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CHAPTER ONE

BETTY’S FATHER WAS waiting for her in one of the private lounges that offered both afternoon sunlight and unparalleled views of Morroello and its famous brick-built campanile. She stopped the requisite three feet away, gave a small, bobbing curtsey and then, stepping closer, brushed first one papery cheek, then the other, with her lips. Theirs was not an affectionate relationship, but convention required that she kiss her father and so that was what she did.

‘Papà—’

‘Bettina—’

He gestured towards one of the silk-covered armchairs that her mother had chosen during her last redecoration of the palace. The silk was pale peach with tiny embroidered blooms and delicate green foliage to symbolise the national flower of Malaspina, the bergamot. It was exquisite and impractical, a bit like her mother.

‘Is everything all right? Are you feeling—?’

‘I’m fine.’ Her father waved his hand as if he were dismissing a particularly irritating fly. ‘Leave us.’

As the uniformed footman retreated from the room, Betty sat down, folding her knees sideways and sitting up straight. Her father was looking at her critically. ‘You’ve caught the sun.’

She felt her cheeks burn then, just as if the sun’s rays had touched her there. In addition to her sunny nature and sweet smile, her younger sister, Bella, had been born with the kind of enviable smooth, golden skin that rarely if ever burned. Betty, on the other hand, required the thickest, highest SPF so that she looked as if she had slathered herself in white emulsion paint. At best, a day sitting in the sun would result in a smattering of freckles on her shoulders and along her cheekbones, but more likely her skin would turn a vivid and painful scarlet before peeling to reveal new, even paler skin.

It was one of the downsides of being a redhead.

There were others, the most significant of which was the fact that neither of her parents shared her fiery hair and pale complexion and so there had been questions asked both in private and in public about her paternity. Jokes made in the media at her father’s expense, which he hated of course. Which was maybe why he hated her.

Her throat tightened, clamping around her breath so that it was suddenly hard to swallow.

He didn’t actually hate her, she thought dully. Hating anything would require an intensity of emotion that was not simpatico with being the Prince of Malaspina, so his frustration and fury were suppressed because her father never forgot, even for a moment, that he was a prince, and the ruler of the principality, a king in all but name.

She could never forget it either, or that she was a princess and the heir apparent to the throne. Since childhood, she had been drilled to appear dutiful and compliant. No whisper of scandal or rumours of even the slightest indiscretion had ever been attached to her.

But it had come at a price.

She glanced over to where her father sat in his wing armchair, his cufflinks gleaming at his wrists, his cravat loosely knotted beneath his smooth face.

No, he didn’t hate her. It was worse than that. He was disappointed by her.

Had been disappointed by her since she emerged from the womb, not the longed-for son but a daughter with the wrong colour hair.

Wrong everything.

‘You should be more careful.’

I was careful, she thought. I am always careful. But it was never enough for either of her parents. She was never enough, had disappointed both of them since conception when her mother had been horribly ill during the pregnancy to the point that she’d had to be hospitalised.

Her father shifted in his seat. ‘Remember that you don’t have your sister’s skin.’

How could she not remember? She was reminded of it at least once a day.

No doubt it was just the burn of the wind from driving back to the city with the soft top down, but she wouldn’t tell her father that. Despite having agreed to her doing so, he disliked her driving herself. To him it smacked of individuality and any sign of self-expression was a slippery slope as far as he was concerned and could easily lead to the wanton excesses of his father, Frederico, who had abdicated the throne a decade ago following a series of damaging revelations about his private life.

‘I know, Papà, but Bella wanted to have a picnic before she went to Switzerland, so we went up to the waterfall.’

‘So I understand.’ Prince Vittorio nodded. ‘It’s good to mark these transitions.’

Betty held her father’s gaze. Since the operation, he had been markedly weaker and usually he looked tired in the afternoons, but today he seemed more focused.

‘Would you say she seems ready for the next stage of her life?’

‘Definitely.’ She nodded quickly. It had taken a lot of persuasion, but the Prince had finally, grudgingly, agreed that Bella could take a year abroad in Switzerland, and she knew that Bella would be devastated if their father changed his mind.

‘She’s grown up a lot in the last year. She is much more aware of her role and she’s already thinking about the future of Malaspina.’

That wasn’t strictly true. All Bella was really interested in was her twenty-first birthday party. They had discussed the guest list and the entertainment options and, most important of all, Bella’s outfit, at length. But her father didn’t need to know that.

She’d always had a maternal relationship with her younger sister and since her mother’s death, that was even truer. But, remembering her own restrictive adolescence, she had tried to be kinder, more understanding. Which meant that, unlike her, Bella had friends and a social life. She went to parties—with her close protection officers, of course—and she had a strict curfew. But she was having fun as any normal twenty-year-old would, and should.

There was a pause as her father glanced away to the picture-postcard view of his principality and stared at it fixedly as if he suddenly needed to reassure himself that it was still there.

‘You asked to see me, Papà…’ she prompted. Not asked. She had been summoned, pulled away from the one afternoon off she’d had in months.

He nodded.

‘Is it about Bella?’ She silently offered up a prayer.

Please don’t let him have changed his mind.

‘No. It’s about your grandfather.’ His mouth tightened. ‘He called me this morning.’

She stared at him, her pulse leapfrogging over itself. Ten years ago, the details about Frederico’s extramarital affairs had been largely contained by the sympathetic Malaspinian media, but outside the country the Internet had fizzed with kiss-and-tell stories from his mistresses and former staff.

‘He called me. To warn me.’

‘About what?’ Her body stiffened. Surely everything that could have been said or printed about Frederico’s affairs was already well documented.

She let her gaze move infinitesimally to the window to where a trio of crescent-shaped swallows were darting joyously through the warm sunlight.

Lucky swallows, she thought, watching them somersault through the sky. They got to leave when things got hard.

Her father turned towards her now, his face composed, but his shoulders were quivering with frustration and suppressed fury. ‘That woman of his, the one he married. She’s pregnant.’

She blinked. Swallowed. Tried to breathe through her shock.

‘That’s—’ She hesitated, trying to find a word that could do justice to her own stunned reaction and yet not do anything to exacerbate the vein pulsing in her father’s forehead. ‘That’s unfortunate, but what Nonno does is no longer our concern—’

The Prince pursed his lips into a familiar moue of exasperation. ‘If you truly believe that then you are either naive or short-sighted. Of course it is our concern. Your grandfather is the Prince Emeritus of Malaspina, and he is having a child. I’m well aware he has no claim on the throne, but it will send shock waves through our country. There will be questions asked. We need to have answers. What we can’t do is take anything for granted. Nothing is certain if the people take against you, as you well know from the experience of your mother’s family.’

Betty said nothing. Her mother’s family had lost their throne ninety years ago and been living in exile ever since. Their banishment had shaped her grandmother’s and mother’s lives, lacing every day with a bitterness and paranoia that were as exhausting as they were relentless. In fact, that was true of every member of her family except her disgraced grandfather, who had escaped the shroud of despair and was now living freely and happily on the other side of the world.

‘I do know, Papà,’ she agreed.

‘We need to offer a stronger narrative, one that will secure our future. Your future. And as a matter of some urgency. Which is why I asked to see you.’

Her father paused, and for no reason she shivered.

‘My future?’

She might as well have asked, ‘What future?’

Unlike former widowed princesses in previous generations, she was not required to wear black for an indefinite period, but despite having returned to her official duties just two weeks after her late husband’s funeral she hadn’t been encouraged to do much more than that.

He nodded. His blue eyes held hers. The Marchetta blue eyes that had been passed down through generations to Bella but bypassed Betty. ‘I am aware that you had plans. Plans that had to take second place to the needs of the crown. But I think now would be a good time to revisit those plans.’

‘What plans?’ Since her mother’s death, she had simply stepped into her shoes, taking on her roles as the patron of various charities. It meant she had less time for herself. She stared at him, trying to follow the route he was taking to the end point, the final destination.

‘Why, marriage, of course.’ Her father frowned.

Something kicked against her ribs so that her body jerked backwards into the upholstery.

Marriage?

No. She tried to say the word out loud, but her mouth wouldn’t form the shape of it, but then it had no understanding of how to do so because she had never said no to her father. Even when he had told her that he had found her a husband nine years ago, just a week after she and Vero had broken up. If you could break up from something that had only existed for real inside one person’s head.

She had been twenty, the same age as Bella now.

Her eyes flickered to the gold band on her finger.

It was hard to believe she had ever been that young. That woman who had spoken vows in the cathedral in front of a carefully curated congregation felt like someone half remembered from a dream or a novel. Had she been like Bella? She hadn’t been as naive as her sister, for sure. By then her heart had been broken, her dreams crushed. She had risked everything for love and for what?

An ambitious young man without scruples. Or a heart.

No wonder her father had been disappointed. Her mother, too. It had been a whole new level of disappointment. And shock, enough to cause the stroke from which her mother never fully recovered. It had all been downplayed by the Palace but not forgotten by her. Watching the panic in her mother’s eyes as she struggled to speak would stay with her for ever.

That stroke was why she had agreed to marry Alberto. At least being married was one box ticked.

Alberto had been ten years older than her. He had been a loud, boring, humourless man without charm. But he had been a prince. That was all that had mattered to her parents.

And at that point nothing had mattered to her. Most days she had woken up desperate to go back to sleep. If she could have done so she would have stayed asleep for ever. No prince could have woken her with a kiss.

But then she hadn’t been in love with a prince.

More importantly, the man she’d loved hadn’t been in love with her.

And so she’d married Alberto, who also hadn’t loved her despite the fairy-tale hype spun by the Malaspinian media. He had worn a uniform. Trousers with a side stripe, a jacket with gold buttons and an array of medals. And he had been tall. But aside from that he had been entirely average with receding dark hair and that air of superficial courtesy that had been a mask for his stunted intellect and emotional immaturity.

Having a title of equal grandeur had been their only common ground, and after the honeymoon, with its excruciatingly awkward and unsatisfying wedding night, they had settled into a dull equilibrium that had been bearable because Alberto had not expected anything of her. Not wanted anything from her or, rather, anything more from her than her blue blood.

And she hadn’t wanted anything from him.

She certainly hadn’t wanted him to die. But then his yacht had been caught at sea in a storm and he’d been swept overboard and suddenly she was a widow in her twenties. Overnight she was single.

But not free.

Except, apparently, to remarry.

Lifting her chin, she met her father’s blue gaze.

‘It’s very kind of you to think of me, Papà, but I don’t want to marry again.’

‘Nonsense. You are a young woman. More importantly, you are a princess. You need to provide an heir, a legitimate heir to the throne of Malaspina, and for that to happen you need to be married.’

It was blindingly obvious that was the case. She had known it when she’d married Alberto. Known it still when she’d buried him. To be relevant, to secure its future, unlike the other monarchies of Europe that had fizzled out, the House of Marchetta needed heirs, but she had simply blocked that fact out.

‘And I did marry. I married a man I didn’t love who didn’t love me.’

‘Love!’ Her father tutted. ‘A monarchy is not sustained by love, Bettina. It is sustained by pragmatism. By treaties and alliances and by an acceptance that the needs of the crown take precedence over the wishes of any one individual. For the House of Marchetta to retain its position, sacrifices have to be made.’

‘And I have made them,’ she protested, but her voice sounded weak and ineffectual.

‘And you will continue to do so. However, in this instance, you will only be required to do what you would have done of your own volition if your mother and I hadn’t intervened.’

She could feel the adrenaline pulsing through her body.

There was only one time that she had done anything of her own volition. Only that would mean—

‘I don’t understand,’ she lied, because she did understand. But after so long keeping it separate from her life, she just didn’t want to believe it, to accept that this was happening to her, here, now. That her father, her own father, had gone and opened that chest, letting out the past with all its messiness and pain and humiliation.

‘I’ve had an offer for your hand in marriage and, for the good of your family, for your country, you need to accept it.’

She cleared her throat. ‘An offer from whom?’

It was a rhetorical question. She already knew the answer but until her father spoke his name out loud it wasn’t real.

‘Vero Farnese.’

The floor rippled beneath her feet.

Vero with his dark green eyes that were the exact same colour as the pine trees that edged the hills around Malaspina. Vero with his high cheekbones and hard, flawless profile. He might not have stuck around, but he had stayed in her head.

‘Why him?’ It didn’t make any sense. Nine years ago, Vero wouldn’t have made the long longlist of potential suitors.

‘Because he asked,’ her father said tersely. ‘And his situation has changed. Improved.’

She wanted to laugh. Because that was something of an understatement. There might be an ocean between them now, but she would have to have been living under a rock on a different planet not to know that Vero’s situation had changed, unquestionably and dramatically.

Nine years ago, he had been the son of the family chauffeur living in a cottage on the estate with his parents.

Now his company was a household name. The cars he designed and produced were changing the way people drove. Oh, and he was one of the richest men in the world.

‘But we don’t need his money.’

Her father tilted his head on one side as he always did when he was displeased with his eldest daughter. ‘Don’t be childish, Bettina. You know how expensive it has been to settle your grandfather’s debts. Signor Farnese is a wealthy man, and he is offering a not insignificant amount of money for your hand.’ Her father exhaled as if the scent of non-inherited wealth was offensive to him. ‘Naturally, I would prefer someone of royal blood—’

‘But he’s the son of our former chauffeur. He has no bloodline. Surely you’re concerned about that, Papà.’

‘He has no pedigree. Or not the sort that matters. He’s something of a mongrel—’ The Prince smiled coldly. ‘But successful monarchies like ours understand the importance not just of maintaining traditions and protocol but of embracing the mood of the times. Marrying a commoner will show that we are open to the changing world. Plus, Signor Farnese has a close connection with the family.’

Close connection.

She felt suddenly sick. Except it hadn’t been close, she thought, Vero’s deep voice filling her head as she fast-forwarded through their last conversation, out by the garages. It was an appearance of closeness. She wasn’t his heart’s desire, but simply a means to an end. Only he was her first lover, her first love, and she had got so lost in the intimacy and intensity of sex that it had blurred her senses, made her lose all common sense.

‘He grew up in Malaspina, which will play well with the people. And he is here, unlike your grandfather.’

It was one of the things her father did to distance himself from the man who had cast such a long shadow over his life. Not referring to him as his father. Making it Bettina’s problem. But right now, she had bigger problems.

Like being married off to a man she hated.

Her father was getting to his feet, using the armrest to propel himself to standing, and she stood too, if only because it gave her more of a chance to flee from this nightmarish conversation.

‘We need to get ahead of this story. Otherwise, we will look weak.’ He looked suddenly exhausted, and she knew why. Her mother’s family, older, grander than the House of Marchetta, had been ousted from their throne, pushed into exile after a series of scandals and allegations of corruption had left them weak and isolated.

Nobody wanted a weak monarch. That was as true now as it had ever been.

She felt her whole body tense. Vero. His name meant true, but he had lied to her, used her, manipulated her, manipulated her trust.

Her fingers tightened into fists. She wouldn’t marry him. She couldn’t. It would break her, and he had already done that once.

‘What makes you think his offer is real?’ she said stiffly. ‘I mean, why would he want to marry me? Or have you forgotten that nine years ago you sacked his father and evicted his whole family from their home?’

Saying it aloud made her shiver inside. She hadn’t seen Vero after that had happened but his anger when she’d ended things had been coldly absolute. So why was he back? Why did he want her?

Leaning forward to press a button on a small marble topped table, her father held her gaze. ‘Of course, it’s real. What man doesn’t want to marry a princess?’

As he walked slowly towards the door that led to his private salon she swayed slightly. She felt sick, but it was just a horrible coincidence. Her father couldn’t have known that Vero had asked her almost exactly the same question nine years ago.

It was a question that had haunted her dreams ever since. She could still remember her panic and confusion and then that hot rush of shame as she’d understood that Vero was interested in her title, not her. There was a knock on the other door, the one through which she had entered the room.

Her father turned, his face lined but composed in the afternoon sunlight, and she knew that for him the matter was resolved.

‘But if you don’t believe me, ask him yourself. Ah, Giuliano—’ He turned towards the man in his dark green uniform who had appeared to hover discreetly next to the wall. ‘Is the car ready? I should like to leave for Arduino now—’

‘But, Papà—’

It was too late. She stared across the sunlit room as the door closed behind him, her heart jumping against her ribs. And then she heard the other door open…

‘Your Royal Highness—’

She turned, her legs moving slowly as if it was she, not her father, who was nearly eighty. The footman ducked his chin and stepped back smartly away from the door.

‘Signor Vero Farnese.’

And then she felt the air snap to attention, and he was in the room, and she had thought she knew what misery was, but she had to dig her nails into the palm of her hand to redistribute the shattering pain of seeing him again. It was impossible, overwhelming.

He was overwhelming in that dark suit.

Devastating. Powerful. Male.

It was the first time she had seen him in anything other than jeans and a T-shirt. No, that wasn’t quite true. She had seen pictures of him online. Pictures that had come up when she’d typed in his name during those occasional moments of self-pity and weakness late at night when the darkness had made her feel as if she were buried alive.

She’d told herself that he would have a stylist now. But the truth was he didn’t need a stylist. He never had.

He stopped and gave a small bow and a shiver ran through her, tightening her skin around her bones so that it felt as if she were turning to stone beneath his scrutiny. She felt painfully self-conscious. Was he assessing her, seeing if she had changed for the better? The answer to that question made her so aware of herself that it was hard to breathe, much less appraise him in return.

‘Your Royal Highness—’

Had he called her that before?

Maybe, when the grown-ups were there. But never when they were alone. Then he had called her ‘dolcezza’—sweetness.

Her stomach was a snake twisting itself into knots and she put a hand on the back of her father’s armchair to steady herself. Behind Vero, the door was closing and nine years, two months, three weeks and five days after he had broken her heart—broken her, truthfully—she was alone again with Vero Farnese.

Had it been a different kind of reunion she might have stepped forward then and embraced him and said something like, You haven’t changed a bit.

Her blood pulsed sluggishly in her veins. Outside, the noise of the traffic seemed more distant. The curtains that had been fluttering in the light summer breeze stilled. Even the swallows were silent.

Now she looked at him.

But he had changed. The soft-mouthed boy who had ruined her for other men with his kisses had hardened into something almost sculptural. His jawline was smooth like polished marble. A sketch of his body would be all strong lines and aggressive curves, a flagrantly masculine silhouette. Because now he was a man. And though she had probably seen more beautiful, sexier men in the nine years since they last met, she really couldn’t remember when.

She couldn’t remember much of anything at all. Her brain was just a mush of disconnected thoughts that made no sense. Up until this moment she had been almost proud of how she’d dealt with the past. She would have told herself, told anyone, if they’d bothered to ask, that she was over him.

Now that felt naive, childish even, like something Bella would say.

Somewhere in the palace, a door slammed, and it made her jump, the noise jolting through her body and forcing unexpected tears into her eyes.

Vero’s green eyes narrowed onto her face, and she felt suddenly horribly exposed and then furious with herself.

I’m not crying because of you, she wanted to snap at him.

Instead, tamping down her anger and misery in a way that would have earned one of her mother’s rare nods of approval, she said coolly, ‘I don’t know why you’ve chosen to come back now after all these years, but you’ve had your fun, and now you can leave.’

A flood of panic washed over her as he moved then, and it took every ounce of willpower she had not to turn and yank open the windows and hurl herself into the warm Malaspinian sunlight.

‘Leave?’

She squared her shoulders as he stopped in front of her, his green eyes cool and narrowed on her face, his gaze so familiar and yet also the gaze of a stranger.

He was quiet for a beat, staring at her as if she were a piece of art he didn’t understand, and then he said softly, ‘Oh, I’m not going anywhere, Princess Bettina.’

She bit the inside of her cheek as he took another step closer.

‘As for the fun…’ He paused, his gaze moving slowly down over her body, returning to hover on her quivering mouth. ‘That hasn’t started yet.’




CHAPTER TWO

IT HAD BEEN a long and uncomfortable flight from New York. There were storms above the Atlantic and the turbulence had left his normally tranquil stewards reaching for the sides of the private jet. But it had been worth it, Vero Farnese thought, to watch that flutter of panic in Betty’s grey eyes.

Nine years ago, those eyes had mesmerised him. Looking into them was like walking in that fine mist that sometimes rolled in from the sea near his beach house in Malibu. He had been disorientated, blind and helpless. Willingly so.

Like some supplicant offering himself up as a sacrifice. That was what love did. It made you stupid and vulnerable. Which was why he’d always been so careful, so careful, to keep his distance.

His father had taught him that. Not Tommasino, the man who had raised him as his own, but his birth father, the Duke, who had disowned him before he was even born. The man who had discarded his mother after a short affair and paid for her silence so that his true identity had been known to only four people on the planet. Three now.

That silence had been a heavy burden for his parents to carry, but they had carried it uncomplainingly until he had discovered his birth certificate and demanded answers, and in doing so brought fear into their lives.

Having his birth father in the same headspace as Betty made his shoulders stretch back so far that it felt as if the bones would break.

But then, between them they had broken everything else, so why should his shoulder bones be exempt?

‘Is that a threat?’

The warm light caught on her cheekbones, highlighting their sharpness. He wasn’t a connoisseur of beauty. Yes, he liked a well-cut suit, and he had a weakness for a raked, low-slung, mid-engine performance car, although he didn’t like to classify it as such. But he didn’t collect art or decorative ‘objects’ and his homes were starkly decorated, functional spaces.

And Betty shouldn’t be beautiful. Taken separately, her features were unremarkable and yet she had that same mesmeric effect on him as La Gioconda had on the millions of people who swarmed to the Louvre in Paris just to see her enigmatic smile.

Only Betty wasn’t smiling. Her mouth was pressed together into a line that screamed irritation and it shouldn’t have looked attractive, but he found himself noticing that fullness of her upper lip and the pinkness of both lips so that, briefly, he lost track of what they were talking about. That mouth…

He dragged his thoughts back to heel and shrugged.

‘I don’t know. Are you feeling threatened?’

Her look was excoriating. ‘By you?’ She shook her head, then frowned, feigning thought. ‘A better adjective would be bored.’

She meant every word. Unfortunately, that message hadn’t been passed on to her body, he thought, his eyes arrowing in on the pulse jerking in her throat. Her hands were shaking slightly too.

Just as they used to when she ran them over his body.

He sucked in a breath, reeling slightly as his brain unhelpfully offered up an image of Betty naked, straddling him, her graceful fingers tracing the contours of his abdomen.

It had been one of the many confusing, contradictory, compelling things about her. She had always been the first to touch but she was shy about initiating sex, almost as if she needed permission to take what she wanted. He’d had to take things up a notch, licking into her mouth or cupping her face, but once he’d done so it had been as if a switch had flipped, and she’d caught fire like a match striking against a flint.

And he had burned beneath her touch. She had made him feel precious and powerful and necessary.

But, of course, the opposite had been true. He had been disposable and he’d had no power over her. She had simply and briefly given him permission to use her body and in exchange she had wanted to use his.

Gritting his teeth, he blanked out the memory of their naked bodies moving on the sun-soaked bed in his room above the garages, and let his eyes drift over her twitching pulse down to where her nipples were clearly visible against the thin silk of her blouse.

‘Oh, I don’t think you find me boring, Princess. In fact, I’d lay odds that this is the most stimulation you’ve had in a long time.’

Her eyes blazed but, probably because she knew that it would only give weight to his claim, she bit back whatever protest was rising in her throat, took a step back from him and walked pointedly across the room to the window.

For a moment or two, he took advantage of that viewpoint and let his gaze roam over her light curves. Only when he’d had his fill and when it became clear that she was ignoring him, did he say, ‘You know pretending I’m not here is not going to change anything. Your father and I have already made the decision—’

Betty turned then, goaded, as he’d known she would be, into acknowledging his presence. ‘Yes, the two of you.’ There was a flush of colour across her cheekbones and a lost note in her voice that made his breath catch. ‘Only it isn’t your decision to make, it’s mine.’

Wrong, he thought, replaying his conversation with Prince Vittorio.

In any other situation, he would have agreed with her. But truthfully the decision had been made by proxy when her unrepentant scandal magnet of a grandfather had impregnated his new wife and looted the Marchetta family’s private accounts to fund his lifestyle.

But he wasn’t here to persuade Betty of that fact. Her father could make her see sense.

‘So, this part of the palace is where you actually live. I always wondered what it was like.’

The faintest flush, like a drop of cochineal, spread slowly across her cheekbones, and he felt another stab of satisfaction at seeing her so discomfited.

To give himself a little longer to enjoy that sensation, he glanced around the exquisite sitting room. Like most royal residences, the Prince’s Palace of Malaspina was mostly given over to state rooms that served as meeting spaces for foreign dignitaries and other guests. These rooms were also open to the public for selected dates during the year when crowds of curious tourists eagerly made their way from the banqueting hall to the throning room, gazing in awe at the gilded mirrors and the grand curving staircase and even grander old masters and the elaborate ceilings with their plaster figurines.

But this was no state room. His green eyes lingered on a portrait of Betty’s mother, the late Princess Henrietta.

This particular sitting room was in one of the private apartments that had never been open to the public. Apartments that were reserved for the Marchetta family and the rare, chosen few who were deemed worthy enough to receive an invitation into the inner sanctum.

Which, up until now, hadn’t been him, he thought, his jaw tightening.

Nine years ago, when he had been merely the penniless son of the chauffeur, the closest he had got to these particular rooms was standing on the gravel path outside the door to the staff entrance.

‘Yes. But only some of the time.’

Coming out of anyone else’s mouth, that light, decisive way she spoke would have sounded like flirting. But he knew better. He knew that it was the voice of a princess used to giving instructions to be followed.

He felt anger flare up inside him again.

Anger with her for leading him away from that path he had chosen through the woods. But mostly anger with himself for being led around like some puppy on a leash.

He should have known then that Betty had simply been curious, not committed. It was, after all, a story as old as time. Uptown girl wanting to see how the other half lived. A princess swapping her crown for a baseball cap and sneaking out of the palace to play with the hired help.

Something rose up in his chest as he remembered their ‘secret’ meetings and the cloak and dagger way they had communicated.

At the time he hadn’t questioned it. In part, he’d found it an aphrodisiac. In the same way, the randomness of the encounters had left him in a near-constant state of sexual anticipation, because every moment had been filled with the possibility that she might appear. And even when those feelings had tipped over into frustration, he’d simply accepted that it had been necessary in order for them to have a relationship.

Relationship. The word ripped through him like a blade.

There had been no relationship. For Betty, it had been simply a fling. Un’avventura, as their Italian neighbours across the border would say. Other little girls dressed up as princesses, but Betty was a princess and had wanted to drive a getaway car or break out of prison. Instead, she had hooked up with a man who was rough enough around the edges to give her that good-girl-gone-bad feeling.

But it had been just a feeling. A fantasy. He might have thought it was the real thing, but all Betty had wanted was to cosplay Roman Holiday for one summer and then go back to her life at the palace and marry her prince.

Which was exactly what she’d done.

He felt Betty’s gaze on the side of his face, and he was suddenly close to asking her why she had picked him. And why he hadn’t been enough.

It wasn’t the first time he’d asked himself that question. That had been when he was fifteen years old. Neither child nor man and, like most teenagers, he had been shedding his skin when he discovered the truth about his father.

His jaw tightened. Father, only in the sense that he had impregnated his mother.

But Vero was illegitimate, and as such he was not just irrelevant but an embarrassment.

The Duca di Monte Giusto had been coldly furious at being confronted by living proof of his infidelity. With two sons already, he’d had no need even for a spare. More importantly he’d felt no compulsion to acknowledge a connection with his bastard on any level. There had been words, and then a moment of temper that he regretted still, and always would, because it had hurt the man who had stepped up to be his father. Tommasino had been arrested, then released, but the threat of prison had hung over him, and left his mother terrified and anxious for the rest of her life.

Vero had been escorted from the estate and warned never to return.

And then a decade later, Betty’s father had done more or less the same thing. Or his minions had. Men like Prince Vittorio employed people to do their dirty work.

‘In the winter months, we stay here in Morroello but in the summer, we spend most weekends in Arduino.’ Her grey gaze was darker now, less like mist, more like storm clouds, and he felt the air around him dip just as it had on the plane.

It was less symbolic than the palace in Morroello but the Castello della Arduino’s location in the countryside was a neat decision by the sixth Prince of Malaspina to demonstrate to the largely rural population of the country that the monarch had their ear.

That was the thing about royalty. Nothing was accidental or random. Everything, including marriage, was strategic.

Especially marriage.

It was a lesson he’d taken to heart.

‘Of course you do,’ he murmured. He had never been there either. During their time together, the Castello had been closed for restoration work. But it wouldn’t have made any difference if it hadn’t been. There was no reason for the son of the chauffeur to visit the family’s holiday retreat. Questions would have been asked and nobody would have liked the answers. He knew that. Moreover, he knew that Betty did too.

Her spine stiffened then, and she tilted back her head and held his gaze and he felt it, that flutter of anticipation that he hadn’t felt in so long. Hadn’t felt with any woman before or since because her posture was how you knew she was a princess.

That, and her slate-grey eyes. They were things of beauty.

Those eyes locked with his now. ‘I don’t know if you remember but Morroello can get unbearably hot in July and August—’

‘Oh, I remember,’ he said softly.

Her pupils flared and he knew why. Knew that she was remembering that summer nine years ago. It had been so hot that the surface of the roads had turned to liquid. But the tar wasn’t the only thing that had melted that summer.

His blood thundered in his veins, his body tensing painfully hard as he pictured those afternoons in the rooms above the garage. He could practically smell the motor oil and the leather. And her. Not just the perfume she wore but the scent of her warm, damp skin sinking into his, her breath melting in his mouth, and her hand gripping his arms, fingers biting into the muscle as she came apart on top of him.

A flood of heat surged through him, violent and heady, and his skin felt suddenly electric, and his voice was hoarse as he replied.

‘I remember everything.’

Her chin snapped up and their eyes collided as a quivering silence stretched out to the gilded edges of the room.

‘Then you’ll know to take the left exit at the Zafferano roundabout to reach the airport,’ she said at last. ‘I’m sorry you had a wasted trip, Signor Farnese, but there appears to have been some crossed wires.’

She didn’t sound sorry. She sounded snippy and cornered, which pleased him almost as much as the pulse jumping in the base of her throat.

‘Then let me uncross them for you,’ he said calmly, dropping down onto one of the sofas and stretching out his long legs just as if this were his sitting room and he had returned from a day at the office. ‘You and I are getting married. As you know, it’s a matter of some urgency so it will be a short engagement.’

‘It will not be a short engagement,’ she snapped.

‘You want to marry me now?’ He feigned surprise purely for the purpose of watching her cheeks flush with colour. ‘I mean, today would be a difficult ask, but if we leave now, we could be in Vegas by sunrise—’

‘I’m not going to Vegas to get married. I’m not getting married, full stop.’ Her lips parted in a way that made him feel adrift and in those few sharpened seconds, he could have reached out into the space between them and touched her cheek.

‘Once was enough.’

She glanced away, the movement making her glorious red hair look molten in the sunlight. But his gaze followed her right hand as she moved to touch the plain gold band on her ring finger and a primitive drum roll of jealousy buzzed across his skin.

Even now, all these years later, he could still remember the shock of reading the news of her engagement. And it had been an entirely justifiable reaction because just one week after she had abruptly ended things with him, she had got engaged to her prince.

It had been more than simply a shock. Way more. Like the ground opening beneath your feet.

Of course, outwardly, he was doing fine. His company, VFA, had gone public on the stock market last year and turned him into the youngest centibillionaire on the planet. Two weeks ago, Eras magazine had named him their ‘Person of the Year’.

But beneath the surface, he was still scrabbling at the edge of the abyss.

Had she been seeing Alberto at the same time as she was tucking herself in beside him and laying her head on his chest?

It stung to even ask the question. He couldn’t contemplate answering it.

What cut the most was that he had been her first. At the time, and against his own will almost, he had liked that fact a little too much. But afterwards, when he’d found out about Alberto, he had felt used. Felt as if she had only got with him so that she could rehearse for the main performance.

He hadn’t wanted the man dead, though—not all of the time anyway—and he had been shocked to read about the accident.

And clearly Betty still felt that shock. That loss.

Abruptly he got to his feet.

‘Unfortunately, on this occasion, that decision is not up to you. I know this must be hard for you, Princess, but sometimes in life we have to make compromises.’

‘But you can’t want this, Vero?’

His name in her mouth knocked the breath out of his chest. Living in the US, he had got used to people pronouncing his name wrong. All their history seemed to be wrapped in those two short syllables.

It made his brain feel grazed.

She hesitated and he heard her try to swallow as if there was something in her slender throat. ‘You don’t want this. You don’t want me. And I certainly don’t want you.’

The sunlight was still streaming in through the window, bright and joyfully oblivious of the tension in the room and in the spine of the slim, red-haired woman standing statue-still on the antique rug. Because she was tense, and not just because she wanted him gone.

But because she was lying.

Betty had always wanted him. Out of all the lies and half-truths she had told him and the secrets he had kept from her, that was the one truth that had stayed true and inviolable, truer and more unassailable than any marriage vow.

She hadn’t loved him or needed him or respected him, but she had desired him, and with an intensity that had knocked him sideways. It was the reason why he hadn’t noticed all the warning signs, that wanting. It had felt so good. Put simply, he’d been flattered, and enough to confuse lust with love.

He wasn’t confused now.

Hadn’t been confused with any woman since. He wasn’t cruel or manipulative, just pragmatic and straight to the point. And thanks to the algorithms of dating apps, it was easy to get straight to the point.

The sine non qua of dating was to know what you wanted. Did you want a relationship, or did you just want to meet someone new and have some fun? And by fun, he meant sex.

The simple, no-strings kind. One night or late afternoon or even early morning of pleasure in some anonymous but comfortable hotel. And afterwards, he might hang around long enough to bolt down a cup of coffee and a bagel. No, actually, he had never done that. Prolonged proximity led to intimacy and intimacy tended to negate casualness.

But it was a possibility. Anything was a possibility.

Except falling asleep with someone. That he couldn’t do. Sleep was when you were at your most vulnerable. It required a level of trust he simply didn’t have, had never had. The only exception was Betty.

She was the one woman he had opened up to. Within reason. Thankfully, he had never told her he loved her.

But he had shared his hopes and dreams and his need for her. That had spilled out during sex when her arms would tighten around him, and her face would go soft and urgent, and he would hear himself babbling a garbled stream of all the things he wanted to do to her and where he needed her to touch him and how beautiful she was.

And again and again, over and over, how much he wanted her.

He still wanted her now, and he knew that there must be something deeply wrong with him for feeling that way. But if there was, then there was something wrong with her too, because whatever she was saying about not wanting him, her body was saying the opposite. Shouting it, in fact, he thought, his eyes grazing her flushed cheekbones and the taut flex of her spine and that slight quiver across her skin as if she was having to hold something in.

She was.

He knew, because he was holding it in too.

‘Is that what you told him? Your prince?’

He took a step towards her. ‘Did you lie to him like you lied to me?’ She blinked—or was it a flinch? But there was no time for him to answer that question because now she was walking towards him, her grey eyes churning and turbulent like a sky filled with nimbostratus clouds.

‘You are the liar.’ Her voice was shaking now, and, despite himself, he wished it were her body shuddering beneath his. ‘And you know nothing about A-Alberto.’ She stumbled over the name, emotion resonating in her voice, and now he wished he’d never mentioned the other man. ‘You know nothing about him or our relationship. Or me.’

He held her gaze, suddenly furious at having introduced her husband into the conversation. ‘Oh, I do know you, Princess Bettina. I was your first—’

‘But not my last—’

‘Wrong,’ he said then, his heart hammering in his chest. ‘Your father wants an heir; your family needs one. A legitimate one,’ he added, and it cost him to say those words. ‘Which will mean having sex with your husband. Me.’

She stepped forward, her hands trembling by her sides and then she was pushing them against his chest.

‘I don’t want to have sex with you.’ Her voice was barely audible as her fingers curled into the lapels of his jacket and, of its own volition, his hand rose to her waist.

‘I don’t want to have sex with you either,’ he said hoarsely, because they were both lying now. And because in the same way that two negatives made a positive, two lies made a truth.

And this, this blistering, gravitational energy between them, was as true now as it had been nine years ago.

For a few seconds, nothing happened and then she was pulling him towards her, closing the distance between them and her mouth was on his—

Her scent enveloped him, and she was leaning into him and in the pull of her desire he felt both peace and pandemonium. And hunger…

A hunger like he had never known.

He could feel it pounding in his veins as his hand splayed against her back and in her open-mouthed kiss. As she licked into his mouth, he lost himself in the taste of her desire and the eager, straining press of her body and the feel of her fingers scrabbling at his shirt. The room was blurring and spinning around them just as if they were in the eye of a storm and he felt dizzy and intoxicated, hurtling towards a pleasure that knew no equal.

With a moan, Betty jerked free of his grip and pushed him away so fast and so urgently that he felt dizzy for a different reason.

‘No—’ She was stumbling backwards, her irises trembling like a millpond in the rain. Her face looked small and stunned. ‘No, I don’t want this.’

Didn’t want it? The lie grated against his ears. He stared at her, his head spinning. Even now, when he knew who she was, she was still playing games.

He glanced down pointedly at his dishevelled shirt.

‘You think?’

‘I hate you.’

‘I don’t care,’ he said, and that she was still lying to him, to herself, made his voice rough then, brutal even. ‘And I don’t care that you don’t want to marry me. Because, Princess Bettina, in four weeks’ time, you and I are going to be married whether you like it or not.’ He stared down steadily into her huge, dazed eyes. ‘You know, your father offered me a plot of land out in the hills as part of your dowry, but I’m happy to take that kiss as a down payment.’

She sucked in a breath.

‘Get out—’

Her face was flushed with an anger that should have made her look ugly but instead highlighted the luminosity of her skin.

‘Don’t worry, I’m going.’ Without bothering to straighten his shirt, he strolled towards the door. He stopped beside it, his hand resting lightly on the handle, and turned to face her. ‘But I believe your father has arranged a dinner to celebrate our engagement, so we’ll meet again tomorrow evening, Your Royal Highness. You can be sure of that.’
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