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PROLOGUE

THE MEDIEVAL CHURCH was bathed in the warm sunshine filling the piazza in the ancient hilltop town in central Italy. Sunshine that did not warm Ariana. Instead, only cold filled her. Cold that almost had her shivering. Or something did.

Fear.

Fear of what she was about to do—what she had to nerve herself to do...steel herself to do.

Face set, hidden from view by the little veil that dipped from the deliberately stylish and very expensive hat, which went with the equally stylish and expensive tightly cinched suit curving over her shapely figure, she walked up to the arched entrance of the church, invitation at the ready.

The service had already started, and the choir were singing an anthem as she slipped unobtrusively into a seat at the back. She sat down, feeling sick with nerves, wishing with all her being that she could just bolt and run. But she had to do this.

She bowed her head, as if in prayer, but actually to avoid looking at the well-dressed congregation...or the figures by the altar rail. Another rush of fearfulness assailed her at the enormity of what she was about to do.

But there’s no other way—none!

The anthem finished, there was a rustling among the congregation, and then the priest—a high-ranking cleric, as befitted so grand a society wedding—began to intone the words of the ceremony.

A dizziness filled Ariana’s head, and her heart was hammering. She had to time this right—totally and absolutely right—to the very moment.

The dreaded moment.

The dreadful moment...

And then it came. The words that had never received a response at any wedding she’d been to. But today, right now, they would. They must...

There’s no other way—however much I long with all my being not to do this!

She heard the priest say the words—her cue, her signal. Heard the dutiful pause that followed. Heard herself stand, step into the wide aisle. She started to walk forward, every step compelled from her by a strength of will to overcome her repugnance at what she was doing. What she was about to do.

She started to speak, forcing the words out through her constricted throat. The words she had to say, falling like a sacrilege across the sacrament of holy matrimony. Words to halt it in its tracks.

‘Yes! I have an objection! And I will not hold my peace! This marriage cannot take place!’

She saw heads turn, heard the collective gasp of shock from the congregation as they stared at her, striding down the aisle on high heels that struck like nails on the flagstones, towards the two figures by the altar rail.

The bride, a slender column in white, her face invisible beneath a long lace veil, did not move. But the groom did. Ariana’s fixed gaze saw him turn. Slowly, like a jaguar that had just heard something behind him move. Something that might be prey—or a fellow predator.

The cold inside her froze instantly to solid ice as his gaze came to rest on her. It was as if liquid nitrogen had just been poured down her throat. She felt her senses sway, and with every instinct in her body she wanted to halt and turn...and flee...

But she would not. Could not. She had to do this. Had to play it to the very end.

His eyes, like a basilisk, watched her approach. They were all that she could see.

Not the man who had given away the bride, now starting forward with an oath, nor the bride herself, still not turning, motionless like a statue. Let alone the best man, the half-dozen bridesmaids, flower girls and page boys all staring open-mouthed at her approach.

Not even the priest stepping forward now, his expression half concerned, because her interruption must, in light of his professional duty, be attended to, and half holding the collective outrage she could feel coming at her in waves from the congregation at her stupendous, scandalous social faux pas in doing what she was so appallingly doing.

The priest opened his mouth to speak, to demand the reason for her outburst, but she pre-empted him. She stopped dead, some way still from the altar rail and the front row of pews, and threw back her short veil.

And then she saw the basilisk eyes change.

Saw recognition.

For a second, a micron of time so short it almost ceased to exist, she saw something flare in the obsidian eyes. A black flame...

Then it was gone. Now in his eyes there was only a blade so sharp she could feel it cutting the flesh from her bones.

He started forward, but she was already speaking. Her voice a clarion, heard by all present. Heard by the motionless bride, her back still turned to her. Heard by the groom, with tension in every line of his tall, lean body, every plane of his hard, stark face. In the sculpted mouth now whipped to a narrow line.

She pointed her hand as she spoke, praying that it was not trembling. An accusing hand. Directed at the groom. The man whose wedding she had to stop. Right now.

‘He cannot marry her!’ she cried out. ‘I am pregnant with his child!’




CHAPTER ONE

Three months earlier...

ARIANA GLANCED AT her reflection in the mirror in the ladies’ room of the uptown, upmarket Manhattan hotel, her peat-coloured eyes, a legacy of her father, deepened by eyeshadow and mascara, her generous mouth lustrous with lipstick.

Her grandfather would say she looked like a harlot, but she didn’t care—he always thought badly of her. Nothing she could do pleased him. Even when she tried to dress demurely he still disparaged her. She was too tall, too full-figured, too curvaceous, too everything. And, worst of all, far, far too outspoken. Always drawing attention to herself in entirely the wrong way.

Unlike her cousin Mia.

It was Mia who was the granddaughter he approved of. Mia, so petite, so slender, with her long fair hair and angelic features. Mia, so gentle and sweet-natured. Quietly spoken, diffident—meek, docile and shy. Just as a woman should be.

That was their grandfather’s opinion, and he did not balk at holding forth about it.

Ariana had heard it all her life, even as a child, and certainly once she became a teenager. She should be inured to it, but it could still sting—even now.

Well, not tonight! Tonight she was four thousand miles away from her grandfather’s grand palazzo in Umbria and she was going to enjoy herself. She’d just completed the refurbishment of her mother’s new house in Florida, bought with her latest husband—number five, as Ariana had totted it up—and she’d flown to New York to catch up with her other American clients, including her hostess tonight: wealthy socialite Marnie van Huren, a friend of Ariana’s mother, who was bubbly, sociable—and matchmaking.

‘Come to my party, honey, and get yourself a nice man! You career girls are always too busy for romance!’

Ariana had smiled but said nothing. She focussed on her career for a reason—and it wasn’t to compensate for a lack of romance in her life. It was to escape her grandfather’s financial control.

It was a control that was not just financial, but emotional as well—a control he’d always sought to exert over his family. He’d done it with her uncle, Mia’s father, who to his dying day had never stepped out of line any more than his daughter—sweet, docile Mia—did now. That hideous day Ariana’s uncle and aunt had been killed in a car crash, when Mia was seven and she was nine. The tragedy had scarred them all, making her grandfather’s stifling tyranny even more suffocating. He’d become determined to make Ariana like gentle Mia, wanting to chain his granddaughters to his side, not wanting them to have a cent that had not been bestowed upon them by himself even once they’d grown up.

Ariana had vowed never to be dependent, never to let her grandfather curb and constrain her as he did her timid, gentle cousin Mia. Nor to react to that crushing control in the way her own mother had. She had eloped at nineteen with a good-looking penniless wastrel who had soon abandoned her, freshly married and pregnant, in exchange for being bought off by an irate father-in-law, never to be seen again. Least of all by his daughter Ariana.

A succession of marriages interspersed with affairs had followed for her mother, all disapproved of by Ariana’s grandfather, but fortunately always to wealthy men.

Ariana had no intention of copying her mother’s solution to her grandfather’s tyranny. She would never be dependent on a man’s largesse, whoever that man was. She would make her own money, using her own talents.

It hadn’t proved easy, and her precarious efforts to succeed in the overcrowded world of interior design were yet another source of contemptuous disapproval by her grandfather—yet another reason to condemn her. But she’d been dogged in her persistence and her determination, and now, at twenty-seven, she felt she could call herself a success.

It wasn’t, of course, a success that earned her grandfather’s approval—nothing could do that—but it earned her enough money to live a comfortably affluent life. The downside was that it was a life dedicated to her career. Though she dated from time to time, it was never a priority for her. Romance, for now, came a very poor second.

But when she finally had time for romance she would make sure it was the real thing. Permanent. She would not be like her mother, flitting from man to man, husband to husband. No, for her it would be different. One man, one love, one life—together.

One day I’ll meet him! The man I’ll make my life with—who will mean everything to me. The one man in the world who’ll set me alight like a flame, to burn for him all my life!

It would happen one day—and in the meantime there was work and, like tonight, socialising.

She glanced at her reflection again. The figure-hugging cocktail dress showed her generous curves in a way that would have had her grandfather choking. Defiantly, she gave a toss of her head, sending rich brunette waves rippling over her shoulders as, with a final glance, she sashayed out on her five-inch heels and went to party.





Luca Farnese stood at the side of the crowded function room, which was noisy with chatter and the clink of glasses and bejewelled bracelets, and surveyed the scene. He would not be staying long at this high-society Manhattan shindig, only long enough to have the conversation he wanted with his host, and then he’d escape.

Even though he knew, without vanity, that he was being eyed up, courtesy of his darkly good-looking Italian features, his six-foot height and lean, fit body, he had no desire for any dalliance tonight. Or ever. He had already found the woman of his dreams—and she was all he had ever sought in the woman he would make his life with.

A memory of her across the ocean, waiting for him to return and declare himself to her, played in his head, conjuring up her angelical beauty, her fair hair, luminous blue eyes, her tender mouth and her soft, melodious voice. She hadn’t said a great deal, had only hidden her doe-like gaze beneath demure lashes, but from the moment he’d met her—only a handful of weeks ago—he’d been captivated by her. The gentle sweetness of her nature had shone through, and the air of quietness about her had been serene and tranquil. What he had always dreamt of—longed for.

And he knew why.

Bitterly so.

Memory slid back down the years, the decades, and his expression tightened in painful recollection. Raised voices, doors slamming. His father’s voice, pleading and placatory, his mother’s angry and denouncing, vitriolic in its complaint and criticism, unstoppable in the full flow of her histrionics. Then a final slamming of a door and silence. Oppressive, echoing silence.

Himself as a young boy, clutching the landing banisters with clammy hands, his expression strained and anxious. Then going back to his bedroom with a heavy, forlorn tread, his insides knotted up, his heart thumping as he climbed back into bed. But not to sleep. To stare tensely up at the ceiling, hands clenched either side of his stiff body, trying to block out the echoes of the shouting and cursing.

He’d wished his mother wasn’t always quarrelling with his father, yelling at him, storming out, making scenes wherever she was, in front of everyone, even in front of complete strangers, not giving a damn that people were looking, not caring about her son’s mortification, her husband’s cringing embarrassment. However badly his mother behaved, his father seemed to be in thrall to her, letting her endlessly get away with her outbursts.

As a boy he’d been unable to understand why—but as he became a teenager, and then a man, he’d come to understand the power his mother had over his father. The power of her blatant sexuality that his hapless father had never been able to resist.

Rejection of his father’s endless surrender to his wife’s sensual allure had brought Luca to a steely resolve for himself. His own marriage would be nothing like his tormented parents’. Never would he be in sexual thrall to a woman as his father had been, and nor would his wife be like his demanding, self-absorbed mother, who’d cared nothing for her hapless husband and her neglected son.

No, the woman he would fall in love with—his ideal since his teenage years—would be the very opposite. Quiet and gentle, sweet-natured and loving, never raising her voice to anyone. And all he’d want would be her happiness, as he bestowed upon her his devotion and his wealth.

Wealth he had made for himself, in the cut-throat world of high finance. Wealth of which he was now in continued pursuit—and he needled his glance through the guests, looking for fellow financier Charles van Huren, whom he had arranged to meet here.

Charles’s business schedule was as non-stop as his own, and as Luca was flying back to Italy the next morning it meant that tonight, albeit at Charles’s wife’s birthday party, was the only opportunity they would have to discuss the joint business investment they were contemplating.

He levered himself away from the wall, intent on finding his host in the crowd. He gave a cursory glance into the room opening off to his left, from which throbbing dance music was emanating. As he did so, someone caught his eye.

A woman...dancing on her own.





Ariana could feel the slow, heavy beat of the music, the old, familiar number echoing in her pulse as she moved to it, murmuring the well-worn lyrics of the track with a nostalgic half-smile playing on her lips.

Without conscious volition she moved on to the floor, started to dance, not caring that she had no one to dance with, wanting only to feel the slug of the music, to give herself to it, her feet moving indolently, arms twining, serpentine, winding in and out of the intoxicating melody.

Feeling the luxuriant tresses of her hair loosened from their customary businesslike confines and moving across her shoulders like a silky cloud, she dipped her head, hair swaying, heartrate synching with the heavy music. Losing all sense of time, she was becoming one with the music, primitive, primeval, caught in its low, seductive beat.

Then the music ended, and lights flared in a blaze. She looked up, throwing her head back, catching her breath as her eyes focussed.

Straight into the watching gaze of a man standing at the edge of the dance floor, looking straight at her.





Luca stood immobile, his gaze fixed. Why the hell had he stopped as he had?

It was a pointless question to ask himself. He knew exactly why.

The woman was tall, her height accentuated by heels that threw her lush body, tightly sheathed in a dark red dress, into lusher curves yet, lengthening her slender legs. Her long, loose hair cascaded down her back, framing a face as breathtaking as her body, with huge dark eyes and a curving, wanton mouth...

The woman who had just stopped dancing would have drawn the eye of a saint.

And he was no saint...

He felt his body quicken with incipient arousal. He crushed it down. He wasn’t in the market for an encounter of any kind. Not any longer. And certainly not with a woman like the one he was staring at.

Before, when he’d wanted...needed...a woman he’d picked carefully. Very carefully. Someone to dine with, talk with—politics, business, finance—and take to bed. High-flying women, nearly always working in the same field as himself, with whom it was therefore easy to converse. Sleek, svelte women who wore an evening dress as if it were a business suit, with short, smooth, styled hair and discreet, immaculate make-up. Beautiful women, obviously, but women who controlled their lives as rigorously as he did his own.

The woman he’d just been watching had not been controlling her life at all. She’d let the music control it. She had melded her body with it. Arms moving sinuously, body swaying, head bowed, lost to the world...

A world she had suddenly returned to as the music had stopped and her body had stilled.

For a second her eyes, dark and huge and smoky, lifted to his, looked right at him. Then, abruptly, she was turning away, raising her hands as she did so to lift the heavy tresses of lush dark hair as if to cool her neck. It was a very natural gesture, and a sensual one...

Luca’s gaze narrowed slightly. The woman’s movement had lifted her breasts, which now strained against the tight material of her dress, emphasising her generous cleavage. Again, against his will, he felt his body react...

Anger stabbed. This was way out of order.

Forcing his muscles to obey him, he moved sharply away. Across the main function room he saw Charles van Huren, finally finished with his duties as host, and made eye contact. Receiving an acknowledging nod in return, he headed forward, and moments later both men had disappeared into a deserted room and settled down to their business discussion, in brisk, time-efficient tones.

All thoughts of the lushly curved brunette with her smoky eyes, sensuous dancing and mane of wild hair, were forcibly banished.





Ariana let her hair fall again, heavy on her shoulders, and as if she were following through with the gesture twisted her head towards the entrance to the dance floor. She exhaled, relief filling her. He was gone.

That moment, brief as a casual glance, had been anything but casual. Her gaze had collided with his like a physical clash, and she knew with a sudden pulse in her veins that had nothing to do with the throbbing music that it had been fastened on her. Watching her dance.

Watching her.

With an intensity that had felt like a spear right through her.

Instinctively she’d swivelled away from him. She was used to men looking her over. But never a man like that...

A hollow formed in her stomach as she made her way to the edge of the dance floor, seeking, suddenly, the support of a wall to lean against. His face, so briefly glimpsed, burned in her vision.

Aquiline, high cheekbones, ludicrously good looking. And eyes like obsidian...cutting right into her.

She drew a sharp intake of breath, banishing the image, glad he’d disappeared. She wasn’t here for a pick-up.

Done with dancing, she headed back into the main function room, ready to mingle and relax. Some forty minutes later she was doing just that, chatting to a middle-aged couple, acquaintances of her mother, when they were joined by a friend of theirs who was, as she disclosed to Ariana on being introduced to her, very bored with the current décor in her uptown apartment. Ariana gave her her card, and then, tactfully pressing no further, slipped away, helping herself to a glass of champagne just as Marnie sailed up to her.

‘Ariana, I need you to help me out! One of my guests is trying to escape!’

Ariana felt her arm taken, and was inexorably borne away by her exuberant hostess. They were heading, Ariana saw, to Marnie’s husband, who was talking to a man with his back to them. She got only a moment’s warning, and then she and Marnie were upon them.

The man turned.

For the second time that evening it came. That searing gaze that had lasered her while she was dancing.

Ariana felt her breath catch, her stomach muscles clench, and immediately, out of some atavistic instinct, schooled her features into unbetraying immobility. Dimly, she heard Marnie throw some arch remark at her husband about not talking business at her birthday party, and then she was turning to Ariana.

‘Tell your compatriot he can’t possibly leave yet!’ she gushed.

‘Compatriot?’ Ariana heard her own voice echo.

She was conscious that she was glad to look at Marnie, and not at the man beside Charles van Huren.

‘Italian—like you,’ Marnie confirmed.

Wondering vaguely if it were possible that the man who had been talking to Charles van Huren might have imperfect English, Ariana felt obliged to respond to her hostess’s imprecation.

‘Signora van Huren implores you to enjoy the evening of her birthday party with her most sincere wishes,’ she ventured cautiously, in Italian.

It was a strain to look directly at the man, whoever he was, but she did it all the same. And as she said her piece something flickered at the back of those darker-than-dark eyes. She didn’t know what—only that she found it disturbing.

But then she found everything about him disturbing. Up close like this, the impact he had made on her when she’d realised he’d been watching her dance was increased tenfold. He towered over her, even in her high heels, with his lean, taut body, and his hard-planed features once again made her breath catch.

The chiselled mouth gave a sardonic twist. ‘Thank you for the translation, but I got it the first time around,’ he said, in perfect, only slightly accented American-English. His voice was deep, and very dry.

Marnie gave a trill of laughter, and her husband shook his head resignedly. ‘Honey, Luca only dropped by at my request. We had some business to discuss. He needs to get away now.’

His wife threw up her hands in protest. ‘No, no, no! I won’t have it! He’s here now and I won’t let him leave!’

She seized up a glass of champagne from a nearby waiter and thrust it at her unwilling guest. He took it, Ariana could see, with obvious reluctance. As he did so, she made to slip away. It was apparent her fluent command of Italian was entirely unnecessary.

But a diamond braceleted hand fastened around her wrist. ‘Uh-uh!’ countermanded her hostess. ‘Not before I’ve properly introduced you!’

Ariana squirmed inwardly, but to no avail. It had suddenly dawned on her, with excruciating embarrassment, what Marnie van Huren was doing. Setting her up.

Well, she would not be rude, but she schooled her features to an expression of complete impassivity as Marnie happily burbled on, exchanging their names with each of them.

‘Ms Killane...’ The deep, dark voice sounded her name briefly. Inexpressively.

She gave an even briefer nod of acknowledgement, not troubling herself to echo his name in return.

Her hostess beamed all the same. ‘Well, now the introductions are over I must circulate! Charles!’

She released Ariana’s wrist and bore her husband off, leaving Ariana standing there like a lemon, the glass of champagne in her hand.

She gave a tightly controlled smile. ‘So nice to have met you, Mr Farnese. Do please excuse me,’ she murmured in deliberate English, her tone as inexpressive as his, and turned away.

She would not be complicit in her hostess’s embarrassing matchmaking. Nor would she, even more excruciatingly, give the damn man any idea that she was complicit. Not waiting for a response, she threaded her way across the room, chatting animatedly with anyone she knew, even if only slightly.

She was done with the party, she realised. If Marnie van Huren was set on pairing her off, she didn’t want to spend the evening avoiding her hostess’s efforts. She set down her champagne, dived into the restroom, then went to the cloakroom to get her fake fur jacket and make her getaway.

She stepped out into the upper floor lobby, beyond the function rooms, and headed for the elevator.

Then stopped dead.

Luca Farnese, tall, dark, devastatingly good-looking and with those obsidian eyes that could cut like black lasers, had beaten her to it.

There was nothing else for it. She either had to bottle it, and scurry back to the party, or else hold her nerve and make her escape as she’d planned.

She opted for the latter. Head high, she stalked to the elevator.

Luca Farnese watched her approach. His face was unreadable, completely masked. Did the man think she was chasing after him? She didn’t care. Because she wasn’t. He could think what he liked—it didn’t bother her.

Bestowing upon him only the curtest of nods of acknowledgement, she stepped gratefully into the car as the elevator doors slid open. He followed her in.

‘Lobby?’ he enquired.

The dark, deep voice still had that sardonic tone to it, and Ariana knew exactly why.

‘Please,’ she said briefly.

He jabbed with a long finger and the doors sliced shut. The car descended. It seemed to leave Ariana’s stomach somewhere on the function room floor as it did so. Or something did.

She did not look at her fellow passenger, staring fixedly ahead. As the doors sliced open again he stood aside, letting her emerge first. She stalked across the marble lobby towards the hotel’s revolving doors. Out on the pavement the air was chilly, and she clutched her jacket around her. A doorman beckoned a taxi for her, opening the passenger door as Ariana stepped forward.

A voice sounded behind her. Deep and speaking Italian.

‘Have dinner with me,’ said Luca Farnese.




CHAPTER TWO

THE RESTAURANT WAS QUIET, and Luca liked it that way, it was why he patronised it when he was in New York. As the waiter bestowed menus upon them he found his thoughts flickering like a faulty circuit.

Why the hell had he gone and done this? It didn’t make logical sense. He should have headed back to his hotel, dined in his suite and had an early night before his flight to Milan the next day. Then at the weekend he’d be heading south, into the heart of Italy, to Umbria. To change his life for ever.

With a woman as unlike the one he’d brought here as it was possible to be.

The faulty circuit shorted out. His gaze lifted from the menu to the lush brunette Charles’s wife had so blatantly introduced him to. He’d been as dismissive about the introduction as civility permitted, and yet, when she had been similarly dismissive of him, he had been illogically put out. Was that why he’d made his impulsive dinner invitation to her?

His dark eyes rested on her now, as still he questioned himself. Her focus was entirely on the menu, and it allowed his gaze to linger. That fabulous hair, a wanton cloud around her shoulders, long and luxuriant, those huge, long-lashed smoky eyes, the full, wide mouth, lush with deep red lipstick to match the burgundy of her dress pulled tight across her generous breasts.

Sensuous, sensual... He’d known it from the moment he’d watched her dance. Unable to not watch her... And yet—he frowned inwardly—she was totally different from the kind of women he had affairs with—the sleek, corporate executive types, with sharp hair and sharp minds and slim, gym-fit bodies.

This woman, seated opposite him now, couldn’t be more different. And not just from the style of women he was used to. In his head flickered a projected image of the woman waiting for him in Italy—half a world away. Angelically fair, celestial blue eyes...

The image flickered again and cut out. Gone. As if she no longer existed. At least for now.

Only the woman sitting opposite him remained, dominating his vision, his senses, his consciousness, blocking out everything else. Everyone else.

Why? Why am I doing this when it is not what I planned at all? And why this woman?

The questions speared his head, seeking an answer from his keenly honed, coolly rational brain. Finding none.

He snapped his mind away from what he was doing and why he was doing it, forcibly returning his attention to his choice for dinner.

‘Have you decided?’ He closed his menu, setting it down on the linen tablecloth and looking across at her.

Ariana Killane. Her name hung in the space between them. Italian and Irish. A potent combination. He’d asked her about it in the taxi here. It had seemed like a neutral subject to begin their evening together.

‘Killane? And yet you speak perfect Italian?’ he’d thrown at her questioningly.

‘Irish father. Italian mother,’ had come the reply.

She hadn’t looked at him, hadn’t quite met his eyes across the narrow space in the cab.

Yet he knew she was as burningly aware of him as he was of her—it radiated from her. Just as it had when she’d so briefly met his fixated gaze when she’d stopped dancing, and when she’d immediately walked off after Charles’s wife’s blatant introduction, and when she’d stalked out of the elevator across the lobby. He felt it now, in the way she still didn’t meet his eyes as she answered his question in a faux casual manner.

‘I’ll be predictable, I think...’

Luca heard her response to his question and was glad to take his thoughts away from where it was inconvenient for them to go.

‘The tournedos rossini.’

He gave a nod. ‘Good choice. It’s mine too.’

For a moment her choice of such a rich dish surprised him. Then, his eyes going to her generous figure, he realised it did not. This was no stick-thin fashionista. This was a woman nature had bountifully endowed with a sensual appeal and a body to match.

He beckoned the waiter, watched the sommelier coming over too. After both had been despatched, he let his eyes rest on the woman he’d invited, without any logic or sense, to have dinner with him.

And whatever came after.





Ariana reached for her wine glass. She felt she needed it. What in God’s name did she think she was doing? She’d let this man—a complete stranger but for his name—commandeer her taxi and bring her here to this oh-so-discreetly quiet French restaurant.

Beside the taxi she’d turned, astonished at his invitation, given that he’d clearly not even wanted to be introduced to her and that she’d stalked away from him. So what had changed his mind? Or hers?

I wasn’t looking for this...

Yet it had happened.

‘Why?’ The question had fallen from her lips unbidden.

His expression had flickered. ‘Don’t be tedious.’

He had sounded almost impatient, as though she were irritating him by presuming to question why he had asked her to have dinner with him when the answer was obvious.

That single glance when I stopped dancing. Cutting right into me. Deep inside...

That was all it had taken.

As she’d sat in the taxi, unconsciously pulling as far away from him as the confined space had permitted, it had been impossible to deny. Out of nowhere, a single glance from a stranger had—Had what, precisely?

She’d been burningly aware of his presence a bare few feet away, conscious of the faint but evocative scent of his aftershave, of the sheer masculinity of the man, of the length of his outstretched legs, of his hand casually resting on his powerful thigh. She’d looked doggedly ahead, aware of her tight grip on her clutch bag but somehow unable to relax it, aware of the pulse thudding in her throat, the tightness of her lungs, trying to keep her breathing natural as she’d gazed sightlessly ahead of her at the stop-start New York traffic and the city canyons crushing around them.

Heading off for dinner with a man who was a complete stranger.

Luca Farnese.

The name rang no bells, but clearly he was one of those people who moved in the same circles as the van Hurens—a banker or an investor or some such. She lifted her wine glass to her lips, still burningly aware of the man sitting opposite her. of the impact he was having on her, as she took in his chiselled profile, the blade of his nose, the high cheekbones, the sable hair, the line of his jaw. He was the whole damn package, from his lean, taut body to that subtly spiced aftershave and his intense, overpowering masculinity.

As to why—why him?—she still didn’t know.

There were plenty of good-looking males in the world. But not a single one had ever had the effect on her that this one had—so that she’d upped and gone off with him when anything like that had been furthest from her intentions.

Well, why shouldn’t I have dinner with him? I’m single and unattached. So what if I’ve only just met him?

Defiantly, her eyes flickered to him now, as she took a second jittery sip of wine. He was lifting his own glass.

‘To an enjoyable evening,’ he murmured, and his gaze, veiled and half-lidded, lingered on her fractionally before dipping as he took a leisurely appreciative mouthful of the doubtlessly expensive vintage wine.

She watched him savour it, then set down the glass, reaching for one of the poppy seed bread rolls in the silvered basket, tearing it open with his long, strong fingers, then spreading it with a curl of the yellow butter floating in an ice-water dish.

‘So,’ he began, glancing across at her, still with that half-lidded veil over his eyes, ‘what took you to the van Hurens’ this evening?’

The question was uttered in nothing more exceptional than a civilly polite voice, and Ariana was grateful. She needed to let the electric charge circling inside her dissipate. Conversation would do it.

‘Mrs van Huren is a client of mine,’ she answered.

They were speaking in English, and she was glad of that too. This was New York, and Italy was four thousand miles away.

And maybe I want to keep it four thousand miles away...

‘Client?’ Again, there was no more than civility in his question.

‘I’m an interior designer. I recently did her house in the Hamptons.’ Ariana answered with the same politeness that she might have used with any acquaintance. Or a complete stranger. ‘She was kind enough to invite me to her birthday party tonight. I’ve just flown up from Florida, after doing some work for my mother there.’

‘Interior design?’ Luca Farnese said musingly, demolishing the last of the bread roll. ‘Not my field. Tell me about it.’

There was a different note to his voice now. It was no less civil, but with a note of expectation in it that put it in the category of a business-based enquiry.

As if he were making an investment assessment, Ariana found herself thinking. Not that she required any investment funds. Nor would she ever seek them. She had not escaped her grandfather’s hold only to put herself into the hands of control by investors.

Control by anyone, for any reason.

Her gaze flickered over him. Over the starkly good-looking face, where the hardness of his features was not softened in the slightest by being so ludicrously handsome, rather exacerbated...

If I ever did want investment funds—finance of any kind—you would be the very last man I would turn to.

There was an air of ruthlessness about him that she could sense. After all, hadn’t he shown her that with his abrupt invitation to her tonight? Helping himself to something he wanted with little regard to the niceties of social discourse?

Every instinct told her that a man like that, surfacing from where she had no idea, would be a bad person to be beholden to. To be in his power...

She pulled her thoughts away. He’d asked a simple question—the kind that a man like him would ask about any business sector he was unfamiliar with—and she should answer him accordingly.

Their first course arrived—an assiette of saumon fumé—and she started to eat as she talked.

‘What would you like to know?’ she countered.

‘Whatever you consider relevant,’ he returned, attacking his smoked salmon. ‘Do you work for yourself, or for a company?’

‘The former,’ she answered crisply. ‘I would never work for anyone else!’

An assessing glance came her way. ‘That sounds very definite. Can you afford that luxury?’

Ariana’s mouth thinned. ‘I make sure of it,’ she said. ‘I won’t be dependent on anyone—or beholden to them.’

Even as she spoke she wondered at herself. Why on earth was she saying all that to a man she didn’t know from Adam? Yet she was, all the same. And more.

‘I’d rather starve in a gutter,’ she said slowly. Unconsciously, she let her grip on her knife and fork tighten, and her jaw clenched.

Luca Farnese’s dark, unreadable gaze rested on her, and he paused in his own eating. He said nothing for a moment, and then, ‘You don’t look like you’re facing that possibility,’ he observed, clearly taking in her expensive designer dress and overall chic appearance. His voice was very dry.

‘I’m not,’ she replied, her manner crisp again. ‘I’m doing very comfortably, thank you.’

‘Courtesy of the likes of Mrs van Huren...?’

‘Yes, precisely.’

‘Do you work only in North America?’ Again, there was only cool enquiry in his voice.

‘No, in Italy, mostly. I’m based in Tuscany. But I have clients here too. Some have properties in Italy as well—hence the link.’

‘Where do you make the most money?’

‘It’s not a question of where, so much as from whom.’ It was Ariana’s turn to make her voice dry. ‘Once I gain a client’s trust and confidence, then she will often engage me for other properties, or to redo one I did some years ago.’

‘So...’ he glanced at her again as he resumed eating ‘...repeat business rather than growth of your client base?’

‘Both.’ Her voice was still crisp. ‘There’s a finite number of properties, even for very wealthy clients, no matter how often they’re redone, so taking on new clients regularly is essential. I have to be careful, though, not to over-extend. Each client gets my exclusive attention, and I can’t and won’t dilute that.’

He frowned. ‘You don’t take on staff?’

‘No—quite deliberately so. It would compromise my personal brand and give me headaches over management, employment law, et cetera. Even taking on freelance designers would be complicated, so I avoid it completely. I prefer it that way.’

‘So what is your gross turnover?’

She blinked. ‘And that would be your business because...?’ she countered.

A thin smile indented his mouth briefly. ‘Habit,’ he said succinctly.

‘Forgive me,’ she said sweetly, ‘if I don’t satisfy your curiosity on that. Since I’m not a limited company, my accounts are my own business.’

A careless shrug of one shoulder was her answer. ‘Like I said—habit.’ A half-smile twisted at his mouth, not humorous so much as sardonic. ‘I admit I find it curious to encounter someone who does not wish to expand their business or seek investment for such expansion.’

Ariana shrugged back. ‘I’m comfortable where I am,’ she said. ‘I make a reasonable profit and, as you observed, I am not facing penury,’ she added sweetly.

A waiter whisked away their empty plates and another deposited their entrées, while the sommelier reappeared to refresh their glasses. When they were finally left alone, Luca Farnese resumed his interrogation.

Why don’t I mind him doing so?

The question fleeted through Ariana’s thoughts, but she had an answer already. Several of them. Because it was giving them something to pass the time—a neutral subject that didn’t matter.

But there was more to it than that, she realised. Memory stabbed of her pathetic attempts to get her grandfather to acknowledge her achievement in building a successful business from scratch. His response had been scathing. She would crash and burn, go bankrupt. It was inevitable—just a matter of time—she should have stuck to choosing colours and fabrics...

The old and all too familiar burning resentment rose in her, and with it came a realisation that she was actually enjoying being interrogated by someone like Luca Farnese. He was taking her seriously, doing her the courtesy of treating her like a businesswoman—not a silly little female, way out of her depth and making a fool of herself...

‘How does your profit align with charging for your professional time? Or as against the uplift on what you supply to clients in material? And how do you manage cost differentials between suppliers and what you pass on to clients?’ Luca Farnese was asking now, as both of them made a start on the succulent rich steaks of their tournedos rossini.

‘Carefully!’ Ariana acknowledged. ‘I have to provide added value as a middleman, or my clients could go straight to the suppliers and vice versa. My USP is very often simply sourcing—knowing how to get what a client wants, from somewhere she hasn’t thought of.’

‘Do you carry inventory?’

‘Some...but I have to be careful about that too,’ Ariana answered.

‘Dead money?’

‘Yes, indeed. But it gives me agility and speed if I have something in stock that I know a particular client likes—I buy in anticipation sometimes.’

‘Risky?’ he observed laconically.

She nodded. ‘That’s why knowing my clients is key. I can sometimes be proactive—pre-emptive, even. If I see something—say, at an antiques sale—I can let a client know even if she hasn’t considered that she wants it. Knowing my clients’ tastes intimately is a big part of my value, and it helps keep them loyal to me.’

He went on to his next question, and Ariana realised she was finding it a stimulating experience. His line of questioning was keen, and without doubt reflected a surgical precision when it came to grasping the anatomy of any business. Interior design would be small fry to someone like him, of course.

Deciding she’d had enough of being the one under interrogation, she turned the tables. ‘So, what about you? What do you do to keep yourself from penury?’

She made her voice light, but pointed for all that, to make it clear that she was done with this one-way discourse.

He looked at her speculatively. As if assessing her.

Does he think I should know who he is?

She took him on. ‘The world of high finance, which I assume is your field, since you are a business acquaintance of Charles van Huren, is as unknown to me as interior design is to you,’ she said to him.

‘I invest,’ he said shortly. ‘I also speculate.’

Ariana raised her eyebrows. ‘Risky?’ she observed, deliberately using the word he’d applied to her earlier.

A curt shake of his head came her way. ‘Hedged,’ he said.

‘Ah...’ she took another mouthful of the melt-in-the-mouth tender fillet ‘...one of those!’

His mouth thinned. She could see it.

She knew he was about to speak, but she pre-empted him. ‘I know...’ Her voice was very dry, the look in her eye drier still. “‘Don’t be tedious?’” She eyed him. ‘You were going to say that again, weren’t you?’

‘In my experience...’ and Luca Farnese’s voice was even drier than hers ‘...those who deride hedge funds are those who can’t afford to invest in them or make the profits they bring.’

‘Well,’ she acknowledged consideringly, ‘I have no complaints to make. I earn my money from women who are rich enough to afford beautiful homes, and you and your kind are very often those who make the money to pay for those beautiful homes.’

She gave a half-smile as she spoke, meeting his gaze. Feeling its power. Wondering at it. And wondering, with almost a sense of confusion, just what it was about him that made her so physically...sexually...aware of him.

She’d known better-looking men, flirtatious and openly admiring, with handsome faces and good bodies—had even dated some of them when she hadn’t been busy on client projects. But not a single one of them had possessed the dark, powerful allure that this man did.

She was ultra-aware of him—everything about him. From the way his cropped hair feathered slightly at the nape of his neck to the faint sign of incipient regrowth at this hour of the evening along the strong line of his jaw, the way he wore his charcoal business suit and the thin wrap of gold around his wrist in the understated but formidably expensive watch, the equally understated studs of his cufflinks.

But it wasn’t the external things about him, nor even the darkly saturnine looks—it was more. Dangerously more...

It was the knowledge that the only reason she was here, having this unplanned, unscheduled dinner with him, was that he was responding to her in exactly the same way as she was to him. She wouldn’t be here otherwise...

It was both a heady sensation and a disturbing one.

This has come out of nowhere. Two hours ago I’d never set eyes on him. Yet here I am, dining with him.

Dining—and what else...?

She slid the question aside. Unwilling, right now, to face it, let alone answer it. Instead, she asked a different one aloud—one to keep the conversation going.

‘So...’ she sliced off another delicious sliver of tender beef, dunking it in the rich, truffle-based sauce ‘...what about you? Do you have a base? Or are you one of those globe-trotting financier types?’ She made her voice sound politely interested.

‘I operate out of Milan,’ he supplied.

‘Milan I could live in, at a pinch,’ she said musingly. ‘But New York never. Far too modern, too frenetic.’

‘I agree. But don’t you care for Milan?’

She shook her head. ‘Not really,’ she conceded. ‘Tuscany suits me better. I’ve lived in Central Italy all my life—my mother’s family is from there.’

She knew there was an automatic constraint in her voice. She did not want to think about either her mother or her grandfather, in his opulent palazzo in Tuscany’s neighbour Umbria. It was a luxurious prison for those her grandfather wanted to keep at heel. But her mother had escaped—rackety though her lifestyle was—and she too had escaped.

Only her cousin was still trapped. Poor little Mia, her grandfather’s captive. Pampered and petted and kept in a cage she dared not break out of.

I offered her a way out—said she could come and live with me, work with me—but she turned it down. Didn’t dare. Didn’t want to lose our grandfather’s approval.

She could not blame her. Mia had seen first-hand their grandfather’s rage and his contempt for the granddaughter who had dared to break away from his control. Mia wasn’t strong, as she was. Her meekness, her timidity, her gentleness—all counted against her when it came to breaking free.

She shook her head clear of thoughts that were useless. She could not help—not until there was something Mia actually wanted from her.

Luca Farnese was speaking again, and her attention went back to him.

‘Killane...’ he murmured. ‘No other links to Ireland?’

‘No,’ Ariana said shortly.

She knew nothing about her father, other than the fact that he’d been good-looking, feckless, and had readily accepted a pay-off from her grandfather to accede to a speedy divorce the moment she’d been born. Where he was now was of no interest to her. Just as she had never been of any interest to him. Nor to her mother either.

She gave a mental shrug. She was used to not being wanted—neither by her parents nor her grandfather.

But one day I will be wanted—one day there will be a special person for me.

Who it would be she had no idea, but he was out there somewhere...

Her gaze came back to Luca Farnese. Something was happening between them...something that was impossible to deny, but that had been there from that first electrifying moment. She felt a frisson go through her. What had seared through her when he’d watched her dance—what she was burningly aware of in her every moment in his company—was like nothing she had ever encountered before...experienced before.

Could this be...? Could this possibly be...?

The question was trying to form in her head, but she would not let it. Too soon, too difficult...and far too uncertain...

Yet she felt strange currents swirling inchoate within her, bringing to the surface thoughts, wonderings, questions...

Her eyes went to him again as she cleared her plate and pushed it away, replete after the rich, delicious food, reaching for her wine glass. Against her own expectations she had relaxed—partly under the stimulation of describing her line of business, partly because this was her second glass of wine, and partly due to a new awareness taking shape in her, because he wanted her to relax.

Her expression flickered now. It’s why he got me on to interior design. Knowing I’d let my guard down on a subject familiar to me, something I’m so involved with...

A question hovered in her head. And just why does he want me to relax...?

She didn’t need to answer that. It was in the way his eyes were meeting hers, the way he was reaching for his own wine glass, taking an answering mouthful. Holding her eyes just a little bit longer than the conversation between them warranted.

Beneath the surface something quite different is happening...

His unreadable dark gaze rested on her and she felt a sudden hollow open up inside her. It was not unreadable at all. She felt her stomach clench, her throat tighten. Her pulse quickened and her eyes widened. It was impossible to prevent the tell-tale revealing dilation of her pupils.

As if a switch had been thrown, the rest of the restaurant disappeared and all the people in it. They simply vanished. Only this man was here—Luca Farnese, sitting opposite her, his long body lounging back, setting down his wine glass with a click on the table, leaning forward, reaching a hand out...

In a slow, leisurely manner, he traced across her cheek with one fingertip, from her cheekbone to the corner of her mouth.

‘Stay with me tonight,’ he said.

His voice was low. Husky.

His dark eyes were neither hard nor soft.

Only desiring...




CHAPTER THREE

LUCA FELT HIS gaze narrowing, pupils flaring. An instinctive, unstoppable reaction. As instinctive as the lift of his hand as he’d reached forward and made contact with that soft-sheened skin across which he had drawn the tip of his finger, to touch lightly...so lightly...on the swell of her lower lip. Then drop away.

He reached for his wine glass. Took a slow, leisurely draft, never dropping his eyes from her. He watched her face, watched the expression in her deep smoky eyes change. Saw her full, lush lips part slightly, heard an almost inaudible inhalation of her breath. Giving him the only answer he needed.

He felt his body quicken. Yielding to what he’d been keeping supressed—leashed—as he’d reverted with calculated determination to business, the subject he found easiest to talk about, even applied to a sector he was unfamiliar with.

It had served its purpose. Got them to this point.

To the decision he’d just made.

He wanted her.

It didn’t matter that he didn’t want to want her...that nothing about this tonight should be happening.

It was too late for such thoughts. What was happening was happening, and it was overriding everything else. Overriding all caution, all reluctance, all wariness. All reason.

Ruthlessly he put them all aside. Just as he had from the first moment he’d set eyes on her, sensuously dancing in a world of her own, drawing his eyes to her, dominating his focus. His response to her overrode them all.

His eyes rested on her now, feeling the power of her allure. Her mane of dark burnished hair, the deep smoky eyes, the lush mouth. Her ripe, rich beauty. A slow, potent curl of desire went through him. His body quickened again, arousal cresting in him, more powerful, more visceral than he had ever known.

His eyes washed over her. The dress that moulded her body was in the way—he wanted it gone. Wanted to see her full breasts spill free of it, wanted to peel it from her like a ripe fruit, to feast on what was concealed within.

He moved, restless suddenly, summoning the waiter, scrawling his name on the tab. He was known here. The invoice would be sent to his office for settlement. Then he was getting to his feet. Forgoing the usually required social civilities of asking whether she might like dessert, coffee, liqueurs. He had no time for that now.

Desire was unleashed in him—insistent and imperative. It shouldn’t be there, but it was, and he didn’t care that this was not what he should be doing, that this woman had no place in his life. That he should never have looked at her, should never have taken her to dinner. Should not now be intent on taking her back to his hotel.

I should put her in a taxi, send her off—consign her to nothing more than passing memory.

But
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