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Chapter One

When her father shifted from making vague threats about one day marrying her off to the unpleasant, yet undefined, man of his choosing into concrete plans involving dinner dates and a selection process among a set of specific suitors, Leontina Tavian understood that it was time to escape.

At last.

What shocked her was that even though she’d known all along that this would happen and had worked out a plan to address this situation the very moment she determined that her condition could no longer be hidden, it still managed to shock her that the moment itself had arrived.

In the form of the person least likely to notice any changes in her, because he barely saw her.

Her father did not skulk about, much less sneak, and therefore could not possibly know what Leontina’s plans were. Much less why she’d had to make them.

And yet here he was, filled with his usual bluster.

She’d been minding her own business in the family castle—though, really, the castle was nothing more than a monument to her father’s boundless self-regard—reading in the library. The library where, she’d been told, her late and long-lamented mother had spent the bulk of her time when she, too, had lived under Umberto Tavian’s thumb.

This was only one reason the library was Leontina’s favorite place in the castle. Another reason was that while she assumed from context clues that her father was literate, she had never actually seen him pick up a book in her life. And certainly none of the usual hangers-on who flitted all around him in the hopes he’d throw some of his money or influence their way could be accused of such a tedious pastime that could not possibly benefit their aspirations.

The library had always been Leontina’s safe space. Since her father had not seen fit to pay any sort of attention to her education, she’d had to take matters into her own hands. Meaning that she had managed to read almost every book in this library, an enterprise that had taken her years. Particularly as some of the books in this library had clearly been placed here for aesthetics, not information or entertainment.

Still, one of the few things she knew about her late mother was that she had been a champion of education, and Leontina felt she had no choice but to try to follow in her footsteps. It was never a bad thing to have more knowledge rather than less.

Today, however, the footsteps that eventually disturbed her studies belonged—as unlikely as it seemed—to Umberto Tavian himself. Her father.

Who never, ever, came in here.

Or near her at all if he could help it.

Leontina was so startled that she almost gave him the satisfaction of flinching when she looked up to see him standing there. He was scowling down at her as she sat in her favorite cozy chair, her feet propped up and a stack of books at her elbow.

“My God, you’ve turned out scraggly,” was her only living parent’s touching remark.

Umberto was not a nice man. He was not a kind man. It perhaps went without saying that he was also nothing in the broader neighborhood of a good man, either.

Unlike her older brother, Giaco, who liked to put on a show when in their father’s presence, Leontina had always preferred to avoid the man entirely. Better to actually hide away, out of his sight, she’d always thought. Rather than what Giaco did, which was to parade about in plain and scandalous sight instead, thumbing his nose at their father at every opportunity.

But then, Giaco always had been the flashy one.

“Can I help you find a book to read?” she asked, because she couldn’t imagine why else he was here. It was second nature by her twenty-fourth year to keep her voice neither too sweet—because that would set off her father’s alarms, distrustful of sweet as he was, having no experience with it—or too deliberately bland, which would only enrage him.

Leontina liked to aim somewhere in between. It allowed her father to think that she was an idiot.

That he fully believed this, she was certain, was what had kept her safe for years.

“I’ll need your appearance sorted out, and fast,” he growled at her. Ignoring what she said, of course. “I’ve invited a selection of potential suitors for dinner tonight. You are to be entertaining, but not too bold. Demure, but not shy. Appealing, obviously, but nothing too tarty.”

Leontina felt everything inside her go cold, though she knew better than to show it. She shook her head instead, as if she was confused. That was easy because she genuinely was confused.

“I’m sorry, but what sort of dinner party is this?” she asked, as if she hadn’t heard the word suitors.

“The only point in having a daughter is marrying her off advantageously,” Umberto barked at her. “How many times must I tell you this?”

She knew better than to answer the question. That drew undue attention, and Leontina’s stock in trade was her ability to disappear. Right here in plain sight, if possible—though today he hadn’t happened upon her. He’d come looking for her.

Her usual tricks weren’t going to work.

“We have no choice but to make haste with this,” Umberto continued in the same exasperated growl heavily laden with distaste, clearly not expecting her to answer him in the first place. It was the wise choice for a reason. “Your brother has ruined everything.”

Leontina didn’t know exactly what her infamous brother had done, only that it had driven her father utterly mad with rage. He’d come back from a business meeting in Madrid—the sort of thing he usually dominated and liked to brag about to his acolytes—in a grim fury.

According to the servants—who only dared whisper about their volatile employer in the deepest recesses of the castle where no one could hear them unless, of course, said no one was hiding in the wine cellars to avoid another spectacle at one of Umberto’s endless dinner parties that were always filled with the worst sorts of people—Umberto had trashed half of his personal suite. Twice.

All while shouting Giaco’s name.

This had left Leontina to attempt to solve the mystery of what her notoriously disreputable, scandalous brother could possibly have done to so well and truly get under their father’s skin at last. The gloriously disgraceful Giaco Tavian was renowned far and wide for being the greatest waste of space that had ever assumed human form. That being the polite way to say that he was nothing but a fuck boy.

Leontina had long been under the impression that all her brother ever did was swan about from one exotic location to the next, gathering lovers as he went. It had been a great shock to her when he’d suddenly started dating her former stepsister, Ivy Amis, and then, even more astonishing, had married her. It had taken Leontina longer than she cared to admit to understand that it had been her father pulling those strings. Once she’d realized it, the unlikely romance between the Playboy of Positano—as Giaco had once been called after a particularly ribald holiday there that had resulted in his being escorted out to the city limits—and Saint Ivy of the Orphans—because despite her famous, late, film-star parents, Ivy really and truly did give all her time and money to orphans—made sense.

Umberto loved nothing more than to play puppet master over all and sundry. And especially if that all and/or sundry was Giaco, the son he’d expected would be made in his image who, instead, had made himself the greatest thorn in Umberto’s side.

That was precisely why Leontina had taken matters into her own hands on the occasion of her brother’s deeply surprising and unexpected wedding. It had been her only chance. She had been very clear on that going in. If her plan was to work, it had to work at that wedding. Any of the other ideas she’d come up with would raise her father’s suspicions and likely get her locked away in a tower. The castle had three.

Luckily, that night had gone according to plan. It had gone much better than planned, in fact.

But she really needed to not think about that night, not now. Not while her father was staring at her, every line on his overindulged, always outraged body trembling with umbrage. She had to order herself not to let the instant wash of heat she felt when she thought about that night show on her face.

She had done what she needed to do. That was all that mattered. She had created an exit strategy and she’d simply been waiting these last few months—three whole months, to be exact—for some kind of sign. Something to make it clear that she had no choice but to put that exit strategy into immediate action.

Before the reason for the strategy took her over, that was, became impossible to conceal, and created even bigger problems for her.

And as her father stood before her, deliberately looming over her so she had no choice but to sit there quietly and gaze up at him as if in rapt attention, she knew the time had come. Because the men he started naming as his guests for the evening—the pack of would-be suitors handpicked by him because he believed they would give him more power and money, not because he gave one shit how his daughter would fare with any one of them—would have been appalling to her even if she hadn’t already resolved to leave.

The youngest one was at least twice her age, she was fairly certain. And while Leontina had no quarrel with an age gap in theory as long as everyone involved was of sound mind and capable of consenting to it all, the men her father planned to parade her in front of tonight might as well have been crypt keepers.

She was fairly sure one of them actually was a crypt keeper.

But she nodded along as her father talked, as he laid out the benefits of each potential suitor and what there was to be gained from each one of them.

He meant for him. She knew that, of course. And if she hadn’t known it already, this display from Umberto would have clued her in. If he was aware that she might have feelings about the person she was to marry, or might even have imagined he might solicit her input on this, he gave no sign.

That was just as well, she decided. Because Leontina’s head was spinning. She fought to keep her pulse under control, because she had planned for this, damn it. She’d been planning how she would leave to avoid this very situation all along. But it was one thing to imagine what it would be like to finally know she had to leave this place at once—her childhood home, for good or ill, and the last place she’d seen her mother alive—and another to be in that moment at last.

Her father went on and on. He was ranting about what the various suitors brought to the table but he was really talking about himself, of course. And when Umberto was done, when he finally wound himself down into little more than a few growls, he gestured at her impatiently.

“I can only imagine it will take you all afternoon to make yourself look presentable.” When she didn’t respond, he scowled. “But I warn you, Leontina. I will brook no opposition. If you do not have at least one marriage proposal by the end of the night, there will be consequences. Dire consequences. I hope you do not imagine that I am joking.”

That seemed to require a response, so she ducked her head. Meekly, she hoped, though she’d always had trouble with that one. “I understand.”

“I hope so, girl,” Umberto snapped at her. “I hope so.”

But then he left. And, like it or not, that meant it was time.

Leontina blew out a breath as the library doors closed behind him. Then she counted to ten—very slowly—just to make certain that he was really gone. Though he would have no reason to imagine she would do anything but obey him. She’d made certain of that through long years of work to keep herself as much beneath his notice as it was possible to get.

Still, she’d always known that this day would eventually come.

So she allowed herself that one, long breath. Then she launched herself into action, because she really had prepared for this.

She had spent years coming up with various ideas on what constituted the best possible way to escape the castle. She’d had wild plans at first, no doubt cooked up after watching entirely too many summer blockbuster movies from America. Over time, she’d winnowed the plans down from over the top to something reasonable and practical instead.

In the end, she’d decided that simplicity was key.

She padded through the castle, taking the servants’ stairs so that nobody would see her. Not that people really looked at her even if they did see her. Leontina had worked hard to make sure she was the sort of person everyone looked straight through. Still, there was always a chance that with her father on one of his rampages, someone could be hiding the same way she always did—but she didn’t encounter a soul.

Leontina found her way to her rooms and gathered together the very few things she truly considered hers. Her mother’s jewelry in a small velvet pouch. Just the handful of pieces that her mother had worn daily. She tucked them away and found her passport. Her laptop. Her wallet, which always contained a significant amount of cash as well as the single credit card she possessed in her own name. She’d had it since she was eighteen and had watched a documentary about escaping domestic violence. She had always kept the statements and bills digital and it was highly unlikely anyone even knew about it to question its use. Still, she was careful.

She took the time to conceal some items that she didn’t want to leave, but couldn’t take with her right now. Leontina had planned for this, too. She knew the castle better than anyone else, by virtue of hiding in it so often, and it was the work of only a few moments to secrete the things she didn’t want anyone finding while she was gone. Because it was possible she would be gone for a very long time—she understood that. She hid her journals, and her mother’s diaries, and a few other keepsakes in a secret hiding space behind an unremarkable panel in her dressing room.

There was no reason that anyone should push upon it. She knew this to be true because she’d hidden things there for years and no one had so much as disturbed the dust on it.

She took any personal items that it didn’t make sense to carry with her tonight and put them there. And when she was done, she simply headed back down the stairs in the same outfit she’d been wearing earlier when her father had come upon her in the library, carrying nothing but a tote bag over her shoulder.

Leontina made it all the way down to the ground floor and then out one of the side doors without anyone noticing her. Once outside, she made her way directly to the garages, where she helped herself to one of the sets of keys that hung in a cupboard near the servants’ door. She chose a car, set her bag on the passenger seat beside her, and with absolutely no fuss or carrying on, simply drove herself off her father’s estate. The way she’d done hundreds of times before.

She even waved at her father’s usual security detail as she passed through the gates at the bottom of the drive, and they waved back, because there was nothing remarkable in her driving off like this. She did it all the time. Even today, if security were to mention to her father that she’d done such a thing, she suspected that he might imagine she was sneaking off into one of the villages or even north toward Florence—where she could more easily please him with an item that was not a part of the wardrobe he liked to call drab and uninspiring, when he mentioned her attire at all.

That was simply the sort of obedience Umberto expected.

She hoped that was exactly what he thought. That she was off pleasing him while he plotted out the next, tragic chapter of her life to suit himself.

Meanwhile, she settled in and drove herself through the afternoon, into the evening, and on into France.

She spent that first night in Monaco in a busy, high-end hotel. Before she checked in, however, she sat in the well-appointed lobby, pulled out her laptop, and saw to a few housekeeping details. She changed all of her passwords. On everything, but particularly her bank and credit card accounts. Just in case anyone wanted to go looking once they realized she’d disappeared.

Umberto wasn’t exactly known for his ability to let go.

Leontina ordered room service and then slept fitfully, with strange dreams of chase scenes and endless running waking her up repeatedly. It was very early when she decided she might as well get up and keep going. She spent a good eight hours on the road. She took the motorway that hugged the French coastline, following it all the way into Spain before she stopped in the outskirts of Barcelona.

And on the third day, she headed southwest and found her way into the rugged, terraced hillsides of Catalonia’s Priorat region and one of its shining jewels, the Calixto estate.

There were hints of nobility and Romans alike in the family line, dating back centuries, but in more recent generations—meaning, since the monks left the area in the 1800s—the Calixtos had been all about wine. Leontina had read all about the family vintners and the ancient estate from every online source she could find—and there were a lot of them. Especially these days.

She knew she was in the right place not only because her GPS told her so, but because she saw the signs that led her straight toward the famous Calixto vines, stretching out in all directions like their own living history.

But it was only when she saw the great, sprawling house in the distance—clearly repurposed from some monastery back in the day, she was sure she’d read that somewhere—that she began to feel her nerves kick in.

Because she had done what she’d had to do. She would do it again. Leontina tried not to think too much about that night, and how…shocking it had all been. How electrifying.

How unprepared she’d found herself when all was said and done. Because it turned out, books did not in fact prepare a person for everything. Prepare them to think about it, perhaps. But to do it? Apparently not.

“A worthy lesson,” she told herself now, trying to sound a bit hearty. Possibly even jolly.

As if she wasn’t on her way to deliver a bombshell that might very well be poorly received.

In fact, she assumed it would be.

She blew out a breath as she drove and let one hand drop to smooth over her belly. It had been three months, almost to the day. She had never been one for communal dining when she could avoid it, so nobody had missed her when her relationship with food took a sour turn over the past few months. Leontina had become a kind of ghost in the kitchens because her cravings demanded one thing and nothing but that thing for several weeks, only to suddenly take against it the next.

She had only just begun to feel like herself again.

Just in time to move on to phase two, apparently. Which involved fewer cravings, she hoped. But was starting off with a whole lot more drama.

There had never been a possibility that she’d avoid that part. She’d known that, too.

She pulled up at what she assumed was the front door of the grand house and got out of the car. The drive had been beautiful, but as she stood there, breathing in the scent of a late September summer as it spilled over Catalonia, Spain, she felt the beauty of it all seem to…take her over. There had been signs of harvest all around as she’d driven through the region. The sky was so blue it ached, but the weather was mild and pleasant. It was tempting to relax, to imagine the worst was over. That she was safe now.

But when she closed the car door and turned toward the house itself, she froze.

Because he was standing there.

For a wild moment or two, she had the distinct impression that for the first time in her life, she might actually faint.

It was as if the earth and the sky kept changing places, but she realized it was in her head. Because he stayed exactly where he was.

He was none other than Pau Calixto. One of the wealthiest and most formidable men in Spain, and likely the world. Though she rather thought that was the least interesting thing about him.

The trouble with Pau was that he stole all the light from the sky and the sun as if it was his by right. And then kept it—because it was as if it all simmered there, beneath his skin, like a warning and an invitation at once.

She found herself breathless, and not for the first time.

He was very tall, with dark hair and fathomless dark eyes, and every part of him was lean and hard and commanding. His shoulders were broad and his hips were narrow and when she thought of him she always imagined him in a crisp, bespoke suit made in some or other dark fabric.

Even though today he wore only a pair of trousers and the sort of T-shirt that looked casual and likely rivaled the cost of the vehicle she was driving.

He did casual clothing as effortlessly as he did business attire. Leontina hadn’t known that before now. It seemed a critical oversight on her part, because now there was no pretending that he didn’t have one of the finest male forms she had ever beheld—and she had made a study of the male form, in fact. As a part of her education.

Surely that was what the internet was for, even in a mean old man’s drafty castle.

But she looked up again and had to admit that despite the triumph of muscle and sinew that made him into something like art, it was his face that seemed to stake a claim deep within her. That stern, forbidding, uncompromising face.

She was already breathless, but that face made it worse.

Those dark eyes of his looked black from a distance but she knew, close up, that they contained threads of gold and the hint of green. He had a nose that made her think of predatory things—raptors, perhaps. Or great hawks. His mouth was stern and unsmiling, but the trouble was, she knew what he could do with it.

It felt like minimizing him to say that he was beautiful, because a word like that could not begin to contain him or describe him. It was too…soft.

When everything about this man was hard. Looking at him felt the way she imagined it would feel to be a bit of coal crushed down into diamonds.

And yet, just like on the day of her brother’s wedding, she couldn’t bring herself to look away from him.

Pau Calixto, the man who had ruined her father, according to the whispers in the cellars. The man who was in cahoots with her surprisingly devious brother, a shock to all, but especially to Umberto, who had imagined he was making a deal with Pau himself.

Pau Calixto, the man who was, though he didn’t know it yet, the father of her baby.

Leontina forced herself to smile. She wished, suddenly, that she’d thought to pack something a little bit more elegant than the shapeless, serviceable dress she’d been wearing since leaving Tuscany.

But she couldn’t do anything about that. There was only this.

Her exit strategy whether he liked it or not.

“Hello, Pau,” she said, not exactly brightly. Though not, perhaps, as measured as she might have liked, either. “You might want to brace yourself. I’m afraid I’ve come with some potentially difficult news.”



Chapter Two

Pau Calixto could sift through probabilities the way regular humans processed the need to breathe—at lightning speed in a near-muscular response—and he could think of only one potential reason that this woman would be on his doorstep like this.

This particular woman at this specific time.

Clearly without anything like an invitation and by his count, a solid three months after he’d last seen her in the wake of her brother’s wedding.

But he had not gotten anything in this world by getting ahead of himself.

Pau had received an alert that someone was approaching the house, having tripped the usual cameras. He had pulled up the feed and noted the vintage car with its Italian registration plate and had begun to draw conclusions based on that evidence alone. When he’d seen the woman behind the wheel, he’d felt a sense of triumph kick in—

Prematurely, he’d lectured himself.

That was ever a recipe for disappointment.

He’d made his way down to the front door, dismissing his hovering staff with a glance, because this was his project. This was his game to win or lose.

And Pau Calixto did not lose.

So all he did was go out and lean a bit in his doorway, here in this grand old folly of a house that his father had loved—perhaps more than he had ever loved another human, but Pau could not blame him for that. Not any longer.

After all, the old man had only ever had one friend in this life. And that had not exactly ended well for him.

“I thrive on difficult news,” he told his best friend’s younger sister, with the kind of calm that he knew could upend boardrooms full of peacocking billionaires who expected their big personalities to carry weight. “And had I known that you wished to visit me, Leontina, I would have extended an invitation. There can surely be no need to show up like this, so precipitously and without warning.”

She was no peacocking billionaire, like her father—though Pau thought that Umberto’s net worth had perhaps been downgraded quite a bit at this point. Umberto’s daughter did not sputter and huff the way he would have done. All Leontina did was smile.

And Pau had made a small, personal study of that smile in the brief time he’d spent in her presence three months back. He had determined that it was practiced. Deliberate.

A tool she wielded, he’d decided. That made her smile the kind of game he could appreciate and admire.

A lot like the clothing she was wearing now. He had observed her for a few days before the wedding at her father’s ostentatious castle, set down in the midst of the Tuscan hills like someone had discarded it out of pique. She had dressed much like she was now, in shapeless pieces of clothing that she seemed to choose only from the ugliest possible shades, as if she was competing with herself to find the least flattering cut and color. Soon, he came to understand that she did it so that the eyes of her father and all of his self-important guests bounced right off of her.

He had gone to the wedding with the express purpose of meeting her, and so he had made a point of finding her in the midst of the festivities—something that had not been easy to do. He’d had to hunt her down—meaning, he found himself watching her during all the pompous events that Umberto had put on, all in an effort to celebrate himself rather than the happy couple.

Pau had watched the girl who seemed to be trying to disappear into the wall coverings. He’d watched as she’d now and again reacted to something someone was saying, usually Umberto or one of the guests like him. She had only showed the slightest flash of personality now and again, but he’d seen it. He’d noted it.

The roll of an eye. A checked sigh. A pursed lip, momentarily there and then gone.

He had also watched her shift back to become the wall itself, literally disappearing before the very faces of those who had elicited her tiny reactions in the first place.

It was like she was wearing an invisibility cloak that she could put on and take off at will.

More impressively, it worked.

He had been forced to acknowledge that if he hadn’t been looking for her specifically, it might have worked on him, too. If he hadn’t been determined to study her, he might have missed those moments that hinted at the real woman behind the shy and retiring act—because that’s what he thought it was. An act.

If he hadn’t decided in advance that he would seduce her, he would have missed her altogether—an indictment that Pau had not exactly been pleased with. But then again, when was the truth comfortable? That wasn’t germane one way or the other. It was still the truth no matter how he felt about it.

Then, of course, there had been her attire at the actual wedding itself. When suddenly it was as if she’d found an entirely new wardrobe that she’d had secreted away somewhere the whole time, while she’d been shuffling around in rags instead. It was as if she was an entirely new woman, if only for the one day.

Like something out of a fairy tale, he thought now.

He had to remind himself that he was not a fanciful man. He was hardly one to tuck up with a book of fairy tales and glut himself on Cinderella stories—but the fact was, Leontina had glowed.

Her dark hair had spilled down all around her in thick waves, making her dark jade eyes gleam. It had been impossible not to see her then. Not only to see her, but to fully appreciate that the supposedly mousey and forgettable Leontina was, in every way, an heir to the same genetic cocktail that had made her brother one of the most sought-after men in all of Europe.

Simply put, Leontina was stunning. Mouthwateringly so, no matter how disconcerting he’d found it.

And once he’d seen it, he couldn’t unsee it. Not even when she was up to her usual tricks, like today. She had her hair twisted severely back from her face and wore absolutely no makeup. If he didn’t know better, he might think that her shape matched that of the dress she wore, because that thick, drapey fabric gave no hint of the body beneath it. All quite deliberate, he thought.

She even looked…rumpled. As if she hadn’t slept well, and might possibly have tried to get a few hours’ sleep in that shapeless sack she wore. She looked very much as if she’d been in this car for days.

He thought that perhaps she had been.

That, too, suggested that she was here for the precise reason he hoped she was.

But he could not permit himself to celebrate anything in advance. He could not allow himself to do anything but wait—as excruciating as that wait might have been.

He told himself it would be worth it. After all, as the saying went, if a man sat by a river long enough, the bodies of his enemies would float on by. It only took patience. Commitment. Dedication.

All things he was not only good at, but had long since perfected.

“Shall I tell you why I’m here?” she asked after a long moment. And though she sounded calm, he thought he saw a slight tremor move over her. That intrigued him almost more than the rest of her act did. “On your doorstep—and yes, regrettably, without an invitation?”

He didn’t let himself react to the note in her voice that he doubted most ever heard. That hint of strength that he’d seen that night, but had second-guessed ever since. Perhaps he only wished that she was more sharp and tough than she seemed. Because that would make what he was doing less distasteful, surely.

Not that it mattered, he knew. He would do it either way.

The truth that Pau had spent these months coming to terms with, no matter what happened, was that he had set out to do exactly what he had done. It had not been a spur-of-the-moment idea. It had been a plan he had set out to execute, and had.

And while he could tell himself flattering fairy stories about strength and inner resilience on her part as he liked, the facts remained the facts.

He had deliberately set out to seduce his best friend’s younger sister, at that same best friend’s wedding, with one very precise goal in mind.

There would come a reckoning one day. This he did not doubt, because he knew his best friend. Sooner or later, Giaco would express his feelings on what Pau had done, and he doubted very much that he would enjoy what happened then.

But he could not allow himself to think of it. If he did, he would not move forward—and he had to move forward. His father deserved this justice, no matter what damage it would do to Pau and Giaco’s friendship.

He shoved it out of his head.

And it didn’t matter why Leontina was here today. His goal had either been achieved, in which case certain other steps would be put into motion. Or it had not been achieved, and if that was the situation, he would set about doing it all over again until his goal was within his grasp at last.

His body, he noted, did not view that possibility as any sort of chore.

But that was another truth he did not wish to examine. Not now.

He wondered if she could sense it all the same. If she knew the imperatives his body was issuing, somehow, because as she walked toward him—looking frumpy and delicious at once, as he was beginning to understand was her specialty—he thought he could see that awareness in her gaze.

That same awareness he had been so certain he’d seen all over her at the wedding.

Now, as then, he did not argue or explain or debate anything with her. He did not do such things, full stop. When Pau Calixto spoke, he made certain his words were received as pronouncements befitting laws.

Never debates.

He said nothing at all.

And Leontina took her time reaching him there at the doorway. He noticed she did not hurry either, and he liked that. These little hints of defiance pleased him, and not only because they suggested that she’d been precisely who he’d thought she was that night.

It astounded him how much he wanted that to be true. Even more so now that she was here. In Spain. On his land.

Here, something primal within him intoned. At last.

Pau wasn’t sure he’d ever heard that voice before, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was that it was right.

Once she climbed the wide steps to meet him, he still did not speak. He turned and led her into the grand old house that had once been a medieval monastery, though there had been, happily, some upgrades since.

A few months ago, he had led her into her father’s oppressive castle, holding her by the hand as he’d led her through the typical warren of rooms until he’d found the suite that had been set aside for him. It had been lavish and over the top, as befit the partnership he’d been seemingly setting up with Umberto. He’d led her inside those rooms and he’d known that there was no chance whatsoever that anyone would disturb them before morning.

Pau had made great use of those hours.

The reality was that he would have done the same thing no matter who Leontina was or what reaction he’d had to her. That was the trouble with revenge—it had the potential to take more than it repaired. But it was who he was now. Pau had accepted this truth a long time ago.

Yet as he led Leontina into his own house this time, he was struck by another inconvenient truth—that he found this woman almost unbearably attractive, and more so now that she had come here. That she had sought him out, no matter her reasons.

That had not been part of his plan at all.

He could smell the subtle scent she wore, the suggestion of sea salt and honey. He could remember the taste of her cries and better yet, the way she had bucked her hips into his mouth, stretched out before him in total abandon.

Oh yes, he remembered everything about this woman.

He led her into one of the renovated sitting rooms, done up to look modern and inviting, because these days the conversation between the medieval and the modern was all the rage. Or so his highly recommended and widely lauded architect and equally feted decorator had assured him. As long as the vineyards continued to make a profit and bolster his father’s legacy, Pau didn’t care what the old pile looked like.

Though he found the room greatly improved by the addition of Leontina. In short order, he had her seated neatly on a sofa while he sat opposite her, and then watched her too closely as his people brought in a few trays of local delicacies and various drink options.

“My thanks,” she said, her eyes on the food set out on the low table before her, with no little flourish. “I am actually quite hungry.”

“By all means, indulge yourself,” he murmured.

He wasn’t sure he meant to say that until he did. And when those dark jade eyes of hers flew to his, and the faintest hint of heat presented itself on her cheekbones, Pau understood that he’d meant to say it—and precisely the way he did.

It was exactly what he’d said when she’d wanted to return the favor that night. When she had crawled down the length of his body, settled herself between his legs, and licked him until he thought he might lose the plot completely.

Only to take him into her mouth and suck on him like some kind of dessert.

His body roared at him, but he prided himself on his intense control—no matter what it took. The only satisfaction he allowed himself was when her gaze dropped, yet her cheeks reddened further.

Because they were clearly recalling the same thing.

“You may recall the night of my brother’s wedding,” she said after she’d loaded up a small plate with some of the pa amb tomàquet and la bomba, and had eaten a bit.

Even watching her eat…affected him. “How could I forget?”

She shot him a swift glance, then dropped her gaze again. “What you may perhaps have forgotten is that we were rather…careless.”

He had not forgotten. It had rather been the point of the exercise, at least going in, but he didn’t say that. This was not the time to unveil every possible truth. Only some of them. Only the ones he knew he could use to his advantage.

And he had to remind himself not to assume he knew where this was going—though he did. He was certain that he did. The good news about that being that he could control his reactions well ahead of having anything concrete to react to.

Theoretically, anyway.

“I am not known for my carelessness,” he said after a moment, as if he’d needed the time to sort through the reasons she might show up here and say such a thing.

Then he watched, fascinated, because she didn’t fidget. She didn’t twist her fingers around in her lap, bite her lower lip, or show any of the signs that he would have expected a woman in her position to exhibit. Instead, she seemed, if not perfectly at her ease, completely self-contained. Not scared or emotional or furious or any of the array of emotions he might have imagined she would be unable to hide.

It was fascinating.

“I’m pregnant,” she told him. Straight and to the point, and he enjoyed that flare of victory deep inside him. Not to mention the immediate response from the cock that had gotten her in this predicament—and was clearly volunteering to continue its valorous service. “Before you ask, it’s yours.”

“Did you think I was unaware you were a virgin?” he asked.

He didn’t mean to ask that either, though he was glad he had when the color grew on her face. It was the only sign she’d given so far that she was not as calm as she was pretending she was.

Because otherwise, all she did was aim that smile at him. That smile he knew was a tool she used. Meaning she was handling herself—and him. “My understanding is that paternity is always the first question when someone turns up with an announcement like this. Especially when the father is a man of your…” Her smile became something like demure, yet never quite reached her eyes. “Consequence, I think you’d call it.”

Pau settled back against his chair. He studied her. He had been studying her for quite a while, though she couldn’t know that, and yet he couldn’t help feeling that somehow, he’d gotten it wrong. That he was missing something here, because she did not seem to be frantic over this.

That wasn’t a bad thing, necessarily, but it wasn’t what he’d expected.

And Pau Calixto did not generally like surprises. He preferred plans that were executed as expected. But then, Leontina had been a surprise from the start.

“I’m typically excellent at predicting behavior,” he told her after a moment that, this time, he had very much required. “And I would tell you that I would be deeply surprised indeed if, within three months, a twenty-four-year-old virgin who so as far as I’m aware very rarely leaves her father’s home suddenly embarked upon a campaign of sin and scandal. Not that it couldn’t happen. But I would think it would require more than one, single night of debauchery.”

Leontina set her small plate down on the table between them. She seemed to take her time straightening. When she did, he could no longer see any color on her face and her gaze was cool.

He found himself even more intrigued than before.

“Was it debaucherous, then?” she asked, politely, as if inquiring after the time. “I didn’t think it was, but then, as we’ve established, I have very little basis of comparison.”

That sounded significantly spicier than he would have expected from her, especially in the absence of that weaponized smile. He felt something inside him sit up and take notice, and not simply because he would very much like to get his mouth on her again.

He was, regrettably, only a man.

“We barely slept,” he reminded her, almost gently, though there was no denying the heat in his voice. He could see it reflected in her dark green gaze. “I had my mouth on every part of your body and you returned that favor. I took you in every position I could dream up. You came so many times you lost her voice.” He shook his head. “How quickly they forget.”

“Oh dear,” she replied, her voice bland. Too bland, he thought. “I didn’t realize I was so special, Pau. I thought that was…just how it was.”

Pau very nearly laughed at that. And that shocked him more than everything else that had come before. Who was this woman?

But there would be ample time to excavate that question. They just needed to come to terms—his terms.

“So you’re pregnant,” he said, and maybe he sounded a bit more serious than necessary. That was what happened when he nearly found himself laughing in the middle of what should have been a straightforward exchange of information. “I’m not surprised. It is perhaps easy enough to dodge one bullet. But we did not do it only the once, did we?”

Her smile reappeared then, and Pau could not decide if that was a victory or a loss.

“There is a rather more pressing issue than what I’m sure would be a delightful amble down memory lane,” she said. He realized then that she was studying him, for a change. Or maybe it was that he was more aware of it now. “My father.”

Her father.

Pau felt that same wash of fury and loathing take him over the way it always did at the very thought of the man. The vileness of Umberto Tavian had been the unifying glue between Pau and Giaco all these years. They had met at university and had become friends almost immediately. Back then, Pau had chafed at his father’s restrictions much the way Giaco did, though he had not responded to those restrictions the way his friend had. Pau might have found his father’s expectations stifling, but he knew that his father had operated—always—from a place of honor. That had made a difference.

So, too, had it made a difference that Pau idolized his father. Bernat Calixto had always seemed to Pau to epitomize all that a man was meant to be. As a child he might even have said that he loved his father, wildly, though he had quickly learned that such sentimentality was not welcomed.

His father might not have loved him. But he’d taught Pau to love the land, and that had been enough. Even today, he told himself that was enough.

He’d been fresh out of university when his father had died. An apparent heart attack, they told him. Bernat had simply keeled over in the midst of his beloved vines and, at first, Pau had accepted that. His father had loved this place above all else, as well he knew. Bernat had turned his own father’s lackadaisical gesture toward the ancient winemaking capabilities of their land into an empire, and Pau had understood without it ever having to be explicitly stated that his father loved his varietals and his grapes more than he ever did his son.

Not that this was in and of itself a bad thing, to his mind. Because loving the wine was loving this land, and this land was their family’s legacy. They were all bound to hold it and make it better, so that the Calixto name would not die out under their watch. Simply…continue. That was the requirement.

It was the least a Calixto heir could do, Pau had always thought. And maybe there was no better way for a man to love his son than to make it plain to him who he was and why it mattered that he grow up to honor the land that so many of his ancestors had toiled over across the centuries.

Pau had believed that. He had grieved, but he had accepted that he had been lucky enough not simply to chafe beneath his father’s sense of honor, but to grow old enough to appreciate it.

It was not until he was going through his father’s things in the aftermath of his death that he had discovered the truth. That Bernat had developed a deep, trusted friendship in his last years. Bernat had become a part of a particular group of European vintners, had become embroiled with their leader in a variety of ways, and had died with the full belief that he was about to lose everything that he built here.

The legacy of the Calixto family hung by a thread—and Bernat’s sense of honor hinged on that legacy. On continuing.

The man he’d trusted had manipulated him there. Umberto Tavian. Rich and vile and always positioning himself to take advantage of others. A little bit of research made it perfectly clear that Umberto had likely befriended Bernat for the express purpose of taking over the vineyard—as that was what he’d done with the others in the vintners’ group Umberto had created to begin his foray into global winemaking.

What he wanted was the Calixto Enterprises business, of course, which Bernat had turned into a multinational wine concern.

At first Pau thought the coincidence of his knowing Giaco was too great to be anything but planned and likely a plot in and of itself, but he soon thought better of that. Umberto merely liked to collect things that made him wealthier and more powerful, and he did not care at all who he hurt in the process. He had perhaps only begun to think about wine thanks to Giaco’s friendship with Pau, but there was nothing more sinister there. Umberto hadn’t sent his impossible son off to Cambridge as some kind of spy. The very idea was ludicrous.

For one thing, Giaco was ungovernable. He’d never do it. He’d be a shit spy.

That meant Bernat had been collateral damage.

Not long after Pau’s discovery, Pau and Giaco had vowed that they would take Umberto down.

Giaco had already gotten his revenge, though it had taken years. Pau had thrown himself into the family business and pulled it back from the brink—and out of Umberto’s claws. Umberto, who clearly believed that Pau had no idea what an influence he’d had on Bernat. Or perhaps he simply assumed that no one else cared about the fate of their relatives, as he certainly did not.

Pau had made it seem as if Umberto was finally getting what he wanted from the Calixto family, only to snatch it away from him at the very last moment. Worse, he’d made it clear that he was giving Giaco the very thing Umberto had wanted all this time.

It was satisfying—but it wasn’t personal enough for Pau.

Bernat might have loved only his vines, but Pau was his son. He’d looked up to his father. He’d wanted, badly, to live up to his father’s example.

He knew he would never possess a thread of his father’s honor.

So now it was Pau’s turn to twist the knife in deeper. He was quite certain that his friend had no idea how Pau
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