are you not moving back?”

      She shook her head half-heartedly as if confused.

      He smiled as he felt, rather than saw, her shift her face imperceptibly towards his.

      To think that he’d anticipated being holed up in this God-forsaken place with some dry, ancient academic. She was his to take. He could see that any lingering resistance on her part had evaporated. He could only imagine her body, readying itself for him. He cupped the back of her head and gently brought her lips to his own. Barely a flutter, barely a touch, before pulling away.

      Hardly a kiss. Something he’d done thousands of times before without a thought.

      Perhaps it was the thin light of the moon that drained the place of its reality; perhaps it was the scent of her—no perfume, only herself—or perhaps he’d just grown tired.

      Whatever, something was different.

      He felt it viscerally. It was like the brief twist of a kaleidoscope, imperceptibly moving, but changing everything forever. The world had shifted and a different pattern had emerged from its chaos.

      But some things were still the same.

      He still wanted her: charmed by her honesty, seduced by her body, interested by her mind.

      Except now, this woman had become something more—something to be treasured.

      He stepped back abruptly. He had no room in his life—in his heart—for treasures. You took what you were given, you developed, and you moved on. Taking the profits of the moment and moving onto the next one.

      No keepers. Ever.

      He took another step back.

      “Emily, we should go now. I’ve seen enough.”

      She nodded and looked down. Even with those hideous glasses he could see the hurt and confusion that filled her eyes before she dipped her head.

      He’d done it. He’d seduced her—with a little help from the ethereal ruins that surrounded them and the light that bathed them both in a surreal glamour—he had her in the palm of his hands.

      But he didn’t want her now. She was too dangerous.

      She turned away from him—in defense he knew—and he watched as she bent down, turned on the torch and brushed off some dirt that had fallen onto the tesserae. With her body in darkness and her strong profile clearly outlined by the light, Alessandro felt her presence as if it were his own.

      Aghast, he turned away and waited while she scooped up a couple of stray trowels, took one last look around and started walking carefully towards the pathway.

      He followed silently.

      Emily ignored the brush of creepers across her face, pushing any that obstructed her path gently out of the way with cool deliberation. There was to be no damage done to the gardens—her dig had definite parameters, outside of which nothing must be touched. These were the conditions of the dig.

      Everything had its secrets that should not be disturbed until it was time to reveal them. And so did everyone.

      So what were his secrets that made him change so abruptly? Or perhaps he had none?

      He’d regretted the kiss—that much was obvious. Then what made him do it? She hadn’t asked for one, had she? She wasn’t all dressed up in someone else’s clothes, trying to look glamorous, trying to look seductive, was she?

      She could feel the cold anger building by increments, with each damning thought.

      Perhaps he’d just lost interest. Perhaps it had all been about the thrill of the chase. Well, the chase hadn’t lasted long in her case—her defenses had been shot since the first time she’d seen him.

      But she was angry, because while he might regret it, she couldn’t.

      The night was hot and humid. It throbbed with the hum and trill of insects, the whir of bat wings and the rustle of night creatures. The sultry air seemed to clog in her throat. She wanted to get out and fast.

      She pressed on, shining the torch ahead of them, keeping to the fragile path through the tangle of vegetation that kept the dig hidden, keeping one step ahead of him, trying to widen the gap but failing.

      She had to get away. But she could hear him moving behind her, she could sense his eyes upon her and all she could do was pray that he would disappear as soon as she reached the villa and leave her to her own thoughts and regrets.

      They emerged abruptly into the pool of a gas light that the staff
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