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      Certain men possess voices so richly captivating, so drenched in sexuality, that they can bring a woman to her knees with a few simple syllables.

      In a crowd of hundreds, it was the sound of one such voice that caught Megan’s attention first.

      Her stomach seized the instant her ears picked out the distinct timbre amongst the din of merry voices echoing through the packed rotunda of the newly renovated Barcelona Grandspire Hotel.  Around her, men and women went on sipping cava from crystal flutes as they discussed upcoming business deals or renovations to their vacation homes.  Tuxedoed waiters continued their discreet circumnavigation of the room, gathering used hors d'oeuvre plates and refreshing drinks.  On the surface, all appeared unchanged.  It was a perfect late spring night in a perfect city, and thus far the hotel's grand reopening celebration was a resounding success.

      Then she heard it again.  Only three or four indistinguishable words, but they hit her gut with the same force as a sucker punch from a male twice her size.  A well-built male like Prince Stefano Barrali, whose third-in-line claim to the throne of Sarcaccia meant he enjoyed immeasurable wealth and connections without the pressures that usually accompanied them, while possessing the Mediterranean good looks and sultry charm that often did.

      A few feet away from Megan, a gray-haired gentleman and his much younger wife cast subtle glances toward the hotel's side entrance, the one used when high profile guests needed to make an inconspicuous arrival or exit.  Megan resisted the urge to follow suit, but a breath later the overall volume in the lobby rose even as men tall enough to see over the crowd leaned closer to their companions to whisper into diamond-studded ears.

      It's not possible.  Not here, not on the biggest night of her career to date.

      Without allowing her smile to drop or the cadence of her speech to change, skills honed by years of professional banter at events such as this, Megan continued her conversation with Mahmoud Said, the CEO of a large Egyptian telecommunications company, giving him an overview of the beachfront hotel's state-of-the-art conference and special event facilities.  At the same time, she strained to catch the familiar sound once more.  Perhaps the voice existed only in her mind, a stress-induced result of the months of work that had gone into tonight's soiree or a trick caused by the rotunda's domed roof.

      No, even as Mahmoud asked a question about the hotel's business center, she accepted that she'd ceased imagining Stefano's flirtatious, luxuriant voice years ago.  In all probability, the sound emanated from one of the televisions mounted over the bar in the cocktail lounge adjacent to the lobby.  Though the bartender had been instructed to keep the sets muted in keeping with the formality of the night's celebration, with so many people crowding the lobby it wouldn't take much for a remote control to get bumped the wrong way or for a guest to assert herself and tune in to a report about a celebrity—or hot young royal—who caught her eye.

      The Grandspire's manager, Ramon Beltran, circled through the crowd near Megan, patting shoulders, shaking hands, and accepting congratulations as he went, before he ascended the lobby's grand staircase to cascading applause.  With a sweeping gesture, he sounded a ceremonial gong calling the guests to attention.

      "Ladies and gentlemen," he announced as the reverberation faded, “thank you for attending our celebration tonight.  We’re honored to have so many friends and family of the Grandspire share this important evening.  Dinner will now be served in the Gaudi Ballroom.  I hope you enjoy both the meal and the view."

      A pair of waiters opened the doors to reveal the ballroom's all-new floor to ceiling windows, which overlooked an immaculate beach and the Mediterranean Sea beyond.  Modern tables topped with white-on-white orchids and Gaudi-inspired place settings filled the room.  The resulting spike in conversation obliterated any chance Megan had of pinpointing the source of Stefano's voice.

      Mahmoud excused himself to check on a friend, providing Megan the opportunity to conduct a discreet surveillance of the expansive marble lobby.  Keeping her demeanor pleasant and professional, she scanned the faces of the well-heeled men in attendance, most of whom now escorted exquisitely gowned women past the lobby's large floral arrangements and into the ballroom.

      The face that matched the voice didn't materialize.  She exhaled, directing her nervous energy toward smoothing the silk fabric of the honey-colored cocktail dress she'd purchased especially for tonight, but her stomach remained unsettled.

      At a signal from Ramon, Megan made her way against the tide of guests to encourage the attendees still clustered in the sunken bar area on the far side of the lobby to join the rest of the crowd in making their way to dinner.  Progress was slow.  All around her, air kisses were exchanged, lunches suggested, and holidays arranged as guests mingled.  Gossip snaked its way through every conversation.

      It was exactly the type of event where one expected to find Prince Stefano being courted by the movers and shakers of major corporations and high society, all of whom hoped that making inroads with the Barrali royal family would help them gain access to the family's vast financial and social network.  However, as the Grandspire's head of business development, Megan had combed through the guest list for tonight's soiree more than once and Prince Stefano's name wasn't on it.  It would not have escaped her notice.

      As she descended the wide steps leading to the lounge area, Megan's gaze flicked to the bank of televisions mounted high over the sleek granite bar.  Five soundless screens carried sporting events, but the sixth flashed the latest celebrity gossip.  The bartender, a sociable young Catalan with a knack for attracting female attention, watched alongside a curvaceous blonde guest who gasped at the blaring announcement of a popular Spanish soap star's pregnancy with twins.

      A sense of relief washed through Megan.  That must've been it.  It wouldn't be the first time Stefano spoke to her from a television.

      The bartender glanced from the buxom blonde to Megan, shooting Megan a disarming what can you do? grin before fiddling with the remote to mute the sound and return the television to its usual sports station.

      Megan arched a mischievous eyebrow at him, then at the blonde’s back, before stretching her toes inside her new gold heels to release the tension of the last few hours.  She couldn't blame herself for being on edge.  Tonight's event was the culmination of five years of hard work.  Given that investment of time and energy, together with a shortage of sleep this past week while the final preparations were made, she should've expected her nerves might get the better of her.  She needed to take a cue from both the bartender and the guests lingering nearby and relax.  The best way for her to showcase the refurbished hotel to the potential business clients in attendance would be to visibly enjoy the Grandspire herself—tonight's dinner, the art exhibition, the rooftop fireworks, all of it—and consider it a reward for a job well done.  After all, she'd already booked eight major conferences and over two dozen smaller events for the coming months, enough to kick-start the hotel's income stream and gild her resume before she sought her next position.

      Invigorated at the thought, she made her way to each of the seating areas in the lounge and introduced herself to those guests she didn't already know before directing them toward the ballroom.  One by one, empty glasses filled the bar top as the partygoers progressed to dinner.  However, a cluster of people remained near the fireplace, their attention riveted on a male seated in their center.  Megan hated to interrupt, but couldn't see past those who were standing to identify the speaker.  Only his highly polished shoes were visible between the high heels and wingtips of those surrounding him.

      A man making his way toward the stairs glanced toward the fireplace when he thought no one was looking, though his partner, a woman whom Megan recognized as the owner of a major shipping company, stared openly, apparently unconcerned that others would notice her fascination with the conversation taking place.

      The knot returned to Megan's stomach, twisting tighter than before.  Everyone in attendance tonight was accustomed to the trappings of money and fame.  Whoever sat near the fireplace held a special allure, even amongst the social elite, the kind often reserved for royalty.  And always reserved for good-looking royalty.

      A familiar rumble of laughter cut through the lounge, confirming her fear.  Low, sexy, and even more inviting than Megan remembered, if such a thing were possible.  Her knees softened and the floor seemed to sway beneath her.

      After their last face-to-face meeting, she'd spent weeks trying to contact Stefano, using every means at her disposal, but now she needed nothing more than to escape.  Seeing him in the flesh would make her want everything she knew she could never have, and she did not want to want.  Especially not him.

      Wanting Stefano could mean losing everything.

      She took a step backward and started to turn away.  She'd ask the bartender to send the group to dinner, then figure out how she could possibly avoid the prince for the rest of the evening so she could keep her attention where it needed to be:  on work.   Stefano's presence wouldn't distract her unless she let it.

      "Megan.”  The telecommunications CEO she'd spoken with earlier appeared at her elbow, propelling her back toward the fireplace.  "Have you had the opportunity to meet my guest?  I didn't wish to say anything until I knew he'd arrived."  Mahmoud's voice dropped to a whisper as he added, "You know these types.  You cannot always count on them to appear when they say they will."

      Before Megan could protest, the group parted in front of her to reveal a broad-shouldered man sitting on the far edge of the cocktail table, his face turned away as he laughed at a comment from a statuesque, cat-eyed brunette wearing the most arresting red gown Megan had ever seen.

      Mahmoud cleared his throat.  "Prince Stefano, may I present Megan Hallberg, the Grandspire's director of business development?  Megan, this is Prince Stefano Barrali of Sarcaccia.  His father and I have hosted a number of charity events together over the years, so I wanted Stefano to see the Grandspire's new facilities.  I'm certain he'll give King Carlo a favorable report on the hotel's suitability for our future events."

      The brunette tried to hide her disappointment at the interruption as Stefano spun and stood in one easy motion.  Megan's mouth went dry as sand.  She'd forgotten how tall he was, how fluidly he moved.  As Stefano stepped toward her, the memory of their first meeting returned in a rush that threatened to flatten her.  He'd moved in that same easy manner when he'd approached her a decade ago, offering to carry a length of pipe for her as she struggled to maneuver it through an alley in the congested Venezuelan village where they both worked as volunteers.  She'd joked that he was her hero when he'd hefted it onto one shoulder as if it were no heavier than a loaf of bread.

      But there were changes in him, too.  While the celebrity gossips frequently commented on Stefano's athleticism, his playful nature, and even his dimples, no report could accurately convey the ways he'd matured in the years since Megan had last seen him.  Television and magazines failed to capture the masculine line of his shoulders as they filled his tuxedo jacket, the texture of the skin along his sunkissed cheekbones, or the utter charisma he exuded.

      Megan forced herself not to flinch as he came within arm's reach.  She hadn't thought it possible his appearance could improve over the years, but it had.  He’d become broader, stronger, more confident…more him.

      Of course, his most distinctive physical characteristic could never change.  His eyes were a clear sea green with a distinct ring around each iris, as if Picasso himself had taken up a narrow paintbrush to edge the green in black.  She remembered all too well the last time she'd looked into those eyes.  She'd been twenty-two, as had Stefano.  They each sported grubby clothes that evening, having worked the entire day to finish installing a water system, but they'd been unwilling to use a single precious moment to change, knowing it was their final night together before returning to their separate lives.  Their real lives.

      He'd threaded his long fingers through her hair as they stood on a secluded beach not far from the village.  Even in the waning light of the setting sun, she'd seen the deep passion in those green eyes.  "I will never, ever forget you," he'd whispered before pulling her into a heart-stopping, explosive kiss.  "These have been the best days of my life."

      It felt surreal to look into those same eyes now, knowing she'd been forgotten within weeks, perhaps even days, relegated to what would become a long, long line of disposable women.  A decade's worth of women, starting with the one to whom he'd become engaged less than a month after leaving Venezuela.  The one to whom he’d run, barefoot, across the palace courtyard in a photo that appeared around the world, intriguing even those who’d never heard of the Barrali royal family.

      Yet she couldn't have forgotten Stefano Barrali, even if she'd wanted to forget.  Emotion threatened to overwhelm her as he stood before her, reaching out to take the hand she extended as if she were on autopilot.  Before he could speak, undoing her with his whiskey-rich voice, she managed a calm, "Prince Stefano, it's an honor to have you here at the Grandspire.  I hope you're enjoying your time in Barcelona."

      He wrapped his large hand around hers, the touch shaking her very center.  Searching out any excuse to break eye contact, she glanced toward Mahmoud and thanked him for the introduction.  It was an act of sheer self-preservation out of fear Stefano could see to her soul, revealing both the wild lust coursing through her and the secret she'd kept hidden for so long.

      Twenty floors above them, in the expansive suite that served as Megan's residence while she worked on the hotel's revitalization, a young girl with sea-green eyes and the same dark, wavy hair as Stefano sat at a desk, under the supervision of Megan's parents, finishing her homework.

      A young girl conceived that very night on the beach.
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      Megan Hallberg?

      Adrenaline shot through Stefano at the mention of her name, propelling him to his feet.  In the same instant, reason kicked in.  After all these years, it was unlikely the same Megan Hallberg.  Wouldn't she be married by now?  Living somewhere in Minnesota, where she'd returned after they'd met during the gap year service project he'd pursued in Venezuela?

      He turned, expecting to see a dour older woman he'd never before met, someone who'd fit the description of a director of business development for a major hotel, only to see a vital, sexy, alluring Megan.

      His Megan.

      Stefano's breath stilled at the sight of her.

      He had no right to think of her as such.  They'd shared nothing more than a brief, heady summer together, but after they'd left Venezuela—he to fulfill his military and royal obligations, she to finish her graduate degree—he frequently thought of her, and always in that way.  His.  There had been other women and other relationships, of course, but none like he'd enjoyed with Megan Hallberg.  At twenty-two, how could he have appreciated the unique nature of the bond they'd forged in those few weeks together?  The absolute freedom of those days in each other's company?

      It likely wouldn’t have worked between them—not in the real world, away from the isolation they'd experienced in South America—and they had both sensed it.  Still, it was an easy fantasy to keep tucked away in a remote corner of his mind, one to be conjured forth on those days where he strained against his royal role.

      He took in the sight of her, from her sweetly sculpted calves to her nipped waist and rounded bosom.  Who knew reality would be so much better than the fantasy?  The years had been good to Megan.  Very good.  Proper posture made her appear straighter and leaner than he remembered, but she still curved in all the right places.  The ethereal color of her knee-length, cut-to-kill gown combined with the soft glow of the dimmed lounge lighting to make her blonde hair even more luminous than in his memory of those sun-filled, steamy days.

      Then she met his gaze, firing his blood as if they'd never left that beach.

      He approached to give her a warm kiss on each cheek, only to be stopped by her outstretched hand and formal tone.  "Prince Stefano, it's an honor to have you here at the Grandspire.  I hope you're enjoying your time in Barcelona."

      He met her handshake, shocked she didn't remember him.  Women always remembered him, and she had more reason than most.  But as he studied the depths of Megan’s soft blue eyes and felt the spark of her touch once more, he knew she did.  She remembered it all.

      Their attraction was still mutual.  Still undeniable.

      Megan turned her head to thank Mahmoud, who'd made the introduction, and Stefano saw his opportunity.

      "Megan," he leaned in to drop a lingering kiss on her cheek, taking in the citrus and sunshine scent of her hair.  "It's good to see you again.  The Grandspire is stunning, but not as stunning as its head of business development.”

      He glanced past Megan to Mahmoud, who could not hide his surprise over Stefano’s familiarity.  "Megan and I met many years ago in South America on a volunteer project.  She’s one in a million.”  Capturing Megan's blue-eyed gaze once more, he said, “It was a memorable time, working there.”

      Her lower lip twitched.  “Yes, memorable is the perfect word for it.  It was a great learning experience for me.”

      Noticing for the first time that the lobby had emptied as guests transitioned to the ballroom, he pulled Megan's hand through his arm and guided her toward the stairs, hoping to put her at ease.  "I haven't familiarized myself with the seating arrangements for dinner, but I would be honored if you'd join me.  You likely know more about my life than you care to if you've seen a newspaper, but I'd love to hear how you came to Barcelona."

      He'd also love to pick up where they left off.  Megan clearly worked hard to attain such a position of responsibility.  He'd been too young and too obsessed with his impending military training to realize the rarity of finding a woman of Megan's intelligence and beauty.  The amazing chemistry they shared—chemistry he doubted time had dimmed—was rarer still.

      Now he was old enough and experienced enough to appreciate a woman of her attributes.  Damn if he wasn’t going to make the most of the opportunity.

      "Yes, I heard that you were engaged," she said as they made their way across the lobby.  The group from the bar trailed in their wake, including Ilsa, the woman with whom he’d been chatting when Megan appeared, and his father’s friend Mahmoud.  "I'm sorry to hear it didn't work out."

      Was she?  Her tone made it difficult to tell.  He certainly hadn't been sorry.  Only sorry he'd become entangled in the first place.

      She cleared her throat and added, "While I'd love to speak over dinner, Your Highness, I have a prior obligation.  Part and parcel of the job, I'm afraid.  But I hope you enjoy your meal.  Our head chef has truly outdone himself."  Megan slowed as they approached the entrance to the ballroom.  Inside, hundreds of guests bantered happily, but he could only see Megan.  There was a strength in her demeanor he didn't remember, one which spoke to a woman who'd developed an iron core.  How had the years affected her, to change her this way?  Was it simply the passing of time, or something else?

      Slowly, she snaked her hand from where it rested in the crook of his arm, but not before he could catch the tips of her fingers.  "Then perhaps you would meet me on the roof during the fireworks later.  It would be a shame to miss this chance to catch up, don't you think?"

      She blinked, considering.  If he didn't know better, he'd think he read anxiety in her expression.  But why?

      "Of course, Your Highness.  I'll look for you."

      He let go of her fingertips, but not before capturing her gaze and murmuring, "And I for you."
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      Escape.

      Megan needed to escape the ballroom before dinner finished or she'd be finished.  She nodded in agreement as the Russian businessman beside her commented on the fine quality of the dining room’s new chandeliers, then used the opportunity to glance over the man’s shoulder and determine which of the ballroom's doors offered her the easiest out.  Once her dinner companion finished his patter, Megan turned her focus to the podium and tucked her napkin to the side of her plate, waiting for a moment of applause so she could leave without being noticed.

      She couldn't look at the table between hers and the podium—or the dark-haired guest seated alongside Mahmoud Said and smack in front of the speaker—much longer, not without having her manager or other coworkers notice her discomfort.  They’d become a sort of family as they worked together on the hotel renovations.  They’d see she wasn’t herself tonight.  Worse, Megan couldn’t risk having Stefano corner her.  She’d managed to hold it together when facing him in the lobby, but now that she’d had time to absorb the fact he was actually here in Barcelona, in the same room, breathing the same air, threatening everything she’d built for herself and her daughter Anna, she wasn’t sure she’d appear so confident next time.  She had too much at stake, and Stefano was a man used to getting everything he wanted.

      A billion-dollar family fortune did that, even if the crown didn’t.

      "Please, my love," came a deep male voice close to her ear, "tell me I made your mouth water this evening.”

      At the hushed request, Megan twisted in her seat to face Santi, the hotel's head chef.  He crouched behind her, his dark eyes sparkling with mischief as he scanned the room to assess the guests' satisfaction with his creations.

      "Everyone’s thrilled with your menu," she whispered back.  "Of course my mouth is watering."  Though not at the food—she'd hardly touched her dessert, enticing as it was—but at Stefano.  It galled her that after all these years she found him both intimidating and exciting, and not necessarily in that order.

      “Good, good.  When the dinner plates came back to the kitchen, I feared the waiters had scraped them clean rather than the guests.  The staff, they fear damage to my pride.”  Santi’s accent thickened as he searched her face and added, “So tell me, why do you ignore my mandarin cake when I know it is your favorite?  I come all the way from the kitchen to see your reaction, only to discover my beautiful dessert still sitting before you.  It cannot be female concerns over fitting into your gown, because you are perfection tonight.  Breathtaking.”

      She patted the older man's arm.  Such a flirt, though he had a beloved wife and six children at home.  “First, while I adore your mandarin cake, your chocolate is my favorite.  And second, I ate far too much of the main course and need time to digest. You spoil me."

      “Impossible.  It was only halibut.”

      “No dish is ‘only’ with you, Santi.  It’s why you were hired.”

      Santi ignored the compliment and swirled a beefy hand in front of her face.  “Your expression says that something is amiss.  Tell me.”

      She shook off his words even as he said them.  “You know better than that.  It’s only that duty calls before dessert.  I need to ensure the fireworks team is ready before we send the guests upstairs."

      Santi gave her an exaggerated look of doubt, then made her promise to meet with him in the next few days to share any comments she heard about the meal.  "It's good for business to know what our guests desire,” he explained quietly.

      "It's also good for your ego.”

      He shrugged one shoulder, the casual gesture in contrast to the sudden seriousness of his gaze, which traveled beyond her.  “I was not expecting royalty tonight.  But if I can satisfy him…well, again, it would be very good for business.  It is good that he is here.”

      His words were a revelation.  She needed to view Stefano much as Santi did, not as a powerful man to be feared or as the sexy father of her child to be desired, but as a business prospect.

      “I’ll get feedback once the speech is over, then meet you tomorrow afternoon to discuss everything."  She grinned at the chef.  "If it makes you feel better, why don’t you send a few slices of leftover mandarin cake up to my suite?  I’ll enjoy it when this is all over, and you know Anna would be over the moon.”

      He waggled his eyebrows to indicate that he'd already done so.  At that moment, the manager finished his dinner speech to thunderous applause, so Megan excused herself and slipped out the ballroom doors while Santi returned to the kitchen.

      Once free of the dining room, she paused to inhale deeply of the lobby’s fragrant blooms in an effort to clear her head and focus her energy on making the rest of the evening a success.  She could dwell on her run-in with Stefano tomorrow.  Resolved, she removed a stray cocktail napkin from one of the lobby tables, tossed it into the trash, then crossed to the elevator and punched the button for the roof deck.  Halfway up, she bit back a curse and hit the button for the twentieth floor.

      While she'd done what she could to protect herself, she needed to protect Anna.

      The door to her suite flew open at the same time she slid her key card into the lock.  A smiling face greeted her.  “Mom!”

      She couldn’t help but laugh at Anna’s exuberance.  “What in the world are you doing?”

      “I heard the elevator ding and figured it was you.  Santi sent us a ton of dessert!”  Anna let go of the door to race toward the suite’s small kitchen.  “Come see!  Or did you have some already?”

      Sure enough, the dark granite countertop was covered in beautifully plated slices of white cake topped with Santi’s signature mandarin orange sauce and garnished with strawberries, raspberries, and blueberries.  “Santi deserves a thank you note later,” Megan informed her daughter.

      “I know.  I’ll write one tomorrow morning.”  Anna climbed onto one of the barstools at the counter’s edge and eyed the cake. She tucked her thick hair behind her ears, then looked up, her green eyes pleading.  “Grandma said I could have a slice after I finish my homework, but it’s going to take forever.  Do you think I could have half a piece, since my homework’s halfway done?  It’s not even due until Thursday.  Please?”

      “I’m not going to overrule Grandma,” Megan said.

      “Ha!” Bill Hallberg’s voice came from the sitting area around the corner from the kitchen.  “Told you, Anna.”

      “But Grandpa—”

      “Oh, fine,” Megan’s mother, Joan Hallberg, said as she walked into the kitchen, waving a dismissive hand in her husband’s direction.  “Anna, since your mother’s here, you may have a slice.  But take it to the table.”

      “The coffee table?”  In other words, where she could see the television while she ate.

      “I suppose.  But you’ll need to take a slice for your grandfather, too.  If you don’t, he’ll steal most of yours.”

      Beaming, Anna leapt from the stool, grabbed two forks, then dashed to the sitting area with a plate in each hand.

      “You notice that she took the two biggest pieces, didn’t you?”  Megan said to her mother.

      “She takes after her grandfather that way.  It’ll keep them happy.”  Joan frowned as she studied her daughter.  Lowering her voice, she asked, “What’s going on?  I didn’t expect you back here for hours.  Well after we were in bed, at any rate.”

      Megan sucked in a lungful of air.  After ensuring that Anna couldn’t hear her, she said, “He’s here.”

      “Who’s—?”  Joan’s eyes widened as she realized only one man could elicit such a response from Megan.  “You’re kidding me.  Him?  Of all the nights and all the places in the world.”

      “That was my reaction.”

      “Oh, Megan.”  Hurt and worry creased her mother’s brow.  She reached out to rub Megan’s shoulder.  “You didn’t see his name on the guest list?”

      “Mahmoud Said brought him.  Apparently Mahmoud works with King Carlo on charity projects and he wanted a member of the Barrali family to see the hotel’s facilities.”

      “Have you spoken?”

      “Only briefly and in public.  But Mom?  He remembered me.”

      The older woman dropped onto the barstool Anna just vacated, her eyes reflecting the same shock Megan felt at Stefano’s familiar greeting.

      “I know.  I can’t believe it, either,” Megan continued.  “He flirted with me.  Asked me how I’ve been since Venezuela.  Very lighthearted.”

      “Then he hasn’t learned about Anna.”  Joan sighed.  “Now is not the time, either.”

      “Definitely not.”  Megan bit her lip.  “I know I promised Anna you’d take her to the roof for the fireworks, but I think it’s too risky.  If Anna sees me and the prince hears her refer to me as Mom—”

      Joan reached across the counter to place her hand over Megan’s.  “Your dad and I will take her to the pool level to watch.  We’ll tell her the outdoor patio there will give us a better view than the roof.  She won’t have to try to see over the heads of all the adults and she can wear her pajamas if she wants.”

      “You don’t think she’ll argue?”

      Joan shrugged.  “If she balks, your father and I will say that since we’re leaving tomorrow afternoon, we wanted to turn the fireworks display into a private goodbye party for the three of us.  We’ll make it sound like it’s a big surprise for her.  You know how kids are at this age.  How you explain something is as important as what you explain.”

      “That’s brilliant.”  Megan squeezed her mother’s hand.  “Devious, but brilliant.  Thank you.”

      “I’m more worried about you than Anna.  Be careful tonight, all right?”

      Megan nodded, then let go of her mother’s hand.  She was about to call out a goodbye to Anna and her father when Anna came bounding back into the kitchen.

      “Forgot the napkins!”  Anna held out the front of her shirt, which bore a dollop of frosting.  “Grandpa wouldn’t let me lick it off.”

      “Good for Grandpa.”  Megan ruffled Anna’s hair while Joan used a damp paper towel to clean up the spot.  After all traces were gone, Megan told her daughter, “I have to go back to the party.  It’ll be very late when it ends, but I promise to look in on you, all right?”

      “Okay.”  Anna foraged through a nearby cabinet for the napkins, but paused to smile at Megan.  “Hey Mom?”

      “Yes?”

      “Your dress is really pretty.  You look like a princess.”

      Megan’s heart squeezed as she replied, “Thank you, sweetie.”

      Behind Anna, Joan put a hand over her mouth.  Megan couldn’t tell whether her mother was hiding an expression of dismay or of humor at Anna’s compliment, so Megan focused on her daughter, reaching past her to locate the napkins.

      She’d told Anna about Stefano last year, when Anna started asking pointed questions about her parentage.  Thankfully, Anna hadn’t latched onto any princess fantasies; she threw the term around as readily as any other girl her age and without thinking about the fact that had her biological parents married, she would be a princess.  Anna had also been surprisingly understanding of the need to keep the information to herself.  She’d asked occasional questions about Stefano over the weeks following that discussion, but they’d been asked in the same manner as other topics that piqued her curiosity on a daily basis, such as why her school colors were maroon and gold, or why Megan chose to buy fresh fruit at one stand rather than another.  Eventually, she’d dropped the topic altogether.  She was far more interested in her friends, her classes, and the impending visit from her grandparents.

      Megan handed the napkins to Anna, who was still eyeing the dress.  “My goal is to look like the type of person who can be trusted to handle organizing a big event, one like tonight’s party, that might cost a company a lot of money.  Think I accomplished that?”

      “I guess,” Anna replied, making a face.  “I mean, you could wear jeans and I’d trust you.  But maybe rich people trust someone who’s dressed like they are?”

      “I hadn’t thought of it that way.  I was thinking more along the lines of looking professional.  But you may be right.”

      And perhaps that’s why Stefano looked at her tonight with such interest.  He’d been alone, far from his social circle, during their time in Venezuela.  If he’d wanted companionship, he didn’t have much choice but to grab any old girl, no matter what she wore or what the balance in her bank account.  But once Stefano returned to Sarcaccia, he’d been surrounded by others like him.  Wealthy businessmen like Mahmoud.  Women dripping in jewels like that cat-eyed brunette in the red gown or his aristocratic ex-fiancée.  The A-list actresses, catwalk models, and other females who’d entered and left his life in the years since his brief engagement ended.

      Megan likely stood out in his memory because their encounter had been his one escapade at the lower end of the social scale.  Well, that was fine.  He’d made his choices in life and they hadn’t included her.  Or Anna.  By keeping that thought firmly in mind, Megan figured she could coast through the rest of the evening.

      “When you finish your cake—and your homework—Grandma and Grandpa have a surprise for you.  So get to it.”

      Anna’s eyes sparkled in delight before she returned to the sitting area with the napkins.

      Megan did a quick check of her makeup in the bathroom, then returned to the kitchen to thank her mother once again for watching Anna for the evening.

      “She’s a piece of cake…so to speak.  Your father and I don’t get to see her often enough.”  Joan’s voice dropped to a whisper as she walked Megan to the door of the suite. “You sure you’ll be all right?”

      Megan flashed her most confident smile.  “Piece of cake.”
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      If Stefano wanted to savor a romantic evening with Megan Hallberg, one that could fuel a thousand future erotic dreams, the setting couldn’t be any better—or worse—than this.

      Full moon low on the horizon?  Check.

      Warm Mediterranean breeze?  Check.

      Flowing cava and scattered trays of decadent dark chocolate-covered strawberries?  Check.

      Fireworks illuminating the sky with cascades of gold, green, blue and red?  Check.

      Local musicians playing in perfect time to the bursts of color?  Check.

      Whispered oohs and aahs from the gathered crowd?  Check.

      And that was the crux of the problem.  The crowd.  Dozens of CEOs, charity event organizers, and society mavens had monopolized every second of Megan’s time over the last two hours.  Whenever Stefano meandered closer to her, subtly moving through the rooftop crowd so he’d be in position to whisk Megan aside when the opportunity arose, another party guest captured her attention, gushing about the hotel’s facilities and asking how soon they needed to call in order to reserve space for an upcoming event.  After ensuring their booking needs were met, they lingered at her side to rave about the food, the beachfront setting, the modern facilities, even the lavender-scented shampoo provided in the guest rooms.

      He wanted to be rid of them all.

      The wicked part of him imagined shoving them all down the fire escape, even the musicians, leaving him alone under the stars with Megan, just as they’d been that night on the beach in Venezuela.  The more imaginative—and pacifist—part of him wanted to encourage every last couple to take full advantage of the romantic views and luxurious bedding in their beachfront hotel suites.  So few unattached guests were in attendance, they’d disperse quickly enough to pursue their own entertainments.  All but Megan, whom he’d capture for himself.

      The mere thought of holding her again made his body harden with desire.

      First, however, he needed to take care of Ilsa, the dark-haired Dane who’d remained at his side most of the evening.  There was no denying the woman’s beauty.  Even if Ilsa weren’t wearing a body-hugging red gown, with her height and unusual, sensuous eyes she drew the attention of men as certainly as hummingbirds flocked to sweet-scented nectar in the midst of summer.  Nor could he deny her intelligence.  She was a witty, entertaining conversationalist, having completed a graduate degree in art history at the Sorbonne before moving to Barcelona to work at its contemporary art museum.  But when Mahmoud politely inquired about the prince’s interest in Ilsa, Stefano hadn’t needed to engage in his usual conversational gymnastics to avoid the personal question.  He’d been able to give his father’s friend an unequivocal no.  Ilsa was his sister’s longtime best friend, the two women having been inseparable since they were assigned as boarding school roommates in Switzerland.  Stefano would no more pursue Ilsa Jakobsen than, well, his own sister.

      Beside him, Ilsa relaxed into one of the cushioned benches that skirted the Grandspire’s rooftop deck, tilting her head back for a better view as the fireworks display reached its crescendo.  Five giant bursts of gold opened like flowers, then separated to fall to the sea in a rain shower of glitter.  Then, as a finale, a series of giant, spiraling fireworks were launched from barges at sea, their twisting shape mimicking the spires of La Sagrada Familia, Barcelona’s famous Gaudi-designed cathedral that served as the inspiration for the Grandspire Hotel’s name.  The booming, original finish drew raucous cheers from the crowd.

      As the last burst faded to smoke, Ilsa said, “No offense, Stef, but I believe this outshines the fireworks your father arranged for your last birthday party.  I hope you’re circumspect when you report back to King Carlo.”

      “No offense taken, because I agree.”  He glanced sideways at her.  “We’ve been up here quite a while.  You’re warm enough, I hope?”

      He’d fallen into the role of her protector soon after his arrival at the hotel.  Stefano caught sight of Ilsa’s familiar face across the lobby and waved in greeting only to witness her date, a renowned art expert who’d acquired the pieces on exhibit in the hotel lobby, drunkenly attempt to slide a hand under the rear straps of Ilsa’s dress.  Though Ilsa remained calm despite her date’s increasingly aggressive behavior, Stefano immediately came to her aid, escorting her to the safety of the lounge where he could position himself between her and anyone entering the area.

      It had dissuaded her date from continuing his misguided attempts at seduction during the cocktail hour, but only Stefano’s watchful eye kept the pompous lout from humiliating Ilsa again during dinner.  He’d kept her close ever since.

      She laughed now.  “You know I am.  Much as you’d like to pretend I’m wearing your dinner jacket to stay warm, you know it’s because you wanted to hide me.”

      “Not you.  That dress.  Or lack thereof.”

      She rolled her eyes in a manner reminiscent of his younger sister.  “You’re terrible.”

      “No, I’m male.  And some males, as you discovered earlier tonight, are not gentlemen.”

      “Wish I could say that I discovered that only tonight.”

      “Wish I could say I didn’t hear you say that,” he retorted.

      “Fine, fine,” she muttered.  “I should never have accompanied Raoul to this party.  But I desperately wanted to see the art exhibit, so perhaps I’m as guilty of poor judgment as he is.”  Ilsa plucked a strawberry from the dessert tray set on the coffee table in front of them.  After savoring a bite, she arched an eyebrow and said, “She doesn’t like it when I talk to you.  And she definitely doesn’t like that you let me borrow your jacket.”

      Stefano frowned at the change of topic.  “What are you talking about?  Who?”

      Ilsa tipped her head briefly in Megan’s direction while keeping her eyes locked on his.  “The blonde in the gold dress.  The one you told Mahmoud you met in South America.”

      “Megan?”

      Ilsa elbowed him.  “Yes, Megan.”

      “I doubt she concerns herself with who speaks to me,” Stefano said, giving his drink a lazy swirl.  “If she does, it’s only because she’s working the crowd and hasn’t had the chance to speak with me yet herself.  It’s her job to ensure I have a good time so I’ll bring King Carlo’s business to the hotel.”

      “That’s not it.”  Ilsa shifted on the long bench, her casual gaze sweeping the crowd, which was beginning to dissipate now that the fireworks concluded.  “She glances this way every so often.  At first I thought it’s because you’re you and everyone is fascinated by royalty.  But the longer the evening goes on, the more I doubt that’s it.  She’s not in awe.  She’s curious about you and me.”

      Stefano bit back a smile.  So he hadn’t mistaken the frisson of sexual tension between them in the lounge earlier, despite the formal attitude Megan displayed on the surface.  Good.  To Ilsa, he said, “You’re imagining things.”

      “I don’t think so.  And frankly, I believe you’re interested in her, too.  Don’t pretend you’re not.”  She stood and eased his jacket off her shoulders.  “Take this back.  I’m safe now—I haven’t seen my so-called ‘date’ in nearly an hour, which means he’s likely passed out in a potted plant somewhere—so I’m going to call it a night and ring a car service to take me home.”

      Stefano stood as well.  “I’ll escort you.”

      “And hand tomorrow’s gossip headline to the paparazzi on a silver platter?  I don’t think so.  You stay here.  Conduct your business, make your father happy.  I’ll be fine.  You don’t need to be so overprotective.”

      He accepted the jacket she proffered without further argument, knowing she was likely right about the paparazzi—he’d seen the cameras outside the hotel when he arrived—then kissed her on both cheeks before promising to give her regards to the rest of his family.

      Less than thirty seconds after Ilsa stepped into the elevator, Stefano reached his target.  He smiled politely at the well-dressed man by Megan’s side, a local politician wishing to thank her and the rest of the Grandspire management for preservation work the hotel completed on their stretch of Barcelona’s beachfront, but in doing so Stefano made it clear he wanted to speak with Megan.  Alone.

      For ten long years he’d dreamed of this woman.  Dreamed of how she’d look, how she’d sound.  How she’d smell if he took her in his arms again.  Now that she stood before him looking more luminous and sensual than in his wildest fantasies, he would not be denied.

      Behind them, more guests meandered toward the elevators and stairwells, ready to call it a night.  The politician cleared his throat, then excused himself to locate his wife.  Stefano’s hand instantly went to Megan’s waist, claiming her before anyone else could approach.

      “Hello again.”  He moved his hand up her back, leaving a healthy distance between their bodies so the action appeared more like a greeting between longtime friends than an attempt at seduction.  He gazed straight into her eyes, then exerted enough pressure with his fingertips at the spot where the zipper of her dress met her bare back to ensure Megan understood his true intent.

      He thrilled at her sharp intake of breath.  Oh, yes.  This would be a night to remember.

      “You promised you’d look for me,” he said.  “You did not try very hard.”
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      If he only knew how long she’d looked for him last time they’d parted.  Weeks.

      Yet he could have found her anytime, both then and tonight.  If he’d wanted to, he would have.  Even with romantic music filling the air and candles flickering atop each of the rooftop tables, Stefano hadn’t sought her out tonight until the gorgeous woman with the cut-to-there red dress departed.

      It wasn’t so different than last time she and Stefano had been together; the moment another woman captured his attention, Megan had been forgotten.

      “I apologize, Your Highness.”  Megan forced her breathing to remain calm despite the fact her lungs felt squeezed by an invisible force.  She offered Prince Stefano the same polite smile she’d given every other guest that evening.  “Unfortunately, I’ve been busy.  It’s a big night for the hotel.”

      “I noticed.”  His fingertips brushed her zipper as he spoke.  Whether it was intentional or not, she couldn’t tell.  “Everyone is clamoring for your attention.  Still, I wanted to be certain you hadn’t forgotten me.”

      Oh, most definitely intentional.

      She paused, fumbling for the perfect response.  For months she’d worked to eliminate anything that might throw a monkey wrench into tonight’s event.  Week after week had been spent poring over lists, holding staff meetings, making phone calls, and inspecting every inch of the hotel property to ensure that everything would go as planned.  In the end, even those aspects of the evening Megan couldn’t control, such as the pleasantly warm Mediterranean breeze and clear night sky, fell exactly into place.  She’d been overwhelmed by the enthusiasm guests showed for the refurbished hotel and its conference facilities, and she knew Ramon would be thrilled with the resulting increase in business.

      Then there’d been Stefano.

      Despite her best efforts, Megan’s attention had remained fixed on the prince the entire night.  While engaging in witty banter with the crème de la crème of European society, she’d privately simmered over the fact he’d spent the evening at one end of the rooftop deck in what appeared to be a rather intimate conversation with the dark-haired woman from the lounge, the one with the model-perfect body clad in a skin-tight, plunging red designer gown.

      She’d told herself to consider his behavior one more checkmark on the list of things that were going according to plan, as Stefano’s preoccupation with the woman kept him from seeking her out, but Megan’s heart didn’t want to follow her brain.  She might not have seen Stefano in the flesh in a decade, but for the first time in her life she found herself jealous of another woman.  Her heart took her right back to Venezuela, to the feeling of his strong, capable hands pulling her to him on that beach, holding her as if he never wanted to touch another woman in his life.

      Which is why she couldn’t bring herself to step away from Stefano’s possessive arm now, even as the last of the guests wished each other good night and entered the elevator.  Only a few waiters and the manager remained on the roof, clearing up the last of the glassware and double-checking the padded benches for forgotten items.

      “As I recall, you made the same promise, Your Highness,” Megan finally replied.  “Yet you were also quite busy.  I imagine there were many guests who wanted to meet you tonight.”

      In a voice low enough only she could hear, he said, “I realize it has been a long time, but you can call me Stefano, as you once did.  ‘Your Highness’ feels rather formal, don’t you think?”

      “Prince Stefano!”  A male voice boomed behind them.  “I apologize for not welcoming you to the Grandspire before now, Your Highness, but I see that you are in good hands.”

      At the greeting, Megan shifted to see Ramon approaching.  Stefano’s hand dropped from her back as he turned to exchange the necessary pleasantries with the hotel manager, commenting on the building’s modern decor and welcoming atmosphere.  Behind them, two waiters quietly rolled a cart with used linens and glassware toward service elevator.

      Megan kept her expression as professional as possible while the men spoke, in spite of her inner tumult.  As much as she missed Stefano’s warm touch at her back—craved it, even—she took the manager’s timing as a sign.  If she wanted to protect her daughter, let alone her own heart, she needed to keep her distance from Stefano.  She might spend much of her day catering to the elite, but she wasn’t one of them and didn’t care to be.  Her life with Anna was idyllic in every way that counted.

      She’d be an idiot to linger alone under the stars with him, pretending to be something she wasn’t, simply to satisfy a passing desire.

      “Mahmoud Said assures me that your conference facilities are as well-designed as the Gaudi Ballroom,” the prince said.  “If that is the case, I imagine he and my father will be your guests again very soon.”

      “I’d be pleased to give you a private tour,” Ramon said.  “I realize it’s late, so if you’d prefer another time, let me know what fits your schedule and I shall be at your disposal.  I can provide you with an information package outlining our standard rates and array of services, but of course we’re always happy to accommodate special requests.”

      Stefano shifted, his arm brushing against Megan’s to send a jolt of awareness through her.  “That’s very kind of you.  However, Ms. Hallberg—Megan—here is so efficient she’s already made the same offer.  We were just about to get started with the walk-through.”  His tone was relaxed as he added, “I know you must be anxious to get back to your family after such a long evening.  Perhaps you’d be available tomorrow morning?  I’m not due to fly home until noon.  I’d be happy to pick up the information and pass it along to my father and his staff.”

      It was a polite response on the surface, but there was no mistaking the royal dismissal.  Megan assumed Stefano and the rest of his family were skilled at such social maneuvering.  It was the attitude of a man used to getting his way.  Ramon’s quick nod of acceptance only reinforced it.  “I’m afraid I am already engaged through the lunch hour, but if you’re agreeable, Megan could meet with you.”

      “A breakfast meeting would be perfect.”  Stefano glanced at Megan.  “Could you make it at nine?”

      “I’ll hold a window table for you at the Jardín Alba,” Ramon replied before Megan could respond.  “It’s on the mezzanine level and very quiet at that hour, so you won’t be interrupted.”

      Megan scrambled for a means to protest, but the manager had already extended his business card.  “Here’s my contact information.  If you have any questions or concerns, please feel free to call me day or night.  The Grandspire would be honored to host the Barrali family.”

      Stefano slid the card into the inside pocket of his dinner jacket.  “I’m sure my breakfast meeting with Megan will be quite informative.  Thank you.”

      Stefano turned, but instead of brushing against Megan as he had before, he placed his hand on her lower back, then gestured toward the elevator with a flourish.  “After you.  I’m very much looking forward to the tour.”

      Megan nodded politely, more for the sake of her boss than for Stefano, then crossed the roof deck with Stefano’s hand warming her skin through her thin dress.  He didn’t break contact until he punched the button to call the elevator.

      “How kind of you to offer the tour, Megan,” he said as they stood in front of the doors.

      Megan glanced over her shoulder, only then realizing that Ramon wasn’t with them, but had moved across the deck to rescue a forgotten wineglass from a planter ledge adjacent to the service elevator.  She was about to suggest they invite Ramon to join them when the elevator doors opened.  Stefano put one arm against the door to hold it while waving her inside with the other.

      “I realize it’s poor etiquette to contradict royalty, but I made no such offer,” Megan said after the elevator doors closed.  He stood within arm’s reach of her in the enclosed space.  The breadth of his shoulders and the way he held himself reminded her of a large, well-muscled cat waiting to pounce upon a mouse that’d mistakenly wandered into its lair.  Instinct told her to keep to the far side of the elevator so she wouldn’t fall prey to him, but would he read that retreat as fear?

      And if he did, given that they’d parted in Venezuela on such casual terms, would he ask what caused her trepidation now?

      She thought better of taking him to the now-empty business center with its rabbit warren of computer stations and instead punched the button for the floor just below the roof deck.  It contained most of the hotel’s larger conference rooms, including one with huge windows that faced both the beachfront and an adjacent high-rise condominium complex.  If she took him there for his tour, Stefano might think twice before doing anything he wouldn’t want to be seen in public.  With the lights on in the conference rooms, anyone awake in the condominiums could see them.

      “It is your job, isn’t it?” he asked, making no effort to hide the desire lacing his tone.  “To entice guests into staying?”

      “For business, Your Highness.”

      He raised an eyebrow at her use of his title and took a step toward her.  Her heart threatened to pound out of her chest, but instead of touching her, he reached past her hip to tap a small sign beside the elevator buttons.  “But the hotel is also geared toward pleasure travelers, is it not?  This, for instance, says there is a pool, spa, and outdoor patio.”

      “Yes, of course.”  No matter what, she would not take him there.  Not if there was a wisp of a chance her parents could still be on that level with Anna.  “Most luxury hotels do have those types of facilities.”

      The elevator stopped and the doors opened to an empty hallway.  Megan stepped out ahead of Stefano, quickly making a left turn to lead him to the largest of the conference rooms.  “All of our meeting rooms are on this floor.  I’m taking you to the one we use for groups of a hundred or more, since it offers both a lovely view of the sea and all the latest audio visual—”

      “I don’t know what to make of you, Megan Hallberg.”

      Stefano stopped walking and leaned against the wall.  When Megan stopped walking as well, he made a show of looking her up and down.  The slow smile that spread across his face sent a wave of fire through her abdomen.  And lower.

      He was making this very, very difficult.  “What do you mean?”

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but did we or did we not make wild, passionate love to each other once upon a time?”

      The words were so unexpected she couldn’t form a response.  He reached out and grabbed her left wrist, pulling her toward him in the quiet hall.  “I know you remember.  I could see it in your eyes when you shook my hand in the lobby.  You remember it all, don’t you?  How close we became that summer?”

      Unable to trust her voice, she gave him a small nod.  Wow, but the man was direct.  More so at thirty-two than he’d been at twenty-two.

      His tone softened.  “Then why so formal?  I meant it earlier when I said I wanted to catch up.  Last I knew, you were going back to Minnesota to finish your graduate degree.  I assumed you’d be happily married and settled in a nine-to-five job, living a busy life with a slew of children running through your kitchen on a daily basis.  Never in a million years did I expect to see you here.”

      “Nor I you.”

      His fingers eased from her wrist to her hand, which he raised between them, near his heart.  His index finger slid up her bare ring finger.  “I want to know everything about you.  What’s happened to you since Venezuela.  How you came to Barcelona.  Everything.”  His fingers tightened around hers while his green eyes, so much like Anna’s, searched her face.  “I’ve thought of you often.”

      The words warmed her cheeks, but how could she believe him?  To him, their encounter had been only that—a brief encounter—carrying none of the emotion it had for her.  Though she’d been on the same page as Stefano when they left Venezuela, knowing they each had their own lives and that it was best they go their separate ways, she’d been young and naive to think he’d felt the same depth of passion she had during those heady days.

      If he had, he wouldn’t have ignored her attempts to contact him, let alone asked another woman to marry him less than a month later.

      In one smooth motion, he pulled Megan into his arms, spinning her so her back was against the wall.

      “Your Highness—”

      “Stefano, please.”  His face was only a breath from hers.  He smelled of warm skin and masculine cologne mixed with a hint of cava.  She closed her eyes against the rising wave of her own desire.  Mustering what little remained of her willpower, she placed both palms against his chest to give herself space.

      Big.  Mistake.  Even through his finely-tailored jacket and shirt, she could feel the hard lines of his chest and the rat-a-tat thump of his heart.

      Near her ear, he whispered, “Tell me you’ve thought of me, too, Megan.  Tell me you’ve slipped into bed at night imagining a moment like this, one where we could pick up where we left off.”  Even though he spoke English as well as she did, thanks to growing up with an American nanny, his Italian accent and lush voice sent her reeling.  She had to stop this.  Now.

      “This isn’t—”

      Then his lips were on hers, hot and demanding, a veritable sexual weapon.  Better than in her memory, better than in her dreams.  Then, he’d been young and wild.  He’d matured into a force of nature, intense and skilled, able to overwhelm her senses with the slightest touch of his strong hands, let alone his glorious mouth.  He nipped at her lower lip, surprising her, and a whimper of longing escaped her.  For a brief moment she realized it should mortify her, but the thought was forgotten as she kissed him back.  He was right.  She had spent nights lying awake, tossing in her bed, thinking of what it would be like to return to those days on the beach, making love to Stefano Barrali with the abandon of youth.

      He pulled her tight against him, deepening their kiss and allowing her to feel his hunger as he melded his body to hers. Just when she thought she could take no more, he shifted to kiss her neck, then the spot just below her ear he’d discovered all those years ago, the one that made her mad with want.

      “Come to my suite,” he whispered before his lips met hers once more, heating her to her core and sending her pulse into overdrive.  Between kisses, he added, “We can take the stairs.  It’s only one flight down.”

      The world shifted around her as he whispered, “Please.”

      It would be so easy.  Her parents and Anna weren’t expecting her until late.  Her parents likely wouldn’t even be awake, let alone Anna.  She and Stefano were alone.  No one would ever know.  It was the perfect opportunity to relive one of the best experiences of her life.

      Better, judging from her body’s reaction to his.

      It would be wrong.

      She squeezed her eyes shut, savoring the feel of his hot, talented mouth against her skin for a final moment before leaning back.  Still trapped in the circle of his arms, she forced him to meet her gaze.  “Stefano, I can’t.  Things are different for me now.  Very different.”

      “You used my first name,” he teased, running his fingers along the outside of her arm.  With a wicked glint in his eye, he added, “And perhaps things are not so different.  You want me as much as I want you.”

      “Believe me, I do.  But…it’s not so simple.”

      “It can be as simple—or as complex—as we choose.”

      Her gut twisted.  Never in a million years had she imagined this moment, not like this.  But now, facing Stefano, she knew what she had to do.  “There’s no easy way to say this.  I wish I could’ve said it long ago, and I tried, I did.  For months.  But that night on the beach—”

      “Was exactly what I told you then.  A night I’d never forget.”

      She took another step backward, but it only gained her an inch.  She was trapped between Stefano and the wall.  “Especially for me.”

      Her serious tone finally seemed to register with him.  His hands stilled.  “What do you mean?”

      “Stefano, I have a daughter.  A wonderful, beautiful daughter named Anna.”

      “You have a baby?”  His voice registered both surprise and resignation.  “I see.  You need to go home to your daughter, then.”

      She shook her head.  “No, not a baby.  Anna’s in fourth grade.”

      “Fourth grade?”  His eyes widened in shock, but Megan could tell he either hadn’t made the connection or didn’t want to.  “That doesn’t seem possible.  That would make her—?”

      Her jaw shook, but before he guessed at Anna’s age, Megan managed to eke out the two words that needed to be said.  “Our daughter.”
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      Stefano’s stomach seized at her words.  “What?”

      He couldn’t have heard Megan correctly, given the slight tremble in her voice.  And if he hadn’t misheard, perhaps she’d misspoken when using that word.  Our.

      Her gaze flicked to his arms in a silent request for space.

      He let go, then took a step backward.  The look in her eyes disturbed him as much as her words did.  The adrenaline that pounded through his veins in anticipation of bedding the sexiest woman he’d been around in a long time stopped cold, leaving him ill at ease.  “Clarify that last statement,” he demanded.

      This time Megan’s voice didn’t waver.  “After we left Venezuela, I started the fall semester in Minnesota just as I’d planned.  About six weeks into classes, I stopped by the student health center.  I’d been feeling nauseous and run down for nearly a month and didn’t seem to be getting better.  I expected the nurse to tell me I picked up a virus or infection of some kind, given that we’d been working in rather filthy conditions.  Instead, she informed me I was pregnant.”  Megan paused, searching his face.  “I imagine my expression when given the news was close to the way you look now.  Stunned and horrified and upset.  It was the last thing I expected.  We’d used protection, we were careful.”

      “Damn straight we were.”  He rarely swore, but he’d been overwhelmingly careful in that regard his entire life.

      “When I asked the nurse if she was certain, I received a rather curt lecture on the failure rate of various contraceptives.  I walked back to my apartment in such a state of disbelief that I detoured to a pharmacy so I could buy a home pregnancy test to confirm it.  When it came back positive, I went and bought two more and waited an entire week before I took them, in case something I’d eaten or been around had caused a false result.  Of course, those also came back positive and…well, I couldn’t deny it any more.”

      Stef swiped a hand over his face but said nothing as he tried to process her words.  His knee-jerk reaction was to deny paternity.  It wouldn’t be the first time a woman claimed he’d gotten her pregnant and not once had it been true.  In both previous cases, he’d never dated the women, much less slept with them.  But there wasn’t a shred of insincerity in Megan’s tone or manner, and the Megan he’d once known would never be so devious.  It wasn’t in her nature.  And after all these years—particularly in this situation—what would be the point?

      She held up a hand to stop him from speaking.  “Before you ask the obvious question, she’s definitely yours.  There was no one else.  Besides, you only need to look at Anna to know where she gets her DNA.  She has your coloring.  Your eyes.  She even moves the way you do when she walks.  It’s eerie.”

      His chest clenched at her words.  He had a child, a living, breathing child, and he had no part of the girl’s life.  He couldn’t identify her if she stood in front of him.  He didn’t know her middle name, let alone the names of her teachers, her friends, or her pets.  If she had any pets.  He huffed out a breath, trying to ease the pain gripping his chest, the sensation that he’d been hit square in the heart with a sledgehammer.

      “I’m so sorry, Stefano.  This isn’t the way I wanted to tell you,” Megan added, her voice quiet.

      “Obviously not.”  As he studied her, took in her serious expression and the regret in her eyes, his pain turned to anger.  “Why didn’t you tell me immediately?”

      “I wanted to, but it wasn’t that easy—”

      “The words, ‘I’m pregnant’ come to mind.  See?  Easy.”  He worked his jaw, trying to rein in his temper, but the enormity of the situation didn’t allow it.  “Were you ever going to tell me?  If I have a child, I have a right to know about it!”

      “About her.”

      “Her!” he thundered.

      At the look of alarm on Megan’s face, he lowered his voice.  “I doubt anyone is on this floor to hear.  As you said, it consists of conference
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