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      “An instantly gripping, compelling and fun read. Escapism at its best. I couldn't put the book down and read it in one night. With exotic backdrops like Italy and Fiji and passionate characters, it made the perfect holiday read. I definitely recommend this book.”

      
        
        ~ Lauri

      

      

      
        
        The Italian Billionaire's Christmas Bride is a delight. So, what happens when a burned out billionaire fashion designer gets matched with an art therapist? We find out with Max and Issy. I enjoyed the twists and turns as they come to terms with the care for each other. This is a great start to the series. I really loved it.

      

      

      
        
        ~ Amazon Review

      

      

      
        
        “I thoroughly enjoyed the Italian Billionaire's Scandalous Marriage. They have plenty of issues. Still, their love grows despite all that is thrown their way. They finally acknowledge the draw and heat between them. I really had trouble putting this book down to do stuff around the house that I needed to do.Thanks, Mollie, for a great couple of stories.”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Amazon Review

      

      

      

      “I loved, loved, loved this book!!! Mollie really hit a winner with this one. I read it in two sittings because I could not put it down. I will be reading more written by Mollie Matthews!!! I am drawn to anything New Zealand as it is on my bucket list to visit!”

      
        
        ~ Glenda

      

      

      

      “This book was delightfully compelling. The emotional vulnerabilities and character quirks combined with the sexual tension kept the pages turning. A frisky novel to curl up on the couch with or take away on your next trip.”

      
        
        ~ Pauline Roberts

      

      

      

      “This was a fun read I really enjoyed. It's perfect for a lazy weekend. This is the first book I have read by this author but it won't be last. I can't wait to be more.”

      
        
        ~ Poppy

      

      

      

      “Beautifully written. The author’s vivid and descriptive writing style pulled me into a world I never wanted to leave. I loved the connection of art between two very different people and the healing it brought them both.  Very beautiful stories!”

      
        
        ~ Hugh Harrison

      

      

      

      “Readers will like the Kiwi vernacular Issy voices every now and then, and I think readers will enjoy getting to know the strong characters and the beautiful islands we’re visiting. The author also tucks in some great life advice for everyone telling in the telling of this charming story. I hope you enjoy this book, too. I did.”

      
        
        ~ Alfie Rues

      

      

      
        
        “Flight of Passion is a well written book that tantalizes your senses. Will Oliver be able to convince Ruby that she loves him enough to disobey her family? Can they find each other when all seems lost? An excellent book that I highly recommend. It will have you laughing with joy and crying with sadness.”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Marie Fraser

      

      

      
        
        “Mollie Mathews has written a beautifully scripted story of two people wildly attracted to each other, but too constrained by family expectations to allow themselves to commit. When they meet again after eight years can they move beyond old patterns of behavior or are they doomed to always want, but never have?”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Jane Whitmeyer

      

      

      

      “I loved, loved, loved “This is a well written book that tantalizes your senses. Will Oliver be able to convince Ruby that she loves him enough to disobey her family? Can they find each other when all seems lost? An excellent book that I highly recommend. It will have you laughing with joy and crying with sadness.”

      
        
        ~ Marie Fraser

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Italian Billionaire’s Scandalous Marriage

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Italian Billionaire’s Scandalous Marriage

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Book Two in the Gemstone Billionaires series

      

      

      
        
          [image: Cover The Italian Billionaire’s Scandalous Marriage]
        

      

      
        
        What if everything you believed was a lie?

      

      

      

      When a lonely young American woman inherits a painting she discovers her whole life was a lie. Desperate for the truth, she goes in search of her true identity.The painting is her only clue. But everyone is determined to keep its secret past repressed, including Vitaliano Rossi, the Italian gold tycoon. Unnaturally suspicious of her motives, he wants the painting—and Alex—vanquished.

      How can she discover who she really is and convince him that his love means more to her than gold?

      

      Three women. Three lives. And the lies that bind them. Why is everyone afraid of the truth?

      

      Set amongst the stunning backdrop of New Zealand's South Island.

      

      If you love stories set in New Zealand, against a sensuous backdrop of art, you'll love The Italian Billionaire’s Scandalous Marriage.
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      'You should never have responded to that email. I don't understand you, Alexandra.' Bitterness bled from her mother's words.

      Alex Spencer pressed her lips together, momentarily fixing her gaze on the desolate New York sky as snow began to fall. 'Okay, so an email arrives out of the blue telling me the man who I thought was my father isn’t,’ she said, shoveling summer clothes into a well-traveled leopard-print suitcase. ‘And then I find out my real father is dead and he's left me some valuable paintings—and I'm supposed to ignore that?'

      'Why do you insist on digging up the past? I've told you no good will come of it.'

      Alex knew they would never agree. She wanted to say, “Mom, why are you making everything so difficult? Why won't you talk to me about my father? Why didn’t you tell me the truth?” But she'd already tried, and every time her mother evaded answering. Despite what her mother had done, for the sake of their tie of blood, which was the only thing left between them, she had to keep the peace.

      'Why do you have to go back to New Zealand? What more do you hope to achieve that wasn’t settled six months ago? What point is there?' Elizabeth Spencer pressed, fixing disapproving eyes on her errant daughter.

      'You know why I need to go back, Mother,' Alex said quietly, careful to stop exasperation creeping into her voice.

      Her mother's brown eyes turned a chilly shade of black. 'After all Charles and I have done for you,’ she spat. ‘He's been more of a father to you than that man ever was.' Although she would never say it, the accusation whistled through her mother's pursed lips. Why would you want to do something so selfish?

      Alex forced herself to count to ten. It was as if her mother thought keeping something so important a secret from her own daughter all these years was no big deal. It was as though she thought that replacing a real dad with a surrogate dad gave her a stable identity.

      How could Alex possibly explain without severing their relationship for good? Finally, she knew why she had never felt understood, never felt accepted, never felt she belonged. And while everything was such a mystery she knew that she could never find peace until she understood her past.

      ‘Mom, I told you when I came back for Christmas that I'd only be here for a few weeks. Please don't let us spend our last moments arguing.' Alex forced an uncertain smile hoping it would melt her mother's iciness.

      Her boutique travel business meant she was never home for long. She was like those dandelions; settling for a spell then drifting away. She was no longer a child. Yet in this matter she longed for her mother's approval.

      'Why can't you let go of this thing you've got about your father?' Her mother fired. 'What more do you have to know, for heaven's sake? He was an artist. He left you a few paintings. End of story.'

      It wasn't the end of the story. Far from it. In fact of the six paintings her biological father had left her in his will she knew with gut-churning clarity that only one would unlock buried secrets. Secrets her mother seemed resolute never to divulge

      'I want to know everything. I want to know about the man whose blood courses through my veins. I want to know who I am. Why can't you understand that?'

      'There's nothing more to say. I was young. Impulsive. He was a mistake.'

      Alex's stomach clenched. She was a mistake. Her mother didn't have to say it but her tone made it clear.

      She was the girl nobody wanted.
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      Alex pressed against a pillar beneath the cavernous ceiling of the Auckland art gallery, suppressing a yawn as she fought a wave of jet lag. Clutching the exhibition catalog to her chest she swept her gaze over the crowd gathered for the opening of the dazzling retrospective exhibition of her father's lifeworks. Only yesterday she had been in icy New York and now here she was in the heat of the New Zealand summer, surrounded by Veuve Clicquot, popping corks and intoxicating works of art.

      At the center of the gallery stood Clive Gacos, the art dealer who had discovered the man she now knew was her father, exchanging air kisses and handshakes. Impeccably armored in a steel-grey designer suit that complemented his trademark helmet of silver hair he looked in his element as he enthusiastically greeted a procession of art collectors and socialites.

      Alex crossed her arms protectively over her chest as women flashed him far too-enthusiastic smiles, and fluttered acrylic nails in shallow waves. She hated crowds at the best of times and tonight, surrounded by so much pretense, she felt doubly out of her comfort zone. Nausea crawled through her stomach as she wondered if Clive's insistence that she exhibit the painting had been one giant mistake.

      Would tonight flush out someone intimately connected to the powerful, yet haunting image? Someone who would help her unearth the past her mother and step-father were so determined to keep buried?

      Her gaze drifted to the vast landscape her father had painted running the length of the far wall. Lost Love. Two words that tore her heart apart. Looking at the painting now she wondered if the name she'd given it still fitted. For some inexplicable reason, unlike all her father's other artworks, he'd left this one unnamed. Why did he leave so few clues to its meaning?

      Barely conscious of the crowd pressing around her Alex's heart quickened as she scanned the craggy Southern Ranges, their soaring peaks troughed on the canvas with a hurtle of blue and ochre and gold. Her gaze honed in on the hauntingly beautiful face of a woman, infused within the rocks. Why had her father painted a woman's face into the landscape? And whose was it—so beautiful?

      The woman seemed to reach through time and space, lifting agonized eyes, calling Alex's name, drawing her deeper and deeper into the painting's mystery. Instinct told her something deeply personal had happened to inspire the painting, something that could shed light on her past? For twenty-five years her life had been a lie. Months of searching for clues to her past had ended in granite walls of silence.

      Yet the way her heart pounded, her eyes pooled with tears, and every hair on her body stood on end each time she looked at the painting, told her that there was a deeper reason her father wanted the painting to remain in her possession. Alex was sure her father was enticing her to discover the painting's secrets. Why else did he leave this particular painting in his will to the daughter he'd never met?

      She tore herself away from Lost Love and stood at a distance observing people's reactions in the hope that she would discover someone who found the painting as meaningful as she did. An older woman stared at it the longest, her eyes pooling as she fingered the elaborate gold locket at her throat.

      A young man and woman holding hands stopped in front of it, and the woman slipped her palm from her partner's as she stepped closer to study the face of the woman. A middle-aged man's body grew hard and tense as he looked, and he passed quickly by. Another man with a receding hairline flinched as if someone had punched him in the gut. He reached a hand out to the painting, not quite touching the velvet plains of golden tussock and Rātā trees clinging fiercely to craggy rocks.

      Dread wormed through her. The strange and enigmatic image evoked powerful reactions in them all, but none of them betrayed the fact they held the missing piece to her painful puzzle. She pressed her lips together, holding her face tight, as tears pricked her eyes. Showing Lost Love was a hair-brained idea, like searching for a needle in a field of grass. What real chance did she have of discovering someone who knew anything truly intimate about her dead father? Yet what else could she do? All her other inquiries had come to nothing.

      Alex heaved a sigh of frustration and turned away. From across the gallery, Clive Gacos caught her anxious gaze. His fluttering fingers flourished a greeting across the room as he slithered to her side. ‘Lost Love. I still think the title's morbid.'

      He cocked his head to one side as his gaze darted from the catalog to the painting before resting on Alex. 'Couldn't you have come up with something more commercial?'

      Alex wanted to cry out, "It's how I feel." Instead, she said, 'You may be right, Mr. Gacos,' painting a mask of detached aloofness on her face. Instinct told her Clive was only interested in his fame and glory—not her own painful story. She took his outstretched hand and felt a shiver snake through her spine as cold, steely fingers shook hers.

      'It's a fabulous turnout, my dear.' Bleached white teeth flashed a self-satisfied smile. “I'm absolutely delighted.’

      'Are you sure that this is the best way to unearth someone who may know something about this painting, Mr. Gacos? You know how firmly my father was against it being exhibited.'

      'Field of Dreams or Secret Passion would have been better. The right title can really boost sales,' he said glancing at the painting.

      'That's interesting', Alex said flatly. ‘But Lost Love is not for sale.'

      Eerie, pale eyes looked right through her. 'My dear, everything is for sale.'

      'No, Mr. Gacos. It's not. I'm looking for answers. A sale won't achieve that.' Had she been wrong to trust him? Was he just another person in a long line of people to deceive her? ’Besides you told me yourself, my father made it quite clear that the painting must never leave my possession.'

      'My dear, 40 years in the industry has taught me one thing, what an artist says and what an artist means are quite different things. If you gave me ten dollars for every time I've heard, “This is my favorite work, I'll never part with it,” or some other nonsense, I'd be a hundred-fold richer.' His reptilian eyes scanned her face as though searching for a weakness in her resolve. 'Of course, none of this matters now that your father is dead.'

      Dead.

      Alex's eyes misted as the finality of the word hit her. It was ridiculous. Eleven months ago she hadn't even known geologist, turned painter, Ted Carr, known in art circles as Jimmie Goldie, was her father and since then she'd had plenty of time to accept the fact that he was gone. But she couldn't help feeling regret.

      If only she'd known her father. If only he was by her side now. Although in a strange way he was, she mused, her eyes misting as she gazed at the painting. Infused with his energy, his passion, his spirit, Lost Love was her only link. It was as though the painting was his voice—allowing him to speak through time and space. But only to those with eyes that could see and ears that could hear, and Alex still had no idea what he was saying.

      Maybe she was reading too much into it. Maybe it was just a painting. But why did her father demand it never be exhibited in public? And why did he want her to have it?

      'I expect this exhibition to arouse even more interest in Jimmie’s work, and the longer we hold off the more the painting will appreciate in value,’ Clive blabbered on, oblivious of her raw grief.

      Alex clenched her teeth, shutting back a retort at his thoughtless remark. This wasn't the time to be emotional, nor to incite conflict. She hated disharmony and discord. And although she'd been continually teased because she always chose the peaceful route, putting him in his place would only get him offside.

      'Remind me again Mr. Gacos, just how well did you know my father?' she said gently.

      'I told you—I discovered him. Made him a sell-out success.'

      'Yes, but what was he really like?'

      'I don't know. We never met.'

      'But you were his dealer?'

      'I deal in works of art, Miss Spencer. Not people. Besides, your father liked his privacy. I respected that.'

      'Didn't you wonder why he hid his true identity?'

      'My dear, half the celebrities in the world use fake, made-up names. Careers live and die by people's memorability. It's all part of the game. Do you really think Andy Warhol's paintings would sell for astronomical sums if he went by his real name, Andrew Warhola? Your father was smart. Jimmie Goldie, or Ted Carr—ask yourself, who's the better investment?'

      Tension knotted her shoulders. She was getting nowhere.

      'Want some advice?'

      No.

      'Take it from me. There's no mystery—just a finely executed brand strategy. And you are the lucky beneficiary. So what? He left you this painting. Maybe his conscience got the better of him. In my opinion, it's an exceptional piece of work, one of his finest, and tantalizingly one that the art world has never seen before. If I were you, I'd sell it. Realize the cash. Return to New York. Go live your life.'

      Go live your life. She would—but not before she had her answers. Alex's gaze drifted back to the crowd. Her only hope was that someone would reveal something in their reaction to the painting. Surely if anyone was connected intimately it would hit them with the same power-punch to the gut as it did to her every time she looked at it.

      Suddenly she was distracted by a blaze of rustic color as the most ridiculously handsome man Alex had ever seen strode toward her.
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      His six-foot frame wore an immaculately tailored camel jacket, cut from the finest Merino wool and fashionably faded jeans gracing a powerful physique.

      His skin was deeply tanned, his hair rich dark chocolate with golden highlights—wavy and slightly tousled. Not a classically handsome pasty metro-sexual like the American suitors her mother continually threw in her path. But a ruggedly handsome man, who looked as though he would be equally at home in a New York boardroom dressed in a sleek Armani suit as he would be rustling cattle in a tough New Zealand Swandri. The man oozed passion, purpose—and danger.

      She watched entranced as his gaze swept the room, standing rigidly in the archway with a presence that emanated command. He had a strong, arresting face, coldly handsome with no lines of weakness. A disturbingly primitive tug of attraction quaked through her body. She could imagine this man commanding a Roman Legion, or leading a charge of Templar Knights.

      He oozed the power of a leader who made his own rules, ruthlessly sweeping aside anyone who stood in opposition. A smile fluttered to her lips as she imagined the shock on her mother's face if she married a man so raw and rugged. To her discomfort she found the idea thrilling and quickly sanctioned her recklessness.

      Whether the Adonis had read her mind Alex had no idea, but as he carved his way through the crowded gallery he slowed his stride. He paused opposite her and looked at her, a flicker of recognition glancing across his face as though he wondered if he had met her before, perhaps even bedded her.

      His gaze narrowed with the level unwavering gaze of a ravenous lion. Whatever he was thinking Alex’s heart raced. It was as if he could see right through to the essence of who she really was. It was as thrilling as it was intoxicating and disturbing. Near them people glided around the paintings, the vacuous height of the vaulted gallery ceiling amplifying peoples voices, but she was trapped with him in exploding silence.

      Usually she dismissed such attention. But this was more than a fleeting appraisal of desirability, more than an appreciation of the curvaceous femininity of her figure. It was an arrogant assessment projecting the confident knowledge that he could have her if he wanted. The only question appeared to be could he be bothered?

      A frisson of danger scuttled down Alex's spine. Under his penetrating gaze she felt like a naked model posing for a ravenous sculptor. She picked at the black sequins of her dress, immediately regretting wearing the figure-hugging cocktail number she'd purchased for the formal opening night.

      She never wore dresses ordinarily, and hated wearing black, but she had wanted to blend in with the art-gallery-noir that she knew everyone else would be wearing. It was the only suitable dress she'd found at the second hand store on Queen Street in the few hours she had to spare since arriving in Auckland. As her face flared with humiliating heat Alex tugged the bottom of the clinging dress, cursing the shimmering sequins and the above knee length for attracting his attention.

      His piercing green eyes rested for long, uneasy moments on Alex's quivering lips. The perfect lushness of his mouth quirked dangerously as his gaze inched with leisurely thoroughness before dropping to where her dress clung to her chest.

      Every whisper of hair on her body stood like sentries armed for defense. Yet to her intense humiliation she found her barriers weakened. Was it pleasure? Longing? Or desire she felt flood her body with warmth? She couldn't be sure. It had been years since she'd been with a man, and never with anyone certainly so virile. For the briefest moment she found herself wondering what it would be like to be taken by him. Every remnant of her rational mind fought the dangerous feeling, but the more she struggled the more her body betrayed her.

      Suddenly, with an air of explosive tension the weight of the stranger lurched forward. His face spun away from her. Alex followed the direction of his fixed gaze, piqued that his interest in her had been so totally diverted. She couldn't see his expression but she could sense his undiluted fury.

      In the next instant he propelled himself through the crowd, a dozen lithe strides bringing him within a foot of Lost Love.

      Her pulse rate ricocheted as she watched transfixed as the stranger froze as if in shock, then shook his head in disbelief. After several tense moments he rifled through the catalogue he carried. His shoulders tensed as he read the small caption, then scrutinized the painting again. He thrust his arms out as if to wrench it from the wall. His hand tightened into a closed fist crumpling the catalogue, then thrust it into his pocket.

      Alex's heart pounded then took a dive. Her mind raced ahead as she struggled to understand the intensity of his reaction. Could he unravel her mysterious past?

      He swung around, his face set in determined purpose, his gaze scanning quickly over the people in the room. They passed over Alex without a flicker of recognition, every muscle of his face taunt with savagery.

      'Who is he?'

      'I don't know, but he looks important—and very wealthy.’ Clive said in a low voice. 'Let me handle this.'

      Clive was off and moving with the silent speed of a cobra toward the stranger before Alex could object. Tension jack-knifed through her chest. What should she do? Run after Clive and risk getting in the way? The stranger had dismissed any interest in her with the aloof detachment of a man who would never cede control. Instinct told Alex where she was concerned he was untamable. Like a wild wolf, the wrong move would send him running. Besides, Clive's reputation for netting the elusive was legendary.

      She reached for a glass of champagne from a passing waitress and took tiny gulps as she hovered anxiously. Would Clive find out what had incited such a powerful reaction? Would the stranger reveal why he had responded so strongly?

      Perhaps the painting incited something deep within his soul, she wondered. No that was impossible. The brute didn’t appear to have a soul or he wouldn’t have dismissed her so coolly. Her heart pulsed with the sting of his rejection. He was clearly a collector like many others in the gallery. A numbers man who no doubt prided himself on his many conquests and the number of artworks he possessed.

      Alex gripped the stem of the glass as she watched the scene unfold. As Clive tried to beguile him with his charming smile the stranger's shoulders tensed. Fear rumbled through her as cataclysmic as an earthquake. Was Clive failing? She cursed herself for allowing him to take the lead. A woman with a beehive hairdo, her long neck over-saturated with Opium perfume paused in front of her obstructing her view.

      'Excuse me,' Alex said, inhaling a heady mix of cinnamon and spice, as she pressed past the woman. The stranger was no longer in front of the painting. Her heart hammered as she stood on her tiptoes and scoured the room. Where had he gone?

      A slice of golden caramel moving like a bullet caught her eye as the stranger strode toward the exit. Then, like the sun setting over the ranges in Lost Love in a blink he was gone.
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      Despite the fatigue that had seeped into every bone in her body, Alex was still awake, her mind whirring with a kaleidoscope of possible scenarios, when the telephone in her hotel room rang. 'Who could that be?'

      She glanced at the digital clock on the bedside table. Ten thirty-five pm. In New York it would be Saturday and her mother and Charles would have just finished a leisurely brunch. Alex propped herself on her pillows and lifted the telephone receiver, bracing herself for the inquisition.

      But it wasn't an international call.

      'Sorry if I've disturbed you, Alexandra,' Clive Gacos rattled over the line, 'I know it's late but I couldn't wait,' he pressed on, sounding not in the least bit sorry. ‘I’ve received an offer for one of your father's paintings. I've been instructed to close the deal tonight.' He paused, then continued, his tone pinched, 'If you're agreeable, of course.'

      An odd feeling of premonition crawled through Alex's chest. 'Which painting, Mr Gacos?'

      Clive hesitated then cleared his throat. ‘Lost Love. I've been negotiating on your behalf throughout the evening.'

      Her shoulder's tensed. 'Negotiating what on my behalf?'

      'You won't believe it. I can hardly believe it myself. It's the stuff of dreams,' he gasped, nearly tripping over his excitement. 'Before you say anything, the client has been informed, as per your instructions, that Lost Love is not for sale.' Clive rushed on, obviously anxious to defer her refusal. 'However, the offer he is making...it's simply staggering. I didn't feel I could say no. Not without consulting you of course, my dear.'

      'You know I can't sell.' Alex said annoyed at the patronizing attitude that snaked through his voice.

      'I know. I know,' he repeated, in barely held exasperation. 'But Alex, it wasn't written in his will. There's nothing legally binding.’

      'My father was adamant that the painting remain in my possession.'

      Clive took a deep breath. 'Alexandra, I don't think you realize how much money is at stake. This is big—'

      'No figure would be large enough to make me betray my father’s trust, Mr Gacos.' Her throat felt like sandpaper and she reached for the glass of Pellegrino on the bedside table.

      'Five million dollars!' he blurted. ‘Think how that would change your life.'

      The glass slid from her hand. Alex pushed back the blankets and jumped to her feet, her mind spinning. 'What did you say?' Alex kept her voice calm, but the rush pounded through her now, the painting, the adrenaline, five million dollars.

      'Five...million...dollars! I think even your father would agree. None of us could have predicted such a meteoric rise in prices for his work. Selling now would catapult your father's name into artistic infamy. Just think what you would be doing for his reputation. It's a record sum for a New Zealand artist. Quite dazzling. But we must move quickly.'

      What was the urgency? Clive's pressure addled her brain. Was notoriety what her father wanted? It took a few more stunned moments before she managed to speak again. 'Is this for real?'

      'I can assure you the buyer is quite serious.' Clive replied infusing his voice with professional stoicism, but she sensed the zealous excitement he was suppressing. The commission on five million dollars was obviously blinding.

      She could well imagine how brokering a deal of this size would clinch Clive's well known ambition to join the elite club of the world's most powerful art dealers. Had the painting been for sale she may have admired his ambitious drive, perhaps even been grateful, but it wasn't for sale, and he was clearly driven by his own self-interest. But what Clive wanted was none of her concern. For once what she wanted would be her dominant priority.

      Recovering from the initial shock Alex's mind kicked up a gear. Someone wanted that painting very badly. The question was, who and why?

      'Who is the buyer?' she asked, keeping her tone even.

      'They have asked to remain anonymous.'

      'Of course they have,' she said, wearily.

      'I honestly don't know. In this type of situation, the bids always come through a third party. Some people don't wish to be in the spotlight. However, I can assure you the offer is authentic. Just say “yes” and the money will be in your bank account tomorrow.'

      Someone wanted the painting desperately. This was what she had hoped for, it was the sole reason she'd agreed the painting be put on exhibition—and the response was beyond her wildest dreams. She had to figure this out carefully. If she couldn't get through all the middlemen she'd blow the opportunity to find out if the person behind the offer knew anything of her father's past.

      Alex paced the room, her tension growing. When at last she spoke it was in a flat, detached voice.

      'Mr Gacos, tell the intermediaries that unless I deal with the buyer directly there is absolutely no chance of a deal.'

      'It's not the done thing,' he spluttered.

      'Then I guess it's goodnight,' she bluffed, hoping he didn't detect the squeak in her voice.

      'Wait. I'll pass on your instructions. Hold the line.'

      Alex's hands trembled as she pressed the cordless phone to her ear and paced the room, her tension growing as the minutes ticked by. She felt desperately tired, but her mind was spinning. Her demand must be meeting with resistance. A great deal of resistance. Hopefully that was a good sign.

      'I'm sorry. The buyer is not prepared to discuss the matter in person. It's your decision but I firmly believe if you refuse their terms the bidder will disappear.’

      Alex's head pulsed. She had nothing to go on. But if someone was prepared to offer that much, she didn't believe they would walk away. They had to be bluffing to force a quick decision. Bad luck for them that they had seriously underestimated her motivation. No amount of money would ever persuade her to give up Lost Love. And now that she knew someone else wanted to possess the painting as badly as she wanted to keep it she was even more determined to follow the trail. She knew now, without a doubt, that Lost Love held some special significance to someone else. She took a long, deep breath, needing to slow her pulse-rate before she threw down her last card.

      'The answer is no,' she said flatly. 'You can tell them I will never sell to a stranger. They know how to reach me if they change their mind.’

      ‘Alexandra—' She could hear the hiss of Clive's breath as he bit back a protest. 'Very well. As you wish. I'll pass on your reply.' His tone held a note of desperation.

      Alex sat on the bed, slid back on the pillows and tried to relax. It was utterly impossible. Her mind kept racing backwards and forwards. Had she played the right hand? She couldn't think how she could have played it differently. Until the buyer made his decision she couldn't plan her next move. But that didn't stop her volleying the possibilities around in her mind.

      It was a longer wait this time, but Alex didn't mind. Each minute that passed increased her hope. Obviously they were talking very seriously, and she had no doubt that Clive's tenacity would keep the deal alive.

      ‘Alex—' The note of relief in Clive's voice brought an elated smile to her lips. 'The principal insists that the meeting be kept completely confidential.'

      'Absolutely,' she agreed quickly.

      'And it has to be tomorrow morning. As early as you can make it.'

      The buyer was clearly impatient. While Alex needed as much time with the mysterious person as possible, she just wasn't a morning girl. And since she held the trump card at the moment she would call the shots.

      'Lunch near my hotel would suit me better.' She glanced out the window at the Sky Tower dominating the skyline with its commanding presence. 'The Orbit Revolving Restaurant,' she said impulsively. 'Eleven-thirty.'

      There was only a short pause before Clive came back with the reply. 'Agreed.'

      ‘How will I recognize them? Don't tell me—red carnation, dark glasses?' she said flippantly.

      'I'll be there, Alexandra,' he said quickly. 'To introduce you and to represent your interests.'

      'No, Clive. I'm sorry.'

      He heaved a reluctant sigh. 'Of course.' A pregnant pause crackled down the line. 'Will you sell, Alexandra?'

      'Thank you for negotiating the meeting, Mr Gacos.’ She forced her voice to a nonchalant crawl. ‘Good night, Mr Gacos. I'll let you know the outcome.’

      A Tsunami of exhaustion, anxiety, apprehension and excitement crawled over her as she put the phone down. Maybe the buyer just loved the painting. But it didn't stack up. Five million dollars spelled out a compulsive desire to acquire, and there had to be some reason for it over and above the usual obsession of an art-lover. Her father, while popular in New Zealand, was no Da Vinci. It could hardly be an investment buy at that price. So that left—what?

      She stared out the window at the fiery red neon lights of the Sky Tower. Meeting so close to Auckland's casino seemed ironically appropriate. Everything about the meeting was a gamble and she would need to play a skillful hand if she were to win. Would lady luck be her ally or would she shine her benevolent light on the mysterious, but clearly determined opponent?
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      Alex pressed against the wall as a Korean tour party posed for the in-house photographer before bustling into the Sky Tower lift.

      'I hate having my photo taken even on a good day,' she told him politely as she waited for the second lift to arrive. And today had the potential to be the worst day of her life. As she stepped into the lift her stomach clenched as she thought of what was at stake. This meeting was her best chance. All other attempts had resulted in dead-ends. If she blew today's negotiations she might never unravel the secrets that would help her understand her past.

      Alex sighed with relief as the doors began to close. Placing her palm on her belly she lifted her tissue saturated with a confidence-boosting blend of essential oils. Pressing the scent of geranium, lavender and ylang-ylang to her nose she inhaled deeply, hoping to settle her nerves. She looked at her reflection in the glossy wall panels and began to mentally rehearse her strategy out loud. 'Good afternoon, thank you so much for meeting me.' She forced a confident smile 'Before we settle down to business, I'm curious…what draws you to the painting?'

      Suddenly a muscled arm forced through the gap in the doors forcing them to crash open.

      'What the—' Her tissue flew to the floor as the Adonis who had rattled her equilibrium at the gallery strode into the lift. Heat sparked between them as she saw the flash of recognition. His mouth twisted with cynical amusement at the crimson blush that burned her cheeks. There could be no doubt that he remembered last night's encounter.

      A mop of dark wavy hair fell across his face as he raised a quizzical eyebrow. 'Scuse, was I was interrupting something?' His deep honeyed Italian voice was textured by sexual confidence and power, making her knees go weak.

      Oh, crap. He'd obviously heard her rehearsing. She studied her feet, hoping the stain heating her face would disappear—and her with it—as the doors shut, filling the lift with his testosterone-laden presence. The orange blossom and sandalwood scent that oozed from him was reminiscent of the scene of another one of her father’s paintings—the beautiful gardens of Isola Bella, one of the Borromean Islands of Lake Maggiore near Milan. Earthy, sensual and thoroughly intoxicating.

      A bolt of awareness streaked down Alex's backbone as sexual tension echoed in the silence around them. Excruciatingly aware of his amused stare, she locked her gaze on the elevator panel forcing herself to find it infinitely fascinating, as every fiber of her body orbited in his direction.

      No gaping. Didn't the brute know elevator etiquette.

      She inhaled sharply and, in an uncharacteristic move of boldness, slowly turned her head and surveyed him with one calm, detached glance.

      At least that was what it was meant to be. Maddeningly, sage green eyes trapped hers, forcing her gaze to sensuous lips curved into a sardonic smile, as he leaned against the wall. Strong arms folded against his powerful chest as he faced her with the arrogant confidence of a non-conformist who found her mortal embarrassment amusing and cared nothing for rules. Clear and confident and incisive, his piercing gaze stirred an instant protective instinct, hammering home her acute vulnerability.

      Damn, she thought helplessly. Alex's heartbeat kicked up a gear as her senses hummed, every cell detonating into life. Up close he was even taller and more warrior like than he'd appeared at the gallery. Long-legged, with shoulders that would be a credit to any Greek god, he was 110 per cent pure man. 1001 per cent pure danger.

      What if he was the mysterious buyer, she thought for a reckless second? No, impossible. He looked to be in his early-thirties, not old enough to be a man who had known her father and what had happened over 20 years ago. This man would only have been a child then. And he was far too young and far too casually dressed to be in possession of such a fortune.

      Her heart contracted in her chest as she ran a swift glance over his clothes. A rich chocolate hip-length leather jacket covered a V-neck navy cashmere jersey and white shirt hanging informally over ink colored designer jeans. Casual they may appear, but they were tailor made for brute strength, impeccably proportioned for his lean body and long, strong, muscled legs.

      Her pulse hammered as the lift began to climb toward the restaurant 192 meters above the city. Don't look down, a voice warned as the lift climbed higher. Alex fixed her gaze on a spot on the horizon, trying to block out the stranger's unrelenting stare.

      ‘Allora, is your invisible friend afraid of heights?' His unsmiling, icy calmness was in direct contrast to her uneasy emotions. 'Afraid of heights? Nope,' she lied, hoping he wouldn't detect the fear sucking life from her voice. She hadn't thought about her fear of heights when she'd impulsively picked the meeting venue. She wasn't a planner. She was impetuous, impulsive.

      Stupid.

      The brute obviously had no empathy. Why the hell hadn't she thought it through? Whether it was a fierce determination to prove him wrong, or the mortification of already having made a fool of herself, she plastered on her most fearless, warrior-woman face and stepped over to the viewing glass inserted in the middle of the floor. Feel the fear and do it anyway, isn't that what the self-help gurus advocated? Heck, it wasn't as if she'd die.

      You can do this she told herself, fixing the stranger with a defiant stare. Whether it was fear or the thrill of the crazed energy that sparked between them like wild-fire she didn't know, but her head began to spin as she peered down into the abyss of the lift shaft. Her body tilted as the whole lift seemed to sway, pulling her in one lethal direction.

      Gasping, she fought to control her legs. She squealed as she lost her balance. For one stark second she felt the undulating contour of every muscle in his hard torso on her back, and the strength of his arm across her breasts. Sparks like flints on graphite ignited between them as she clung to the man of steel and their bodies momentarily fused.

      Although the heat storming her chest robbed her of breath, strength and wits, instinct kicked in. "Move back!" it snapped.

      'I'm so sorry,' she mumbled mortified, her voice barely audible, as she sprung away from him as though his touch burned her.

      'Che cavolo! Are you all right?'

      'I'm fine,' she said, injecting her voice with her cultivated aloofness. 'It's these heels,' she said, clutching the hand railing with one hand and pointing a blaming finger at the far too high shoes she'd decided to wear to impress the prospective buyer.

      Doubly amused at what no doubt he regarded as her foolish antics he smiled with the confidence of a man used to having women throw themselves at his feet. But there had been something about the way his body tensed as his arms had encircled her. Something she couldn't put her finger on. Almost an uneasiness at the chemistry igniting the space between them that belied his smug arrogance.

      He laughed, as though sensing her confusion. It was not the easy laugh of a man in full control of his emotions, but a raw, unsteady laugh.

      Hurry, she silently prayed wishing the lift were a bullet train speeding to her destination. She drummed her fingers on the steel railing. Thank God she'd decided to get to the restaurant early. She'd need the extra time to regain her composure.

      Mercifully, after what seemed like eternity, the lift doors released her. She tumbled out anxious to put as much distance between them. A thrill of exhilaration stopped her in her tracks as she stepped into the foyer and savored the spectacular panoramic views.

      Auckland's Hauraki Gulf spread like sapphire silk before her. Sunlight glinted off the serene waters sparkling like a pool of diamonds. All she had to do was stay chilled and maintain her own serenity Alex reminded herself as she gave her name to the waiter.

      ‘I’m expecting a business acquaintance to join me,’ she told him quietly, conscious the lift-hunk was behind her. She quickly scanned the restaurant and looked for the best vantage point, then  requested a table opposite the lifts. She would size-up the prospective buyer before they identified her and plan her strategy from there.

      The waiter quirked his eyebrow and smiled. Alex wondered what he found so amusing as he led her to the table. He offered her sparkling water and, her body still burning from the humiliation of the lift encounter, she accepted it gratefully.

      She was relieved, yet a little disappointed, when the lift-hunk's mobile rang and he disappeared around the corner to take the call discretely. Men like him eat women like her for breakfast then throw away the bones, she reminded herself, taking refuge in the magnificent views as she was led to her table.

      Besides she wasn't looking for a man. She was looking for her father.

      She mentally rehearsed what she would say and all the questions she would ask, and visualized how skillfully she would lead the buyer to reveal everything she needed to know. If affirmations and visualizing success could help Olympians win gold they could help her win too. She looked out toward Rangitoto Island, the largest of the fifty or so volcanoes which peppered Auckland's landscape, poking up from sea and land.

      'Bloody sky,' she muttered, recalling the passage in her Lonely Planet travel guide summarising the Māori name given to it after a historical bloody battle. Tension held her shoulders rigid. Beguilingly dormant, the island hid latent power, masking the threat that lay beneath the surface and threatening to erupt without provocation.

      Taking a slow sip of water, she glanced around the restaurant. Seated at a table to her left she recognized the Korean tour party she had encountered earlier and she smiled politely as they waved at her. The discordant sound of their clipped voices as they resumed their conversations was slightly jarring and she felt her anxiety return.

      Go with the flow, she reminded herself gazing down at the cool blue waters. So long as she looked out and not down, she could convince herself she was on terra firma. “Go with the flow”, that's what her Zen teacher reminded her every time she had paroxysms of anxiety.

      Go with the flow. Who was to know? Fake it, 'til you make it. All those other sage words and more. She drank them as thirstily as she downed the glass of Pellegrino. She gazed at the water momentarily to settle her nerves, trying to stay anchored in the present and not give too much energy to what may, or may not happen when the stranger finally arrived.

      She smoothed her hand over the cream antique lace of her dress. Even her critical mother would approve of her efforts to look appropriately elegant. It was a good middle of the road option, neither understated nor over the top. Best of all it didn't need ironing and travelled easily. She was no powerhouse negotiator but perhaps if she looked neither too needy, nor too casual, things would go better. Rocking up with a backpack, clad in jeans with her favorite travel camera dangling around her neck wouldn't put her in the power seat. If anything her normal travel attire might cause the buyer to question her integrity.

      She felt her heart rate quicken each time someone approached the table. But only a steady stream of tourists emerged from the lift. She glanced at her watch. 11:29. What if the buyer had changed their mind? She scanned the restaurant anxiously. Then she caught sight of the Adonis who had rattled her equilibrium, striding toward her with a cocky grin on his smug face. Like an animal caught in headlights she stared at him, her stomach fluttering.

      Oh, God. Not him!
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      He checked his watch then caught her stare as he lifted his head and gave her a faint grin. Mortified at being caught showing interest in him again Alex promptly stared out the window. With any luck she was wrong. He would be seated at the other end of the restaurant and pass right by.

      'Miss Spencer?' enquired the familiar honey-textured voice, barely masking mock amusement.

      Crap! It had to be him. Other than the waiter, nobody else knew her name. Horror quaked through her body.

      Taking a slow, deliberate sip of water to settle her nerves she lifted her gaze coolly toward him. 'I'm sorry, but this isn’t a good time,’ she said, injecting her voice with as much composure as she could summon. ‘I’m waiting for...’

      'I'm the man you've been waiting for.' His magnetic green eyes shone with captivating intensity, sending her heart rate soaring. A cheeky smile tugging at the corner of his mouth sounded a warning—he thought he could charm his way around her to get what he wanted. Irritation coiled through her chest, awakening parts of her personality that she hadn't been aware existed—like the desire to wipe that superior smile from his annoyingly handsome face. He was teasing her. Flirting with her. Playing with her.

      ‘Waiting for you?' she fired. 'I can assure you I've never waited for any man.’

      His strong chiseled jaw, softened into boyish dimples, leaving Alex with the distinct impression he found her indignation refreshing.

      'My name is Rossi. Vitaliano Rossi.' A surge of energy sparked between them as his hand reached to shake hers. His fingers tightened around her hand, not too tightly to cause pain, but with calculated firmness designed to send the message that he, not she, would be in control.

      Alex took not a small degree of pleasure in reciprocating the firmness of his clasp. Disturbingly, a thrill quaked through her. Contrasting with his immaculately manicured fingers his palm had the powerful texture of a man who could karate chop a thousand Samurai to defend her honor. Against her will she found herself desiring his protection.

      His gaze sharpened on hers as though studying every nano movement in her face.

      A quivery feeling of traitorous feminine weakness coursed through her veins as he grinned with the easy confidence of a man used to disarming his opponents with his handsome looks and innate power. She slipped her trembling hand from his grasp.

      'Vitaliano Rossi.' He repeated, his voice lifting as though posing a question he demanded she answer.

      What was she missing? Alex patiently waited to be offered further explanation.

      'I expect the name means something to you.' He said at last, in a tone richly marinated in cynicism.

      'Vitaliano Rossi?' Alex shook her head. 'No. I'm afraid not. Should it?'

      His sage eyes turned icy green.

      'But then I'm not from New Zealand,’ she offered.

      She sensed the satisfaction that brought a thin smile to his roguish face.

      'So that's the problem.'

      Something in his tone led her to believe he felt he had solved a riddle. 'Excuse me?'

      'May I?' he swept broad sensual fingers toward the chair opposite her. Not waiting to be invited he sat and regarded her with speculative interest.

      ‘I must confess I was anticipating someone much older.' Alex said, too quickly.

      ‘Me also, but you are a pleasant surprise.'

      Alex shifted uncomfortably in her chair. Suddenly she felt incredibly rattled. All her planning, all her preparation was going out the window. Her neck might have turned the color of tamarillos under the intensity of his stare, her mind addled by his movie-star good looks, but the imperative need to ensure the man seated opposite her was in no doubt that he would not flirt his way into her submission, only intensified. She had to disabuse him of the notion fast. What she didn’t know yet was how.

      He ordered a Peroni beer from the hovering waiter, and returned his attention to her.

      'I'm curious, Ms Spender—' His sensual brows quirked as though struggling to maintain the pleasantries.

      ‘Spencer. My name is Alexandra Spencer.'

      ‘Scuse. My mistake.' He flashed a charming smile but his eyes remained unmoved. ‘How does someone so young come to acquire such an important work?’

      Hang on a minute. She was supposed to be asking the questions, Alex thought as he began mining her for information. It was obviously a tactical move to get the upper hand.

      'So you are American?' he said, detecting her cultivated accent. He returned to his earlier comment when his interrogation efforts failed. 'Is that the problem with my offer?'

      'I'm sorry?'

      'Clearly the currency differential concerns you. It makes no difference to me whether I offer five million New Zealand dollars or five million US dollars. Consider it changed.'

      Alex bit back a surge of disbelief. His initial offer of five million had just tripled! And he didn't even flinch. Her fingers traced the beveled edges of the gold locket her father had left her, as she forced her face to remain impassive.

      'Of course I realize in the current climate of money laundering that transferring large sums of money internationally can be problematic. I have vast assets for this sort of thing. We can work around that.'

      ‘And who is we?' Alex asked.

      Something dangerous flickered in his eyes. 'You and I, Miss Spencer, are we.'

      An uncomfortable silence tugged at the space between them. She burned with the memory of the way he had looked at her last night, and his enigmatic aloofness added fuel to the fire. "What do you want?" her mother had asked when she left New York. For a wild, reckless moment Alex wondered if she would ever want a man like him.

      She smiled as her gaze drifted to his sensuous lips. It would certainly be interesting to find out. Alex’s imagination carried her momentarily away from the seriousness of her quest, filling her mind with visions of Vitaliano Rossi taking her in his strong arms and lowering his hard, purposeful mouth to her lips. She imagined with not a small amount of pleasure the shock on her mother's face if she returned home with him on her arm—no longer the spinster she always told her she would be. Priceless! Shocking! Scandalous! She forced herself upright in her chair. Totally ridiculous!

      'Aren't we here to discuss business?' Vitaliano said, forcing her attention to the only reason their paths had crossed.

      'Of course,' she replied drily. His relentless focus on his quest shouldn’t have hurt, but irrationally it did. She had always been a magnet for self-obsessed men who were totally consumed about business and cared not a scrap for her. But so long as she was in possession of something he wanted she would enjoy being the center of attention and making him wait.

      As much as he was dangerous, he was also fascinating. A chameleon, in equal parts as charming as he was determined to claim what she possessed, and she was beginning to relish the challenge of discovering the truth beneath his enigmatic façade.

      She smiled to herself. She would enjoy her time with him, perhaps even play a little, but he was not going to find her an easy conquest. She met his gaze with equal directness. 'I would like to know more about the size of your assets,' Alex forced the urge to laugh at her recklessness. 'Your vast assets—'

      She left her unfinished sentence dangling as she took a slow, deliberate sip of water. She slid her finger up and down the smooth stem of the glass, enjoying every scintillating moment as he stared at her with wide, glittering eyes.

      ‘—for working around international currency problems,' she finally added.

      The dangerous gleam receded. 'My company has international connections, Miss Spencer,' he said matter-of-factly. 'Now that we have established geography is not a barrier I take it we can conclude this transaction?'

      '’Not so fast Mr Rossi. Let’s savor this moment. Perhaps you have heard of the slow food movement?' she asked as the waiter placed the menus in front of them.

      Her question held his attention.

      Alex explained the phenomenon and then added, 'You may like to go quickly, but I would prefer it if you could go slowly. I lose interest if it's over too soon.'

      His flint-hard gaze didn't shift from her face. 'How refreshing. Something else we have in common,' he said, taking her in with a long sultry stare as the waiter returned to take their order.

      ‘Prego. Va bene. We'll have the grilled market fish with the coconut and lemongrass risotto. And Crème Brûlée to follow. Grazie.’

      Good choice, Alex thought happily as Vitaliano dismissed the waiter.

      She steered the conversation back to what she really wanted to know, probing him with questions about his art collection and to her surprise spent the next 30 minutes being thoroughly absorbed by his knowledge of the art world.

      The waiter returned and placed their lunch before them. She lifted her knife and fork and cut into her fish. 'Would you mind telling me first what business you are in, Mr Rossi?'

      'I dig things out of the ground,' he said with sardonic amusement.

      'That must be profitable,' she said, sweeping her gaze over his pricey watch caked in bazillions of diamonds.' But what kind of things?'

      His eyes mimicked her interest. 'The kind of things that beautiful women like yourself worship. Miss Spencer.'

      Flatterer, she thought, not buying a word of what he said. She'd never thought herself particularly beautiful and warned herself to be extra vigilant. He was obviously an experienced seducer who thought she was some bimbo fortune hunter who he could charm into submission.

      'And just what do I worship, Mr Rossi?'

      'Gold.' He studied her and seemed surprised by her still, steady, emotionless gaze. His body had the stillness of a wild animal whose every sense was alert, suspicious and untrusting. 'The Gold Ridge mine yields the finest gold in the world.'

      The Gold Ridge mine in Central Otago!

      Alex jolted upright. Her grilled Blue Cod nearly hurtled out of her mouth. She clamped her hand over her lips. Her free hand trembled as she reached for her glass of water to wash down the fish lodged in her throat. But she wasn't concentrating and knocked it over, sending a fast-moving puddle toward Vitali's lap.

      Suddenly two people clad in electric blue and shocking yellow jumpsuits hurled past the window and plummeted to the ground below. Alex screamed and jumped from her chair.

      Vitaliano regarded Alex with intensity as blood drained from her face.

      'Has anyone told you you're hyper-sensitive,' Vitaliano said, grabbing his napkin and mopping water from his groin. 'Sky jumpers. Perfectly normal tourist madness.’

      People pay hundreds of dollars for the privilege of scaring themselves witless. She knew that. But she was speechless. Refreshingly he hadn't shouted at her for making such a scene. She'd given up counting the number of times she'd been criticized for her sensitivity, yelled at, made to feel ashamed, told to toughen up. But then nothing about him was normal. Everything was hyper-crazy.

      Adrenaline lapped through her veins, fueled by the shock of the bodies hurling from the sky, and intensified by what Vitali had revealed. What were the odds? Her father had been a geologist and had spent many years in Central Otago. She had read about The Gold Ridge Mine when she travelled the length and breadth of New Zealand during her first search a year ago.

      But it had been established in the nineties, long after her father had moved to Northland's sunny Kerikeri. She had dismissed any connection when she had visited the area last year. The timing seemed off. But maybe she was wrong. How long did it take to establish a mine after gold deposits had been found? And why would her father leave if he'd found gold? It didn't make sense. And what link did Vitaliano Rossi have to her father's past?

      Unable to form any words, her gaze froze on his crotch as he dabbed at the puddle of water.

      ‘What precisely do you want, Miss Spencer?’ Vitaliano Rossi pushed.

      She fixed her gaze more appropriately on her lunch.

      ‘You wanted to discuss my proposal, non? Va bene. Let's discuss it.’ He swept his hand before her. ‘Ladies before gentlemen.'

      Alex hesitated, if she told him precisely what she wanted she might never discover the real reason underlying his obsessive determination to own the painting—and obsession it had to be. Why else would he be prepared to pay such an extraordinarily ridiculous amount of money?

      He could easily tell her the first lot of nonsense that came into his head. Finesse was required. And while manipulation was something she despised most in people, what choice did she have? Wasn’t he playing the same card? As far as this matter was concerned, she would be just as masterful at playing the winning hand as Vitaliano Rossi.

      Even if he had nothing to tell her, Alex wanted her curiosity satisfied about his motives. She had not forgotten his strong reaction to the painting last night. It had completely killed his interest in her. Not that she wanted his interest, she lied to herself, but he certainly had some explaining to do.

      She hadn't liked the cynical remark he had just made, either—including her among the most beautiful women who valued gold above all else. How dare he devalue her? He didn't even know her. The arrogance of the man, she fumed, realizing with growing uneasiness that she found him maddingly attractive.

      But how dare he attempt to placate her, manipulate her, lie to her? She was no catwalk model. Her mother was the only beauty in the Spencer family. No doubt she had inherited her father's quirky looks. Which was further reason to find out more about the man from whom she had inherited half her genes.

      For now, though, it was better not to reveal too much—not even that she was one woman who could not be bought. Not for five million New Zealand dollars, or even five billion euros or whatever other currency he peddled. He would find that out soon enough.

      'To tell the truth, Mr Rossi, I'm not sure I want to sell you Lost Love,' she said flatly. 'I really don't understand why you want the painting. You're offering me such a ridiculous amount. It just doesn't feel right to take your money.'

      His shoulders tensed and she was left with the strong sense that he didn’t believe her. There was no longer the slightest spark of amusement or any hint of flirtatious invitation in the green eyes that bored into her. It was as though a steel wall had slammed between them.

      'I like it. I want it.' His eyes were hard and purposeful as though he were playing her at her game of detached emotion. He leaned forward, anchoring his elbows to the table, and clasped his large powerful hands. 'At the price I'm offering it will make this the New Zealand art world’s “Purchase of The Year.” All publicity is good publicity when it comes to appreciating an asset.'

      She held his gaze, trying to probe behind the words. Her natural tendency was to trust people but this was no low-stake interaction. The words on their own would have been somewhat convincing but something about the way his voice pitched, the way he never expanded his answers, the way his lips almost unperceptively twitched as he regarded her cooly, warned her he was not telling the truth.

      ‘What can I tell you—I’m obsessive. I buy paintings like Kim Kardashian buys clothes,' he raised a flint-hard gaze.' As a woman, surely you can understand that.'

      Alex bit back a retort. She didn't give a toss about clothes. 'Other than your interest in fashion I still don't know why this painting in particular interests you. It may sound absurdly sentimental, but I want Lost Love to go to a good home,’ she said. ‘Somewhere it can be appreciated by someone who truly cares.’

      This man obviously was either secretive about his passions, or an unfeeling, obsessive collector, impatient to conclude the deal, she decided looking at his impassive face. But she, like any good gambler, needed to play a good hand to seal the deal and lead the conversation towards what she wanted to know.

      ‘For this reason I need to understand why you want to buy the painting so desperately,' she said. ‘If I’m honest, my preference is for it to remain on permanent public display so that others, regardless of whether they have money or not, may enjoy Lost Love.’ It wasn't untrue. Alex felt fiercely protective of the painting, something about it evoked her own deep sense of loneliness and she would rather die than see her father's painting entombed in a billionaire’s vault.

      'I don't analyze why I like something. It either grabs me or it doesn’t,’ he bit.

      'You misunderstand me, Mr Rossi,' she retorted. She matched his penetrating gaze, noticing a hard light flicker in his eyes telling her that something she’d said had rattled his composure. She was not the only one who could see beyond her opponent’s aloof façade, slicing beyond well-cultivated masks.

      'It's not a question of money. That will not influence my decision. It's a question of motivation. At the risk of repeating myself, unless you tell me why you really want the painting, you have no chance of acquiring Lost Love. Let me leave you in no doubt, Mr Rossi, on this matter I will not budge. Take it or leave it.'

      His head jerked back almost undetectably. But Alex saw it. She knew she had just played a wild card, made a throw on the gambling table that Vitaliano, with all his wealth, had not betted on. And she had surprised him. She lifted her glass and sipped the fizzling water as he weighed her words, thankful that, unlike her thundering heart, this time her hands were steady.

      A faint sardonic smile curved his sensuous lips. 'Perhaps, "Miss Why," you can tell me why you're so determined to kill this deal?'

      Alex felt her face blanche. 'I'm afraid the information is confidential.'

      Vitaliano sat back down, and regarded her with curiosity behind guarded green eyes. He pressed the corners of the napkin to his mouth, then placed it on the table. 'It seems our talks have reached a stale mate.' He pushed back his chair and folded the napkin with methodical precision into a steeple and placed it on the table between them.

      'Allow me to apologize.’ he said, rubbing his face as though erasing a memory. ‘I’ve rushed you. It seems, Miss Spencer that with more time we may understand each other's motives a little better. Until then, as a sign of good faith, I'd appreciate it if the painting was withdrawn from the
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