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1

The car bumped over the cobbled streets; cars honked and scooters flashed past them, zipping between the vehicles. Night-time Rome. Memories flooded over her, leaving her shaky and vulnerable. She had spent the first ten years of her life in Rome. Before Henry and her stepmother and Anna and London and Sullivan Investments...before any of that, there had been Isabella and her Mama and an apartment in Rome. There was dancing and gelato and the theatre. Her mother, Elena Ferrante. Isabella's throat constricted with the memories of her mother. She still missed her every day.

At least I know what love is, she thought sadly, her mind wandering back to her sister. Anna had been a baby when Isabella joined the family. As beautiful then as she was now at seventeen, but Isabella had always considered herself the luckier of the two. At least she'd had a mother who loved her. Anna had never had that. Their father was not an affectionate or loving man – even when he was around, which wasn't often. Anna's mother had been shallow and often absent in the few years Isabella had known her. More concerned with parading the girls around in pretty dresses than spending time with them. She died in a skiing accident when Anna was four and then it really was just the two of them. A little girl and a teenager in a big house with a housekeeper and a gardener for company.

She glanced at the man sitting beside her. How could she explain all of this to Alessandro? How could she make him understand that sometimes Anna felt like her daughter, not her little sister? Anna, with all her insecurities and her constant need for validation. How did you make a man as confident as Alessandro understand what it was like to crave love? To want it so much you would do almost anything to get it. You don't, she reminded herself fiercely. Alessandro doesn't need to understand; all he has to do is pay for Childsworth. 

For years Isabella had been asking her father to pay for Anna's therapy, to consider enrolling her in Childsworth. Since Anna turned fourteen and the drinking started...Stop. She's safe. Childsworth is the best rehabilitation program in Europe. Isabella felt some of the tension drain from her tight shoulders with this thought. Isabella had wanted this for so long that she still couldn't quite believe it. She really couldn't believe that Alessandro had agreed to pay for it, and all she had to do was pretend to be his girlfriend for a few weeks. 

Men and their egos. Isabella flicked another quick glance at Alessandro. His profile was severe, his attention fixed squarely on his phone as he returned emails and took calls. Anna may be safe but she felt...she sighed and moved restlessly on the seat. She was uncomfortable, itching to move, or just itchy, she thought irritably. Alessandro. He made her think...he made her feel and she didn't like that at all. 

Isabella angled her body away from him, facing the window, edging as close to the door as she could get without climbing out of a moving vehicle. It didn't help. Even with the space between them, she could still feel him. She shifted in her seat, again.

"Be still," he snapped.

"I can't," she snapped back. Alessandro's mouth twitched in irritation but he didn't say anything else. His aftershave lingered subtly between them, and beneath that, another scent that made her want to lean in close and inhale deeply. It was far too tempting and she sighed in relief when the car stopped. 

Alessandro ended his call and Isabella waited for him to open the door. Instead, he turned in his seat and pinned her to hers with a dark look. Alessandro had ignored her for the entire flight and the car trip from the airport; Isabella preferred it that way. She would have assumed he'd forgotten she was there if his resentment hadn't been so obviously stamped all over his face. If Isabella was right, Alessandro regretted making this deal with her. Now, not only did they have to spend the next four weeks together but they had to convince the world they were lovers— and she had no idea how to achieve that tiny miracle. One glance at her and everyone would know it was a lie. 

In normal circumstances, Alessandro wouldn't have given her a second look. Hell, he probably wouldn't have given her a first look. She was invisible to men like Alessandro, which was just how she liked it. 

He was looking now, though. His eyes narrowed, taking stock of every expression that crossed her face.

"You have found something that amuses you, Miss Sullivan?"

Isabella shook her head quickly and gulped down the crazy impulse to laugh. She was nearly sure she swallowed her tongue in the process. Alessandro had always had this effect on her, even when they were kids, and she was a shy, geeky little girl beneath his notice and he'd been...everything. That was before her father destroyed Alessandro's world.

Isabella was ten years old and grieving her mother's death when a beautiful boy smiled at her. It was instant love.

Alessandro’s eyes scanned her face, a frown creasing his forehead. He was so amazingly beautiful to look at that she lost the power of speech...and thought. He didn't suffer from the same affliction however, and with an impatient shake of his head, he dismissed her and stepped out of the car. 

Isabella allowed a small sigh to escape her lips and her shoulders slumped in relief. He dismissed her so casually; she wished she could do the same to him. She wanted, for once, to be the one to turn away first. But she knew that day was not today, so she forced her legs to work and followed him onto the sidewalk.

The air felt heavy and warm. Isabella closed her eyes for a moment allowing herself to soak it all in. Home. Her heart clenched, her emotions raw and too close to the surface. Snapping her eyes open she blinked back the sudden tears only to find Alessandro waiting for her, barely concealed impatience on his stern face. He waved a hand towards the entrance and she walked ahead of him, quickly bowing her head to avoid his gaze. 

Did Alessandro know about her past? Did he know she was half-Italian? She didn't think so. He would have been more discreet with some of those business calls had he realized she spoke Italian. His lack of interest told her exactly what he thought of her. It's for the best, Izzy, the less he notices you the better. It was like living with her father all over again, she thought with a grimace.

Isabella stepped inside the old building, the sudden hush suffocating her, unease skating up her spine. She took a shuddering breath, ignoring the large man standing behind her, and when he gently nudged her forward, she jumped nervously but stepped quickly towards the lift. The doorman entered a code into a keypad and then stood discreetly to one side. 

When the doors opened, Isabella took a step inside and had just enough time to admire the old marble staircase before the doors closed and she found herself standing way too close to Alessandro. Why did this lift feel more intimate than the car? He stood facing her with his back to the doors. She didn't have to look up to know he was watching her. She felt it, so she kept her head bowed. She would not look up. Do not engage the enemy, she thought, and then she wanted to giggle. She pressed her lips together to stop the impulse and kept her eyes firmly on his chest. He had a gorgeous chest, but that wasn't her primary reason for looking there. If she didn't tilt her head back, if she didn't raise her eyes, then she couldn't look into his. She didn't want to look into his eyes. Liar. Her eyes strayed down to his hand hanging loosely at his side. Beautiful hands. That exasperated her. Was anything about this man not beautiful? Could he not have one flaw?

The lift doors opened and Alessandro turned, leading the way into an elegant living room. Isabella's mouth dropped open. They were in a private lift servicing only his apartment...wow. 

She followed him into the room, her eyes hungrily eating up the space. His London apartment was so cold and minimalist that she had assumed his home in Rome would be the same. It wasn't. The space was warm, beautiful even. Original marble floors were softened with rugs. Antiques sat alongside modern furnishings, and his use of the colors gold, emerald green, and lapis lazuli imbued the room with subtle wealth. It was luxurious but not ostentatious and she loved it - damn! She didn't want to love anything about this man, not even his home.

Isabella was so busy gawking open-mouthed that it took her longer than it should have to realize they were no longer alone. While turning around, soaking up the artwork that graced his walls, her eyes landed on a blonde woman lounging gracefully across the couch.

She swallowed noisily and stopped her spinning, suddenly frozen to the spot. The blonde tossed a disinterested glance her way before pushing herself up with slow, languid movements. She was clearly enjoying having two sets of eyes glued to her luscious form. 

Biting back a sarcastic remark Isabella watched the woman sashay her way toward Alessandro, her figure-hugging black dress left absolutely nothing to the imagination. Isabella rolled her eyes but froze when she found Alessandro looking not at the blonde but at her. She had no idea what he was thinking; his expression gave nothing away and he quickly turned his attention back to the other woman.

Isabella had to admit – she didn't want to, but honesty forced her hand – the woman was beautiful and sexy, with the body of an underwear model. She probably was an underwear model, she thought with a cynical twist to her lips and a disappointed shake of her head. With every passing hour, Alessandro reminded her more and more of her father. 

She watched from the sidelines as, with an elegant flick of her head, the woman sent her silky blonde hair falling down her back and stepped closer to Alessandro. Sparing Isabella only the briefest, most dismissive of glances, she then draped her arms around Alessandro's neck and purred. Literally. The woman actually purred. Isabella had to bite the side of her mouth to stop herself from laughing out loud.

"Welcome home, darling." She pressed her body up against his, and Isabella averted her gaze. "Who's the nun, Alessandro?" The woman's laugh was brittle, grating on Isabella's already frayed nerves and her eyes snapped up in time to catch the sharp, assessing look the woman gave her. Strangely, it was Alessandro's dismissive glance that hurt more. With an absent wave of his hand in Isabella's direction, he shrugged himself out of the woman's clutches.

"My new PA."

"I thought I was your new lover." The sarcastic retort left Isabella’s mouth before she realized it was moving. His eyes snapped to hers in shock but his sudden burst of laughter left her shaking. He didn't look at her again but instead slipped off his jacket and tossed it onto the back of a couch.

"What are you doing here, Camille?" he asked, turning his attention to the other woman. Camille tossed her a sympathetic woman-to-woman smile before turning a pout in Alessandro's direction.

"Are you not happy to see me? I wanted to surprise you." She stepped closer again and slowly walked her fingers up his chest. Isabella silently cursed her father. Again. If Henry had only done the right thing and paid for Childsworth, she wouldn't be here. 

Isabella turned away and stared out the window, to avoid all the cringe inducing PDA. The breathless giggle Camille uttered nearly made her gag and she sucked in an impatient breath.

"Mouse!" Alessandro sounded as irritated as her, and she whipped her head around to find herself the center of attention. Mouse? She nearly growled in response. Did he know how much she hated that nickname? "Come," he snapped the one word and her eyes narrowed in rebellion.

"Yes, sir," she muttered under her breath but stepped toward him with a roll of her eyes. He raised his eyebrows and stared at her until, with a sigh, she added. "Lead the way. I'm yours to command." His mouth twitched but he didn't give her the satisfaction of a response. 

Camille's eyes flicked between her and Alessandro, and Isabella could well imagine the woman had a dozen questions. Isabella forced a smile to her face. "Lovely to meet you, Camille. Enjoy your evening." She didn't wait to see the narrowing of the other woman's eyes, but she felt her gaze burning a hole into the spot between her shoulder blades. Isabella preceded Alessandro up the stairs but paused when she heard Camille's voice once more.

"Try not to be too long, Alessandro. I have reservations for Luca's new restaurant." 

Isabella turned and waited. 

"Everybody is talking about it. We were lucky to get a table. At first, they refused me but then I mentioned I was with you." She shrugged shamelessly. "Your name opens all doors, darling," she said, her bright red lips arching up into a wide smile.

"Not all doors, Camille." Alessandro sounded resigned but his jaw tensed with that thing he wasn't saying, and although his arms hung loosely at his side, his hands were clenched into tight fists. Isabella watched as he deliberately flexed his fingers out. 

Through all of this, Camille continued to smile, oblivious to the rising tension in the room. Isabella's eyes skittered back to Alessandro expectantly but he was still, one foot poised on the bottom step. As she watched, he inhaled sharply and Isabella was sure he meant to make a sharp retort, but then his jaw relaxed and she heard a soft sigh escape his lips. "He is my brother, Camille. He would not refuse me a table."

"The beauty of having a celebrity in the family," Camille uttered with undisguised relish, still unaware of how angry Alessandro was. Isabella watched in fascination, her eyes darting back and forth between them.

"Mouse?" Alessandro's voice was more weary than impatient and her eyes shot back to his.

"Yes, run along, little mouse, scamper, scamper." Camille's laughter followed them up the stairs and Isabella sighed. Horrible woman, she was perfect for Alessandro.

"Your room." Alessandro stopped beside an open door and waited for her to pass him. "My housekeeper, Maria, has prepared a meal for you." He sighed and raked a hand through his hair. The despondent gesture almost had her feeling sorry for him. "Please eat." He looked at her thoughtfully. "Are you hungry? You will like Maria," he added. He looked like he was about to say something else, but he took a step back instead. His face assumed that familiar blank expression she had grown accustomed to seeing on his face. He turned and, with long strides, disappeared down the passage. 

Alessandro clearly wasn't one for wasting time on niceties. Have a good evening; I hope you'll be comfortable here; welcome to my home; sorry I dragged you to Rome even though that was never part of the deal... Isabella sighed, and when she heard their voices again from below, she retreated into her room and closed the door, leaning her back against it for strength. She squeezed her eyes shut and took a large breath, exhaling it slowly. Four weeks. She could do anything for four weeks, even spend time with Alessandro.

With brisk resignation, she turned her gaze on her new room and then pushed herself off the door, eyes wide in amazement. A fleeting smile slipped across her face. Remember why you're here, Izzy. Do not allow yourself to be seduced by this life. 

A large canopied bed sat against the wall to her left and, in front of her, below the window, was an antique chaise lounge covered in soft yellow silk. A matching armchair snuggled into the corner, and an armoire graced the wall on the right. Rococo-style furniture and soft feminine colors blended well with the turquoise and gold Persian rug that was flung across the parquet floor. She had not expected a room like this, and then she shook her head, a self-deprecating smile slipping across her face. She might have devoured every newspaper article and online gossip story about Alessandro, but that didn't mean she knew him.

Walking across the room, she knelt on the chaise lounge and pushed the window open, soaking up the sounds of night-time Rome. Isabella leaned out the window, looking down to the cobbled street below and was just in time to catch a flash of golden hair slipping into the back of a car.

Alessandro stood beside the open door with his phone pressed to his ear, and Isabella smirked; at least it wasn't just her! What a horrible date he must be, always on the phone, always arrogant and controlling. Isabella sighed then; who was she kidding? She had no doubt that when Alessandro chose to turn on the charm...Stop. There was no point even thinking about it. 

Isabella edged back on the chaise, about to draw her head back inside the room, when Alessandro turned and glanced up at her window. His gaze found her and she froze, but only for a second; her heart kicked back to life, and she leaped backward, almost falling off the chaise lounge. Placing a hand on her chest she felt the frantic beating beneath her fingers. Then she burst out laughing, slapping a hand over her mouth, sure that Alessandro would hear her laughter from the street. 
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Later that night, Alessandro stepped from his lift and glanced around his living room with something close to trepidation. A small lamp in the corner was the only light in the room and the near darkness dragged a relieved sigh from him. 

He was tired, the exhaustion so deep he was sure he could feel it in his bones. It was the type of exhaustion that was impossible to sleep away, not that he slept much anyway. He'd never needed sleep the way other people seemed to - but he was tired tonight, and he was alone, at last. That thought gave him pause. No. He was not alone, not really. Henry Sullivan's daughter was in his home. 

Henry had killed his father and destroyed his family. Alessandro had spent years plotting his revenge, meticulously going after Henry's businesses, one after the other, until the man was left with nothing. Well, not nothing. Alessandro wasn't a complete bastard. He'd left the man with his house in London. It was more than Henry had done for them. 

Alessandro loosened his tie and pulled it over his head, tossing it onto the couch before slipping out of his jacket, letting it follow the tie. He perched then on the back of the sofa, just for a minute. His final ploy to take Henry's daughters from him had been satisfying— although he couldn't claim the credit for that part of the plan. That had been Miss Sullivan's idea. All hers. 

What was her name? 

It was driving him crazy; he should know her name. He knew precious little else about the woman. 

Alessandro remembered her as a kid. He hadn't in the beginning— when she'd approached him with this plan. But slowly, memories had begun surfacing over the last twenty-four hours. A little dark-haired girl with big green eyes. Sad eyes. His family had joined Henry's family at their holiday home in Marbella, and that little green-eyed girl had followed him around for every one of the seven days they'd been there. Annoying but cute and so sad Alessandro hadn't had the heart to send her away.

And now, here she was. Her eyes were still sad but she was no longer a little girl, and...he was no longer the fifteen-year-old boy he'd been before Henry destroyed everything. No, he wouldn't be so kind this time around. He wouldn't be softened by sad eyes. 

But...why did she want to hurt her father like this? Henry prided himself on his wholesome family image. His youngest daughter was an embarrassing stain on his image and now his eldest was embarking on a very public fling with the enemy. Everyone knew of the rivalry between himself and Henry Sullivan. 

Alessandro didn't understand... and then his thoughts slowed down enough to hone in on the one relevant piece of information he had. Anna. Miss Sullivan hadn't asked for anything for herself. Her only request was that her sister receive the help she needed. Did Henry refuse to pay for Childsworth? 

Alessandro had spent only minutes with the girl, but even he had seen how vulnerable she was, how fragile... that had to be it. Henry had refused to pay for her sister's rehab. This was all for her sister. He frowned; at least, he hoped it was. 

Alessandro didn't want to finally reach his bed tonight and find her in it. He grimaced at the thought and then shook his head. No. They were both on the same page with that one. It was all pretend so Alessandro could rub it in Henry's face— the same way Henry had used Alessandro's mother and then tossed her aside when he got bored. 

Henry had had a wife and two children at home, but he'd still seduced Alessandro's mom. For sport. And now Alessandro would do the same thing to Henry's daughter. He grimaced at the thought; he really had turned into the worst version of himself. It's only pretend, he tried to defend himself, but he still felt like an asshole for his part in all of this.

Making his way to the stairs, he paused there, remembering Camille's surprise welcome earlier. The woman was determined, he had to give her that at least. He chuckled then, remembering Miss Sullivan's eye-rolling and impatience. She hadn't quite managed to conceal her disdain for Camille.

Alessandro had been friends with Camille for years but he'd not been in the mood for company tonight. They weren't even halfway through their meal before she'd called him on it and abandoned him for someone else she knew on the other side of the restaurant. She did it with her usual flair and teasing humor, and the truth was, he was relieved. 

Alessandro loved his brother and was happy Luca's restaurants were doing well, but he preferred his restaurants a little quieter. A little less of a who's who social circus.

Alessandro glanced at his watch as he climbed the stairs. Midnight. He rolled his neck, easing the tension in his shoulders. Even though Camille had left him early, Luca had caught up with him at the bar and forced him to stay for a drink which had turned into two. 

He missed his brothers so he hadn't objected, but a drink in a busy bar wasn't the same as having quality time together. They were all so busy these days they hardly saw each other, and basing his business in London hadn't helped that. It had been the right decision for the company, though. Alessandro kept reminding himself of that whenever he wished he had more time in Rome. 

He slowed down as he reached the guest bedroom and frowned when he heard noises coming from her room. There was no light shining beneath the door, but she was definitely moving around in there. Alessandro hesitated; what was she doing? Curiosity getting the better of him, he knocked. No answer.

The noise continued, a thudding and tapping followed by silence and then, another thud on the wooden floors. Was she jumping? Too curious to stop himself, he turned the handle, pushed the door open with his fingertips, and peered inside. The lights were off but the shutters were thrown open and the street lamp cast a splash of light across the floor. She had rolled the rug up and pushed it to the side along with some of the furniture. 

Miss Sullivan was dancing. Earphones in and a phone strapped to her waist; her eyes were closed, and her long brown hair hung loose down her back, strands falling across her face as she moved. Alessandro blinked. He couldn't have been more shocked if he'd found her conducting an ancient druid ritual. Was this the same woman he'd left only a few hours ago? The woman with the severe hairdo and constant frown? 

Alessandro sucked in a breath as he watched her. She was mesmerizing. Sensual, passionate...raw. She danced with complete abandon. He couldn't take his eyes off her. Even dressed in an old grey t-shirt that hung loosely over baggy pants, she was still the most beautiful creature he'd ever seen. A look of ecstasy crossed her face, lingering, and he tensed, hands bunching into fists at his side. She couldn't have been more exposed at that moment if she'd been standing naked before him. Everything she felt was there on her face, raw passion and pain. 

Her eyes snapped open, and she froze, one hand poised above her head until it fell limp to her side. A look of horror replaced the ecstasy of only a moment ago. She scrabbled to get the earphones off, her breathing loud in the quiet room.

"I did knock," he said quietly. 

He could feel her vulnerability; it suffocated him. Made him angry. At himself for bringing her here. At her for making him feel – what? Raw and exposed. As if everything she'd felt while dancing had seeped into him. Her pain had crept under his skin, and he didn't want it there.
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"WHAT ARE YOU DOING here?" Isabella stuttered. She placed a hand on her chest as though she could somehow control her racing heart. It was beating so loud that she was sure she wouldn't be able to hear his answer. Not that it mattered. Her chest heaved, rising and falling as she tried to suck air into her lungs. Why was he looking at her like that?

"I live here," his voice was quiet, but a sharp, assessing quality to his look held her frozen to her spot.

"I mean here in my room," she clarified with an undeniable tremor to her voice. Alessandro wasn't really expecting her to sleep with him— was he? His lips thinned into a frown and his eyes narrowed as he studied her. He stepped closer. She took a quick step back. "What do you want?" Her breathless question stopped him.

"I want," he paused, and that frown returned, "I want to know why you're here. What do you get out of this arrangement?"

"I, you, ummm....I mean, we made a deal." She felt tongue-tied again, awkward and shy standing in front of him in her old dance clothes. Worse than that. He was angry tonight.

"Are you in the habit of selling yourself to your father's business associates?" That quietly asked question detonated inside her, breaking up into a million pieces that cut and tore into her flesh. 

Isabella pinched her lips tightly closed to stop the cry that rose up her throat. He really was a bastard. He took another step forward, but she raised her chin defiantly and glared at him with all of her 'little mouse' attitude. He was trying to intimidate her but she couldn't let him— not if she hoped to survive the next four weeks. 

But the longer she stared at him, the softer his eyes became until the look was no longer scathing but searching as though he would uncover all her secrets with that one look. She couldn't let him. Panic seared up her spine and she was sure he could see that too. Isabella stumbled in her haste to put space between them and Alessandro reached out to steady her. She jumped out of reach but that only made him frown.

"Is it really necessary to have this conversation tonight? Here, in my bedroom?" she asked, but all he did was watch her with those dark eyes. Insufferable man!

"Have it your way, Miss Sullivan. We will talk in the morning," he said at last and strode for the door, but he stopped once he reached it and turned around to face her. "Let's lay down some ground rules. What we both expect these four weeks to achieve." His eyes narrowed in that assessing way of his. "And I still want an answer to my question. An honest answer." 

He closed the door behind him, and Isabella dropped her chin to her chest. How did he manage to unravel her so quickly...so easily?

––––––––
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ALESSANDRO CLOSED THE bedroom door and forced himself to walk away. It took all of his self-control not to go back in there and kiss her. She wouldn't thank him for it. No. Walk away. She was trouble. Not because she was Sullivan's daughter. That would have been his objection earlier in the evening, but now it was something else...something even more dangerous than sleeping with his enemy's daughter. 

Her eyes would be the death of him. They were too expressive, her emotions too bright. 

What he needed to do was put some distance between himself and Miss Sullivan. Alessandro didn't go to his bedroom as he had initially intended. He returned to his study on the lower floor and poured himself a large brandy, knocking it back without tasting it. 

He poured himself another before taking a seat. The brandy was doing its job, warming him from the inside, mellowing all those hard edges. He had assumed Henry's daughters were like all the other socialites he'd met over the years, but one look into Miss Sullivan's eyes had him pausing in that assessment. She was either an incredible actress or...his mother was an incredible actress, devoted mother, loving wife...until she wasn't. 

Inviting Miss Sullivan into his home, he'd thought he was taking another spoilt and manipulative English woman into his home. His mother had trained him well; he knew how to manage women like that. What he didn't know how to manage was...Miss Sullivan. Alessandro tilted his glass, studying the amber liquid. He'd agreed to this plan, liking the symmetry of it. Henry had taken his mother from them, so he would take Henry's daughters from him.

But was the joke on him? Far from looking like revenge, it seemed all he'd done was take responsibility for Henry's daughters. He was putting the youngest one through the most expensive drug rehabilitation program in Europe, and the eldest...she was getting an all-expenses paid luxury holiday for a month. 

His disbelief turned into laughter as he rested his head against the seat and closed his eyes. Alessandro didn't care about the money. But honestly, what sort of revenge was this? His eyes snapped open. Was that her plan all along? She had never cared about getting back at her father. It wasn't revenge for her. She had used his need for revenge to get what she needed for her sister. 

For the first time in years, Alessandro felt played. Maybe Miss Sullivan was more like her father than he'd first thought. She had manipulated him from the beginning, playing up his hatred of her father. He took a small sip and sank deeper into these thoughts. She didn't truly understand how deep his hatred went; no one but his brothers understood this drive he had to make Henry pay. He might not have pulled the trigger, but Sullivan was responsible for his father's death. 

Henry had gone after his father's business and taken everything, including their home. They'd been reduced to accepting the charity of an old aunt on his father's side. His mother had withered in that poverty, her sparkle fading until she couldn't take anymore. One week after losing everything, she gave in to Henry's seduction and left with him. He installed her in an apartment in Paris, and a week after that, Alessandro's father killed himself. Within two weeks, Alessandro and his brothers had lost their home, their mother, and then their father. 

His mouth twisted bitterly at the memory. The sharp pain that sliced through him shocked him. Too many years had passed for it to feel this raw. Having that woman in his home was stirring up too many memories. The past felt too close.
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ISABELLA CURLED UP on the sofa with her book. She'd had a surprisingly pleasant morning. Alessandro had already left for the office when she came downstairs, and so far, she'd done nothing but relax and read. After last night and that weird conversation, it had been just what she needed. 

What did he mean, why was she here? Isabella was here so Anna could get the help she needed. Simple; it wasn't any more complicated than that. Or did he think she was hoping to seduce him for real? Her cheeks flushed with a bright heat and she placed a hand against her face in mortified silence. Oh! 

It wasn't like she wanted to be attracted to him— she didn't even like him. But that didn't seem to matter to her silly body. It seemed that liking someone wasn't a prerequisite for wanting to sleep with them. Who knew?

Alessandro might know. He certainly knew a lot more about women and sex than she did. She hung her head and moaned. This whole situation was so embarrassing, and very soon, she would have to go out with Alessandro— in public! It would probably kill her. The shocked looks and nasty little whispers would eat away at her. 

Isabella knew she wasn't ugly or horribly unattractive, but she wasn't beautiful or sexy or alluring. She was just Izzy. Plain old Izzy; at school, she was the girl the boys confided in when they wanted advice on how to attract the popular girl's attention.

"Aaaargh, stop," she groaned and shook her head in frustration. It doesn't matter what anyone else thinks. All that matters is that Anna is getting the help she needs.

"Something I can help you with?" Alessandro's softly asked question made her scream and leap off the sofa.

"How long have you been standing there?" she snapped, trying to distract him from the red heating her cheeks. It didn't work. Those black eyes moved over her slowly, taking stock of every betraying tic – the flush in her cheeks, her shallow breaths. He smiled.

"We're going out tonight. Time to put this plan into action. Luckily for us, The Bernini Hotel is hosting a fundraiser. The who's who of Rome will be there, and by morning, Henry will have heard all about it."

"He already knows I'm with you."

"Yes, but as long as he thinks no one else knows, he won't care," he paused, still watching her. "Will he?" Isabella released the breath she'd been holding while he studied her. "Henry doesn't really care that you're my girlfriend. He cares what people will say when they find out. Isn't that the truth?" 

It shouldn't have hurt to hear him say it. Isabella turned her head and blinked back her tears. 

"You're going to need an evening gown." His voice was brisk when he spoke again. "My driver is waiting downstairs. He will take you to see a friend of mine. She'll help you choose something appropriate for tonight."

"No." Her shocked outburst had him raising his eyebrows. "I'm not your mistress, and I don't need you dressing me up like I'm your little doll to play with."

"With respect, I disagree." His gaze raked her up and down, that one look conveying his disdain. Isabella felt her mouth drop open and quickly snapped it shut.

"How dare –" 

He interrupted her smoothly. "This is a game, Miss Sullivan. It was your idea," he reminded her coldly. "You can't expect people to believe we're lovers if you show up dressed in one of those...." He waved his hand at her. "Suits," he finished grimly. 

Isabella felt her hand curling into a fist, twitching, ready to reach for the nearest object and hurl it at his smug face. Did he think she didn't know how ugly she looked in these charity store hand-me-downs? She'd sold all her designer clothes to pay for Anna's counseling. This was the best she could do— for now. Isabella squeezed her eyes shut and counted to ten. It didn't help that all he did was watch her.

"What are you scared of?" 

Her eyes snapped open, and she glared at him. "I'm not scared of you," she whispered through her clenched jaw. She almost believed it.

"Do you think I will expect you to sleep with me if I buy you a few outfits?" He spoke as if she hadn't interrupted him. "Sex was never part of our arrangement, Miss Sullivan. I'm not about to change the rules on you now." If his voice wasn't so cold, she might consider him angry. 

She felt exposed when he looked at her like that. Almost as if he cared. He didn't; she knew that. The silence stretched between them, but he broke it with an exasperated sigh. 

"Hurry up, little mouse." Those black eyes of his goading her, trying to make her angry. It worked, and his lips tipped up on one side, almost a smile. "The car is waiting for you," was all he said, over his shoulder, already walking away.
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FOUR HOURS LATER, ISABELLA was sitting in the back of the limousine, waiting for Alessandro. Four hours of styling...her clothes, hair, nails, and face. She had been buffed to a perfect shine and could have sworn that she'd lost a layer of skin in the course of the afternoon. 

Isabella sighed and rested her head back on the seat before jerking it up quickly. Her hair! She patted it self-consciously but smiled despite her resolve to act cold and aloof. Who was she kidding? She'd never been cold and aloof in her life. She loved her new hairstyle. It was still long, but the stylist had layered it, making it more manageable, adding a touch of glamour to it. She hadn't changed the color, but somehow her hair still managed to look different...softer and richer, more chocolate and caramel than mousy brown. She wore it up in an elegant chignon, and the style suited her.

Isabella fiddled with her dress strap while she waited, pushing it back up her shoulder every time it slipped down. She hoped Alessandro would like it and then cursed herself for caring. I won’t care, she decided, but the moment Alessandro stepped out of the building, her breath hitched, her stomach tightened, and oh...why did he have to be so damn beautiful? 

He was wearing a perfectly tailored tux, and his thick, black hair gleamed in the last rays of sunlight. He turned his eyes in her direction, and Isabella almost stopped breathing. Look away now! She whipped her head to the left just as he reached the car. She heard the door open and closed her eyes as his scent filled the back of the limousine. Help. This was going to be a long night. The door closed. Silence.

She didn't want to look at him.

She did want to look at him.

The car pulled away from the curb, and Isabella turned her head. Her gaze met those black eyes. No, she realized suddenly, not black, more of a deep chocolate brown. How had she not noticed that before?

Alessandro's eyes dropped from hers and slid over her body in a casual perusal that left every nerve in her body tingling. She squeezed her eyes shut and quickly turned her face away from him, angling her body toward the window.

"I believe I told Francesca no black." His cutting tone had her head whipping around. No amusement in those eyes. He looked...angry?

"The dress is red," she said in confusion.

"The cape is black." His eyes bore into hers, challenging her.

"I won't be wearing the cape inside, will I?"

With a dismissive shrug, he turned his attention to his phone and proceeded to ignore her. Isabella's jaw tensed, and she longed to grab that phone out of his hand and throw it out the window. 

That dismissive look was too reminiscent of the looks her father had given her as a child. Isabella had tried to win his approval by dressing up and looking pretty for him. She had realized quickly that beauty mattered to her father. His wife was beautiful. Anna was beautiful. But no matter what she did, she was always the ugly duckling in the family. Eventually, she stopped trying. 

Frustration welled up inside her. It had been years since she'd needed or even wanted her father's approval. She didn't need anyone's approval. Not anymore. She certainly didn't need the arrogant Alessandro DeLaurentis to approve of her.
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Alessandro watched as Miss Sullivan handed over her cape. The offensive black cape. He really had told Francesca no black. He wanted her in color, but really, he had just wanted her angry. His first glimpse of her had knocked the air out of him. 

He had known she was beautiful, but he had not expected...this. This woman in red silk. The open back of her dress plunged downward, skimming her lower back, and he clenched his fist to his side to stop himself from reaching out and brushing a finger along that long expanse of golden skin.

Every man in the room would be looking at her. That was what he'd wanted, wasn't it? Suddenly Alessandro wasn't so sure. He had brought her here to flaunt her in front of Rome's social elite, knowing Henry would hear of it. But now...now Alessandro wanted to protect her from all of them. He knew what was coming. The whispers, the malicious gossip...she would be labeled a whore, a gold-digger, a money-grabbing slut. All the names society loved to call women when they didn't conform.

This was a mistake.

"Alessandro?" her voice was tentative. What had she seen on his face to cause that frown between her brows? Alessandro quickly shook off his concern. She was not an innocent, and this had been her idea from the start— but did she really know what she was doing? Had she considered what the tabloids would write about them, about her?

"Are you sure about this?" he asked quietly. "It's not too late to change your mind." 

She narrowed her eyes and hissed angrily, "You are not going back on our deal now."

"Alessandro." The voice coming from behind him made his jaw clench. He closed his eyes as if that might somehow change the inevitable. But it was too late. Snapping his eyes open, he threw a warning glance at Miss Sullivan, and turned to greet the newcomer. The perfect guest for the game they were supposed to be playing tonight.

"Julia." He managed a tight smile. It was the best he could do. Julia was a close friend of his mother's and someone he went out of his way to avoid at all times. He looked down at her hand where it now rested on his arm and stepped back to dislodge it.

"It's been too long," she gushed. "Darling, don't you agree?" She turned to her husband, dragging him into the conversation. Alessandro nodded a greeting at the man but remained silent. If he never introduced Miss Sullivan, how would Julia know who she was? He could say good night and leave. For all her show of bravado, Miss Sullivan didn't want to be here anymore than he did. 

"Who is your guest?" Julia asked and he felt his shoulders bunch in anticipation. He was still hesitating when he felt Miss Sullivan step forward.

"Julia, Rafael, this is –" Alessandro stopped abruptly, frowning. "What is your name?" he asked Miss Sullivan. Julia's sharp laughter grated on his nerves, and Alessandro winced. 

The older woman slapped his hand teasingly. "You really are terrible, Alessandro, the poor girl." 

The poor girl in question only raised her head and rolled her eyes...at him. Impatience with Julia – and himself - made his voice sharper than he meant it to be. 

"She has this ridiculous nickname," he explained before turning toward his date. "A nickname that doesn't suit you at all," he added as though it was her fault he didn't know her name. Her mouth twitched, almost amused, before her lips pushed upward into a large and, he knew, fake smile. She looked past him and extended her hand to Julia.

––––––––
[image: ]


"JULIA, IT'S LOVELY to meet you. I'm Isabella." She heard the hesitation in her own voice but continued despite it. This is what you're here for, Izzy. "Sullivan." She added her father's hated name and silently observed the woman's reaction. Soon the whole room would know. Julia's eyes fixed on her with morbid fascination, and Isabella groaned inwardly, trying to maintain her society-face, as she liked to call it.

"We were so sorry to hear about your father's recent troubles, Isabella. How is he?" Julia's eyes darted between Isabella and Alessandro as she asked the question. The malicious sparkle in her gaze was unmistakable.

"As well as can be expected. I shall tell him of your concern. He'll be touched, I'm sure," Isabella added dryly, surprised at how steady her voice sounded. Maybe some of Alessandro's confidence was rubbing off on her. Julia's lips curled into a smile, but before she said another word, Alessandro pulled Isabella to his side.

"Please excuse us. I've just seen someone I must speak with," Alessandro said, nudging her away and steering her across the room. 

Isabella gave a small sigh of relief. One down, only another fifty to go. She snuck a look up at Alessandro and was surprised to see an amused smile curving his mouth. He glanced down at her, and his smile widened; she found herself grinning back.

He slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her tight against him. His fingers splayed across her hip possessively, but she hardly had time to register his touch before he was leaning in and whispering in her ear. "We need to give you a new nickname, Isabella." His lips brushed the skin beneath her ear, a fleeting kiss before he dropped his arm and stepped away, putting much-needed space between them. Isabella sighed in relief; being held by Alessandro was...awful. Yes, that's what it was. Awful. 

It's all for show, Izzy. None of this is real. 

She sighed quietly, this was all a game and she better remember that. All she had to do was hold her head high and smile her way through the night. She might have been a constant disappointment to her father, but that didn't mean he hadn't expected her to attend events like these and make him look good. Isabella was used to putting on a show when she had to...she just hated it so much.

Despite their moment of unity at the beginning of the party, Alessandro spent the rest of the evening keeping her at a distance, apparently determined to talk to everyone else at this event. Everyone but her. Isabella shrugged this off and took another sip of her champagne before turning to the man on her left.

"This ballroom is beautiful," she observed. The man beside her cocked his head as he studied her, the curiosity in his eyes unmistakable.

"I have not seen you at one of these events before."

Isabella coughed as the champagne went down the wrong way, and she struggled to regain her composure under this stranger's curious gaze.

"I'm sorry," she gasped, holding a hand to her chest.

"What for?" he asked, smoothly removing the glass from her hand and passing it to one of the servers. He smiled then revealing perfectly white teeth and, she looked closer, a silver tongue piercing. Surprised she tore her eyes away from his mouth and found him grinning at her in amusement. She tried desperately to remember what he’d asked her.

"Ummm...I don't know," she admitted at last with a self-conscious laugh.

"Gabriel Bernini." He extended a hand, and she smiled shyly and shook his hand, reluctant to give her full name but knowing she had to; that was why she was here at this party. 

"Isabella Sullivan." His reaction was not what she expected. He threw his head back and laughed, his smile wider now and more sincere. He was too handsome for his own good this man, mid-thirties with dirty-blonde hair and green eyes. He looked like he belonged in an after-shave commercial, all suave and swagger. 

He leaned towards her conspiratorially. "You are the woman of the night, my dear. The whole party is talking about you and your naughty lover." 

Isabella blushed, but when his smile widened and his eyes glinted with mischief, she found herself grinning back. She couldn't help herself. She shook her head and laughed when he stepped closer to her.

"With your permission?" He raised his eyebrows at her, and when she nodded, he tucked her hand through his arm. "Play along," he whispered into her ear, and she followed his gaze to find Alessandro watching them. "He's been scowling at me since we started talking." He leaned even closer. "Which is always fun." As Isabella's eyes widened, he added. "I've always enjoyed making the DeLaurentis men nervous."

Isabella couldn't help laughing again, but she slapped a hand over her mouth, trying to smother the impulse. It was rare to find someone who wasn't intimidated by Alessandro. On the other hand, Gabriel wasn't the one who had to go home with him tonight.

"The chandeliers. Are they Murano glass, do you think?" Isabella changed the subject while extracting her hand from his arm and tilting her head to admire the painted ceiling and colorful glass chandeliers.

"They are." He followed her gaze but then dropped his voice to a mock whisper. "Did you know this is my hotel? Are you impressed now?"

Isabella chuckled and shook her head in amusement just as another voice cut across them.

"You'll need more than a hotel to impress Isabella," Alessandro's dry voice joined their conversation but Gabriel only grinned back at him, unrepentant.

"It's good to see you again, Alessandro. It's been too long since you were last in Rome." 

"I miss it, but." He shrugged. "What can I do? My business is in London."

A look of understanding passed between the two men. But before she could pursue the subject, someone else caught her eye. A man who looked remarkably like Alessandro but wilder somehow, hair longer, a day's worth of stubble on his jaw. His body language was more expressive as he talked, contrasting strongly with Alessandro's deliberately controlled movements. Fascinated, her eyes kept darting between Alessandro and this other man. 

Isabella tried to focus on the conversation between Alessandro and Gabriel, but when she glanced back at the stranger, she noticed that this new man was now weaving his way through the crowd, his eyes fixed on her. That hint of wild danger had her narrowing her eyes as he approached, and instinctively, she turned to face him head-on. He was dressed in a tux, like every other man in the room, but there was nothing tame about him. He had the look of a man who had been living wild in the jungle and had, only five minutes ago, decided to throw on a tux and join the party.

"Isabella Sullivan." The man halted in front of her. His eyes were cold, reminding her of Alessandro's eyes the first time she'd met him. Her stomach twisted in on itself. She knew who he was before the words followed. 

"Luca DeLaurentis." He didn't offer his hand. He didn't smile.

"Luca."

It was a quiet warning uttered from behind her before a gentle hand on her shoulder moved her to the side, and Alessandro stepped in front of her. Isabella couldn't see Luca's face now, but the silence between the brothers was the longest minute of her life. At last, Alessandro turned and placed a hand on her elbow. 

"We're leaving." And he was guiding her through the crowd before she realized her feet were moving. 

Isabella cast a desperate glance over her shoulder and found Luca watching them; the fury on his face felt like a slap, and she whipped her head back, blinking away her tears. She hadn't realized how much this plan was going to hurt. She hadn't considered how many people would hate her for doing this...it was one more reminder of the pain her father caused everywhere he went.
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IN THE BACK OF THE dark limousine, Alessandro watched Isabella trying to hide her tears and silently cursed Luca. His brother had no right to treat Isabella that way. His thoughts screeched to a halt just as abruptly. Luca had every right. Had he forgotten who this woman was? She was a Sullivan. Her family had stolen their home and killed his father. 

Tearing his eyes off her he stared moodily out the window. No, he didn't blame Luca. Luca didn't understand what he was doing. And you do? Revenge, he thought grimly. He was humiliating Henry, making him suffer. 

Alessandro shifted uncomfortably on the seat. Isabella. The name suited her...beautiful, fiery. He glanced at her again, winced when he noticed how she was twisted uncomfortably, angling her body away from him, averting her face. 

"Isabella." Without thinking, he reached out and ran a finger along the line of her jaw. The catch in her breath made him smile, but the look she threw at him was anything but welcoming. He dropped his hand, ready to apologize, but she snapped irritably.

"Dio Alessandro, enough. There is no one here to see us." 

She turned her face to the window, defensively crossing her arms over her chest. Dropping his head back against the headrest he closed his eyes. Of course. Isabella was right; he had no business touching her when they were alone. That was not part of their deal. 

Dio Alessandro. The way those words rolled off her tongue so fluently, her ease at the party this evening. It was an international crowd, and he had assumed she was speaking English, but what if...he looked at her again...the olive skin, the dark hair. Isabella looked nothing like her sister – her pale, blonde sister. Henry was blonde. Alessandro stretched out his long legs.

"Tell me about your mother."

"Why don't you tell me about yours," she returned waspishly without turning around. The air rushed from his body at her words, almost as if she had punched him.

"What do you know about my mother, Isabella?" She turned to face him then, her eyes narrowed, but even in the darkness of the limousine, he could make out the simmering fury in her gaze.

"I assume you have one." That was all she said, when he'd been preparing himself for an attack.

"Not anymore." Two words. That was all it took, and the anger slipped out of her; he watched as her face softened with some unknown emotion and her eyes brightened before she blinked and turned away from him, taking up her vigil on the window.

"I'm sorry, Alessandro. I know what it's like to lose a mother." 

He sighed in exasperation, feeling like an asshole. "She's not dead, Isabella. She stopped being my mother when she left us and moved in with your father." 

Her head whipped back, her eyes wide with shock. "You won't speak to your mother because she fell in love with Henry?"

His laughter startled her, he knew, because she flinched and inched further away from him.

"Love?" Out of his mouth, the word sounded like a curse. Isabella stared at him, and he felt as unhinged as she probably thought he was.

"Where is she?" she finally asked.

"Does it matter?" He ignored how uncomfortable that question made him feel.

"I don't know," she said; a frown settled on her mouth but then, with a shrug, she only threw the question back at him. "Does it?"
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HE WATCHED ISABELLA flee up the stairs to her room. Angry, he prowled through his apartment until he found himself in his study. Of course, he knew where his mother was. In Madrid, on to her fourth husband. 

Alessandro poured himself a brandy and sank into the leather armchair. I know what it's like to lose a mother. He couldn't unhear the sound of her pain in that simple sentence. Raising his glass to his lips he paused. Henry had always had strong connections with Rome. Was it possible her mother was Italian? Isabella looked nothing like Henry; Henry was a giant, blonde Viking of a man, while Isabella was lithe and dark. 

He took another sip of his drink, welcoming the warmth of the liquor. It had been his father's drink of choice. That reminder only made him grimace now. There were too many ghosts in his life. His father's death had left an ache in him that had never let up...and now Henry's daughter was sharing his home. 

The mouse. 

The image of her dancing in the dark invaded his thoughts and made him want to...he groaned and closed his eyes. Isabella made him want.

He couldn't go there, not with this woman. He cursed into his drink. She had crept under his skin that first day in his office— looking like a prim headmistress with her ugly navy suit and her hair scraped back. Even then, there was something intriguing about her. But it didn't matter; there was too much history between their families, too many ghosts. 
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The phone rang, startling Isabella out of her thoughts. Her fantasy. Alessandro's hands on her hips, her thighs, her breasts. She buried her face in her pillow and moaned in despair, not desire. What was wrong with her? Alessandro of all men. She rolled over and grabbed her phone.

"Hello?"

"I'd like you to come downstairs. There are things we need to discuss." The line went dead, and Isabella was left clutching her phone, nervous butterflies in her stomach.

She took a breath to steady her nerves and stood. Things we need to discuss; she didn't like the sound of that, but if she didn't go down to him, Alessandro would only come up to her...here. In her room, where there was a bed... and all these thoughts and fantasies that were driving her crazy. The phone rang again, and Isabella answered it with a shaking hand.

"I meant now, Isabella."

"Dio Alessandro, give me a minute." 

No answer. 

Isabella tossed her phone onto the bed and cursed fluently in Italian. She hardly ever cursed, but it was always in Italian when she did. A trick she'd learned growing up in Henry's house. She couldn't get into trouble if no one understood what she was saying. 

On the other end of the line, sudden laughter had her staring at her phone in horror. Damn. What she'd been saying wasn't fit for the seediest bar in Rome. Isabella hung her head but picked up the phone and brought it slowly to her ear.

"You weren't supposed to hear that."

Alessandro chuckled again. 

"Come downstairs, Isabella." Before she could answer, he added. "I promise I'll be nice." He hung up before she had a chance to refuse him. 

Slipping into her nightgown, Isabella tied the sash tightly around her waist as though that act was enough to convince her body that nothing would happen downstairs. If only she could convince her heart. It was beating so loudly that Isabella was sure Alessandro would hear it the moment she stepped into his study. 

She glanced quickly in the mirror, ran fingers through her hair, and pushed it off her face. Bright eyes stared back at her and then slid closed on a groan. There was no point in delaying this any longer. As if to prove this point, her phone started to ring again. 

Isabella ignored it and pulled her door open. The phone stopped instantly, and she paused and then huffed out a small laugh. Alessandro had been listening for the door. She padded barefoot down the stairs and made her way to his study. The door was ajar, and she pushed it wider, taking a step inside. 

A lamp in the corner cast soft light across the room, and she stopped nervously on the threshold as Alessandro rose from the corner armchair and crossed the room to reach her. Her hand closed around the door handle until her fingers hurt, but he didn't touch her; he stepped past her and reached for the bottle of red wine he had resting on a bookshelf.

"Would you like a glass?" Isabella nodded and slowly released her hold on the door. Alessandro threw a curious glance in her direction. "Do I make you nervous?" 

Her gaze skittered towards him; she quickly moved across the room to the seats in the corner without answering him. When she glanced at Alessandro again, he looked amused.

"Stop it." Isabella glared at him, and he laughed.

"It was a real question. I'm not trying to make you more nervous." His face sobered as he crossed the room and handed her the glass of wine. After resuming his seat in the armchair beside hers, he angled it slightly so he could look at her. "Isabella, I'm not trying to be an asshole." When she only raised her eyebrows in astonishment, that smile touched his face again. "Okay, I could be nicer." He laughed, but she narrowed her eyes suspiciously.

"What do you want?" 

Alessandro stared up at the ceiling pensively. "It's harder having you here than I thought it would be," he said, returning his gaze to hers. 

Isabella stiffened, suddenly terrified that he was going to go back on their deal; she would have to find some other way to pay for Childsworth. As if reading her mind, Alessandro shook his head. 

"Childsworth is paid for, Isabella. Stop worrying about your sister."

"I have to worry about her," she snapped back. "I'm all she has."

"And she's all you have?" He frowned the question at her, but he wasn't really looking for an answer. The question made her nervous, though. Why was Alessandro asking questions— now? He released an exasperated sigh. "Isabella. Relax. We're just talking— that's it. I don't want anything from you."

"I don't understand," her voice trembled; it didn't sound like her own. "Do you want me to leave? Do you want me to go back to London?" 

Alessandro didn't answer. He watched her in silence, studying her like she was a mystery to be solved. It wasn't that she wanted to stay but how the tabloids would love that story. Isabella Sullivan tossed aside after three days. Henry Sullivan's daughter is not woman enough for Alessandro DeLaurentis. Isabella felt her face heating up as those headlines flashed through her imagination.

"Isabella." His voice dragged her back to the present, and Isabella sucked air into her lungs.

"If it's hard having me here, I can leave..." Her voice trailed off as he raised a hand to stop her.

"That's not what I meant. We made a deal, and I did enjoy seeing Henry's face when we told him you were coming with me." Alessandro laughed. "I only wish there was some way to see his face tomorrow morning when he hears about tonight's party." The smile dropped from his face as abruptly as it had appeared. "I'm sorry, I shouldn't gloat in front of you." 

Isabella shrugged. "You wanted your revenge."

"And you wanted Anna to go to Childsworth. That's why you came to me. It's not that you hate your father."

"Hate is a strong word." 

Alessandro took a sip of his brandy and watched her over the rim of his glass. He was always watching, she realized. Alessandro noticed everything. Isabella felt more vulnerable than she'd ever felt before and took a large sip of her wine for courage.

"Alessandro, if you don't want me to leave, what do you want?" He only stared at her, and she clenched her jaw in frustration. "Alessandro! Yes, you make me nervous. Is that what you want to hear?"

"We're going to Sardinia at the end of the week. Will you go see Francesca tomorrow and choose a few more outfits?" He raised his hand to stop her interruption. "Isabella, if the clothes bother you that much, you can leave them with me when you go. Think of them as props. You looked sensational tonight." 

She glared at him, wanting to argue, but what was the point? Alessandro was paying for Childsworth, and in exchange, she had to play the part of his lover. And then something else occurred to her.

"Do you have a real girlfriend hidden away somewhere? Is Camille your girlfriend?" His shocked laughter made her blush. "I only wondered if some poor woman was missing you and now plotting my death."

"No, Isabella. I do not have a girlfriend." His smile slipped, and his head cocked to the side as he studied her – again. "I don't date... long-term. You are my first girlfriend." There was an amused glint in his eyes.

"I've never been anyone's first before," she said straight-faced, and he chuckled again.

"It's decided then. You will buy yourself some new clothes, yes?" He paused long enough for her to nod in agreement. "Two weeks in Sardinia. I have a project I'm working on, and I will be traveling back and forth to Rome, but you can stay at my villa. It will be more peaceful than Rome." Alessandro sighed then, looking apologetic. "The tabloids will follow us everywhere for a few weeks, and Rome will be impossible. I don't want you stuck in this apartment. At least in Sardinia, you will have the villa and grounds to explore."

"Why do you care?" Isabella asked with a bewildered frown.

"Why do I care?"

"Sorry. Never mind. Will you tell the tabloids we're in Sardinia?"

"Of course." He grinned when she rolled her eyes. "How can we annoy Henry if he doesn't see any photos of us?"

"Henry...of course. That was the deal. We pretend to be lovers for four weeks, and then you toss me aside, break my heart, and I cry to the tabloids about how you never loved me. Henry is furious and embarrassed. Revenge complete." 

Alessandro's hand jerked, and he spilled brandy on his shirt; he swore and placed the glass down on the table beside him before turning to her.

"I don't recall us ever discussing me breaking your heart and you running to the tabloids."

"Oh, don't worry. I'll keep it dignified. Nothing too over the top," Isabella reassured him quickly when she realized he looked less than pleased. "Isn't that what you wanted?"

"I never wanted to break your heart."

Isabella rolled her eyes. "You're not going to break my heart, Alessandro. I have a bit more sense than to fall in love with you." 

He looked relieved and sank back into his seat, but he never took his eyes off her.

"Are you really planning to go to the tabloids with this story?" 

They'd never discussed it, but she had assumed that was the plan – how else would Henry know of the break-up? But Alessandro looked shocked, which made her feel...uncomfortable, twitchy...as if she was the bad guy in this conversation. 

Isabella frowned, and when a small smile crossed his face, she snapped. "What?" 

Alessandro leaned forward and brushed his thumb across her forehead.

"The frown is back," he said, dropping his hand and leaning back again, so casually, as though it was normal for him to touch her. Isabella felt...light-headed and a little – she didn't know the feeling.

"What do you mean?" she asked and winced when she heard how breathless she sounded.

"When I first met you, I thought the frown across your forehead was a permanent feature on your face," he said. 

And just like that, Isabella felt like herself again. No heat, no fluttering heart, no hope. 

"You disapproved of me. Do you still?" Alessandro's question startled her, and she took a gulp of her wine to avoid answering his questions. When that didn't help, she shrugged.

"I don't know you well enough to disapprove," and then added wryly, "Or approve." 

Alessandro chuckled, letting her off the hook.

"But you will answer this – why are you here? What are you getting out of our arrangement?"

"You mean my sister's health and happiness are not enough reason?" Isabella allowed the sarcasm she was feeling to reach her voice. Alessandro only waited, so, with an exasperated sigh, she added. "I couldn't leave Anna alone in Henry's house. If she gets better, I can leave and find us somewhere else to live." 

He only frowned and Isabella realized that she wasn't making any sense. "If Anna stops drinking and partying, I don't have to be around as much." But Alessandro still looked confused and Isabella rolled her eyes. "I'll be able to work full-time at the dance studio, and I can perform at night, which means I'll have the money to support us both." When he still remained quiet, she huffed impatiently. "It's not that complicated, Alessandro."

"No." He reached for his glass and took another sip of brandy while Isabella felt she was sitting on the edge of her seat with nerves. "But it still doesn't tell me what you get out of this. All I heard from that little narrative is that you plan to protect and support Anna while working two jobs." He raised those imperious eyebrows at her, and Isabella contemplated the possibility of sneaking into his room at night
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