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Arrogant Italian billionaire, Arturo Bachi, is outraged when the final apartment in the building he plans to turn into a hotel is bought at an exclusive auction by someone who outbids him at the last minute. His ire fades after he meets a gorgeous young woman with whom he spends a passionate, life-altering one-night stand. Arturo is immediately enchanted; it doesn’t hurt that she’s the most beautiful woman he has ever seen, even if she won’t tell him her real name. Though still scarred by the murder of his teenage sweetheart Flavia twenty years earlier, Arturo’s frozen heart begins to thaw.

What he doesn’t know is that Hero Donati is the person who bought the apartment, and she is trying to escape a terrible tragedy in her past that keeps her terrified of ever giving her heart away again.

Though the two quickly begin fall in love their problems are far from over. Hero’s other neighbor, George Galiano, Arturo’s friend-turned-sworn-enemy makes a play for Hero’s heart. Soon, Hero is trapped in a bitter war between the two men and finds herself not knowing who to trust.

Worse still, Flavia’s killer makes it known that he now has Hero in his sights...

Can Arturo and Hero fight for their love, and their lives, or will they be torn apart in the most brutal and devastating way?

​​
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Arturo Bachi smiled at his guests as he raised his glass. “Tomorrow the final apartment in the Villa Patrizzi will go up for auction, and I’ve been assured by the seller that it will finally be mine. So, friends and fellow investors, let’s drink to Lake Como’s finest and most exclusive hotel—the future Hotel Bachi!”

His friends cheered and applauded him, and Arturo stepped off the stage to talk with his guests. After an hour where it seemed he’d shaken hands with everyone in Northern Italy, he was relieved when his best friend, Peter, spirited him away.

“Fortitude and strength,” Peter grinned at his friend as they sat down at the edge of Arturo’s estate, overlooking Lake Como’s gentle waves. Further across the water, an alpine town nestled into the mountains softly lit up the night. 

Peter had snagged a bottle of Scotch for them, and they lit cigars. Peter smiled at his friend’s satisfied expression. “So close, now, Turo. Can you see it coming together quickly after the sale is settled?”

Arturo nodded. “I can. Everything is in place: the construction teams, architects. Everyone is just waiting for my go-order. God, Peter, it seems like finally, my dream is coming true.” His green eyes shone with excitement. “I was rethinking the name though. Hotel Bachi seems...a little self-indulgent.”

Peter shrugged. “Not necessarily, but I take your point. The main thing is—we’re close. Do you think the apartment will sell for much?”

Arturo shook his head. “It’s tiny; only four rooms. I’m going to turn it into a suite with the adjoining apartment. I think I’ll get it for a steal; the Board has set a price limit, so after we secure it, we’ll be able to afford to go ahead with every design feature as planned.”

He sighed as he continued, “A part of me wishes that I’d used my own money, then I wouldn’t have to answer to anyone about budgets. But my accountant wouldn’t let me.” He shot a mock-scowl over to his friend, who shrugged good-naturedly.

“I just didn’t want you to go broke, buddy. With this and your other hotels around the world...you’re stretching yourself, and you know it. You can’t rely on your trust fund to keep you afloat. Philipo could withdraw it at any moment.”

Arturo sighed. His uncle Philipo had been made executor of Arturo’s father’s will because Arturo was too young to take over the company after Frederico died. Soon after, the grieving teenager had tumbled into alcohol and drugs, and since then, Philipo had handed out Arturo’s inheritance in regulated increments. Arturo would inherit the bulk of his inheritance—nearly a billion Euros—at age forty. He both admired and resented his uncle for his decisions, but his caution had forced Arturo to leave the wild life behind and work towards his own fortune. Property had been Arturo’s chosen career path and, with his natural talent and flair for it, he had earned his first billion Euros by the time he was thirty. 

Now at thirty-nine, he was on the cusp of adding this inheritance to his own fortune and becoming one of the world’s richest men. Arturo lived for his work, but he also enjoyed the trappings of his wealth, and it didn’t hurt that he was considered one of Italy’s—perhaps even one of the world’s—handsomest and most eligible bachelors.

A face that could look warm and friendly one moment, and dangerous and brooding the next, his teenage beauty had matured into a more masculine and sculptured face: his large green eyes ringed with thick, midnight-black lashes; his brows dark and heavy; his beard trimmed but not overly fussy; his sensual mouth just a hint too full; his wild black curls untamed. It had to be said—Arturo Bachi was sensational, and he knew it.

He had no time for relationships and was always honest with his many conquests, but Arturo never slept with the same woman twice. Not since Flavia, his sweetheart in college. He had loved Flavia with all his heart: she was his future, his true north, his love. And Flavia had loved him for himself, not the rich, handsome boy born into wealth and opportunity, but the goofy, fun-loving boy with the big heart and poetry in his soul. 

They were inseparable until that one fateful night when Arturo had been ten minutes late to the party, and Flavia had been taken by another man, one with hate in his heart and murder in his soul.

They had found Flavia a week later, stabbed multiple times, her body dumped in the lake. Arturo had run to the lake as soon as the news hit the radio; he had made it just in time to see her brought up onto the bank, her long, dark hair wrapped around her body, her usually dark olive skin so grey and wan. The water had washed the blood away, but Arturo could clearly see the stab wounds in her stomach—vicious, brutal. He had fallen to his knees and screamed until his friends Peter and George had come to get him.

Arturo thought of Flavia now, her kind, brown eyes shining up at him. As usual, her image turned his mind to imagining how scared, how terrified she must have been as her killer took her life.

God. An involuntary groan slipped out, and Peter glanced at his friend. “You okay?”

Arturo nodded, not trusting himself to speak. Peter, who had always been able to read Arturo’s mind, looked at him with sympathy. “Flavia?”

Arturo nodded. “Maybe...Hotel Flavia?”

Peter sighed. “Arturo, as sweet as that gesture would be, it’s not going to help you allow her to rest in peace. It’s been twenty years, buddy.”

Arturo nodded, knowing Peter was right. His eyes slid across the lake to George’s villa. George Galliano, his other friend on that night. A friend no more. 

“Hey.” Peter nudged his shoulder. “Stop wallowing. Let’s get back to your guests.”

Arturo threw back the rest of his Scotch, his gaze returning to the almost empty villa across the lake: Villa Patrizzi that he owned 99 percent of right now. Tomorrow, it would belong to him entirely. 

He couldn’t wait.

Hero Donati looked around the tiny apartment. She had persuaded the realtor to let her in, even this late at night, so she could be prepared for tomorrow. This place was perfect: tiny, compact, but with a balcony that looked out over the lake where she could sit and sketch or read or just...be.

Peace. Serenity. How often she had wished for that feeling over the past two years. Here, she could imagine regaining at least some of it.

Back at her hotel, she checked her bank account for the hundredth time, making sure the money was transferred and ready for the auction tomorrow, then she went to soak in the tub. She wound her long, dark hair up onto her head. I really ought to get this cut, she thought. Her hair hung down past her waist now; she hadn’t been to a hairdresser since she didn’t know how long. She risked a glance in the mirror, but then looked away again. Her dark eyes still had that haunted look she had grown accustomed to, but she could no longer bear to look at herself for long.

Hero Donati had been adopted at birth by an Italian-American businessman and his wife who already had one daughter, Imelda. Hero’s birth mother had been a young Indian student at one of Milan’s colleges who had become pregnant by her Italian lover and had given her child up for adoption, unable to care for the baby herself. From her mother, Hero had inherited a dark beauty—a beacon for so much male attention that Hero learned to deliberately downplay her appearance. She became intentionally tomboyish, wore thick-rimmed spectacles, and had remained resolutely single until she met Tom.

Tom, with his merry grey eyes and blonde hair, hadn’t put the moves on her at all. Instead, they routinely sat together in classes at their college in Chicago and made fun of all the rich kids. Tom, working class from Wisconsin, had become her best friend, and then one night, her lover. They married the day after graduation, and Beth had been born a year later, the family settling in Chicago.

Hero had become a mother and wife, and to her shock, she loved it. Hero worked on her doctorate while raising Beth, and she and Tom had been blissfully happy together; even Hero’s sometimes-fraught relationship with her adoptive family had improved. Beth was a radiant ball of utter joy and love, and even Hero’s sister Imelda, who didn’t have a maternal bone in her body, adored the young girl.

Three years, four months, and six days later, it all came to a brutal end. The family had been driving to Wisconsin to spend Christmas with Tom’s family when a drunken driver slammed into their Volvo at high speed. Though three-year-old Beth was killed instantly, Tom lingered in a coma until pronounced brain-dead on day five. His parents had made the decision to turn off his life-support, because Hero couldn’t; she was also in a coma and not expected to survive.

When she woke three months later, she wished she hadn’t. Not one word could describe the depth of her heartbreak. Both her worried parents and Tom’s bereaved parents tried to reach her, but no one could. On her behalf, they sued the drunk driver’s employers and secured Hero a settlement just shy of eleven million dollars, but even so, Hero couldn’t even begin to think about starting again.

For months, she stayed at home in the apartment she had shared with her husband and daughter and let life go on without her. Eventually, it took two incidents to shake her out of the fugue.

The first episode still seems unbelievable to Hero. One night, rather than sit home wrapped in Tom’s sweater with Beth’s favourite ‘blankie’ nuzzled next to her face, something snapped inside Hero. She put on her tightest dress and all her makeup and went out to a nightclub in the city. Drinking herself into a manic mood, dancing, making out with strangers, she fully intended to fuck someone just to numb the pain, but she chose wrong—so, so wrong. As soon as the man got her into his car, he turned violent, and Hero fought for her life, quickly escaping only after punching her attacker hard in the balls.

She caught a cab home, and inside her apartment, Hero spent the rest of the night alternating between sobbing and screaming.

One of her neighbors had called Imelda. “I think Hero needs you.”

Imelda, who had never been an overly warm person, stripped Hero off and put her in the shower. Feeding her oatmeal, strong coffee, and sleeping pills, she put her adoptive sister to bed and stayed with her while she slept it off.

The next day, Hero dutifully listened to Imelda’s harsh pep talk. Imelda didn’t mince her words. “I don’t care what you do, Hero, but do something. Go off on a world trek, open an art gallery, go teach in China. But you need to snap out of this. Tom and Beth are dead.”

Hero had turned on her sister. “Do you think I’ve forgotten, Melly? I know they’re fucking dead! I wish I were, too. Jesus.”

Imelda regarded her coolly. “Then do it. Kill yourself. Be that selfish. Mom and Dad need that on top of losing Beth. Do it.”

Hero had stared at her sister, dumbfounded. She knew Melly was just trying to shock her out her funk, but at that moment, she hated her sister. Hated. “I have to get out of this damn country.”

“Good. Do it. Bye, now.” Imelda had walked out, calling back over her shoulder. “And if I see you again, it’ll be too soon.”

Fucking bitch. 

Hero was angry now, but her anger had become a cold, silent thing that ate away at her soul. She would escape. She would go back to Italy; she still held citizenship there, after all. Maybe she would try and find her mother or her father—her birth parents. Maybe. She just knew she couldn’t stay in Chicago a moment longer.

Banishing those thoughts of the past as far as she ever managed to, Hero climbed out of the tub and headed to bed. Tomorrow she would bid for that small apartment in the Villa Patrizzi. She would win it. And then she would move into it. And maybe. Maybe. Maybe then she could restart her life.
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The great terrace of the Villa D’Este in Cernobbio was packed with Lake Como’s elite: the women gorgeous, the men handsome in their designer suits, as they drifted around, champagne in hand, socializing before the auction began.

There was only one lot in this auction and as Arturo arrived, he went to find the auctioneer and to shake his hand. “I’m looking forward to this, Claudio.”

The older man nodded. “It certainly has the feel of an event, Signore Bachi. I have a feeling you will be a very happy man by the end of today.”

As Arturo started toward Peter, who he could see across the room, he was frequently stopped by both attractive women and admiring men, all wanting a few moments of his coveted attention. By the time he finally reached Peter, who was rolling his eyes and smirking, Arturo’s confidence was sky-high. 

“Peter, my friend, this is a good day.”

“Cautious optimism, Turo,” Peter said, his Canadian stoicism at full power. Arturo grinned at his friend. 

When they’d met at Harvard, they quickly found they had the same irreverent sense of humor. Peter had been the man-whore of the college, and he relished his role; Arturo had Flavia and was deliriously happy. It had been only after Flavia was murdered that Peter showed his serious and loyal side. He never left Arturo’s side during the funeral and the subsequent murder investigation within which Arturo was a natural suspect. Luckily for him, he had a strong alibi; the reason he was late to the party that day was he had been helping a young mother change a burst tire in the pouring rain. The woman happened to be the daughter of the local newspaper owner, and when Arturo was questioned, she came forward immediately.

Peter Armley was a year older than Arturo, already forty and still resolutely single. Unlike Arturo, he was picky about who he slept with and always called them back, even if just to say goodbye. He was on good terms with most of his former girlfriends and had even dated a couple for significant periods of time. A tall man, an inch shorter than Arturo’s six-six, Peter could easily pass as a Roman citizen wearing a toga and laurel wreath in the Coliseum. His handsome face looked to be hewn from rock, but when he smiled, his blue eyes shone with warmth. His close-cropped brown hair was always neat, and his suits were Saville Row.

A math genius, he was recruited by Philipo to be the company’s financial director—and to look after Arturo’s finances. Arturo teased his friend about being his ‘accountant,’ but it really was down to Peter’s handling of the finances that Arturo was the man he was now.

“Listen,” Arturo told his friend, “I just want you to know, that if everything goes well with this auction, it’s entirely down to you, Pete. You picked me up out of the sinkhole. I love you, brother.”

“My pleasure.” Pete smiled and looked at his watch. “Twenty minutes.”

Arturo nodded. “Gotta go pee before it kicks off. Hold my champagne.”

He made his way into the villa and found the restroom on the second floor. It was quiet up here, and Arturo relaxed in the moment’s peace before the auction started. Stepping out of the restroom, he made his way back towards the stairs and then stopped.

At the far end of the hallway, a woman was staring out of the window, her features in profile, and Arturo’s heart nearly stopped. Her long, dark hair, falling in soft waves, was pulled over one shoulder, and she looked so sad it made Arturo’s chest hurt. Her resemblance to Flavia was so uncanny that everything in Arturo’s body screamed at him to go to her.

She was wearing a white dress that ended just above the knee; the dress molded to her body, her full breasts, the soft curve of her belly, the long legs. Seeming to sense his scrutiny, she suddenly looked up at him, and Arturo’s chest tightened at the depth of sadness in her lovely, dark eyes. He wanted to know what was making this beautiful woman so unhappy and how to make her smile again.

“Buongiorno,” he said softly. She blinked at him, those big doe eyes a little startled at his speaking.

“Buongiorno.” A soft, American-accented voice. Her lips were plump, pink, and parted slightly, and Arturo felt his body respond, becoming aroused by this mysterious stranger.

They stared at each other for a long moment before she turned away. “Scuzi.” She disappeared back into the hotel, and Arturo stepped forward, ready to pursue her, but then he heard Peter’s voice from the stairs.

“Turo? They’re ready. Let’s go.”

Arturo hesitated, his heart still thumping hard again his chest. God...what a fucking beautiful woman...he had to know who she was.

“Turo? Come on. Hotel Bachi awaits.”

A half hour later, Arturo was no longer thinking of the beautiful woman, nor was he in a good mood any longer. “How the fuck did that happen? It did happen, right?” 

He’d been outbid. He, Arturo Bachi, had been outbid. The apartment was sold and not to him. He could feel the stares of his friends, colleagues, and investors as he tried to process what had just happened.

Bidding had started off as expected, somewhere in the low hundred-thousands and had quickly shot up to almost a million. Arturo had shot a smug look at Peter, then at George Galliano, who raised his champagne glass at him, somewhat sarcastically. 

Then it had all gone to hell. Just as the auctioneer was about to bring down the hammer, there was a new bid. Two million. A hush ran through the crowd. Arturo rocked back in shock and scanned the attendees to see who the new bidder was, but he or she wasn’t giving themselves away. 

“Two-five,” he shot back.

Three million.

Peter was looking alarmed, shaking his head at Arturo. The top end of their budget for the apartment was only one and half million, and in any case, the apartment was only worth a tenth of that.

“Four million,” Arturo called it, and Peter made a disgusted noise.

“Turo, no.”

Five million. Another, louder gasp in the crowd and a hum of astonishment. Peter grabbed Arturo’s arm as the auctioneer looked at him. “Signore Bachi?”

“Arturo, if you do this, I’m out. I mean it, I quit. You cannot do this. It’s reckless, and you’ll be humiliated. Whoever this is...obviously money is nothing to them. Let it go. We’ll figure out something else.”

Arturo stared at his friend helplessly. Peter wasn’t kidding, but it was Arturo’s dream that was slipping away.

“Signore Bachi?”

Everyone was staring at him. Peter’s eyes were fierce, and finally Arturo shook his head, his heart sinking. “No.”

Another hum of gossip, and then the hammer came down. “Sold for five million euros.”

“To whom?”

“Yes, to whom?

“Who bought it?”

The questions came thick and fast. The auctioneer held his hands up. “I’m sorry, my friends. This is a buyer who wishes to remain anonymous.”

Arturo felt a rising anger. “They won’t be anonymous for long,” he said, grimly, and Peter sighed, mostly from relief.

“Let’s get out of here, Turo. I’ll buy you a drink.”

On their way out, and despite his anger, the thought of the beautiful woman drifted through his mind again, and he looked around, disappointed when she was nowhere to be found. He could do with an angry fuck right now.

Even as he thought it, he felt a wash of shame. No. She wasn’t someone he could forget the next morning. Something about her spoke to him in more than just desire; he felt connected with the deep sadness in her lovely face.

He was still thinking about her as he got into Peter’s Lamborghini who drove them back to the bar in Como he and Peter owned, and he found, strangely, his anger had dissipated quicker than he would have thought.

He had to see her again—that much Arturo knew. He had to see her again...and soon. Because more than anything now, on this day of disappointments, he wanted to see her smile.
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Hero’s hand shook as she signed the documents which would make her the owner of the Villa Patrizzi apartment. Five million euros. Holy hell. She’d had no idea she would go that high for what was essentially only four small rooms, but as the bidding went higher, it had become imperative that she secure it. It seemed impossible that she wouldn’t.

Of course, that was when she saw who she was bidding against. Him. The man she had seen upstairs; the man whose physical beauty had sent her body into a frenzy of arousal after just one look. His green eyes, brooding and dangerous, his dark curls...his incredible body in that exquisite suit...Jesus. As they had stared at each other, all Hero could think of was what it would be like if he were to approach her, touch her, fuck her right there against the window. God, she had gotten wet even thinking about what was underneath his clothes.

And immediately she was ashamed. She’d never felt that way about anyone—even Tom. She had loved Tom with every cell in her body, but they had been best friends before they were lovers. 

But the look in the man’s eyes had been a mirror of her feelings, she could tell. She only had to say the words...fuck me...and she knew without a doubt, he would not have hesitated.

And she wanted to punish him for making her feel like that, making her feel so disloyal to Tom’s memory, for taking that away from her. So, she bid a ridiculous amount to beat him to the apartment. And won. It was a Pyrrhic victory at best. Five million was a massive chunk of her settlement—and the apartment was definitely not worth it.

She pushed the thought away as she shook hands with the auctioneer. “Would it be possible for you to call me a cab, please?”

“Of course, Madam. Please wait here and make yourself comfortable.”

Hero sat back and tried to steady her shaking hands. Maybe she’d go out to eat tonight, walk through the town, mingle with the tourists, try to feel like a human being again. The paperwork on the apartment would go through quickly now, and she would be able to move in by the end of the week.

Not that she had anything to move in apart from her clothes, her art supplies, and her books. She would have to find a record player somewhere and some vinyl: Ella Fitzgerald, Billie Holiday, maybe some Paolo Conti. She could see herself sitting out on the balcony overlooking the lake, her watercolor paints in front of her, listening to Billie. That, to Hero, was her idea of heaven. Maybe lunch: fresh bread, some cheese, a bag of sweet, juicy peaches. Cold white wine. The image was so appealing she found herself smiling to herself, and when the auctioneer came to tell her the cab was waiting
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