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Chapter One

From her first-floor office window, Sienna De Luca stared out at the hotel’s circular drive, watching a young man from maintenance clear the soggy autumn leaves from the entrance. When he tripped over a crack in the stonework, she heard him curse aloud before he grudgingly got back to work. She wondered if he’d still have a job at the end of the day. She wouldn’t. Broken driveways, fraying upholstery, the dull paintwork and the ageing technology – they were all her responsibility. Her fault.

Once, the Plaza had been the jewel of Melbourne, one of Australia’s top hotels. Royalty, celebrities, the rich and famous all enjoyed the extravagant penthouse suites. After three years under her management, the hotel barely clung to its five-star rating.

Sienna shook her head but the shame remained. No matter which way she looked at it, she couldn’t understand why the hotel continued to lose money. Haemorrhage money. Sure, the place looked shabby so the wealthier clients preferred the newly opened Centro Hotel and the global financial crisis had hit hard, but that didn’t explain the extent of the losses. Her cost-cutting program was proving effective, but it wasn’t enough.

A flash of black drew her gaze back to the drive as a sleek limousine pulled to a halt. A moment later, the driver opened a back door and an imposing figure stepped from the car. The striking features, the olive glow and the aura of confidence were all unmistakable.

Antonio Moretti.

A cold sweat broke out across her neck despite the warm air flowing from the vent above her head.

As though drawn by an invisible force, Sienna leant against the cold glass to get a closer look at the man who graced the social pages almost daily. Even today he’d featured on the front page of The Australian, having flown in from Italy for the premiere of his girlfriend’s latest blockbuster. That, and to take possession of the Plaza, the hotel that had been in her family for over a hundred years.

He looked every bit the suave, ruthless billionaire. Cropped dark hair framed his strong, clean-shaven face. His movie-star looks meant he could easily have co-starred with his girlfriend. Sienna was wary of good-looking men – they always seemed to have a sense of entitlement that annoyed her. She pressed her lips together. A man with Antonio’s features probably thought he was entitled to the world, the moon, the stars and anything yet to be discovered.

He reached into the car and pulled out a leather briefcase that would have cost thousands. What a waste. She could think of a hundred better ways to use the money.

As if he sensed her, Antonio glanced up at the window, straight at her. Even at this distance, his eyes glittered with steely determination.

Her heart seized in her chest and she leapt from sight. Her mouth felt dry. Had he seen her? She pressed a hand against her swooping stomach. Of course he had. Now he’d think she was an idiot as well as incompetent before she even opened negotiations. She closed her eyes, concentrating hard on bringing her breathing back to normal.

What was she doing? Going to pieces from one look? So he was good-looking and rich, and beautiful women fell at his feet. Her eyes flashed open. He wouldn’t have that effect on her. She knew behind the money and looks was a man who thought nothing of ripping the soul from a family business.

Today was her last stand. She must convince Antonio she needed more time to pay off the debt incurred by her father. How many times had she lain awake at night, tears stinging her eyes as she relived her mother’s slow, painful death? Her father had never left her mother’s side, so she’d been forced to assume the running of the hotel.

After her mother died, Sienna had thought it would be impossible to feel any worse, until she discovered her father had spent almost all of the Moretti loan. The loan that had been secured to restore The Plaza to its former glory. Her dad had been taken in by charlatans who’d convinced him he could speak to his dead wife. With the millions gone and no renovation, custom continued to decline.

The lift gave its telltale ping of arrival. Her head jerked towards the sound as the crawling fingers of dread inched around her heart. Without a thought, she grabbed the family photo from her desk. They’d been so happy then. Her mother healthy. Her father smiling. She quickly kissed her mother’s face and placed the photo gently in the desk’s top drawer and closed it. It might be only a photo, but she didn’t want her parents to witness the demise of the family’s legacy.

Taking a deep breath, ready for battle, she walked from her office. The reception area was deserted. No funds for admin staff now. Pulling herself tall, she forced a smile, praying she looked confident and not like some demented Cheshire cat.

From all the media coverage, she knew Antonio Moretti could have swapped professions – hotelier to action-movie hero – but nothing prepared her for meeting the man himself. His eyes raked her over as though he already possessed every secret she’d ever held. Her emotional armour was immediately penetrated. Those eyes stripped her bare. Her heart slammed against her ribcage. She struggled to hold out her hand as he came near, praying he couldn’t see it shaking.

‘Mr Moretti. I’m Sienna De Luca, Marco’s daughter.’ Her voice sounded thin and squeaky. She stiffened as she glimpsed a scar on his left cheek near his ear. Brutal. No photo had ever captured that. A thousand scenarios whizzed through her brain. A youthful fist-fight? Car accident? Motorbike? Whatever the cause, it diminished none of the man’s magnificence. But it was enough. That one flaw enabled her professional demeanour to snap back into place. The tremor disappeared from her fingers.

‘Please. Call me Antonio,’ he said, clasping her hand.

The moment he touched her, Sienna knew everything was lost. Every drop of blood turned to ice. Her ribs crushed the air from her body. His cool, self-assured touch and those piercing dark eyes said it all.

I always win.


Under different circumstances meeting Sienna De Luca would have been a pleasure. Antonio loved traditional Italian beauty. Her glossy brunette hair fell halfway down her back and her pretty oval face was accentuated by her full luscious lips.

So different to his recent ex, Amy. It would be hard to ignore that beguiling smile. But her gorgeous dark eyes couldn’t mask the fear. He’d caught the tremble of her hand. Nothing about today would be a pleasure.

But this was the reality of business. Marco De Luca’s ideas for the Plaza had been brilliant and Antonio had been happy to back him. It gave the Moretti chain a foot in the Australian market. But Marco had defaulted on his loan.

‘Where’s Marco?’ Antonio asked, looking about. ‘Is your father joining us?’

‘He’s not well. I’ll be handling things today,’ she said, leading him into her office.

Ah! The father sends his daughter to the slaughter. So the man’s a coward as well as an incompetent businessman. From what Antonio could gather, none of the work had been completed on the hotel and the loan money was all gone. It didn’t matter. Acquiring the Plaza was more than recompense. By the time he’d finished, it would be the premier hotel in the country.

‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Take a seat and let’s get down to business.’

She paused before turning. He felt the full impact of those dark, wide-set eyes.

‘Isn’t that my line?’ she said without a smile, pointing to the visitor’s chair.

The side of his mouth twitched despite himself as he sat down. Feisty and beautiful. He liked that. But he could read the distress in her eyes. Why wasn’t Marco here to face the music? Perhaps they’d concocted some ruse. Send the pretty daughter and he might capitulate. If that were the case they hadn’t done their homework. He pulled the loan documents and other legals from his briefcase.

‘As per the terms of the loan agreement undertaken by your father three years ago, the Plaza is now mine, due to failure to pay your loan commitments.’ He slid the documents across the desk then leant back in his chair. ‘I’ll give you a fair price for it, but as you know, in this market it will be substantially below the original valuation.’

‘Before we go down that road . . .’

Antonio watched her shift in her chair and draw a deep breath. She’s going to try to fight. What possible plan could she present that could have any influence on her situation? Originally he’d hoped to be in and out in five minutes and on his way to the airport. Now he relished the idea of a little feisty action with this dark-haired goddess.

‘I wanted to discuss a potential extension on the loan. I’ve been working on —’

‘I’m sorry, Sienna – may I call you that?’ Not waiting for a reply he continued, ‘We both know the time for negotiation is past. If you can’t pay now, how will you pay later?’

He tipped forward in his chair. ‘The global economy is at a standstill. I think you know as well as I do . . .’ Usually at this point in a doomed negotiation his prey would drop their gaze, but her eyes flared for a fight. He shoved his grudging admiration aside. ‘Things are more likely to get worse before they get better.’ As he moved closer, he noticed her beautiful eyes holding his with a strength of purpose that was clearly backed with an iron will.

She drew herself erect. ‘I’ve developed a marketing plan that will attract —’

‘No marketing plan is going to save you. The next time this hotel is rated, you’ll be lucky to pull three stars. The terms of the deal are clear.’ He tapped the legal documents in front of her. ‘Now, you’ll want your lawyer to look these over, but I think you will find everything is in order.’

She pushed the documents back to his side of the table.

‘Couldn’t —’

‘Sienna.’ He held up his hand to ensure she didn’t try a new line of attack. ‘I’ll arrange for the documents to be picked up this afternoon.’

His phone vibrated and he pulled it from his pocket – Brad Hindmarsh, his acquisitions manager. His eyes narrowed. The news had better be good.

‘Sorry, I need to take this.’ He indicated that she leave and give him some privacy. He flicked open his phone. ‘Brad.’

Sienna stood, placed her hands squarely on the desk and leant forward. A breath of spicy perfume teased his senses as her face came close to his. Brad’s voice faded away as a pair of black eyes ringed with gold pinned his own with lethal purpose.

‘This is my office, until these papers are signed. If you want privacy you can have the whole floor to yourself.’ She pointed to the spacious area outside her office.

In his ear his acquisitions manager gave a long, low whistle.

‘Hold on, Brad,’ Antonio said, lowering his phone.

Time for some good old-fashioned intimidation. He held her gaze. She didn’t falter. He couldn’t remember the last time someone had stood up to him.

‘No point in delaying the inevitable,’ he said, relaxing back in his chair. ‘This time tomorrow, this office will be mine.’

He watched with satisfaction as she walked to the office door. Her ill-fitting suit couldn’t hide her long, lean legs and the curve of her bottom. Feisty and hot . . . very hot.

She turned. He smiled. They always capitulated in the end.

‘So hang up and come back tomorrow,’ she said.

He swung in his seat to give her his full attention. Sexy and gutsy. This woman was doing all sorts things to his libido.

‘Whenever you’re ready,’ she continued, sweeping her hand towards the door. He wondered what she would do if he swept her into his arms and kissed those words from her lovely lips.

‘As you wish,’ he said standing and walking slowly from the room. If eyes could hurl daggers, he’d be in mortal danger. He heard the door click shut behind him. It didn’t matter. He’d enjoy opening that door again for another round of vigorous banter.

‘Antonio.’ A muted voice called his name. Sienna’s spirited defiance and sparkling eyes had wiped the phone call from his mind.

‘Brad,’ he said, returning the phone to his ear. ‘What were you saying?’

‘Who’s the firecracker?’ Brad asked, clearly amused.

Antonio smiled. Brad was about the only person in the world who wasn’t afraid to give things to him straight.

‘Sienna De Luca. Marco’s daughter.’

‘I like the sound of her. I’d like to meet any woman who’s game enough to stand up to you.’

Antonio glanced back through the glass wall of Sienna’s office. She had her head down, reading the legal documents. Her hair obscured most of her face, but those seductive lips were in full view. Her teeth continually grazed her bottom lip. Obviously a stress reflex. Mesmerising. He couldn’t wait to get back in that room and start sparring again.

He dragged his thoughts to business. ‘What’s happening?’

‘That photo of you and Amy locking lips hasn’t helped.’

Damn. So the shots of the two of them had reached the other side of the world already. Of course his aunt and uncle would loathe the sexy, brash Amy West. The paparazzi pictures of them in his hotels featured everywhere. He paced the floor.

Dating a movie star had been good for business, but the woman had become needy. He’d misjudged her. He’d thought she’d wanted the same as he did – fun with no thought of a future. When he’d ended things last night after the film premiere, it had proved very messy. The fact that he’d made it clear from the beginning that he lived by a no-commitment creed seemed to have slipped Amy’s mind. If he’d broken an engagement he didn’t think she could have been more upset.

‘Don’t worry, it’s over with Amy. She was getting very . . . possessive.’

‘Sounds spooky.’ Antonio enjoyed Brad’s way of expressing things. Being American, Brad didn’t beat about the bush. ‘Your aunt and uncle won’t talk to me either now,’ Brad announced.

Antonio tensed.

‘They asked me to tell you that your playboy ways have irrevocably destroyed the Moretti name and they can hardly hold their heads up in public. They used the word “shame” a lot.’

‘Merda.’ His aunt and uncle’s life revolved around their boutique Lake Como hotel. Childless, they focused all their attention on him and nothing he did pleased them. ‘So they definitely won’t sell to me?’

‘Actually, there’s been a development.’

Brad’s tone worried him. ‘What is it?’ Antonio heard the measured breath. He gripped the phone tighter.

‘They’re going to donate Villa Paradiso to Fondo Ambiente.’

The Italian National Trust! A small explosion seemed to detonate in Antonio’s brain. Red flashed before his eyes. If the phone hadn’t been made of steel, he’d have crushed it.

‘They can’t . . .’ He didn’t trust his voice. He forced himself back to calm and controlled. ‘Brad, this is your job. Get down there and negotiate a deal.’

‘They’ve already had one meeting with the local heritage officer.’

Neither man spoke. The silence lengthened between them. Brad’s negotiating ability was legendary. If he thought there was no hope . . .

‘Listen,’ Brad started.

Antonio’s eyes narrowed. He knew he didn’t want to hear what was coming.

‘I know you’ve made it clear you won’t be part of these negotiations, but they are your aunt and uncle,’ Brad said. ‘Couldn’t you go up there —’

‘No!’ Antonio didn’t mean to raise his voice. The memories of what he’d had and what he’d lost at Villa Paradiso overwhelmed him. He couldn’t go back. Neither could he let his aunt and uncle give away the hotel that meant so much to him. It should be his.

It must be his.

‘Then it’s a lost cause,’ Brad said. ‘That is, of course, unless you can convince them that you’re not the hedonistic philanderer they think you are.’

Antonio banged his open palm against a pillar. Damn them. His relatives lived in the dark ages. Hotels weren’t run as little family businesses any more. Success lay in economies of scale across multimarkets. He’d built the best boutique hotel business in the world, one that attracted the rich and famous, but his so-called fast lifestyle wiped any of his achievements from his relatives’ minds. He’d made the Moretti name famous, not brought it into disrepute.

‘Use that huge brain of yours and come up with a plan,’ Antonio pushed. ‘There has to be a way to convince them.’

‘Unless you can find a nice Italian girl who happens to know everything there is to know about running a family hotel and marry her, then you’ll have to forget it.’

Antonio smiled as an idea took shape in his mind. He turned slowly and looked back towards Sienna’s office. Italian heritage. Hotelier. Single?

‘Brad, you’re a genius,’ he said, striding across the floor.

‘What are you talking about?’

Antonio laughed at the concern in Brad’s voice. ‘I’ll talk to you later.’

‘Wait.’ Brad’s voice ratcheted up a notch. ‘Don’t do anything —’

Antonio snapped the phone shut. He halted and stared at Sienna, who still had her head down, engrossed. She pulled repeatedly on a strand of her hair. Even stressed, she radiated classic Italian beauty. Nothing about her looked flashy or showy. His aunt and uncle would love her. This might work.

He strode back into her office, not bothering to knock. She leapt from her chair, clearly ready to let him have it.

‘Sienna,’ he said, cutting her off before she could speak. ‘I have a proposition for you.’

A proposition?

The words of fury died on Sienna’s lips. What did he want now?

‘You have everything,’ she said, grabbing the legal papers from her desk and brandishing them in his direction. ‘What else do you want? The clothes off my back?’

As soon as she’d uttered the words, she regretted them.

Antonio’s eyes travelled down her body. A warm tingle engulfed her. She swallowed hard. If this were a tactic designed to unsettle her, it was working.

‘No, that won’t be necessary.’ He sat and leant back in the chair, waiting.

Antonio held a reputation as a notorious seducer. She needed to keep her head. Stay in control. She sat on the edge of her chair.

‘What’s your marital status?’ he asked.

Sienna felt her face flush and her mouth drop open. So much for control. Did this man know no bounds?

‘The terms of this document might be watertight,’ she said grimly, ‘but I don’t remember my personal life being part of it.’

A smile played about his lips.

That’s it. Meeting adjourned. She stood up and folded her arms across her chest. ‘It’s time you left.’ She bristled at her own words. It felt awful to be so rude, but this man asked for it.

Antonio sat quite still for a moment. ‘Sit down, Sienna.’ All traces of amusement had vanished. ‘If you want an extension on that loan, I suggest you hear me out.’

Her heart rate kicked up a notch. An extension? A tiny sliver of hope touched her heart. She sat.

‘So?’ she said, trying to disguise the desperation in her voice.

‘Are you married?’ He leant forward, his black eyes intense. ‘In a relationship?’

She frowned. Could these questions be more inappropriate? Perhaps if she answered he’d get to the point. ‘No.’

No boyfriends. Not even a sniff of romance in her life since her mother’s death. Sure, friends had been kind. Even her male friends stayed around and provided a shoulder to cry on. But over time, everyone drifted away. What did she expect? Friendship was a two-way street. Who wanted to be friends, let alone be romantic, with a workaholic, grief-ravaged girl – in bed by nine and up again for the morning shift at four. If she didn’t save the hotel, her father’s already broken heart would surely stop.

‘Perfect,’ Antonio announced. ‘In my assessment, your situation is hopeless, yes?’

The statement didn’t need an answer. Leaning back in her chair, she matched his body language. Arms crossed. Head tilted.

‘And I suspect,’ he continued, ‘you’d do almost anything to keep the Plaza, correct?’

She straightened in her chair. Where was this going?

‘Yes,’ she said carefully.

He leant forward, put his elbows on the desk and rested his chin down in his hands. ‘Do you have what it takes?’

Enough!

Standing with all the dignity she could muster, she walked stiffly around her desk and stood over him. She hoped her heels afforded her enough height to present some intimidating effect.

‘If there’s some way I can keep the hotel, I’m all ears, but otherwise, please leave.’ She pointed to the door.

Antonio rose slowly. At full height he stood at least a head taller than her. He stood so close she could feel the energy between them – the force so powerful she steeled herself not to quake under its intensity. The tang of citrus aftershave overwhelmed her, mingled with the bouquet of freshly showered man. She battled to remember why she was there. She stepped back, blinking.

‘I know my questions are a little unusual,’ he said. ‘I’m trying to ascertain if my proposal will be successful.’

Sienna stared at him. ‘This hotel has been in my family for over one hundred years and I’d do anything to save it.’ His proximity forced her back another half step.

He drew closer. Too close.

‘Anything?’ His voice was low and dangerous.

Her breath caught in her throat. Her fingers curled into her palms. He will not intimidate me.

‘Anything,’ she said emphatically. This time she willed her feet to hold their ground.

‘Then marry me.’

The room blurred. She reached out for the desk but missed and stumbled. A strong hand gripped her arm, holding her steady. ‘Marry you?’ she managed. She’d pegged him as ruthless, not crazy.

His face told a different story – sombre and serious.

The room came back into focus and her senses with it. She pulled free from his hold. Shakily, she walked to the window and stared out. He couldn’t be serious. This man’s playing a Machiavellian game and I don’t know the rules.

She clasped her hands tightly together. Her lip quivered and she bit down hard.

‘I don’t appreciate this,’ she said, her voice only a whisper. She closed her eyes. Her breath caught in her throat as she sensed him moving towards her. His scent, light in the air, surrounded her, confusing her. Her pulse leapt as he laid his hand on her shoulder and turned her gently toward him.

‘I should have explained my situation first,’ he said.

Her gaze flew to his face. He had a situation? Men like Antonio don’t have situations, and if they did, they had people to deal with them.

‘Before I start, I must ask that what I tell you stays absolutely confidential.’

That Antonio, international businessman extraordinaire, considered taking her into his confidence rendered her at a complete loss.

‘Of course,’ she said sincerely. ‘You have my word.’

He didn’t look convinced. She’d given her word. She couldn’t give him any more. She turned to walk away.

He grabbed her hand. Her eyes flashed to his in time to see a stab of pain before the ‘I own the world’ air snapped back. She knew she should hate this man and everything he stood for, but at that moment, sympathy touched her heart.

He let her hand drop and stepped to the window. The seconds ticked by.

‘There’s a hotel in Italy on Lake Como,’ he said slowly. ‘It’s a magnificent building slowly falling into disrepair.’ He glanced around the room. She knew what he meant: Like this place.

‘With the right investment in restoration and technology, this hotel could be the jewel in my Italian chain. Unfortunately —’

‘The owners won’t sell to you?’

He cocked his head. ‘Correct.’

‘Why?’

‘The owners are old-fashioned. They don’t . . .’ He hesitated and frowned. ‘They don’t believe I’d run it with the same family values.’

‘You wouldn’t, would you? Just like you’re planning with this place. You’ll strip it of its heritage, replace all the staff and by the time you’re finished —’

‘My strategy has worked successfully all over the world.’

‘Can’t you see . . .’ She stopped talking. What was the point? Of course he wouldn’t understand. Hotels were his business, not his life. ‘So you think if you turn up married, they’ll sell it to you.’

‘Precisely.’

‘It won’t work.’

‘Why?’

‘Because no one’s going to believe that the famous Antonio Moretti has married some small-time hotelier from Melbourne.’ She laughed. ‘Certainly not one who isn’t the least bit glamorous and who’s totally broke.’

‘You’re very beautiful, Sienna,’ he said. ‘Anyway, people believe what I want them to believe.’

She blinked. Had Antonio Moretti called her beautiful? Or was it only a word meant to distract and flatter her? What else had he said? Fortunately he didn’t seem to notice she’d lost track of the conversation.

‘My intention is to save this hotel in Italy,’ he said. ‘I need the owners to know I am not the wastrel they think I am.’

‘You plan to lie to get what you want.’

The expression on his face made her wish she’d kept her mouth shut.

‘The hotel owners have drawn incorrect conclusions as to the sort of person I am.’ He struggled to keep his voice steady. ‘Marriage will facilitate a sale that will make the owners very rich and save an important part of Italy’s heritage. Sometimes in business the end justifies the means. This is one such example.’

‘Let me get this straight: you’re prepared to marry a complete stranger simply to get your hands on a hotel.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘You own dozens of hotels; why is this one so special?’

‘It’s not,’ he said, a little too quickly. He took a deep breath. ‘It’s important for my country’s heritage that this hotel is preserved. Politicians, movie stars, VIPs from all over the world have stayed there. The photographs in the lobby alone are worth a small fortune.’

‘So, this is purely an altruistic enterprise?’ She hoped he noted the sarcasm in her voice. ‘What’s the real reason?’

He didn’t answer immediately. Instead he stared out at the grey Melbourne weather. His fingers brushed briefly across his scar.

‘That is the real reason.’ He paused. ‘And I suppose it has some sentimental value. I spent all my summer holidays there as a child.’

Sienna considered him closely. This last admission had been difficult for him. It almost made him seem . . . human. The image of the beach shack her family owned in Portsea filled her mind. Running a hotel, her family didn’t have much time off, but each year, after the summer madness, her parents would take her out of school for two weeks at the beach.

Her teeth grazed her lips. Those times represented absolute happiness, now forever gone. She blinked hard. Okay, she got it.

But marriage?

‘Why don’t you simply offer more money?’ she asked.

‘I’ve already offered them twice the value of the place,’ he said, thrusting his hands into his trouser pockets. ‘It’s me they have a problem with.’

‘And you think a fake marriage will change that?’ She thought about the front page of today’s paper. The shot of Antonio and Amy would surely have made the Italian press. The world followed Antonio’s every move as though he were royalty.

‘It won’t appear fake,’ he said.

She walked to her desk and pulled the newspaper from her out-tray. Opening it to the front page, she held it up for him to see. ‘No one’s going to believe you’re married to me.’

She turned the paper round and stared at the picture on the front page. Dating the glamorous Amy West one week and married to a ‘nobody’ the next . . . I don’t think so.

‘People believe what’s plastered on the front page,’ he said, taking the paper from her and placing it on the desk. ‘When we announce our engagement, it’ll be front-page news. They’ll accept it.’

‘And why should I do this?’ She shivered. Blinked. Was she actually considering this mad idea?

‘I’ll give you a year’s reprieve on your repayments.’

Sienna struggled to keep her face impassive as her heart leapt in her chest. This would save her thousands. She glanced out the window. The maintenance man still struggled with the autumn leaves. With money like that she could keep him on. She couldn’t bear the thought of letting him go, especially with his third baby due any day.

‘Interest-free for a year?’ she asked, buying herself time to think.

‘Yes.’

That might give her time to get things back on track. She looked at Antonio’s face. He gave nothing away. They were discussing marriage, for heaven’s sake.

She slowly drew in a long breath.

‘I want three years interest-free and all the accumulated debt in arrears wiped,’ she said as forcefully as possible.

‘Not acceptable.’ His face still betrayed nothing.

Time to call his bluff. ‘Then I’m sorry, you’ll have to take your marriage proposal elsewhere.’

She walked behind her desk and hoped he didn’t notice her legs shaking. She sat. Taking up a pen, she pretended to work. The pen wobbled in her hand. She dropped it and flicked through some files.

The silence stretched. She stared blankly at the pages in front of her. He didn’t move. She turned the page. Still nothing. Every cell in her body screamed at her to look up.

What’s he doing?

More silence. She crossed her legs and flicked over another page. Now she just felt stupid. She couldn’t sit there all day with Antonio Moretti staring at her.

She slammed the file shut and shot him her best What are you still doing here? look.

He leant so casually against the door she had an overwhelming desire to slap the arrogance from his face.

She jumped from her chair. ‘What?’

‘I don’t often have people pretend to ignore me,’ he said, his eyebrows slightly raised. ‘I’ll give you two years interest-free and half the money in arrears.’

‘Two years and all the money.’

‘Done.’

He strode forward and offered his hand across the desk. She shook it. Although she’d negotiated, all the power emanated from his side of the table. Her hand felt tiny in his firm grasp. Any power she possessed vanished. Alarm grabbed her heart. When he released her, it felt as if she’d lost something of herself.

A moment later, reality slammed home – she’d agreed to marry Antonio Moretti.




Chapter Two

Sienna dropped heavily into her chair. A weighty cloak of dread forced her further down. Had she really agreed to marry the wealthy, womanising Antonio Moretti? The man who wined and dined with the rich and famous and owned hotels in nearly every major city in the world?

She watched as Antonio casually reached for his briefcase. ‘Wait,’ she said, her spine suddenly rigid with fear. What would happen next? What was she supposed to do? ‘That’s it? You’re leaving?’

He threw her a bemused glance. ‘Missing me already?’

She gave him her best death stare. ‘Don’t we need to discuss the details?’

‘I’ll have a contract drawn up for you to sign this afternoon. The terms will be agreeable.’

The terms dominating her mind wouldn’t be included in any legal document. Marriage tended to be accompanied by love, passion – sex. An image of her ripping the shirt from his chest seared across her mind.

‘We need . . .’ She swallowed as her imaginary hands moved to his trousers. His near-black eyes surveyed her with such intensity she feared he could read her mind. Breathing became an exercise in concentration. The image moved from hot to X-rated.

‘We need some ground rules,’ she blurted, jumping from her seat, hoping the jarring movement would dislodge the spicy fantasy.

‘Ground rules?’ He placed his briefcase on the floor and leant against the doorjamb.

Was Antonio Moretti the most infuriating man alive? Real marriages were complicated enough. Fake ones, she felt sure, infinitely more so. What did he think? They’d pretend to be married? He’d acquire the hotel? They’d annul the marriage? Done.

‘Don’t we need to discuss . . .’ Would they elope? Where would they live? Where would they sleep? Suddenly it seemed very important to tidy up the few paperclips scattered around her desk.

‘Discuss?’

When she finally met his eyes, his casual smile remained. Curse the man. He knew exactly what she was getting at. She walked around her desk. He needed to understand this loud and clear. But the intensity of Antonio’s scrutiny made it difficult to think.

‘Obviously in public. However . . .’ she began.

His eyes didn’t leave her face. ‘Yes?’ he coaxed in a deep, magnetic voice.

‘Obviously I won’t be required to . . .’ It was as though Antonio’s eyes stole her words before she could form them. They needed rules, definitely needed rules. If having him fully dressed across the room elicited such erotic mind games, how could she trust herself when they were actually married? ‘I want to make it clear this marriage is for public consumption only. There will be no . . . no sex.’

‘If you insist,’ he said dismissively, as if they were discussing the weather.

‘Right.’ She knew she should feel relieved but deep down there was a tinge of regret. Beautiful she might be to him, but obviously not desirable. ‘Just wanted to be clear,’ she mumbled.

‘It is important our marriage looks authentic.’ He took a step towards her. ‘For example . . .’

Before Sienna could react, Antonio pulled her into his arms. His hard body pressed against her from chest to thigh. A fire of desire swept through her. It’d been so long since anyone had held her. But this was unacceptable. She pushed him back.

‘What do you think —’ she started.

He laid a finger on her lips. She knew logically she should protest but Antonio seemed to have taken command of her mind and her body.

‘Sienna, relax,’ he said in a low voice that demanded attention. ‘You’ll have to get used to me touching you. Put your arms around me.’

This was crazy. The whole plan – mental. She should reconsider. Instead she slid her arms about his body. The coolness of his shirt vanished as her body pressed against his warmth. She tried to remain rigid, but melted into his body, hopelessly lost to his power. She closed her eyes as her heart skipped beat after beat.

‘I assume this is acceptable, yes?’ he asked.

‘Fine,’ she managed to whisper. She fought the desire to run her hands down his back. To touch him more.

‘And of course we will be required to kiss.’

She tensed. Her body responded far too readily to this situation. She needed to regain control.

She needed to think.

She needed to remember this man could take her hotel with the flick of a pen.

She wriggled free from his embrace and put as much distance between them as her office allowed. ‘I’m sure we can manage when the time comes,’ she said in her best professional voice.

‘I’m sure we can,’ he said, his voice lethal.

Those dark eyes followed her every move. She felt like a bunny in the headlights, powerless against an oncoming force.

‘I’ll have my lawyer prepare the contract this afternoon and courier it over for you to review,’ he said.

‘Fine.’ She needed to get him out of her office so she could think.

‘I propose the marriage term be for one year. After that we’ll apply for a divorce.’

‘Yes . . . of course . . . divorce.’ The words tumbled out.

‘Obviously the contract will include a prenuptial agreement that ensures our assets remain our own and we have no rights to each other’s property.’

‘Of course.’ She took a step towards the door.

He picked up his briefcase. ‘I’ll see you in Venice in three weeks.’

Her head snapped up. An icy chill engulfed her.

‘Three weeks?’ She shook her head vehemently. ‘I can’t leave here in three weeks.’

‘You’ll have to. I’m on a tight timeframe.’

‘What about the hotel?’ she said, spreading her hands wide. ‘I do run this place, you know.’ She didn’t care about the rising irritation in her voice. How dare he think she could disappear off to Italy? Did he have no idea the place would fall apart without her?

‘Don’t worry, I’ll have my best man here by tomorrow. You’ll have plenty of time to hand over.’

‘I don’t want some lackey coming in here —’

‘I’m sending Brad Hindmarsh.’

Her jaw dropped. Antonio’s second-in-charge, the man who’d won every hotelier award in the business. Even a veteran hotelier like her father idolised the man. Perhaps Brad could reignite her father’s passion for the hotel.

‘Brad can manage things for the next few months,’ he said.

‘Few months?’ So much time in Italy . . . with Antonio. She’d shaken his hand but hadn’t even begun to think through the implications.

‘Yes, that should do it initially.’

‘Right, of course.’ Everything was far from right.

Antonio glanced at his watch. Clearly he wanted to leave. A few minutes ago she’d have given anything to remove him from her office but now she needed him. Needed his guidance.

‘It would be best to get things wrapped up today,’ he continued, oblivious to her plight. ‘There’s some planning to be done.’

‘Yes.’ She wondered if he knew at that moment she could barely string words together. Cross with herself, she tried to focus. ‘Yes, lots to be done.’ Could she sound any more inane?

He looked at her closely and held out his hand. ‘Until Venice,’ he said.

She took his hand. He pulled her close, landed a light kiss on each cheek and left. Heat burned in her face. Was that satisfaction that glowed in his eyes? Was she just another in a series of women who gave him what he wanted?

As much as she wanted to, she couldn’t tear her eyes from his retreating figure. He walked to the lift, hit a button and waited. Would he turn? The lift opened, he entered and pressed the down button. Then his eyes were upon her. In the few seconds before the lift closed it was as though he’d looked into her very soul.

When the doors blocked him from view she dropped into the visitor’s chair, put her elbows on her thighs, lowered her head into her hands and closed her eyes. Half an hour ago she’d been about to lose the Plaza. She’d prayed for a miracle. But Antonio Moretti didn’t look or operate like an angel. Her eyes flicked open.

No, she’d made a pact with the devil.

‘Oh no.’

Sienna caught a glimpse of herself in the glass as she emerged from the aeroplane. Even though Antonio had booked her a first-class ticket, she felt as though she’d been dragged through a bush backwards. She’d forgotten to pack a brush, and the comb the flight attendant supplied hadn’t made a dent on her bird’s nest of hair. She’d spilt coffee down her suit and had to change into the tracksuit she’d planned to sleep in.

Dragging her fingers through her hair, she joined the queue for passport control. Nothing a nice hot bath wouldn’t fix. Thank goodness Antonio wasn’t meeting her at the airport – he’d said he’d send a car to take her to the hotel.

She quickly passed through customs and into the arrivals hall . . . and chaos. Rapid-fire Italian all around her, people everywhere and nothing seemed organised. She smiled and turned slowly in a full circle. She’d finally made it to Europe and already loved it. She’d never felt so alive. Maybe it had something to do with flying first class. She still couldn’t believe such luxury existed forty thousand feet above the ground.

‘Ciao, bella,’ a young man said, smiling broadly as his eyes lingered just a little too long. Ah, Italy. Just as she’d always imagined.

A camera flash caught her eye. Then another and another. A pack of photographers hovered in a crowd that moved slowly in her direction.

Sienna stood on tippy toes. How exciting. Just arrived and already she’d see someone famous.

The pack broke and Antonio surged towards her. The fury in his eyes wiped away her tentative smile. Camera flashes blinded her. She held her hands to shield her face. Why was . . .?

The realisation hit her just as Antonio wound his arms around her. With him, she was front-page news. Terror slid across her skin.

Antonio bent his head close to her ear. ‘What are you wearing?’ he hissed.

Her whole body stiffened as he kissed her. His lips were hard and cold.

‘Sorry everyone, we have to go,’ he announced to the pack surrounding them.

Within a few seconds she found herself in the gloom of the back seat of a limousine. Cameras pressed up against the glass and continued their ferocious attack. She held up her hand to shield her eyes from the blinding flashes. Antonio barked out instructions and the limo pulled away from the kerb. He looked behind and instructed the driver to lose the tailing journalists.

Sienna felt like a scolded schoolgirl but she was also angry. She’d left her life to fly to the other side of the world and this was how he greeted her.

‘I think we’ve lost them.’ Antonio directed his comment to the driver and then turned his eyes to her. She tried to hold his gaze but his dark expression made it difficult.

‘Didn’t you read the contract?’ he demanded.

Of course she’d read the contract. Fear attacked her nerve endings. She hadn’t let the family lawyer read it, as she’d been sure he’d have tried to talk her out of such a ludicrous proposal. What had she missed?

‘Of course I read it,’ she said.

‘Then you would know you need to be presentable at all times. This —’ he waved his hand at her dull tracksuit, ‘— does not comply.’

She straightened in her seat. ‘I’ve been on a plane for twenty-four hours. What did you expect?’ She could explain about the spilt coffee, but why bother?

‘I expect you to be presentable at all times. The ticket was for first class. What did you do? Cash it in?’

Even as exhausted as she felt, anger rose in her like a wave. ‘I didn’t know you were going to meet me with half the world’s press. You said a car would collect me.’

‘I had a tip-off someone leaked your arrival to the press. I didn’t want you to face that pack alone.’

He’d been trying to protect her? Some of the anger dissipated but she wasn’t about to let him get away with how he’d spoken to her. ‘Next time you change the plans, perhaps you could let me know,’ she said.

‘No need,’ he said. ‘I’ll manage anything that comes our way.’

‘Not that you care, but I’m hardly going to spend money on clothes,’ she said. ‘I have a loan to pay off.’

Antonio rummaged in his pocket for his mobile phone and punched a few buttons. Sienna listened to him organising her a credit card in rapid Italian. He snapped the phone shut.

‘A credit card will be delivered this afternoon to the hotel,’ he said. ‘You can buy anything you need.’

Anything she needed. How about a million-dollar paint job, new furniture in three hundred rooms and smart wiring for the Plaza conference floor? The card probably had no limit, so why not go for the entire ten-million-dollar refurbishment? But she wouldn’t use the card unless absolutely necessary. She didn’t want to be indebted any further to this man.

‘Money doesn’t solve every problem, you know.’ She knew she sounded petulant. She didn’t have the energy for anger any more. Antonio clearly regretted his choice of convenient bride and he obviously didn’t trust her. How on earth were they going to convince anyone the marriage was authentic?

They drove onto a bridge. ‘Where are we?’ she asked.

‘This is Ponte della Liberta, the only bridge from the mainland to Venice.’

She looked ahead. Venice. She drew in a sharp breath. All the pictures she’d devoured in books and on the internet hadn’t prepared her for the sheer beauty of the fabled city.

Antonio peered at her. ‘You like it?’ he asked.

‘All my life I’ve dreamt of living in Europe, immersing myself in the history and culture.’

‘Why didn’t you?’ he asked.

She couldn’t tell him. She couldn’t talk about her mother’s death and her father’s spiral into all-consuming grief. That she’d shelved her plans in order to save the family hotel.

‘The Plaza’s a family business,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘I’m part of that family.’

‘And family’s important to you,’ he said.

She frowned. What a strange thing to say. ‘Of course.’

The driver announced their arrival as they pulled into a warehouse and parked.

‘Now – by boat,’ Antonio announced as he opened the car door.

Sienna inhaled the salt air, the damp and the history. A sense of freedom and opportunity swept over her.

Antonio led her past row after row of luxury cars. The building must be a valet-parking facility for the rich. When they broke into the sunshine, the city lay before her. Across the wind-swept Grand Canal was a row of the famous pastel mansions: pink, baby blue, pale jade; the faded magnificence of a bygone era of opulence and power. She climbed aboard a luxury cruiser featuring the Moretti emblem and felt the intensity of Antonio’s eyes upon her.

‘Your first trip to Venice?’ he asked.

‘My first trip out of Australia.’

‘Really?’ He sounded shocked.

‘The hotel. It makes it hard to get away. When we did go on holiday, we only went a couple of hours away so we could come back if there were any problems.’

‘Sounds like a sheltered existence.’

At first she felt annoyed, then thought about his comment. She shrugged. ‘I suppose it was.’

And is. She’d been trapped by those beige walls and the endless stream of guests. But she knew that life often blocked the path of dreams. The hotel was as essential to her family as air was for life. That’s how she’d been brought up and that’s how she must continue.

‘Ponte della Costituzione, the Calatrava Bridge,’ she said as they cruised beneath its controversial steel spans. ‘Were you for or against it?’

‘For, of course,’ he said, as if there could be no other view. ‘Venice has been at the forefront of technological development for centuries. I don’t see why that should stop. And I don’t subscribe to the belief that Venice is a living museum.’

‘Not everything has to be bigger, newer, shinier, to be good.’

‘Everything does not need to be old, decayed and antiquated to be valuable.’

As Sienna turned back to the brilliance before her, she wondered if she and Antonio had anything in common. She drank in the wonder of the city. Ponte degli Scalzi loomed into view. The icons kept coming.

‘Ca’ Rezzonico.’ She sighed. ‘This is probably one of my favourites.’

Antonio’s brow furrowed. ‘If you’ve never been here, how can it be your favourite?’

‘I studied Venetian architecture during my undergrad degree.’

‘You have a degree?’

‘Yes, architecture. Look.’ She pointed. ‘See how the architects broke with tradition? The facades feature a less cluttered style but still capture a baroque richness.’

He shrugged. ‘I’ve passed this building hundreds of times and never noticed,’ he said, peering at the building, then back at her. ‘I had no idea you’d studied architecture.’

She looked at him squarely. ‘I think it’s safe to say there’s lots about me you don’t know.’

He looked at her for such a long time she felt relieved when the Rialto Bridge came into view and she could ooh and aah at its magnificence.

‘Here we are,’ Antonio announced.

Sienna gazed up at an ochre-coloured building. A few centimetres of water covered the ground floor, pontoons providing a walkway into the building.

‘You live here?’

‘No,’ he said, as he led the way into the gloomy building.

He stepped from the pontoon onto an ornate staircase. The splendour of the building increased as they ascended. The interior looked simply surreal.

‘What is this place?’ she asked.

‘You’ll see,’ he said, as he pushed the button on an elaborate intercom on the wall near a huge wooden door.

The door flew open.

‘Signor Moretti. Welcome. Welcome.’ An immaculately dressed young man held open the door. ‘Mario is putting the final touches to —’

‘Thank you,’ Antonio said, stepping past the man into the most luxurious studio Sienna had ever seen. Lush gowns of every fabric and colour were crammed onto racks lining the sides of the room.

An older man glided towards them. Sienna felt her eyes widen. Mario Sabatini, the hottest thing in women’s couture, shook Antonio’s hand.

‘Benvenuto,’ he said.

Sienna wished she could disappear. She smoothed down her cheap tracksuit. How could Antonio have brought her here dressed like this?

‘As you can see, we need assistance,’ Antonio said in Italian as if she weren’t present.

Mario’s gaze travelled slowly over her from head to toe. Stupidly she took a small step behind Antonio. Mario took her hand and drew her towards him, his piercing blue eyes taking her in.

‘Signorina . . . wonderful . . . to meet you,’ he said in hesitant English.

He let her hand slip from his and walked around her. ‘Beautiful hair.’ He spoke in Italian. His hands pinned her on either side of her waist. ‘Hourglass with height.’ Then he stood before her and leant in close. ‘Wide-set eyes and full lips.’

He stepped back, his eyes travelling the length of her body several times. ‘Get those clothes off her and burn them,’ Mario declared dramatically to his assistant. ‘Antonio, how could you let her wander about in those rags?’

‘Excuse me,’ Sienna interrupted in Italian. ‘A simple wash and these clothes are fine, thank you.’

A delicious silence followed as the three men stared at her.

‘You speak Italian?’ Antonio finally said.

‘Of course.’

‘I didn’t know.’

‘You didn’t ask.’

Mario had the decency to look abashed. Antonio laughed. ‘Aren’t you full of surprises?’ he said.

Full of differences, more like. Their worlds couldn’t be more disparate. His world revolved around insane wealth, beautiful women and international business. Her world featured hard work, the Plaza and her family. Her heart sank. The contract clearly stated that if their deception failed, the deal was null and void. Her arrival at the airport had been a disaster. He’d arrived looking incredible with the world’s media lapping at his feet. She’d turned up in a ten-year-old tracksuit like some naive tourist. It had brought into sharp focus the gulf that existed between them.

Even with new clothes, who would ever believe Antonio had fallen for such a nobody?

Antonio snapped his phone closed. How much longer would Mario take? He knew Sienna needed a whole new wardrobe, but two hours! He pushed himself up from the plush sofa.

Damn it, surely they were done by now. Of course he could leave and let the driver escort Sienna back to the hotel, but he didn’t want any more mistakes. The plan needed to work. Must work. The Villa Paradiso must be his. Once it fell into the hands of Fondo Ambiente he’d be powerless.

He paced the room. Could Sienna carry it off? He pictured her arrival at the airport and winced. He should have been more specific. He should have ensured she’d had a suitable wardrobe before she left Melbourne.

The chug of a water taxi drew him to the window. He gazed down the Grand Canal to the Rialto Bridge. Tourists poured over its ornate stone ramps. He’d been across and under that bridge so many times, he didn’t even notice it. He frowned. He’d been born in Venice but he realised he really knew very little of its incredible history. Sienna’s awe opened his eyes to the beauty all around him. It made him feel . . .

He turned quickly from the window. He checked his watch. That’s it. Knocking once, he pushed open the door through which Mario and Sienna had disappeared earlier.

‘How long is this going to take?’ he demanded, scanning the enormous change room. Mario attended to an exquisite model standing on a small plinth in the middle of the room. Her gorgeous body was sheathed in a gold dress with matching killer heels. A hot bolt of lust struck Antonio hard.

‘Damn it, Mario,’ he said, louder than he intended. ‘Where’s Sienna? We need to get moving.’

Mario stared at him, confusion etched on his face. The model looked at him as though he’d lost his mind. ‘Antonio, it’s me,’ the woman said.

As the model morphed into Sienna, Antonio’s eyes dilated. His breath shortened as he strode towards her. His lust turned from hot to molten.

‘Inferno,’ he said taking her hand. ‘Sienna. You look – perfect, exquisite, bella.’

When she smiled it was as though a cloud drifted from her face. He’d been attracted to her from the first, but how could he know such a hot body lay beneath that horrible black suit and shapeless tracksuit pants?

He drew her down from the pedestal and held out both her arms to admire her more closely. Mario had obviously had someone do her hair and make-up. She could walk into any salon in the city and put every Venetian woman to shame.

‘You look incredible.’ He pulled her close but she resisted. He couldn’t blame her. Since her arrival he’d been – what? Callous. But only because so much rode on the success of his plan. His plan that had just taken a huge step in the right direction.

He let her go, but he couldn’t tear his eyes from her. He noticed a pink tinge touch her cheeks. His groin tightened as he watched how his attention affected her. An image of stripping the golden fabric from her body raced through his mind. He tore his eyes away. She’d been very specific about the contractual clauses covering intimacy. He cursed inwardly. Women usually came to his bed willingly. Not Sienna. She’d made sure there were clauses ensuring amore remained off the agenda. But there was a way around every clause. He smiled.

‘Mario, let’s wrap this up,’ he said, walking to the door.

‘I’ve only finished the day wardrobe,’ the designer whined.

‘Day!’ Sienna exclaimed. ‘You have to be kidding. This is more than enough,’ she said, pointing to a row of clothes hanging on a nearby rack.

Antonio stared at the goddess before him. She didn’t want him and she didn’t want to spend his cash. Who was this woman?

The designer heels pinched her toes as Sienna walked to the sofa and collapsed into its lush cushions.

‘Please, no more,’ she said, holding up her hands. ‘I’ve more clothes now than I’ve had in my whole life. I want to sleep.’

Mario looked anxious. ‘We still have the evening wear, the lingerie, the sleepwear and the sporting clothes . . .’

‘Send over whatever else you think she needs,’ Antonio instructed. ‘We can always come back in a few days.’

‘Wait!’ Mario shrieked. ‘Sienna must try on her wedding dress.’

Sienna jolted upright. ‘Wedding dress?’

Antonio joined her on the couch. ‘With the wedding so soon, I commissioned one immediately,’ he said.

‘I brought . . .’ Her head swam. ‘I thought I’d wear my mother’s dress. It’s what I’ve always . . .’ Sienna realised that wouldn’t be an option.

‘Oh, darling, that is so . . . sweet!’ Mario exclaimed. ‘But when you marry Antonio Moretti only an original Sabatini will do. Come on.’ He held out his hand. ‘I believe it is my best design ever.’

Sienna didn’t know if it could be possible to feel more exhausted and emotional. She allowed Mario to pull her to her feet.

‘Sorry, Antonio,’ Mario said. ‘You will have to leave. It’s bad luck to see the dress before the wedding.’

Antonio seemed to hesitate then turned and strode from the room.

It took Mario and his assistant ten minutes to secure Sienna into a mass of lace, tulle and silk.

When Mario swept back the curtain hiding an enormous floor-to-ceiling mirror, Sienna couldn’t stifle a gasp. The woman staring back at her looked like a stranger.

Each year, on her mother’s birthday, she carefully unwrapped her mother’s wedding dress. She’d slip it on and have a little cry. Afterwards, she’d take it to a specialist drycleaner. The cleaner knew her family and understood the ritual. It always came back in a new box, beautifully wrapped. Sienna had always known she’d wear her mother’s dress when she married, and her mother would feel close.

But this. She slid her hands down the rich cream fabric. This magnificent gown, which fitted her more perfectly than her own skin, felt soulless. She wiped quickly at her eyes, but a tear escaped and slipped down her cheek.

Mario wiped it away. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘I wept as I sewed on the last pearl.’

‘It’s so beautiful,’ she said, managing a wan smile. She didn’t belong in this world of first-class travel, couture clothes and limitless credit cards.

‘Antonio will be delighted,’ Mario gushed, as he fussed with the train.

That’s it. With sudden clarity, Sienna realised making Antonio happy was all that mattered. Make him happy and the Plaza would be hers. Give the man what he wants.

She straightened her shoulders and swept back her hair. Whatever happened, she needed to fit into Antonio’s world.

But would his world grant her admission? Even if it didn’t, did she care? She just needed enough time to save the Plaza.



Chapter Three

‘We’re walking?’ Sienna asked, glancing down at her new ten-centimetre heels. At Mario’s insistence, she’d worn one of her new outfits out of the salon. She’d made no objection; she didn’t relish the thought of being caught out again by the paparazzi. ‘Slowly, I hope,’ she continued, taking a tentative step onto the cobbledstone street.

‘It’s not far,’ Antonio said. ‘Walking and water – they’re the only options in Venice.’

‘Gondolas,’ she said wistfully.

‘They’re only for the tourists,’ he said disparagingly.

I wish I was a tourist. They looked so happy.

The early afternoon light bathed the tops of the buildings. At street level, shadows hugged the alleys. She stopped and looked around.

‘Are you all right?’ Antonio asked.

‘In heaven,’ she breathed. The magnificence of the city blew away her jetlag.

He nodded knowingly. ‘Women and clothes.’

‘I don’t care about that,’ she said, waving her hand dismissively. ‘Look at this place.’ She spread her arms to encompass the scene. ‘It’s magical.’

Antonio shrugged. ‘I suppose. I don’t really notice.’

‘How could you not notice?’ She turned around and around, taking in the magnificence of the city before her. ‘This is one of the most beautiful, romantic, historic cities in the world.’

He cocked his head and considered her for a moment. ‘Perhaps I don’t have the luxury of time that most people do.’ His voice had a hard edge.

‘Why don’t you make time?’ she countered.

‘This way,’ he said, striding off down the street.

Right, so that’s the end of that conversation.

She followed as fast as her heels would allow. She imagined she now understood how a baby giraffe felt when taking its first steps. Antonio turned, walked back and took her hand. He’d obviously noticed the incompatibility of inexperienced feet in heels on cobblestones.

‘Why do women insist on wearing such stupid shoes?’

‘You got me.’ She stumbled. Antonio held her tight. ‘I hate these things.’

His lips curved ever so slightly. ‘I thought all women loved shoes.’

‘Perhaps I don’t have the luxury of buying many like most women you know do,’ she said, deadpan.

He laughed. ‘I’m beginning to think you aren’t like other women I know,’ he said.

‘So the other women you mix with love expensive clothes and shoes, couldn’t care less about history and architecture and let you take the lead in every situation?’

Antonio turned his dark eyes on her and opened his mouth to retaliate but stopped. He frowned, then shrugged. ‘I suppose so,’ he said.

‘They sound a little boring.’

‘Or perhaps you’re just a handful.’

Maybe, but that had to be better than boring.

Within minutes, tourists surrounded them as they walked through alleys and over little bridges. Sienna wanted to take her time, linger, but Antonio took her as fast as she could manage.

‘I’ll arrange a tour for you later in the week,’ he said.

‘Can’t you show me around?’ she asked.

‘No, there is a lot to arrange. I’ll be working most days.’

She felt strangely disappointed but shoved the unwelcome emotion aside. Without him she could wear comfortable shoes and take her time. That would be better, wouldn’t it?

The throng increased dramatically. Maybe they were close to St Mark’s Square.

Antonio’s grip slipped from her hand. She stopped, but he’d vanished into the crowd.

‘Antonio,’ she called over the heads of the tourists. She couldn’t see him. Nervously she edged to the side of the street. Best to stay put.

‘Caffè?’ a waiter asked her. She realised she was standing next to a café.

‘No, grazie.’

She walked a little way down the street in the direction they’d been heading. Fingers of fear crept up her spine. She didn’t know where she was. She didn’t know the name of Antonio’s hotel, and too much longer in these shoes and she’d be walking barefoot. Tourists jostled as they passed. She squeezed against the cold stone building. Where was he?

Then, through a break in the crowd, she saw him. She dodged her way across the lane.

‘Antonio —’ She stopped and stared. Antonio knelt next to a little boy whose eyes streamed with tears. Stepping closer, she listened.

‘England,’ she heard Antonio say. ‘I love England. Whereabouts?’

‘Surrey.’ The little boy sniffed.

‘That’s my favourite county.’

The little boy looked up into Antonio’s face. ‘Truly?’

‘Absolutely.’ Antonio stood. ‘Now let’s find your mother.’

The child took Antonio’s hand and then pressed himself up against the wall, the crowd clearly intimidating him. ‘We’ll never find her,’ he wailed.

‘I’ve an idea,’ Antonio said, bending down to the boy’s level. ‘Why don’t we play lighthouses?’

The child looked dubious.

‘You hop up on my shoulders and be the searchlight.’

‘Cool.’

Sienna couldn’t believe her ears. She watched dumbstruck as Antonio lifted the child onto his shoulders. Seeing this hard man of business care for a lost child shifted something inside her.

‘Can you see her?’ Antonio asked.

‘No.’ The little boy’s voice quivered.

‘Can you see a lady in a gold dress?’

‘I’m here,’ Sienna called and fell in next to the boys.

‘We have a situation,’ Antonio said.

‘So I see.’ She smiled. ‘You seem to have it in hand.’

‘Sorry I left you. Children and canals . . .’

‘It’s okay,’ she said.

‘Now,’ he said to the child. ‘I’ll turn around and you search.’ Antonio walked down the street, turning slowly every couple of steps.

‘Mummy,’ the boy cried out less than a minute later.

‘Where?’ Antonio asked.

‘There. There.’ The child pointed up the street. ‘Mummy! Mummy,’ he shouted.

‘Tommy!’ The woman’s hysterical voice screeched over the din.

Antonio lifted the boy and put him down gently.

Tommy’s mother pushed through the crowd and grabbed her son. ‘Thank you, thank you,’ she stammered, cuddling her son to her chest.

‘It’s nothing,’ Antonio said and made to walk away.

Before he could take two steps, the woman hugged him, her son still in her arms so the boy was pressed between them.

Sienna stole a quick breath as she watched a flash of anguish pass across Antonio’s face.

‘Please, it’s nothing,’ he said, as he gently extricated himself. He turned and walked down the street. Sienna and the woman stared silently at the retreating figure.

‘Please, tell him again how grateful I am,’ the woman said, laying her hand on Sienna’s arm and giving it a squeeze. ‘Most men would have just walked by. He’s a keeper.’

Sienna looked at the woman and then back at Antonio’s retreating figure. A keeper? Obviously this woman didn’t know what she was talking about. But she wondered what else there was about the man that she didn’t know.

‘I’ll tell him,’ she said and tottered on down the street.

Antonio waited for her at the corner.

‘Why’d you rush off?’ she asked.

‘I dislike emotional situations,’ Antonio said.

Sienna frowned. ‘What does that mean?’

‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘The hotel is on the next street.’

He walked just ahead of her so she couldn’t pursue the conversation. But for a man who didn’t like emotional situations, he caused enough of them with his presence. Sienna watched in wonder as women – and quite a few men – stared as Antonio passed. As he walked, people seemed to part to let him through; he possessed a regal aura that radiated around him.

So, he disliked emotions. That explained a lot. It explained how he could enter a loveless marriage to secure a hotel. That he seemed to have no understanding or consideration of how his plan impacted upon her and her life. After all, this was a man who’d commissioned a wedding dress without even consulting the bride.

Or could it be that the man would do anything to achieve what he wanted, whatever the cost? Her lips tightened. Arrogant and self-centred, good words to sum up the man who walked before her. But even as she thought the words, they seemed not to fit.

The heel of her shoe caught a crack in the street and she pitched forward. She cried out as the cobbles rushed up at her. Instead of slamming onto the hard stone, she fell into Antonio’s arms.

She didn’t know if it was the jetlag, the fact that her heel was wedged or that the feel of his body was so good, but she didn’t pull away. It’d been so long since someone had held her. Since someone had cared for her.

Antonio reached down and pulled her heel from the crack. He kept his other hand on her hip to steady her. The warmth of his hand sent a tingle down her spine. As he stood up, he placed his free hand on her waist.

‘All right?’ he asked. Was that concern on his face? So far he’d dealt with her so . . . efficiently, like an employee. She blinked and the look disappeared.

‘Fine,’ she answered quietly.

He took her arm and walked slowly by her side. She didn’t want to let him but walking arm in arm through the streets of Venice with Antonio Moretti affected her more than she wanted to admit.

This was the life she’d dreamed of. Not the hot man walking beside her, whom she couldn’t deny was just slightly wonderful, but a life of ancient cities, different cultures and new experiences. A life of passion and adventure.

When she’d spoken to her parents about studying architecture, her father had only agreed at her mother’s insistence.

‘The De Lucas are hoteliers,’ he’d argued. In Italy, before their ancestors had immigrated to Australia and then for four generations on Aussie soil, the De Lucas had owned and operated hotels. The eldest child inherited the business and that was the way things were.

And of course the De Luca curse featured prominently in her father’s arguments. She sighed. Her father fervently believed in the curse and insisted that after her degree she return to work in the hotel. She needed to learn the ropes for the day she took over.

But fate had intervened. Her mother’s illness had cut short her studies and the hotel responsibilities had fallen abruptly on her shoulders.

‘Are you sure you’re all right?’ Antonio asked.

She looked up. Antonio’s eyes were upon her again, always so intense, as though sizing her up. She nodded. ‘Oh, I meant to tell you, the boy’s mother wanted me to thank you again.’

He looked ahead and didn’t answer. He obviously didn’t want to talk about it.

‘You were so good with him,’ she pressed.

Still nothing.

‘You’ll make a great father one day.’ She couldn’t believe the words that tumbled from her mouth. What was she thinking? Bringing up such a topic when she was marrying him within a week? Babies meant . . .

‘I don’t want children.’

Her gaze jerked to his face. ‘Are you serious?’

‘I’m always serious.’

‘But —’ What could you say to a statement like that?

‘I take it you do,’ he asked, as if such a notion were unthinkable.

‘Lots.’

She hated being an only child. With her parents both working, she’d suffered a very lonely childhood. The hotel had been her playground and prison at the same time. With her childhood over, now it was just a prison. And she’d learned through hard experience that being an only child also came with heavy responsibilities.

‘Lots!’ Antonio sounded aghast.

‘Yes, I want a big, happy family.’

‘And what happens when one of your children gets sick . . . dies? How will you feel then?’

She stopped in her tracks. What a terrible thing to say.

Antonio dropped her arm and walked ahead to the entrance of a marble-fronted building almost flush with a canal.

She stared after him. What would make him say a thing like that? This man was an enigma – saving children one minute, dismissing them the next.

A uniformed doorman stood to attention as Antonio approached and opened the heavy gilded doors. A gondola lay moored close by, tied up to brightly painted red and yellow striped pylons.

‘Welcome to Moretti’s Venice,’ Antonio said when she joined him. He led the way into the hotel foyer.

The gold and marble room glowed with the light from two massive crystal chandeliers. Marble-topped tables adorned with ornate gilded porcelain vases lined the walls. Beautiful people dressed in head-to-toe designer fashion sat in the lounge sipping drinks and chatting.

Sienna looked up at the detailed moulded ceilings. The walls featured artworks she vaguely recognised, all sure to be originals. But even with all that magnificence, the building lacked warmth.

An impeccably dressed man strode towards them. ‘Everything is as you requested, signor.’

‘Thank you. Sienna, this is the hotel’s general manager.’

‘Sienna De Luca. Lovely to meet you,’ Sienna said, holding out her hand.

The manager looked taken aback, but shook her hand politely.

‘Please ensure Sienna receives everything she needs during her stay,’ Antonio said.

‘Of course, signor.’

‘And send Carmela up in half an hour, please.’

The man gave a nod and left.

Antonio took Sienna’s arm and led her to the bank of lifts.

‘The hotel’s beautiful,’ she said.

‘Thanks.’

‘But . . .’

He turned his glittering gaze upon her as they stepped into a lift. ‘Yes?’ he said slowly.

‘It lacks warmth.’

‘I’m sorry my forty-million-euro renovation doesn’t meet your exacting standards.’

‘Don’t get me wrong, it’s very nice, it’s just – it seems as though some of the original features are gone.’

‘People like modern, clean lines as well as the traditional,’

‘Not everyone.’

The lift opened at the top floor. Antonio stepped forward and opened two huge doors. ‘I hope this will be adequate.’

Sienna walked into the most magnificent penthouse suite she’d ever seen.

The sound of the suite’s buzzer pierced the silence, calling Antonio away. She wandered around the huge living room. Gold embossed wallpaper, rich furnishings, gilt-framed artworks. Every tabletop overflowed with fresh flowers. Even with her extensive hotel experience, nothing she’d seen had ever come close to matching this level of splendour. She walked out onto a wide terrace and there, across the canal, lay St Mark’s Square. She blinked. Was she really here? The views she had admired so often in books proved more brilliant than she’d ever imagined.

As she trailed her finger along the white stone balustrade, another set of open double doors attracted her attention. She walked through them and beheld a lavish bedroom. An enormous canopied king bed dominated the room.

Antonio strode into the bedroom followed by a bellboy pulling a luggage trolley. Her suitcase looked small against an array of other bags. She frowned.

‘Has Mario sent over the clothes already?’

‘No, these are my things.’

‘Sorry? You —’

Antonio shot her a quick frown. ‘Thank you, Christo,’ he said to the bellboy, pushing a stack of euros into the young man’s hand.

‘Thank you, signor.’ The man took his leave. Antonio didn’t look at her until he heard the door of the suite close. Her anger rose with every second.

‘You were saying?’ he asked.

‘Nowhere in the contract did it mention we’d be sharing a room.’ She picked up one of the gold pillows and threw it into the middle of the mattress. ‘Or a bed.’

‘I thought that would be obvious. This is the twenty-first century and we are being married next week.’

‘A week?’ She sat heavily on the bed. Married in a week?

He looked at her strangely. ‘What’s the problem?’

She sighed. ‘If this plan’s going to work, you’re going to have to keep me in the loop. I need to know what’s going on . . . what’s expected and when.’ Otherwise my hotel is yours and my father’s broken heart will surely beat its last.

‘I don’t work that way.’

‘Well, try,’ she said, weariness claiming every muscle in her body.

‘You’re obviously exhausted,’ he said. ‘Sleep. I’ll see you later.’

He came over and kissed her lightly on the cheek. Even in her state of exhaustion, her body leapt to attention. ‘Things will be better tonight,’ he said.

Wait a minute. Tonight? But the doors had already snapped shut. What was she in for tonight?

Falling back on the lush bedcovers, she stared at the ornate canopy. Cherubs flew around Cupid, who was aiming an arrow at a young couple. She closed her eyes.

Before seeing Antonio with that child she’d believed nothing, not even Cupid’s darts, could soften Antonio’s heart. Now, she wasn’t so sure.

Sienna woke to the sound of the doorbell. She rubbed her eyes as she looked out the window. The sun hung low in the sky – she must have slept for hours. She stretched and the bell buzzed again.

‘Coming,’ she called, as she jumped out of bed and walked quickly to the door.

An older woman in a crisp housekeeping uniform stood outside with a trolley of clothes.

‘Buonasera, Signorina De Luca. I’m Carmela, head of housekeeping,’ she said. ‘Antonio asked me to help you get ready for this evening.’

‘Oh,’ Sienna said. ‘Thank you. But that won’t be necessary.’

The woman had already pulled the trolley through the door. She dragged it into the dressing room adjoining the bedroom. Sienna followed. Carmela began taking the protective plastic from a gorgeous evening dress.

‘That’s not mine,’ Sienna said.

‘Sabatini delivered it this afternoon.’

‘Oh,’ Sienna said, touching the rich fabric. ‘It’s so beautiful.’

‘You are wearing it tonight.’

Sienna’s eyes flashed to Carmela’s face.

‘To the opera,’ Carmela said.

Sienna’s lips tightened. Another engagement Antonio had failed to mention. She lifted a dress from the rack and stripped off the cover. The deep green, full-length velvet dress featured hand-sewn pearls across the bodice.

‘Per favore,’ Carmela said, taking the dress from her hands. ‘Let me do that.’

‘I can help,’ Sienna said. The rack bulged. ‘This could take you the rest of the day.’

Carmela stared at her. ‘Help?’

‘Sure.’

‘It is . . .’ Carmela turned back to the task at hand. She’d clearly been about to say something. ‘You are . . . Antonio’s special friend. You can’t help me work. It’s not right.’ She shook her head.

‘What Antonio doesn’t know won’t hurt him,’ Sienna whispered then pressed her forefinger to her lips. She picked up another dress.

‘No. No.’ Carmela took the dress from her. ‘I don’t keep secrets from Antonio.’

Sienna looked at Carmela more closely. ‘Have you worked for him for a long time?’

‘Fifteen years. I was a housekeeper in his first hotel,’ she said, smiling proudly.

‘Fifteen years – wow.’

‘I’d work for no one else.’

‘Really?’ Sienna bent down and picked up a shoebox. Opening it, she stared at a pair of jewel-encrusted scarlet sandals. She didn’t want to imagine how much they might have cost.

‘He is a wonderful man.’ Carmela laid her hands over Sienna’s. ‘But you know that.’ Carmela’s eyes shone as she blinked back tears.

To hide her shock, Sienna bent and placed the shoes on the floor. ‘He creates a good work environment,’ she said, hoping she sounded sincere.

‘Of course, but it’s not that. He is . . . famiglia,’ Carmela said, placing her fist on her heart. ‘When my son Georgio was sick, he visited him in hospital. When Georgio got better, Antonio paid the bill.’

Antonio rescues another little boy?

‘That’s very generous.’

‘Not generous. It is who he is.’ Carmela paused and caught Sienna’s eye. ‘But you know this.’

‘Yes. Of course,’ Sienna said, busying herself with another box. She felt Carmela’s hand on her arm.

‘You seem so different to the others,’ Carmela whispered. Sienna felt uncomfortable under the woman’s close scrutiny. ‘He deserves happiness after all his pain.’

Sienna clamped her mouth shut before she blurted out, Pain? What pain?

Before she could think what to say next, the doorbell buzzed again.

‘Helena e Maria,’ Carmela said, darting for the door.

‘Who are Helen and Maria?’

‘Hair and make-up,’ Carmela called.

Sienna began to protest, but what was the point? Obviously Antonio managed everything and her role was to comply.

‘I’ll just have a quick shower,’ Sienna called. She picked up her phone before closing the bathroom door. What possible misfortune could Antonio have suffered? She opened the browser and typed his name into the search engine on the small screen. Instantly images and news items of Antonio’s various business deals and affairs filled the screen. After trawling through ten pages of listings, she’d found nothing relevant but had confirmed that Antonio seemed to date models, actresses and heiresses – exclusively.

Turning on the shower, she stripped off her clothes. She stepped under the warm spray. After squeezing soap onto her hands she ran them over her body. The women Antonio usually dated were glamorous, rich and dripping in diamonds and couture.

She held her face up to the spray. When Antonio walked into a room with Amy West on his arm, there’d be no questions asked. She knew tonight every eye would be on her and everyone would be wondering, What’s Antonio doing with her?

‘Something is definitely amiss.’

Antonio slid his feet from the desk and held his phone a little tighter to his ear. ‘Go on,’ he said to Brad.

‘The financial crisis has had the usual impact on the Plaza’s occupancy rates but they are still above average for Melbourne,’ Brad said, his voice so clear he could have been in the next room, not more than fourteen thousand kilometres away in Melbourne. ‘With these numbers, the hotel should be showing a small but respectable profit.’

‘Bad management?’ Antonio asked. Strangely, he felt a little disappointed. Sienna would only be his pretend wife, but he wanted to believe she was good at her job.

‘That’s not it,’ Brad said.

‘So?’

‘I don’t know yet but the accountant is being very cagey.’

‘You suspect him?’

‘He took over complete management of the hotel’s finances when Sienna’s mother died.’

Antonio sat a little straighter in his chair. ‘Her mother died?’

‘Honestly, Antonio. You’re marrying the woman in a few days, don’t you think you should know that?’ Brad was the only person who knew the strategy behind the marriage plan. He didn’t approve.

‘I don’t need to know everything about her for this to work.’

‘Sienna mightn’t be able to compartmentalise her emotions like you can.’

Brad was Antonio’s closest associate, but he was walking very close to an uncrossable line. ‘Back to this accountant,’ Antonio said stiffly.

‘Sienna’s father hasn’t done a day’s work since his wife died. Apparently he suffered a complete breakdown. Now he either sits in the lobby like a statue or, on good days, goes down to the Italian club.’

That’s why Marco wasn’t at the meeting.

‘And there’s more.’ Brad’s voice had dropped. ‘The loan money has clearly been spent, but I can’t work out on what.’

‘What do you suspect?’

‘Sienna took over all management activities after her father’s breakdown and this accountant stepped in as financial controller.’

‘You don’t trust him.’

‘The Plaza accounts have been managed by the same firm for twenty years. The senior partner retired not long after Sienna took over management and his son stepped into the role. Apparently the two families are friends.’

‘Friends and business,’ Antonio said grimly. ‘Why do people think that’ll ever work?’

‘We’re friends,’ Brad interjected.

‘We worked together first. Understand the boundaries.’ Antonio glanced at his watch. ‘I’ve got to go. Stay on it.’

‘Ask Sienna about it.’

‘No,’ Antonio said. ‘I don’t want to distract her.’

‘Antonio, don’t you think —’

‘Give me a report at the wedding. Have you sent Sabatini your measurements?’

‘Yes.’ Brad paused. ‘Even though this marriage is just a business arrangement, I’ll be proud to stand next to you on your wedding day.’

Antonio swallowed. This was exactly the emotional territory he strictly avoided. ‘Got to go,’ he said, snapping his phone shut.

He locked his office door and walked into the hotel foyer. A number of staff greeted him. He loved this place. It had kept him sane in the midst of intolerable grief. Hurling himself into work taught him how to bury his feelings. They were locked up so tight he would never again be in danger of being overwhelmed. He pressed the button for the lift. Never again would he allow that pain to touch him. He was armoured against it.

He reached the penthouse. Opening the door, he walked into the sitting room. He’d dressed earlier in his dinner jacket and hoped Sienna would be ready. They were on a tight schedule.

Sienna stood on the terrace, her gown glittering, reflecting Venice’s evening lights. As he stepped closer, he realised the floor-length black sequined dress was backless. Her hair was styled in a French knot and he enjoyed the view of an expanse of golden skin from her shoulders to just above her bottom. He drew in a long slow breath in an attempt to control the heat firing inside him.

She turned.

He sucked in a sharp ragged breath as naked lust swept his body. Smoky make-up highlighted her espresso-coloured eyes. Her full lips were painted scarlet red. He damned the strict clauses Sienna had insisted be in the contract.

To hell with them.

He strode to her and took her about the waist, hearing her breath catch in her throat. She felt soft and luscious. A lovely change from the skin-and-bone women he usually dated. The thought of that king-sized bed just a few metres away hammered at his mind. He groaned inwardly and battled the image of Sienna writhing beneath him.

‘You look beautiful tonight.’

She leant back slightly, but didn’t pull away from his grasp completely. A positive step. They wouldn’t be fooling anybody if Sienna yanked away every time he touched her.

‘We’re going to the opera?’ she asked.

‘Yes, but dinner first,’ he said, leading her into the suite.

‘Great, I’m starving.’

A woman with an appetite. How unusual – and refreshing.

‘Before we go, I have something for you.’

Her eyebrows shot up as he pulled a royal blue velvet–covered box from his pocket.

‘Antonio, I don’t need anything more.’ She swished her dress. His breathing quickened again as he glimpsed her thigh through the split in her dress.

‘These clothes are already too much,’ she said.

‘You’re my fiancée —’

‘Pretend fiancée,’ she corrected.

‘Nevertheless, gifts are required.’ He opened the box.

Sienna simply stared, open-mouthed. He took her hand, but she stepped back. He placed the box on the table and drew out the diamond necklace. ‘Come here,’ he directed.

She shook her head. ‘It’s too much.’

He held up the necklace and beckoned her forward.

She hesitated. A light breeze fluttered through the room. Loose strands of hair danced about her face. The spice of her perfume assailed his nostrils, the scent wild and enticing. His body stiffened. Is she trying to kill me?

‘What if I lose it?’ Her voice was unsteady.

He frowned, trying to focus on her words as erotic images flooded his mind. ‘I’ll get you another one.’

She laughed nervously. ‘No, you wouldn’t.’

‘I would. Now, turn around,’ he said a little harshly, to disguise the desire threatening to sabotage his will.

She did as instructed. The halterneck dress hugged her body – a body designed for temptation and seduction. As he reached around her neck his fingers brushed her shoulders. He heard her gasp. An instant response coursed through his body as his mind broke at least a dozen of the rules Sienna had insisted be included in their contract.

He fastened the necklace. Turning her around, he stroked his hands down her arms and held her hands. They trembled slightly. Crimson flooded her cheeks.

‘This is too much,’ she insisted.

‘Sienna.’ He stepped in close. The largest diamond lay slightly askew. He slowly lifted it from her chest and saw her hold her breath as he placed the rock dead centre between her breasts. He trailed his fingers down to her waist and drew her in.

‘You look wonderful.’ His eyes dropped to her mouth, her red lips so captivating, so close.

‘It’s amazing what a load of money and some experts can do.’ Sienna’s glib remark didn’t mask the huskiness in her voice. ‘We should —’ Her voice faltered. ‘Um . . . Get going?’

‘Soon,’ he said in a low, deep voice as he pulled her near.

She placed her hands on his chest and pushed him gently away. ‘This is not a good idea. Things would . . . get confusing.’

‘I might like confusing,’ he said, slipping his hands a little lower down her back.

‘You’d hate confusing,’ she said, stepping deftly from his grasp.

‘Maybe I wouldn’t,’ he said, catching her hand.

She turned her dazzling eyes upon him. ‘You love to control everything to the finest detail. Confusing isn’t in your nature.’

She was right. But at this moment, he could defy nature.

‘Let’s go,’ she said, slipping her hand from his grasp.

‘The earrings,’ he said, reaching for the box.

She got there first. ‘I’ll do them,’ she said quickly, taking one of the diamond drop earrings from the box and fixing it to her earlobe. ‘I don’t think I can take any more confusion tonight.’

‘There’s always tomorrow,’ he said smoothly.

She looked at him. ‘The rules won’t change overnight,’ she said, reaching for the other earring.

‘A man can dream.’ He crooked his arm. ‘Signorina.’

She hesitated just a moment, then took it.


Chapter Four

Sienna slid, dazed, into the luxurious restaurant chair. Antonio settled himself in across from her.

‘You did well,’ he said.

‘How do you stand living like this?’ Sienna said, shielding her eyes from the relentless camera flashes. The paparazzi crowded at the front window of the restaurant, jostling for position. Antonio snapped his fingers and the hotel staff moved quickly to erect a screen to conceal them from prying eyes.

She blinked until the red spots stopped dancing before her eyes. ‘It’s such an invasion of privacy.’

‘Great publicity though.’

Wow. Is this man made of stone? The only thing he seemed to care about was business. Nothing touched him emotionally. Except for the briefest moment when Antonio had rescued that little boy – he’d seemed a different man.

‘Shall I order for you?’ he asked.

‘No,’ she said.

‘I come here a lot,’ he pressed.

‘But you have no idea what I like.’

‘Trust me.’

‘That’s rich,’ she countered.

His eyes flashed from the menu. ‘What does that mean?’

‘It means I have no idea what the plans are for this wedding. You haven’t talked to me about anything. You keep springing things on me.’

‘Just enjoy the ride.’

‘No,’ she said forcefully. ‘Don’t you trust me?’

Antonio sighed. ‘I’ve had a busy day. Why don’t we have a casual dinner and then we can talk?’

The waiter arrived before she could argue. ‘Sir?’

Antonio ordered for her. He handed his menu and hers back to the waiter.

‘Actually,’ she said, before the waiter took his leave. ‘I’ll have the salmon, not the lamb.’

The waiter looked anxiously at Antonio.

‘Sir?’ he asked.

‘The salmon,’ Sienna repeated.

Antonio simply shrugged and the waiter scurried from the table.

‘Does everyone do your bidding?’ she said, watching the waiter’s retreat.

‘Yes.’

‘It must get very boring.’

He cocked his head and considered her, a quizzical smile on his lips. ‘Do you ever just do what you’re told?’

She thought about all her shelved dreams. About how important it had been for her to take over management of the hotel. To help her father. ‘Sometimes,’ she said. ‘When family is involved.’

‘Excellent.’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘We’re not family.’

‘But we will be in five days.’ He rose from his chair.

‘Five days, honestly . . .’

He knelt down next to her. Her eyes widened as he pulled another small box from his jacket pocket. Her ability to speak vanished.

‘I wanted to do this properly.’ He took her hand. Her heart constricted as she registered the tenderness of his expression. Did the man have feelings after all? She glanced about. They were completely alone. Even for the great Antonio Moretti, this moment meant something. Men didn’t drop to their knees if they felt nothing, did they?

‘Antonio . . .’ She needed to protest but found she didn’t want to. Even though the marriage was a sham, she could read from his expression that this was special. She loved that he’d made such an effort. He could have simply given her the ring at the hotel.

‘I just want you to know that I appreciate everything you’re doing,’ he said. He flipped open the box’s lid. She gasped and her hands flew to her mouth. The most enormous diamond she’d ever seen glittered from a band of white gold.

He eased the ring from its box and took her hand. ‘Sienna De Luca, will you marry me?’

Her heart jumped to an irregular beat. She blinked hard. This was the most bewildering moment of her life. How could she hate a man who proposed so beautifully?

Antonio eased the ring onto her finger. She held her hand up to admire the twinkling stone.

She looked past the diamond and met Antonio’s eyes. He took her hands again as his mouth curved into a slow, sexy smile. A tingling heat washed through her body. The engagement was pretend, but this felt so real. He possessed a softer side. He must trust her to reveal himself so openly.

‘Is it to your liking?’ His dark eyes glittered seductively in the candlelight.

‘I’ve never seen anything so beautiful,’ she whispered.

‘I have,’ he said, standing and pulling her gently to her feet. ‘You.’

He drew her in, giving her no reason to pull away. She didn’t want to. She wanted to . . . thank him. That’s all. But already her body tingled with desire.

He bent and skimmed his lips against the side of her neck. She shuddered with anticipation.

‘I know this is against the rules . . .’ he whispered.

He lightly kissed her earlobe. She could barely breathe as his arms slipped around her waist and he drew her closer. His hard body felt so tempting against her, as the air around them seemed alive with electricity.

‘But as we are engaged . . .’ He kissed the sensitive skin below her ear. ‘I think . . .’ His hand slid up her naked back. She dragged in a hitched breath as her nipples hardened against his chest. She wanted his lips on hers, now.

He cupped the back of her head. ‘Just one . . .’ His lips claimed hers and her senses roared into overdrive. Her heart pounded against her ribcage as desire pumped through her body. She ran her hand down his back. He deepened the kiss.

‘Is everything —’ The waiter disappeared as quickly as he’d arrived.

Antonio stepped away from her.

‘We should finish dinner,’ he said abruptly, leaving her panting. She stumbled as she sat heavily in her seat.

He sat as if nothing had happened between them. Grabbing her champagne, she drank deeply of the cool liquid. Gradually the ability to speak returned.

‘Thank you,’ she said, holding up her ring finger. ‘I love it. You shouldn’t have.’

‘Yes, I should.’

Something in his tone made her look sharply at his face. The warmth had faded. Before she could comment, the waiter arrived with more champagne and congratulations.

She fought the disquiet that tugged at her mind as she accepted the congratulations. Had the emotion all been an act? It couldn’t have been. It must have been for her – they were alone, shielded from prying eyes.

Their meals arrived. Antonio chatted amiably to the waiter. No, she’d definitely glimpsed something behind Antonio’s emotionless mask. She was sure of it.

‘How’s the fish?’ he asked.

‘Wonderful.’

‘The lamb is better.’ But he said it with a smile.

‘You’re not used to this, are you?’

‘To what?’

‘Someone not doing exactly as they’re told.’

‘I don’t know, you were pretty compliant just now.’ A cheeky smile played about his mouth.

Heat flashed in her cheeks. ‘That’s not fair. I didn’t have a chance.’

He looked at her through dark lashes. ‘What do you mean?’ he asked innocently.

‘We’re in Venice, in a private booth in the city’s best restaurant, with champagne, soft lights,’ she said, indicating their sumptuous surrounds. ‘And you present me with a diamond the size of an apricot. What’s a girl to do?’

He raised his eyebrows.

Her eyes narrowed. ‘You planned the whole thing.’

‘Of course. I plan everything.’

‘You couldn’t plan how I would react?’

‘No, but you performed beautifully.’ He winced. He clearly hadn’t meant to use those words.

‘Performed?’ She frowned. ‘What do you mean, “performed”?’ She looked about. Was somebody watching?

His brow creased. ‘I’ll explain later.’

She placed her cutlery down on the plate. ‘How about you explain now?’

‘We don’t have time. We need to finish dinner and get to the opera house. It’s a few minutes’ walk from here.’

‘I’m not leaving until you explain.’

He leant back in his chair and regarded her carefully. ‘You knew, didn’t you?’

‘Knew what.’

‘That we were being photographed?’

‘Photographed?’

‘Yes. I’ve sold our engagement pictures.’

Sienna frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

‘A photographer from High Life magazine captured it all on camera. I sold the rights for a million euro.’

‘You did what?’ She jumped from her seat. Her champagne glass fell, staining the white linen with an ugly yellow puddle.

‘Keep your voice down,’ he hissed. ‘The whole restaurant will hear you.’

‘I don’t care who hears me,’ she said, fury blurring her vision.

He stood and took her hand. ‘I thought you knew.’ Confusion etched his face. ‘You kissed me back.’

She pulled from his grasp. ‘The kiss, the ring, everything. It was all staged?’

‘Yes.’

‘And will be published?’

‘Yes.’

She stared at him, all traces of affection gone. ‘You should have told me we were being photographed.’ Her cheeks flamed as she remembered how she’d responded to his words – his touch.

‘But —’

‘You played me.’ Humiliation coursed through her as she slumped back into her seat.

He sat across from her. ‘No, Sienna, I’m just ensuring this deal works,’ he said in a low voice. ‘Remember, you signed up for this.’

‘I didn’t sign up to have my emotions blatantly manipulated for all the world to see.’

‘The world will see a passionate woman kissing the man she loves.’

Loves?

She leant over the table. ‘I could never love you,’ she snapped.

‘Exactly, that’s why deception is necessary,’ he said. ‘And so we are clear, you have to continue that level of passion or this will never work.’

She couldn’t stay another moment. Grabbing her purse, she walked quickly to the bathroom. She held herself together until she’d shut and locked the bathroom door. Slamming down the toilet seat, she sat, put her head in her hands and hauled in deep breaths.

How could she have believed Antonio felt something for her? The kiss seemed so real. She’d stupidly allowed herself to be caught up in the moment.

She sat up. This was a business agreement, pure and simple. She needed to remember that – burn it into her psyche. Whatever moves Antonio made, he did so only to secure the hotel he wanted. She was incidental. A means to an end.

She stood. From this minute on, she’d lock her emotions away and play the game that needed to be played. He’d get his hotel and she’d get hers.

She smoothed down her dress. Yanking open the door, she marched from the bathroom.

Antonio, I hope you’re ready for this.

Antonio waited outside the bathroom. The paparazzi were camped at the front of the restaurant. After Sienna’s reaction to the engagement photos, he should protect her from the press for the rest of the evening. They’d leave the back way.

He drummed his fingers against the wall. He’d planned to tell her about the photographer but hadn’t found the moment. She’d looked so alluring in that dress that he’d found himself proposing before he’d meant to.

And the way she responded to him . . . she must have known they were being filmed. She acted her part so well. He’d certainly been convinced. If she’d run her hands over his back one more time, he’d have had her there on the table.

The bathroom door opened and Sienna stepped out.

‘Everything all right?’ he asked.

‘Absolutely.’ Her face sported a brilliant smile. He found it disconcerting.

‘The press won’t let us be,’ he said, pointing to the front of the restaurant.

‘No doubt at your command.’

‘No, I planned a press conference to announce the engagement for the morning.’

‘And you were going to tell me about this . . .’

‘Tonight.’

Sienna looked past him to the window, her face illuminated by the camera flashes. ‘So something’s not going to your rigid schedule?’ Her face was innocent but her voice had an edge.

He studied her carefully. ‘We’ll go out the back,’ he said, taking her hand and pulling her towards the kitchen.

She pulled her hand free. ‘Why waste a publicity opportunity?’ She started for the front door.

‘No, Sienna, tomorrow. I need to go over what we are going to say.’

But she’d already reached the front door and pulled it open. The cameras went wild.

‘Buonasera,’ she said to the crowd of reporters.

Antonio raced to the door. The clamour outside the restaurant turned to a frenzy as Sienna held up her hand to display the engagement ring. Flashes momentarily blinded him. He needed to take control and fast.

‘Ladies and gentlemen of the press —’

‘We’d like to announce our engagement,’ Sienna said. A collective gasp sounded across the crowd. Questions flew from every direction.

‘How did you meet?’

‘Antonio, who is she?’

‘When is the wedding?’

‘We —’ Antonio began.

‘It was love at first sight.’ Sienna’s raised voice cut across the din. The crowd hushed to listen. ‘The moment I laid eyes on him, I knew. Antonio is kind, generous and we have absolute trust between us.’

Antonio expected her voice to be laced with sarcasm, but it wasn’t. The pressed lapped it up.

‘Where did you meet?’ a young journalist called.

Panic rose in his chest. They hadn’t discussed their backstory. ‘We —’

‘At a business lunch. We couldn’t keep our eyes off each other, could we, darling?’ Sienna said sweetly. She reached up and cupped his head, pulling his lips to hers. The crowd cheered and clapped.

‘Where are you from?’

‘Melbourne.’

‘What do you do?’

‘I own a hotel with my family.’

‘Just one?’

Antonio felt Sienna flinch next to him.

‘Just the one. You know what they say: opposites attract?’ Sienna pulled Antonio close once more. ‘Describes us to a T.’

‘How so?’ a journalist at the front of the pack asked.

‘Most of you saw me arrive at the airport today; I’m sure you could see the difference.’

A couple of journalists laughed.

‘You mean he’s rich and you’re not,’ asked a pretty, smartly dressed woman with a microphone. ‘He’s famous, we’ve never heard of you —’

‘Thank you,’ Antonio cut in.

But the journalist wouldn’t let it go. ‘He’s sophisticated, you’re —’

‘Exactly,’ Sienna said. ‘I’m just like Cinderella. Plucked from obscurity by a prince.’ She balanced on tiptoes and gave Antonio a kiss on the cheek. If he’d planned the event himself, it couldn’t have been any better.

‘But you’re Italian?’ another journalist shouted out.

‘My family’s originally from Naples.’

Antonio looked at her. He didn’t know that.

‘Any Mafia connections?’

He tensed. What would she say now?

Sienna laughed and the camera flashes exploded. ‘If I had Mafia connections, do you think I’d own just one hotel?’

The crowd roared with laughter. They lapped it up.

He took Sienna’s hand. It trembled. He glanced at her face and under the big smile he saw tension in her eyes. Behind the confident exterior, Sienna was obviously terrified. He held up his hands.

‘Thanks, everyone. That’s enough for this evening.’

The crowd shouted more questions, but he led Sienna quickly back inside. She walked to the rear of the restaurant and collapsed into an empty booth. He slid in next to her.

‘They love you.’ He couldn’t hide his delight.

‘That was a stupid thing to do,’ she said, breathing deeply.

‘No. That was much better than a press conference. Your idea of painting yourself as an Italian Cinderella – brilliant.’

She looked at him with an expression he couldn’t read. ‘Yes, that sounds about right. Cinderella did everybody’s bidding.’

Antonio frowned. ‘You signed up to this deal.’ The words came out more harshly than he intended.

‘Did you give me a choice?’ She stood and walked away.

Her words struck him like a tsunami. He sat back in his chair. Was it true? Had he coerced her into this? He shifted in his seat. He hadn’t given a thought to how this affected her. He raked a hand roughly through his hair.

Wait a minute. The deal was incredibly generous. She’d save a huge amount of money for a couple of months’ work.

He stood and walked after her. This deal was win-win whichever way you looked at it.

But he couldn’t quite eliminate her words from his mind.

Sienna emerged from the dark tunnel onto a well-lit street. She glanced about . . . Not a camera to be seen.

‘Where are we?’ she asked.

‘About two streets from the restaurant.’

Sienna looked back down into the dark hole behind her. ‘You gotta love those medieval smugglers and their tunnels,’ she said.

‘That’s why Belucci’s is one of my favourite restaurants,’ he said, taking her hand.

Venice shone in the moonlight as they walked towards the opera house. Sienna marvelled at the magic of the city. The canals reflected the glittering golden glow of the city’s lights as gondolas slid almost silently over the dark water. She considered pinching herself just to make sure she really was walking the famed cobblestone streets on the arm of Europe’s most eligible bachelor.

A shout sounded behind her. She jerked her head around, but it was nothing sinister. Just some young men in high spirits.

‘Don’t worry,’ Antonio said. ‘We’ve lost them.’

‘I’d love to live here for a while.’ She sighed.

‘Why don’t you?’ Antonio asked.

Because I’m trapped. ‘Not everyone is as free as you,’ she said, unable to keep the bitterness from her voice.

‘You create your own freedom.’

‘I have responsibilities.’

‘Of course, but it’s up to you to create the life you want.’

‘You can’t control everything, you know.’

She felt his arm stiffen against hers. ‘True. But whatever must be controlled should be, ruthlessly.’

‘You can’t control love.’ She winced. What on earth had made her say that?

‘Of course you can.’

She stopped and looked up at him. ‘You’re saying you can control who you fall in love with?’

‘Love’s overrated.’

She stared at him aghast. ‘What’s life without love, passion —’

‘Painless,’ he said simply, pulling her gently along.

She couldn’t argue with that.

‘Teatro La Fenice,’ he announced, pointing up the street.

A glamorous crowd milled under the columns of the grand white building. They all looked sophisticated, rich and as if they belonged. An elegant woman spied Antonio and waved.

Sienna held back.

‘Something wrong?’ Antonio asked.

‘I just need a moment,’ she said, taking in a deep breath.

He looked at her closely. ‘Are you still tired? We can skip the second half.’

‘Not tired.’ Terrified. ‘Ah . . .’

‘What?’ he pressed.

‘Nervous.’

Antonio’s eyebrow arched. ‘Why?’

‘Every person in that room will be judging me.’

‘Probably,’ he said.

‘Great. Thanks for making me feel so much better.’

He smiled. ‘I didn’t think you were afraid of anything.’

Wow, I must be a good actress.

‘You’re not afraid of me,’ he said, leaning down close to her face. ‘You certainly don’t stick to my carefully laid plans.’

His proximity caused her heart to beat a little faster. ‘Something about you makes me want to rebel.’

He put his arms about her and pulled her close. She exhaled sharply as his hands moulded to her bare back.

‘Sounds exciting.’

‘People are watching,’ she said, looking past his broad shoulders.

‘Let them,’ he said.

‘Antonio!’ A woman’s shrill voice sounded across the cobblestones. A beleaguered look flashed across Antonio’s face. ‘Darling,’ she called.

‘Time to take you into the lion’s den.’ He took Sienna’s hand and led the way. He waved greetings to a number of people as they approached the sophisticated throng.

Sienna had never seen so many jewels and couture in one place. She straightened her dress and smoothed her hair. As the fiancée of one of the world’s most desirable men, Sienna knew she’d suffer intense scrutiny. She wouldn’t let her father down. She’d make this deal work. After tonight, the world would know she legitimately belonged by Antonio’s side.

‘Antonio.’ A gorgeous woman swept up to them. ‘Late as usual.’ She slipped her hand around Antonio’s waist. Sienna had to move aside, or she’d have been knocked sideways. She watched as the woman planted lingering kisses on Antonio’s cheeks.

‘I’ve booked our usual table,’ the woman said in a conspiratorial whisper. Sienna knew the words were articulated for her to hear clearly.

Antonio reached for Sienna’s hand and brought her to his side. ‘Marcella, I’d like you to met my fiancée, Sienna De Luca.’

‘Fiancée?’ The woman’s beautiful face flashed with such venom Sienna recoiled.

‘Of course I’d heard the rumours, darling,’ the woman said, placing her hand on Antonio’s arm and smiling up at him brilliantly. She tried to angle him towards her, but he remained firmly at Sienna’s side. ‘I thought they were the usual tabloid lies.’

‘Not this time. All true,’ he said, placing his arm around Sienna’s waist. The woman’s gaze tracked the movement, barely contained fury filling her emerald-green eyes. Antonio’s body felt like a protective shield. One Sienna clearly needed.

‘Must go,’ the woman said, turning with a flounce and walking off, her heels clicking up the stone steps into the opera house.

‘Who’s that?’ Sienna asked.

‘The manager of the opera house.’

‘She looks very young to hold such a senior position.’

‘Daddy,’ Antonio said, leading them towards the steps.

Sienna stepped from his grasp. ‘She seems a little put out that you’re getting married.’

‘We’ve been friends for a long time.’

‘Friends?’ Friends with benefits, more like.

He slipped his arm about her waist again. ‘I’ve dated a lot of women in Venice. It’s my hometown. We may run into a few.’

‘Wonderful.’

‘They don’t bite.’

‘Maybe not, but I’m feeling a bit singed from that little encounter.’

‘Marcella’s just a little hotheaded.’

‘Are you blind? That woman wants you.’

He stopped and tilted her chin until she locked eyes with him. ‘And yet, she’s not going to get me, is she?’

Sienna swallowed. ‘Not for a year anyway,’ she managed to say.

‘I don’t know, I’m getting used to having you around.’

Heat touched Sienna’s cheeks. She relaxed a little in his arms. ‘Really?’

‘I have a beautiful woman on my arm with none of the emotional drama that usually comes with it.’ He kissed her forehead. ‘Perfect.’

Her body stiffened and she pulled away. She was just an ornament. Something to be shown off like one of his new hotels. She felt like hurling all the emotional drama she was capable of right in his face.

‘Yes, perfect,’ she said, holding her head high and walking ahead of him into the fray.



Chapter Five

As usual, Antonio answered emails on his phone as the opera droned on about him.

‘Put your phone away,’ Sienna implored. ‘This is wonderful.’

‘I’ve seen La Traviata at least four times,’ he answered.

‘Why do you come?’ Sienna whispered.

‘I’m a patron.’ He leant in close. ‘Also tonight I’m giving a special presentation.’

‘What kind of presentation?’

A lone violin struck up a mournful melody.

‘Wait and see,’ he said mysteriously.

Sienna settled back in her seat. Within seconds the performance had her mesmerised. How could Antonio not enjoy this?

When interval arrived, Sienna clapped like a madwoman. A man walked to the centre of the stage.

‘Before intermission, we have a special presentation. As you know, the profits from tonight’s performance will be donated to the Children’s Wing of the Campo Santi Giovanni e Paolo Ospedale.’

Antonio grabbed her hand. ‘Come on.’

‘But I want to see this,’ Sienna said.

‘You will.’

Antonio led her down the stairs from their private box. He pulled open the door to the main auditorium and escorted her through. The stalls looked packed to capacity.

‘What are we doing?’ she asked, trying to hang back.

‘You’ll see,’ he said, accompanying her down the central aisle. The gaze of hundreds of people tracked their progress.

‘I’d like to invite Antonio Moretti and his special guest to the stage,’ the man announced. The whole auditorium broke into loud applause.

Sienna tried to pull free of Antonio’s grasp. ‘I’m not going up there,’ she said, the panic in her voice clear to her own ears.

‘Come on,’ he said, a wicked smile playing about his lips. ‘I think you’ll like this.’

She trembled as she stepped onto the stage. Antonio led her to the microphone and she looked out upon a sea of faces. Right in the front row sat Marcella, throwing daggers with her eyes. Sienna edged as best she could behind Antonio’s body.

‘Good evening.’ Antonio’s voice resonated clearly through the opera house. A hush fell over the crowd. ‘Tonight I proposed to my beautiful girlfriend, Sienna De Luca.’

Antonio slipped his arm about her waist. Sienna noticed Marcella stand and storm from the room.

‘You will all see that special moment in High Life magazine in the morning. The sale of the pictures benefits the hospital.’

Sienna’s eyes flew to Antonio’s face. He flashed her a brilliant smile, then pulled a cheque from his pocket and handed it to Sienna. ‘Sienna and I would like to donate the proceeds, one million euro, to the hospital.’

Sienna stared at the seemingly endless zeros written on the cheque.

‘Can you forgive me?’ Antonio murmured in her ear.

She looked up at him, unable to speak. A flood of conflicting emotions engulfed her. How could she be furious with him when the photographs had been for such a good cause? But why hadn’t he trusted her with his plan?

A man accompanied by a small boy walked from the wings. The boy had his arm in a sling and a huge grin lit up his face. She handed the cheque to the man and he kissed her lightly on each cheek, muttering his thanks.

Sienna bent down to the boy. ‘This is exciting, isn’t it?’ she said, putting her arm about his shoulders.

‘Yes,’ the boy said, his eyes wide.

‘How are you feeling?’

‘Good, but my sister’s very sick. A car crashed into us.’

‘Oh.’

‘This will make her better though,’ he said, pointing to the cheque, his little face shining with hope. ‘Won’t it?’

Her eyes watered. ‘Sure to,’ she said, giving him a hug. Over the child’s shoulder her eyes met Antonio’s. His mouth sported a smile, but his eyes told a different story. Dark, intense – anguished? Sienna blinked. Real pain stared back at her. Antonio turned away quickly and spoke to the hospital representative.

‘Thank you,’ the boy said, planting a wet kiss on each of her cheeks. A cheer broke out across the room. She’d forgotten half of Venice looked on. She stood awkwardly, not really knowing what to do next.

‘See, I’m not all bad,’ Antonio said as he walked back to her side. Sienna studied his face. He looked the picture of a man who ruled the world. Not a trace of torment. Antonio captured her hand and led her from the stage to raucous applause.

‘You blindsided me again,’ she said as they walked down the stairs to the aisle.

‘It was a surprise,’ he said, grinning.

‘What is it with you and saving little children?’ she asked.

He dropped her hand. ‘Nothing,’ he said, all trace of joviality vanishing from his voice. ‘Let’s get a drink.’ He walked quickly ahead of her up the long aisle, making her trot to keep up.

What had she said? They emerged into the lobby and Antonio headed for the bar. Sienna stumbled slightly – the heels would be the death of her. She recovered quickly but a group of women nearby sniggered. Marcella, standing at the centre of the group, laughed out loud. Sienna looked away quickly. What a witch. As Sienna walked past she heard the words cheap, tracksuit and common. Her cheeks flamed as she held her head high.

Antonio presented her with a glass of champagne.

‘Don’t do that again,’ she said.

‘What?’

‘Leave me at the mercy of those dreadful women.’

Antonio looked about and spotted the group staring at them. ‘Them?’

‘Yes.’

‘Don’t worry about them,’ he said.

‘Easy for you to say.’

‘Why are you so worried? You must be used to rude people. There are plenty of them in our business.’

‘Yes, but guests are guests. I don’t go to the opera and share drinks with them . . .’

‘But —’

‘Believe me, Antonio, it makes a difference.’ She glanced at the group. Malicious eyes flashed in her direction. ‘These women can smell a fraud a mile away.’

‘So let’s give them something to really talk about.’ He caught her body to his. His lips brushed her ear. ‘Let’s give them a show they won’t forget,’ he whispered.

As heat rushed through her body she’d have agreed to anything. ‘Okay,’ she breathed.

His lips claimed her mouth with a deep penetrating kiss. She closed her eyes as she melted against him. He tasted of citrus and vanilla.

Keep your distance. Her mind screamed rational thoughts, but instead she wrapped her arms around his hard, hot body. He pressed her back against the bar and she moulded against his hardness. She forgot the women, she forgot her troubles, she forgot everything except this man and the way he lit her up inside.

It didn’t feel false. It felt all too real. Too dangerous.

She broke away.

‘I think . . . that will be . . . enough to convince them,’ she stammered.

‘Are you sure?’ he said, stroking his fingers down her bare back. She shivered as desire pooled hot between her legs. ‘I’m happy to do a little more convincing.’

‘Stop, Antonio,’ she whispered, placing her palms against his chest and holding him at bay.

‘Are you sure you want me to?’ he murmured, gazing down with seduction in his eyes.

Seduction, exactly. Not connection, not affection, not love. Sex with no emotion. That was what she saw in those dark, glittering eyes.

She stepped away, but trailed her finger down his chest to maintain the act for the many eyes that peered at them.

‘Yes, that’s enough. I need to freshen up,’ she said, turning and walking towards the bathrooms.

Antonio might be able to turn off his emotions, but she couldn’t. She reached the bathroom and quickly claimed a cubicle. She leant heavily against the closed door. Each time Antonio kissed her, Sienna felt him steal a piece of her soul. He was taking ownership without knowing it and without her permission. She must protect herself. She must develop a heart as hard as Antonio’s or be lost.

The door to the bathroom banged open.

‘And did you see the photos at the airport?’ a nasty voice announced, overly loudly.

Marcella! Sienna was sure of it.

‘Antonio can dress her in Sabatini’s best but she’ll still be a nobody,’ the woman continued.

Mocking laughter filled the room.

‘What’s he doing with her then?’ another voice asked.

‘Slumming it. Just like we take the occasional pool boy and it means nothing, so he —’

Sienna dragged in a deep unsteady breath, steeled herself and opened her stall door. She crossed the room to wash her hands. The hawkish eyes of three women watched her every move. Their eyes glittered with more malevolence than their myriad diamonds.

‘Perhaps, Marcella, our relationship is based on something you don’t understand,’ Sienna said, as she dried her hands. ‘Perhaps Antonio wants a woman who can see past the good looks and the money —’

‘How dare you speak to me,’ Marcella spat, stepping in close. Disturbingly close. Sienna backed up to the bathroom door and opened it.

‘What are you?’ Marcella snapped. ‘You’re not even Italian. You’re, what – Australian?’ She looked down her nose as she ground out the words. ‘A country built on the back of thieves. You are less than the dirt on my shoe.’

Sienna recoiled at the ferocity of the attack.

‘Well, that’s okay with me, Marcella.’ Antonio’s voice boomed through the open door. ‘Sienna and I like to get down and dirty, don’t we, sweetheart?’ His light tone belied the rage burning in his eyes.

Marcella looked as though she’d been smacked across the face with a two-day-old fish.

‘Antonio, darling,’ Marcella began in a smooth voice. ‘I was just —’

Antonio held up his hand. He clearly would not tolerate another word from the woman. He grabbed Sienna’s hand and escorted her from the bathroom. ‘Come on, Sienna, I think we’ve had enough opera for one night.’

Soul-stealer or not, relief washed through her, being back in Antonio’s care.

‘Oh, and by the way,’ Antonio shot over his shoulder to Marcella, ‘my patronage of this opera house ceases today.’

Sienna couldn’t help glancing back. Marcella slumped against the wall, her face a picture of horror. Each cruel word had probably cost the woman a million euro.

Antonio escorted Sienna down the opera house steps and into the street. He’d known Marcella since he’d been four years old and had never seen that side of her personality. It unnerved him. He made it his business to know people and what made them tick. His success depended on it.

‘Thanks for saving me,’ Sienna said.

He looked down at her. ‘No problem.’ Oh, yes. That was him – the great protector. It didn’t matter how many children his millions saved, how many lost children he helped in the street, nothing would fill the gaping hole in his heart. ‘You may only be my pretend wife, but no one hurts my family without consequences,’ Antonio growled.

Sienna’s gaze flashed to his face. He could tell she wanted to ask more, but she stayed silent. If she asked, he’d tell her nothing. His terrible secret would die with him. If he spoke of his shame, it would destroy him. He did everything to distract himself from the truth – work, women, travel – anything to keep the demons at bay. He only attempted sleep when he was exhausted, or the nightmares would come. Slipping under the water. Drowning. Screaming.

‘Antonio.’

‘Yes,’ he said sharply.

‘You’re hurting me.’

He dropped his grip on Sienna’s hand. ‘Sorry.’

‘Are you all right?’ she asked, rubbing her arm.

‘Yes,’ he said, not looking at her, fighting with his memories – slamming them back into the black hole of guilt, shame and pain.

They walked through the moonlit streets in silence. By the time they reached the hotel, Sienna sagged against Antonio’s body. He held her firmly. She felt warm and luscious against him.

‘Not far now,’ he said, stroking her arm.

He’d expected a lot from her today. Too much. After the debacle at the airport he’d thought he’d made a huge mistake. But he’d misjudged how much the press would love Sienna. His Cinderella.

She faltered slightly and he tightened his grip.

‘I hate these shoes,’ she muttered.

He laughed. ‘You’re the only woman I know who hates heels.’ He liked that about her. Most women he dated expected expensive trappings – jewellery, couture, penthouse suites with a dedicated handmaid. Carmela had told him how Sienna helped her unpack all the Sabatini clothes. Although Carmela said nothing – she was too much of a professional – he knew she loathed most of the women he brought to the hotel. But she’d given a huge stamp of approval to Sienna.

During the opera, he’d scanned the internet. The media coverage proved better than expected. The press loved her.

They arrived at the hotel. Antonio led Sienna to the lifts and up to the penthouse.

‘Take a seat and I’ll fix us a drink,’ he said.

‘I’ll be back in a moment,’ she said as she disappeared into the bedroom.

He walked to the bar and fixed himself a scotch. What would Sienna like? He leant against the counter and waited, replaying the events of the day. His aunt and uncle should read the stories in the newspapers tomorrow. Events continued to unfold just as he’d planned.

He finished his scotch and checked his watch. Why did women always take so long in the bathroom?

‘Sienna, what would you like to drink?’ he called and waited. ‘Sienna?’

He tapped on the bedroom door and opened it. Sienna was asleep on the bed, fully clothed, complete with her strappy sandals. She must have sat down for a moment and fallen asleep sitting up against the pillows, legs dangling off the side of the bed.

Jetlag. Of course, she must be exhausted. Brad said she’d worked sixteen-hour days before she left. He frowned. He hadn’t really considered how tired she must be.

He knelt by the bed and unhooked a sandal. Her skin felt smooth and soft as he slid the shoe from her foot. Sienna murmured at his touch. This was dangerous territory. Each time he came close to this girl he felt something he didn’t want to feel. As though she had the key to some part of him he kept locked away. Locked away tightly so no one would ever find that black part of his soul.

He lifted her legs and slid them onto the bed. What should he do? Wake her? But she looked so peaceful.

A cool breeze swept in from the bay. She shivered and he pulled the throw rug over her golden skin. She drew her legs up to her chest like a small child. She seemed so small and vulnerable snuggled on the huge bed. But she was tougher than she appeared. She had stood her ground against Marcella’s onslaught. What had Sienna said? Perhaps he wanted a woman who could see beyond the money.

No!

He stepped back. That was exactly the opposite of what he wanted. He didn’t want anyone close. He didn’t want anyone to understand him. He forced his eyes away from the beauty that lay so alluringly near. He’d spent his life keeping people at arm’s length.

He walked from the room.

That was the way to survive.



Chapter Six

That noise. Sienna winced. Make it stop. She shook herself awake. The phone. She snatched it from its cradle.

‘Hello,’ she said sleepily.

‘Oh . . . sorry.’ The woman sounded as if she’d been crying.

‘Can I help you?’ Sienna said, sitting up in bed.

‘Is Antonio there?’ the voice said tentatively.

Sienna looked about the room. She noticed the other side of the bed had been slept in. Her eyes widened. She’d slept next to Antonio and hadn’t known it.

‘Hold on a moment please.’ Sienna covered the phone. ‘Antonio,’ she called. Silence. ‘I’m sorry, he’s not here. Can I take a message?’

‘No. I shouldn’t have rung.’ The woman’s voice broke. ‘I’m sorry.’ She hung up.

Sienna replaced the phone and rubbed her eyes. What was that all about? She noticed her black evening gown. She groaned. She’d fallen asleep fully dressed like some small child.

She slid out of bed and took a quick shower. A few minutes later she walked into the living room wearing a lush white hotel robe sporting the Moretti emblem stitched in gold. A plate of fresh fruit and a carafe of juice stood on the sideboard with a room-service breakfast menu next to them.

That was thoughtful – Antonio organising breakfast for her. She reprised the events of the previous evening. She and Antonio seemed to have reached a place of cooperation. She stroked the golden insignia. Maybe this plan could work after all.

A stack of newspapers lay next to the breakfast offering. Sienna gaped. Her face stared back at her from the front page. The photo featured Antonio and her outside the restaurant. It captured the moment she’d reached up and kissed him. Her cheeks warmed as she touched her lips, remembering.

She scanned the caption. Australian Cinderella captures Italy’s most eligible bachelor.

She flipped to the next paper. Antonio Moretti Engaged.

And the next. Moretti’s Shotgun Wedding. She laughed at that one.

She pulled the final paper from the stack. Antonio’s Secret Love Child.

She sat heavily. Blinking, she read the headline again. It screamed over a photo of Antonio arm in arm with Amy West. An inset photo featured Amy leaving an obstetrician’s office. The paper slid to the floor.

The door of the suite flew open and Antonio walked across the floor. His gaze flashed from her face to the paper on the floor. ‘It’s not true,’ he said as he scooped up the paper and hurled it into the bin.

‘How can you be sure?’

He walked towards her. ‘If there’s one thing I know, I did not father this child or any other child.’

She stood slowly. ‘Accidents happen.’

‘Not with me.’

‘Come on, Antonio, even —’

‘No!’ He shook his head fervently. ‘I made a decision a long time ago not to have children and I’ve taken the necessary steps to ensure that never happens.’

Sienna slumped on the sofa. ‘You really don’t want kids? What about your business? Who will inherit all this?’ She spread her hands wide to encompass the luxury around her.

‘When the time comes, I’ll simply list it on the stock exchange and divest my shares.’

Sienna sank back into the cushions. Heirs and succession planning was so important in her family. Her father had always talked about the De Luca curse: if the eldest child didn’t take over the family business, bad things happened. He’d then list a series of incidences that proved the curse to be true. She didn’t believe any of that curse nonsense, but if Amy’s baby was Antonio’s, it should be Antonio’s heir.

‘Have you spoken to Amy?’

‘No.’

Sienna remembered the phone call she’d received a few minutes earlier. ‘I think she phoned,’ she said, straightening. ‘A woman called this morning. She sounded upset.’

Fury flashed across his face. ‘Damn. I forgot to change the password.’

‘Password?’

‘Reception. They only let callers through who know my password. I haven’t changed it – damn – since Amy.’

‘Oh.’

He snatched up the phone and dialled. ‘I want a new password.’ He looked over at her and smiled. ‘Glass slipper.’

She couldn’t help smiling.

He hung up and sat down next to her. ‘There’s no baby. This doesn’t change anything,’ he said.

‘She sounded pretty upset.’

‘The baby is not mine,’ he said again. ‘It’s impossible.’

His mobile rang. He pulled it from his pocket. ‘It’s Amy.’

‘Answer it.’

‘No. Just another blackmail attempt.’

‘Blackmail?’

‘Happens all the time to men in my position.’

Amy hadn’t sounded like a blackmailer. She’d sounded devastated. ‘Answer the call,’ Sienna said, standing up. ‘Amy’s a rich and famous movie star, she’s not going to blackmail you.’

Antonio looked at her carefully. He pressed a button on his phone and held it to his ear. ‘Amy,’ he said, his voice harsh.

Sienna watched Antonio’s face. It remained impassive, but he stood and walked to the bedroom and shut the door.

If the baby was Antonio’s he couldn’t walk away from it. Family was the most important thing. She knew from experience that when everything fell apart, the only people standing next to you were family. She wouldn’t let Antonio walk away from his responsibilities. Even if she was only his fake fiancée.

Antonio clicked his phone shut and stared at the canal busy with morning traffic. The bright, sunny day did nothing to improve his dark mood. He knew Amy well enough to know she wasn’t lying about being pregnant. She was clearly genuinely distressed.

He rubbed his brow between his forefinger and thumb. The baby couldn’t be his. He always insisted on double protection. Was it even possible for two types of contraception to fail at the same time? The odds were infinitesimal.

A knock at the door stirred him from his black thoughts.

‘Antonio,’ Sienna called.

‘Come,’ he said.

Sienna poked her head through the door. ‘Everything all right?’ she asked hesitantly.

‘I can’t talk now,’ he said. ‘I’m late.’ Work, that always helped. Bury yourself in work and you didn’t need to face anything emotional.

He walked past her. ‘I’ve organised a personalised sightseeing trip for you today.’ He picked up his briefcase. ‘You’ll enjoy it.’

‘But Amy?’

‘I’ll deal with it.’ Without another word, he walked out the door.

Sienna stared after him, blinking. Was he kidding? The press knew all about a potential love child, which could wreck their plans – her chance to save the Plaza – and he just leaves?

She picked up an apple and crunched hard. Their plan? What was she thinking? This was his plan and she was clearly just another pawn on the board.

Antonio walked quietly past the bed.

‘Morning,’ Sienna murmured.

He turned and watched her rub her eyes and stretch, the fabric of her pajama top hugging her chest. His pulse jumped. ‘Morning.’

‘Leaving already?’ she asked, sitting up. ‘Three days and I’ve never actually seen you sleep.’

‘I don’t need much sleep.’ Each night after dinner he worked until she was asleep and he was always dressed or gone before she woke in the morning. Sleeping next to her was torture, but necessary. ‘I’m meeting the builder at my new hotel.’

She leapt out of bed. ‘Can I come?’

He laughed. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’ve organised a personalised shopping trip for you this morning.’

‘No,’ she said, holding up her hands as if for protection. ‘No more shopping. I don’t ever want to talk about evening wear, cocktail wear or afternoon wear again.’

‘You’d rather come to a building site?’ he said, walking past her into the living room.

‘Absolutely,’ she said, following.

He picked up his briefcase. ‘You’d be bored.’

‘Please,’ she implored. ‘I’ve spent the last three days wandering this city by myself.’

‘You’ve had guides.’

She glared at him.

A rare emotion touched his heart – guilt. The work on his new hotel demanded a great deal of his time and organising a wedding at short notice made things worse. He and Sienna had dinner together every night in high-profile restaurants to keep the press happy, but other than that he didn’t see her.

‘Don’t you think we should spend a little time together before we get married?’ she pressed. ‘We’ll be husband and wife in a few days.’

She walked a little closer. ‘Whenever we’re together we’re surrounded by all those damn cameras flashing,’ she said.

He hesitated. He didn’t really want her to be part of his world – work was his solace. But she had a point. ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘But no complaining if you’re bored.’

‘Deal. Give me five minutes,’ she said, rushing for the bathroom.

Great. No woman ever took five minutes. He rolled his eyes as he heard the shower. He glanced at his watch. Now he’d be really late. He grabbed a couple of newspapers and settled onto the sofa. Might as well use the time to see how the media were handling the love-child story. He’d reviewed the coverage on the internet earlier. The press seemed to believe he wasn’t Amy’s child’s father. Well, they probably did, but they loved the Italian Cinderella story better, thank goodness.

He hadn’t even turned the page when Sienna bounded into the room. ‘Ready,’ she said enthusiastically.

He stared. She was. Dressed in long trousers and a navy striped top and sensible shoes. He looked at his watch. Seven minutes. She’d even dressed appropriately for a building site.

‘Told you I’d be five minutes,’ she said confidently.

‘You were seven,’ he said with a smile.

‘Oh well, what’s two minutes between friends?’

He laughed. Spending time with Sienna was incredibly easy. She was so . . . undemanding.

‘Shall we?’ he said, taking her hand.

‘So where are we going?’

‘I bought one of the last old buildings on Giudecca.’

‘Giudecca?’

‘One of the islands in the lagoon.’

‘Can’t wait,’ she said, excitement glittering in her eyes.

He shook his head. Sienna really was like no other woman he’d ever met. If he’d suggested a day at the building site to any other women he’d dated, she’d have thought him insane.

It took less than half an hour to arrive on site. His foreman met them and fitted them with hard hats.

‘We’re demolishing the west spire today,’ the foreman said escorting them inside to what would obviously be the hotel lobby.

‘What!’ Sienna exclaimed, horror gripping her features. ‘Why?’

The builder looked from her to Antonio as if asking permission to answer. Antonio nodded. ‘We’re putting in a rooftop infinity pool.’

‘But that’ll ruin the roofline of the whole building.’

Antonio stared at her. She appeared genuinely upset. ‘Infinity pools are expected in this class of hotel,’ he said, patting her arm.

‘There must be a better place for it,’ she said, sounding desperate.

The foreman laughed. ‘Antonio hired Alberto Ricci to design this project,’ he said, as if speaking to a child. ‘He’s one of Italy’s best.’

‘Obviously not good enough,’ Sienna muttered.

The builder snorted and tramped ahead.

‘Are those the plans?’ Sienna asked, walking to a series of noticeboards covered with detailed architectural drawings.

‘Yes,’ Antonio said, joining her at the wall of paper. ‘You understand building plans?’

‘I completed four years of my degree before I had to give it up,’ she said, as she ran her finger over the pages until she tapped the spot where the pool was marked.

Antonio stood, intrigued, as she studied every inch of the plans.

‘Back in a sec,’ she said, running out of the building the way they’d come.

‘We don’t have time for this,’ the foreman said. ‘I want to get that spire down today.’

‘Sure,’ Antonio said. ‘When she gets back, we’ll press on.’

Sienna walked slowly back into the building, her face a picture of concentration. Without a word, she walked back to the plans and placed her finger on the paper.

‘Here,’ she said. ‘The pool should go here.’

‘And how do you figure that?’ the foreman asked derisively.

Antonio shot the man a dark look. Sienna might be holding things up a bit, but she was his fiancée after all. ‘Let’s hear what she has to say, shall we?’ he said, a warning clear in his voice.

‘Naturalmente.’ The foreman faced the plans. ‘So, why there?’

‘It faces south,’ Sienna said emphatically.

‘It’s an infinity pool. The view is important. This position gives an unobstructed view of St Mark’s.’

‘Yes. But if you sited the pool here and aligned it . . . Have you got a pencil?’

The foreman grimaced. ‘No.’

‘Here,’ Antonio said, pulling a pen from his jacket pocket.

Sienna hesitated, clearly worried about defacing the plans.

‘Don’t worry,’ Antonio said. ‘We can print more.’

Sienna proceeded to draw the pool in a new location. ‘If the pool goes here, you don’t have to demolish any of the front facade, you get a better view of St Mark’s and you’ll capture the sun for longer.’ She stepped back. ‘But the most important thing is that you retain the integrity of the building.’

‘These designs have been in the planning for two years and Antonio approved every detail,’ the foreman said, without looking at Sienna’s newly inked alterations. ‘We can’t change them now.’

Antonio stepped in close and examined the drawings. He shook his head. He couldn’t believe it. ‘Mannaggia! You’re right.’ He stepped back and looked at the foreman. ‘She’s right.’

The foreman threw his hands up. ‘It doesn’t matter. The plans are approved. The crane is in place. The spire must come down today.’

Antonio prided himself on developing the best hotels in the world. The original plan was good, but Sienna’s was so much better. Her idea would definitely be worth the additional cost.

‘No,’ he said. ‘We go with Sienna’s plan.’

The foreman swore. ‘That will put the project back months. The cost increase can’t be justified.’

‘I think I’m the one who makes that decision,’ Antonio said, a hard edge to his voice.

The foreman’s weathered face grew ugly with fury but he simply nodded and walked from the room.

‘I didn’t mean —’ Sienna’s face was a picture of shock.

Antonio took her hand. ‘So few people challenge my decisions it’s hard to know if the advice I’m given is right or just what people think I want to hear,’ he said. ‘Your changes improve the building and you weren’t afraid to tell me.’

The smile that lit her face struck him with such force he sucked in a sharp breath. He realised he hadn’t seen her smile like that since he’d met her. For the second time in hours, guilt seared his consciousness.

‘I love design, but . . .’ she said.

‘But?’ Suddenly he wanted to know more. He wanted to know what she liked, what she didn’t like and why.

‘My parents let me indulge my passion for design by studying architecture. But the Plaza is a family business and being an only child, my destiny was always to take over when my parents retired.’

‘Your parents kept you from doing what you loved?’ Antonio couldn’t imagine being constrained by anything. If he wanted something, he just went out and got it.

‘It sounds terrible when you put it like that,’ she said. ‘But family brings responsibilities.’

Exactly, he thought, as he took her hand to show her the rest of the building. That’s why I never want one.


‘Ready?’ Sienna asked, picking up her handbag.

‘I can’t believe you talked me into this,’ Antonio said, tucking in his shirt in as he walked into the penthouse living room.

Sienna couldn’t believe Antonio had agreed to come. ‘You haven’t had a day off since I arrived. You’re gone before I wake up and you work every night after dinner. All work and no play makes Antonio a boring boy.’

‘Boring,’ he said, one eyebrow arching. ‘No one’s ever called me that before.’

‘You live in one of the most beautiful cities in the world and you don’t take the time to notice it.’

‘I don’t have time to admire the view.’

‘Exactly, so today we make time.’

Antonio picked up his phone.

‘Can’t you leave that thing behind?’ Sienna asked. Antonio had the blasted thing almost permanently attached to his ear.

Antonio looked confused. ‘What thing?’

‘Your phone.’

‘No,’ he said, as if what she requested was completely insane. ‘Let’s go. I have to get back to Giudecca to meet the new foreman at three, remember.’

‘Sorry about that.’ Sienna couldn’t believe the previous foreman at the site had quit over the relocation of the pool.

‘You’ve upset a couple of people in my life since you arrived.’

‘Perhaps they weren’t people who deserved to be in your life,’ she said.

Antonio looked at her so intently, she felt colour rising in her cheeks.

‘Right, St Mark’s first,’ she said, picking up the itinerary she’d drawn up so carefully. They only had a few hours together and she planned to make the most of it.

‘Now, I have been to St Mark’s,’ he said.

She placed her hands on her hips and tilted her head to the side. ‘When was the last time you stepped inside that building?’

Antonio cocked his head. ‘When I was twelve on a school excursion.’

‘Thought as much,’ she said. ‘Come on.’ She grabbed his hand and pulled him to the door. She enjoyed being the one in control for once.

‘Are you going to be this pushy all day?’ he asked as they walked hand in hand to the lift. It opened immediately and she dragged him in.

‘I’m boss today,’ she said.

‘Hmm, I might enjoy this.’

‘That is the general idea.’

They walked through the lobby onto the street. Even this early in the morning tourists packed the streets.

‘Your first job of the day is to take us to St Mark’s, the back way.’

‘Your wish is my command.’

Antonio guided her though a series of lanes and alleys so small they couldn’t walk side by side.

‘I can’t believe there aren’t any people in these lanes, and yet a few streets over you can hardly move for the throng,’ Sienna said.

‘Being a local has its advantages.’

A few minutes later they emerged in the famous square. Crowds of tourists moved slowly, cameras at the ready. The queue to enter St Mark’s cathedral looked long and ragged.

‘I hope you’re not planning to take me in there,’ he said, pointing to the line of people stretching across the square.

‘Yes, but we’re taking the fast lane,’ she said.

‘Really?’

Sienna walked Antonio around to the side of the building where an official sat at a small side entrance.

‘Moretti,’ she said to the guard, who immediately opened the door and ushered them quickly inside.

‘How’d you pull that little stunt?’ Antonio asked as they entered the gloom of the ancient building.

She pulled a credit card from her wallet. ‘This and the Moretti name seems to open many doors,’ she said with a wicked smile.

‘I quite like this side of your personality,’ he said, dark eyes glittering with amusement.

‘Many a time I’ve worked the concierge’s desk at the Plaza,’ she said. ‘I’m used to giving clients what they want.’

He backed her up against a marble pillar and put his hands on the stone on either side of her face. ‘I’m not a client,’ he whispered, his face so close she was sure he would feel the heat raising in her cheeks.

Perhaps not, but I’m certainly an employee. The thought slid from her mind as he touched his lips to her forehead, the tip of her nose and lightly to her lips.

‘Ahem.’

They turned to see a young priest looking decidedly unhappy.

‘Sorry, Father,’ Antonio said and they walked, giggling conspiratorially, further into the cathedral.

Antonio swung his arm over her shoulder. ‘This was a good idea.’ His voice held a lightness she’d never heard before.

This is going to be a great day.

The morning’s sightseeing raced by and all too soon the midday sun warmed Sienna’s skin. She’d taken Antonio to her favourite buildings and he’d seemed genuinely interested in her observations about design, and surprised at her knowledge of the history of each.

‘Is lunch included on this itinerary?’ Antonio asked.

‘Patience, patience,’ Sienna said, looking about. ‘I think I’m lost.’

‘Where to?’ he asked, taking her arm and hooking it through his own.

‘The San Martino.’

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea.’

‘Why? The original building was built in the sixteenth century and has the most incredible moulded ceiling.’

‘Yes, but it is owned by Marcella’s father.’

‘Ah.’ The thought of that nasty woman killed her appetite. ‘I’d better ring and cancel the booking.’

Antonio flicked open his phone, pressed speed dial, gave short instructions and snapped the phone shut. ‘Done,’ he said. ‘Now, let me take you to my favourite haunt.’

‘That sounds interesting,’ she said.

They walked through myriad tiny alleys. If Antonio left her now, she’d have absolutely no idea where she was. He led her into a small shop. As soon as he opened the door, the most incredible smell assailed her senses – the delicious aromas of garlic, coffee and fresh bread mingled and made her mouth water. Huge hams and salamis hung high over the counter and a display cabinet bulged with cheeses, olives and every kind of antipasto.

Antonio led her down a tight hallway and out into the brilliant sunshine. A gorgeous marble terrace perched just a few inches above a canal. Red checked tablecloths covered the tables. Two old men sat in one corner playing backgammon and sipping espresso. A couple of other tables were occupied. Sienna noticed immediately the absence of tourists.

‘Local haunt?’ she asked.

‘One of our best-kept secrets,’ he said. ‘The Gazolini family has run a restaurant here for one hundred years. Some of the wines in the cellar are as old too.’

‘No way.’

‘So the rumour goes.’

A small, stooped man led them to a table by the canal. The water lapped gently, centimetres from her feet. Antonio ordered wine and a plate of antipasto.

‘So,’ she said, looking for a menu. ‘Did you enjoy the tour?’

‘I certainly know more about Venetian architecture now than I’ll ever need to know.’

She slapped his hand playfully. ‘But did you enjoy it?’ she asked.

He took her hand, brought it to his lips and kissed it gently. ‘Best day I’ve had in a long time.’ His eyes were so very dark, so very magnetic. She took a steadying breath, slipped her hand from his and looked at the menu. No wonder women fell at his feet. She needed to be careful or she risked losing her head.

‘Perhaps this time you’d let me order,’ he said.

She hesitated, then closed the menu. ‘Okay.’ Funny, this time she didn’t mind at all.

‘So which was your favourite building?’ she asked after the waiter left them alone.

‘Ca’ Rezzonico,’ he said. ‘White marble – perfetto.’

‘Yes, I’ve noticed you have a penchant for marble,’ she said.

‘Which did you like?’

‘There’s a building around the corner from your hotel. The doors are half rotten and it’s obviously empty.’ She picked up her water and sipped. ‘It’s probably abandoned. Each day, I’ve sat and looked at that ancient building, all sad and lonely. It needs love and attention.’ She looked out at the canal, blinking hard. Saying the words aloud produced a sense of longing in her heart. She realised she’d been describing herself.

Fortunately the waiter arrived and poured the wine.

‘You have a real eye for design,’ Antonio said when the waiter had taken his leave. ‘Perhaps you could come and visit my other hotels while we’re married. I’m refurbishing Athens, Marrakesh and Moscow this year.’

Athens. Marrakesh. Moscow. Never in her wildest dreams did she think she’d have the opportunity to visit such places. ‘I’d love that,’ she breathed.

‘You really love architecture, don’t you?’ he said.

‘Yes,’ she said wistfully. And you’re the only one who’s ever noticed.



Chapter Seven

The day of the wedding dawned bright and sunny and all too soon. Sienna had barely acclimatised to Europe’s charms and here she was being laced into a wedding dress.

‘My most beautiful creation yet,’ Mario breathed as he fussed with the veil. Tears glittered in the designer’s eyes.

Sienna stared at herself in the mirror. She’d been primped and preened since early that morning. She looked like a manicured stranger. Her wedding day and she didn’t have her mother to hug or her father to walk her down the aisle. Of course, her father didn’t know the truth behind the marriage. He’d been appalled when she’d told him about Antonio and the rushed plans for marriage. He’d refused to attend. But better to suffer his disappointment than lose the Plaza.

She looked away from the mirror before the tears welled in her eyes. She’d never felt more alone in her life. Since their sightseeing tour together, Sienna had barely seen Antonio. Each night during a quick dinner, he’d profess his regret that he had to work. She’d thought they’d really connected that day, but it’d obviously been in her head. If he wanted to spend time with her, he could.

A small knock sounded at the bedroom door.

‘Yes,’ Mario called irritably as he fiddled with the long cream train.

‘Carmela from housekeeping.’

‘Enter,’ Mario commanded.

Carmela walked into the room holding a small box. ‘May I have a moment alone with Signorina Sienna?’ she asked.

‘Can’t you see I’m busy,’ Mario snapped.

Carmela stood her ground. ‘Antonio insisted.’

Mario straightened. ‘Oh . . . well.’ He walked quickly from the room.

Carmela gazed at Sienna. ‘You look beautiful.’

‘Thank you,’ Sienna said, but her voice broke.

Carmela drew her into a tentative hug. ‘You must be nervous, but you are marrying the most wonderful man.’ She stepped back, holding Sienna’s shoulders. ‘You know that, si?’

Did she?

Carmela reached into her pocket. ‘He asked me to give you this.’ She placed a box and a note into Sienna’s hands. She kissed Sienna on both cheeks and left, closing the door quietly behind her.

Sienna sat on the bed and opened the box. Her hands flew to her mouth. Her mother’s engagement ring lay on the rich velvet. Its small but brilliant solitaire diamond flashed in the sunlight streaming through the window. How?

She tore open the envelope and stared at the note.

When I asked your father for your hand in marriage, it was clear he didn’t approve, but he said you’d always wanted to wear something that made you feel close to your mother. He gave me her engagement ring. See you at the altar. Antonio.

She wiped her eyes, her tears threatening to ruin her carefully applied make-up. She couldn’t believe it. Antonio, the man who’d do anything to get what he wanted, had actually taken a moment to think about her. She lifted the ring from the box and placed it on her finger. Now she could face anything. She stood and walked from the bedroom.

‘I’m ready,’ she announced.

Antonio shifted on the hard wooden pew. Rich organ music filled the packed cathedral. White flowers seemed to cover every flat surface. He glanced back over the crowd. Still no sign of his aunt and uncle, although he knew they’d agreed to attend.

‘It’s the accountant,’ Brad said quietly.

He turned back to his best man. ‘The embezzler?’

Brad nodded.

Antonio had presumed as much. Often the people closest to the money committed fraud. ‘How?’

‘He’s skimming in a complicated scam,’ Brad said. ‘It’s taken me a week to work it out.’

Antonio smiled. Whenever Antonio purchased a new hotel, Brad reviewed all aspects of its operations. He missed nothing.

‘I’ve detailed everything,’ Brad said, handing Antonio a two-page report. Antonio slipped the folded pages into his jacket pocket. ‘You should talk to Sienna about it.’

‘Soon,’ Antonio said dismissively. Sienna had enough to think about at the moment.

‘She’s a good operator, you know,’ Brad said. ‘Without the fraud, the Plaza would turn a respectable profit.’

‘Hmm.’

‘And,’ Brad took a breath. ‘She’s a good person.’

Antonio turned his eye on his most trusted advisor. ‘You don’t even know her.’

‘I’ve worked with her colleagues. You get to know a lot about a person that way.’

Antonio clapped Brad on the back. ‘That must make me a saint.’

‘Be gentle with her,’ Brad muttered, not meeting Antonio’s eyes.

‘Careful,’ Antonio said in a low voice. ‘There’s a line, my friend, and you’re coming very close.’

‘I know,’ Brad said, flashing a glance back to Antonio. ‘But this is no ordinary business arrangement.’

‘I know what I’m doing.’ Antonio turned again to survey the crowd. He spotted Venice’s mayor, nodded and smiled at a gaggle of movie stars but kept scanning for the most important people.

He saw his aunt and uncle sitting at the back of the church. ‘See?’ he said standing and buttoning up his jacket. ‘The plan’s working.’ He strolled down the aisle, smiling and greeting people as he went. He reached his aging relatives. The couple looked out of place in the sea of sophistication and fame.

‘Zia, Zio, why are you sitting here? Come,’ he said, beckoning them forward. ‘Your place is at the front.’

Neither moved or stood to greet him.

‘Thank you. We are fine back here,’ his uncle answered tightly. ‘It’s appropriate because that’s where you have placed us in your life.’

‘Sergio.’ His wife whispered a rebuke.

‘We are only here because our family honour requires it. We leave straight after the service.’ The man wouldn’t even look Antonio in the eye.

‘No,’ Antonio said firmly. ‘You’ve been given a place of honour at the reception. Your absence would be noticed.’

The couple looked at each other, trading thoughts with their eyes. He knew he had them. Sergio and Rosa Moretti would never bring dishonour to the Moretti name.

The soft background music stopped and the strains of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons began.

‘We’ll talk later,’ Antonio said. He bent and kissed his aunt’s cheeks. He offered his uncle his hand. Reluctantly the old man shook it, but he still wouldn’t meet Antonio’s eyes.

‘Today is all about family,’ Antonio said, hoping the words would help bring Sergio around.

‘One wedding will not erase the damage you’ve caused,’ Sergio said, his face a stony mask.

Rosa placed a hand on Sergio’s arm. ‘Please. It’s Antonio’s wedding day.’ she said. ‘We will support him.’

‘Thank you, Zia.’

Antonio walked to his place at the front of the church. Brad stood next to him and held out his hand.

‘I hope this marriage brings you everything you’re looking for,’ he said.

Antonio shook his hand. ‘Villa Paradiso, Brad. That’s all I want.’

The organ swelled and the cathedral door opened. Sienna stood shimmering in the morning sunlight. He sucked in a breath. All thoughts of hotels, fraud and difficult relatives vanished.

As she moved, Sienna could smell the subtle fragrance of incense and flowers. She blinked as her eyes adjusted to the muted light of the ancient church. She gripped her bouquet a little tighter. The aisle looked very long, stretching through a sea of flowers and faces.

She lifted her gaze to the man standing at the end of that long flagstone nave. Antonio stood resplendent in his morning suit. Their eyes held. He smiled a killer smile. She stood a little taller and found it easy to put one foot in front of the other. The people faded as she passed them – her future husband seemed to be the only person in the church.

As she neared, he walked towards her and held out his hand. She took it. A bolt of sensual electricity passed between them, sending a delicious shuddering heat through her body.

‘How is it possible you grow more beautiful every time I see you?’ he whispered in her ear.

Her heart danced in her chest. ‘You don’t look half bad yourself.’ She tried to stifle her nerves but her voice still shook.

‘Thanks,’ he said, giving her hand a squeeze. ‘Shall we make this official?’ he said, glancing at the priest before them.

Sienna looked at the priest in his golden robes. Until this moment it had all seemed like a bit of a game. Now . . . Her heart pounded painfully in her chest. She swallowed, nerves threatening to overwhelm her.

‘I don’t think I can do this,’ she said, hauling in a shuddering breath.

‘You’re doing great,’ Antonio murmured soothingly. ‘I’ll be with you every step of the way.’ He brought her hand to his lips and kissed it tenderly. ‘Okay?’

His soft caress infused her soul with a fragile confidence. She nodded and allowed Antonio to lead her to the altar.

As the priest held his arms wide open to welcome the congregation, Sienna closed her eyes. I’m doing the right thing. I’m doing the right thing.

But her thoughts did nothing to assuage her doubt.

The service was traditional and beautiful. All too soon Sienna found herself saying ‘I do’.

‘I now pronounce you man and wife,’ the priest announced. ‘You may kiss the bride.’

Time slowed as Antonio lifted her gossamer veil. His smouldering gaze sent a tingling from her stomach to her toes. He slipped his arms about her waist and drew her close.

‘Hello, Mrs Moretti,’ he said with a dangerously sexy smile.

Mrs Moretti. Panic rose in her chest. Her breath caught in her throat. She’d said her vows on autopilot with no thought for their meaning. She’d just wanted to navigate the ceremony without making a mistake. But now, by law, she’d committed to this man.

Till death do us part.

What had she done?

‘Sienna.’ Antonio’s deep voice cut through the frenzied terror that gripped her.

Her gaze whipped back to his eyes. The tenderness she found in those dark depths shocked her.

‘You were wonderful,’ he said in a low voice. He gently caressed her back. ‘We’re nearly there. I’ll look after you. Okay?’

She nodded.

His lips met hers in a gentle kiss that held such passion she had to blink back tears. Tears of confusion, happiness, fear. A kiss like that held true meaning.

Didn’t it?

The cathedral resonated with wild applause. When they separated, she stepped slightly behind Antonio. She felt exposed, as if the whole cathedral could read her mind. Could Antonio tell he’d touched more than her lips? That he reached into her soul?

‘No, you don’t,’ he said, drawing her from behind him and taking her arm. ‘You’re Mrs Antonio Moretti. Morettis always stand proud.’

Sienna walked through the rest of the ceremony in a blur. She barely heard the familiar strains of Pachelbel’s Canon In D Major as Antonio led her to the small vestibule at the side of the altar. She hesitated when presented with the marriage register. Her hand shook as she signed her name. While she watched the ink dry, panic crept over her skin.

Antonio took her hands. ‘The hard part’s over,’ he said. ‘You were magnificent.’

‘If you say so,’ she managed.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s go celebrate.’

When they emerged back into the main cathedral, the crowd cheered again. Antonio escorted her down the steps. Brad stepped forward.

‘Congratulations, Sienna,’ he said, giving her a quick hug. ‘Everything is fine at the Plaza. Your father sends his love. I’ve given Antonio —’

‘Thanks, Brad,’ Antonio interrupted. Sienna noticed Antonio’s dark look. ‘We’ll see you at the reception.’

Antonio walked her slowly down the aisle to a torrent of congratulations. When they reached the sunlight, the cameras flashed. Sienna held tightly to his arm.

‘That went well,’ he said softly. ‘Now let’s give them what they really want.’

He dipped her backwards. His lips claimed hers with molten passion. Blazing unadulterated desire roared through her body. Her mouth clung to his as though her life depended on the connection. Something had changed. She’d glimpsed a different side of Antonio at the altar. Something . . .

The roar of the crowd brought her back to the present. Journalists hurled questions. Called her name.

‘Sienna, is it true —’ She couldn’t hear the rest of the questions, so she just smiled.

‘Sienna, why isn’t your family here?’

‘Sienna’s father isn’t well. He was unable to make the journey,’ Antonio answered for her.

‘Antonio, do you think your parents would’ve liked Sienna?’

Sienna felt Antonio stiffen at her side. Her gaze flashed to his face. Antonio stared at the journalist, fury in his eyes. Sienna bit her lip, shocked at the dramatic change in his demeanour.

‘Thank you, everyone,’ he said with cool authority, holding up his hands to stem the tide of questions. ‘We must go.’

He took her arm and walked her down the steps to the waiting cruiser. Antonio helped settle her onto the leather seat. Camera flashes highlighted an unfathomable mask that had descended over Antonio’s features. Any expressions of tenderness or passion had vanished.

He sat next to her and barked instructions at the driver. The air around them sizzled with tension.

‘Are you all right?’ she asked, laying her hand over his. He pulled away.

‘Of course,’ he said, staring forward as the boat pulled out into the canal. People lined the streets shouting congratulations and waving. Some threw flowers. But she couldn’t enjoy the scene with Antonio sitting rigid at her side. She knew she shouldn’t, but . . .

‘That journalist . . . he asked about your parents.’

He turned his thunder on her. ‘No one talks about my family.’ His voice simmered with barely checked anger. ‘Not some slimy journalist, not the poisonous gossip-mongers —’ he waved at the crowds, ‘— and certainly not you.’ He turned his eyes from her.

The air rushed from her lungs as she shrank back in her seat. Her hands trembled. She clasped them together in her lap, fearing the shaking would spread through her whole body. It couldn’t be like this between them. They’d just been married. Just kissed and connected on a level beyond the mere confines of the contract they’d signed.

‘Antonio —’

‘Stop,’ he said, turning to her once again. ‘I think we need to acknowledge that the wedding has brought up some unwanted emotions in both of us.’

So he’d felt it too.

‘The music, the service, you looking . . .’ He swallowed and looked forward once more. ‘Let’s just remember this marriage is about getting what we both want. It’s important there is no confusion.’

‘Antonio —’

‘I think perhaps it’s best if we don’t talk now.’ He edged away from her on the seat. ‘We still have the reception to get through. Wave and smile.’

He plastered a smile across his face and waved brightly at the crowds. When they’d travelled clear of the throng, he pulled some papers from his pocket. A few pages fluttered onto the seat between them. He glanced at her as he snatched them up and placed them back in his pocket. What was that in his eyes? Guilt?

He felt into his other pocket and pulled out another document. ‘My speech,’ he said. He stared at the pages.

She looked away and gazed unseeingly as the ancient city floated past her. For those few moments at the church she’d felt she could do this. With Antonio supporting her, she could live this lie, save her hotel and keep her father in the land of the living.

But now?

She felt helpless and alone. So very alone.

Half an hour later, after photos at a discreet location, the cruiser glided up to the hotel. The entire staff stood at the entrance in a guard of honour. The sight was reminiscent of a lord returning to his stately home, like a scene from a Jane Austen novel.

As Antonio helped Sienna up the stone steps from the canal, the staff broke into applause.

Carmela hurried forward, tears in her eyes. She tried to speak but instead hugged them both in turn, muttering congratulations over and over.

‘Thank you,’ Antonio said, as he swept Sienna into the hotel and escorted her to the entrance of the grand ballroom. Two doormen stood to attention. ‘Ready?’ he asked her.

Sienna took a deep breath. ‘As I’ll ever be.’

The doors opened onto the most lavish spectacle Sienna had ever seen. The room was a sea of white and gold. It looked like something from a fairytale. Metre-high vases stood in the middle of each table featuring a cascade of white roses, lilies, tulips and flowing ivy. Candlelight reflected in cut-crystal glasses. A string quartet played beautifully off to the side.

‘Presenting Signor e Signora Moretti,’ one of the doormen announced. Every eye in the crowded room turned upon them. The applause was as lavish as the room.

Sienna held on to Antonio’s arm tightly as they walked to the wedding table. He settled her into her chair, then beckoned for a microphone.

‘Welcome, everyone, and let the party begin.’ Another ovation rippled across the room.

The reception was a blur of strangers, fabulous food and expensive champagne. Sienna barely touched her meal as Antonio chatted to a parade of famous people. He introduced her to each one, but she mostly just nodded and smiled. She had nothing in common with the beautiful, wealthy, self-absorbed crowd. Divorced from Antonio, she knew she’d never see any of them again.

Sienna glanced across the crowd. She caught the eye again of an elderly couple sitting at the table next to hers. Like her, they barely ate and sat quietly, just watching. They also seemed to be staring at her a great deal. It had begun to unnerve her.

‘Antonio, who are those people?’ she asked.

Antonio looked over. ‘Those are the most important people in the room,’ he said in a low voice. ‘My aunt and uncle.’

‘Really?’ Sienna thought Antonio rated any number of famous people ahead of his own family. Nothing about him said family man.

‘Of course. They own the hotel on Lake Como – Villa Paradiso.’

Sienna’s mouth fell open as she registered what Antonio had said. She looked at the couple sitting closely together as if shielding themselves from the swirl of lavishness around them.

She turned to Antonio. It took her a moment before she could speak.

‘You did all this to deceive your own family.’ Her voice rose in anger.

‘Quiet,’ he said harshly. ‘Someone will hear you.’

Sienna looked at the couple again. They were in their seventies at least. When she’d signed up for this ridiculous plan, she’d pictured . . . well, she didn’t know what she’d pictured. She hadn’t really thought about the people who owned the hotel Antonio wanted. She’d only thought of saving the Plaza. Saving her father from more loss, more grief. But this . . .

‘I have to go.’ She stood and pushed back her chair.

‘Sit down,’ Antonio commanded.

‘No,’ she said, stepping from the table.

Antonio leapt up and eased her back into her chair. ‘Do I have to remind you of the implications if you renege on this contract?’ he said, his voice hard and ruthless.

Sienna said nothing but sat stunned in her chair.

‘If you blow this,’ he said, sitting down, ‘I’ll have Brad fly to Melbourne tonight and take possession of the Plaza immediately.’

He smiled and waved to a guest. She didn’t think she hated anyone more than Antonio at that moment. She despised herself for thinking she’d felt something for him earlier.

‘Think of your father,’ he said, his tone a little softer.

She turned her furious eyes to his. ‘Leave my father out of this.’

‘Fine, but you do what you’re being paid to do.’

His words smashed her anger aside. She sucked in a sharp breath. I’m nothing more than a paid escort. Being paid to marry a man, what did that make her? The word whore flashed through her mind. Burning tears sprang to her eyes. She blinked hard.

‘They’re coming over,’ Antonio hissed in her ear as he raised her to her feet.

Sienna looked up. Bile rose in her throat.

‘You need to be ready,’ Antonio said urgently. ‘Can you do this or not?’

Sienna wanted to slap him across the face and scream every vile name she could think of. But the thought of her father’s grief-stricken face checked her. At least we have the hotel. Her father had muttered those words over and over after her mother died. The hotel meant everything to him. He and her mother had poured their hearts and souls into it. To her father, it were as though his wife still lived in those walls. Losing the hotel would kill him. Then, she’d be completely alone.

A shudder racked her body.

‘Sienna,’ Antonio said. ‘I’d like to introduce you to my aunt and uncle, Rosa and Sergio Moretti.’

For a moment, Sienna couldn’t speak or move. Her whole future depended on this moment. She’d signed up to save her father, so damn it, she’d see it through, whatever the cost.

‘Are you all right?’ Antonio’s aunt asked, concern etched on her creased porcelain face.

‘Yes, yes,’ Sienna said, forcing laughter into her voice. ‘I’m a little overwhelmed. It’s been a big day.’ Sienna gave Rosa the traditional kiss on both cheeks. ‘It’s lovely to meet you.’ The woman’s warmth nearly brought Sienna undone.

When she kissed Sergio, Sienna felt him bristle under her touch.

‘So,’ the old man said stepping back and turning his brutal face to Antonio, ‘A shotgun wedding. Another blow to the Moretti name.’

‘Sergio,’ his wife scolded fiercely. ‘Not today. It’s their wedding day.’

Sergio clearly wanted to say more, but his wife laid her hand on his arm and he said nothing. An awkward silence followed.

‘The ceremony was beautiful,’ Rosa said.

‘But none of your family is here,’ Sergio said, looking around. ‘That’s strange.’

‘I’m an only child and my father is very sick. He couldn’t be here. My mother died three years ago.’

Sergio’s face softened just a fraction. ‘Oh,’ he said, looking at the floor. ‘I’m sorry.’

The band struck up a Cole Porter song. Sienna watched a number of older couples take to the dance floor.

‘Signor Moretti, would you like to dance?’ she asked. Anything to get away from Antonio.

The old man’s eyes flashed wide. ‘I —’

Sienna held out her hand. ‘The bride usually dances with her father at some point. Would you do me the honour instead?’

Sergio bobbed his head. ‘Certainly,’ he said formally, taking her arm and leading her to the dance floor.

They danced in silence for a few minutes.

‘You seem very different from Antonio’s other . . . women friends,’ Sergio stated.

Sienna laughed. ‘Yes, I’m not a model, an actress or an heiress.’

Sergio stopped dancing and looked into her face. ‘Why this sudden wedding? It is out of character for Antonio. I can’t help but be suspicious.’

‘I think we were both two lonely people looking for . . . understanding.’ Where did that come from? Antonio lonely? What a laugh. She looked around the room over Sergio’s shoulder as they took up the dance once again. Antonio seemed to be friends with every rich and famous person in the world. He’d been linked with a string of high-profile women. And yet . . .

‘Be careful,’ the old man muttered.

Sienna looked into his face. ‘What do you mean?’

‘He’s caused us a lot of pain,’ he said. ‘You seem like a nice girl . . .’

The music ended.

‘Thank you,’ Sergio said, giving her a little bow.

‘What do you mean, “pain”?’ Sienna asked, placing her hand on his arm. Sergio looked at her with pity in his eyes, took her elbow and walked her to where Rosa and Antonio stood talking.

‘I’ve invited them to come and spend their honeymoon with us,’ Rosa said.

Sergio frowned. ‘I don’t think —’

‘And Antonio has accepted,’ Rosa said, taking her husband’s hand in hers. ‘Isn’t that wonderful!’ She turned to Sienna. ‘I hope that is all right with the bride.’

Sienna looked at Antonio. The veiled looked of satisfaction on his face confirmed what she already knew. His plan was working just as he’d predicted. It made her feel sick.

‘That would be lovely,’ she said.

The band struck some grandiose arpeggios.

‘Time to cut the cake,’ Antonio said. He kissed his relatives. ‘See you tomorrow.’

Sienna followed suit, feeling like a criminal. She allowed Antonio to lead her to the enormous three-tiered cake. The crowd gathered around as they held the knife together and cut the first piece. Cameras flashed. The rich aroma of chocolate and cream fed the turmoil in her stomach. The noise, the crowd, the cameras threatened to close in on her.

‘I need some air,’ she said, rushing from Antonio’s side to the nearest door. She stumbled into the long hall that led to the foyer. People turned to stare. Where could she go? She had to get away from the continuous scrutiny and the innocent faces of Antonio’s aunt and uncle.

Antonio pushed through the door behind her. He came up close. ‘What are you doing?’

‘How can you deceive your own family?’

‘Quiet.’ He ground out the word. ‘Someone will hear you.’

‘You didn’t tell me your aunt and uncle owned the hotel.’

‘What does it matter? The facts are still the same,’ he whispered harshly, fixing her with stony eyes. ‘They read everything that’s written about me and believe every word. They won’t sell me Villa Paradiso because of those lies.’

‘Lies?’ She knew she should keep her voice down, but she couldn’t help it. ‘What is written about you is all true from what I’ve seen.’

His icy stare matched her own. ‘What? That I’m a womanising, hedonistic playboy?’ he bit out.

After seeing Antonio interact with his staff, she knew there was more to him than his shallow tabloid reputation, but anger consumed her. ‘If the shoe fits,’ she threw back at him.

A camera flashed nearby. Sienna jerked in the direction of the light.

‘Then let’s give them what they want,’ he said through clenched teeth before his lips claimed hers. Sienna felt her mouth explode with sizzling heat. His tongue forced her lips apart. His teeth grazed her bottom lip as he deepened the kiss.

She willed herself to pull away but her mind didn’t seem to control her body.

His hands slid down her back pulling her close. Her breasts crushed against his chest and desire pooled deep inside her. She’d never been possessed with such fiery passion. She knew she should protest, push away, but his mouth ground against her, bringing her body to life as never before.

When she felt his hardness grow against her pelvis, she pulled away, breathless.

‘Antonio,’ she breathed. ‘Not here.’

Without a word, he swept her into his arms and carried her to the bank of lifts. She wanted to object but found she couldn’t. Or was it that she didn’t want to? Her emotions swirled in a wickedly seductive combination of raging desire and apprehension. She gazed into his dark eyes but looked away quickly. Determination mixed with lust shone in equal parts. What she felt and what she saw in his eyes scared her.

The lift arrived quickly and he pushed through the doors before they’d opened completely. Cameras covered their every move. He swung her round to reach the button for the penthouse.

‘Antonio, you can put me down now.’ She needed to escape his strong, hard body. It made her want what she didn’t want. Not with this man.

‘No.’ His voice was heavy with lust.

She tried to wriggle from his grasp, but he held her in an iron grip. ‘Put me down.’

‘No, you wanted me back there. Don’t deny it.’

‘No,’ she said, hoping her voice wouldn’t betray her lie. She couldn’t want this man. The man who forced her into marriage, forced her into deceit. ‘It was just for the cameras,’ she said, stiffening in his arms. ‘A fight on our wedding night wasn’t going to convince anyone this marriage is real.’

He placed her feet on the floor and held her steady until she found her balance on the ten-centimetre heels. ‘Just an act?’ he asked, his black eyes searching hers as the lift doors opened.

She looked at him squarely. ‘Of course.’ If he touched her now, she’d agree to anything. She walked to the penthouse door.

He unlocked it and pulled her in behind him.

‘Antonio. Stop,’ she said, holding up her hand in defence.

A darkness marred his perfect features. He turned away and walked to the bar.

‘You had me fooled,’ he said, pouring himself a scotch. He swept the glass to his lips and drained the amber fluid in one motion. ‘And here I was thinking I wasn’t dating an actress for once.’ He banged the glass down hard and turned to stare out at the twinkling lights of Venice. The rapid rise and fall of his chest betrayed a man trying to tame his emotions.

She didn’t know what to do, what to say. She’d lost herself in that kiss and it had been a mistake. A huge mistake.

‘We’d better get down there and finish the charade,’ he said finally, walking to the penthouse door and holding it open.

But she hadn’t been pretending. Whatever he was, Antonio had opened her eyes to a world of passion.

She wanted the world.

She wanted him.



Chapter Eight

Sienna struggled through the final minutes of the reception. Antonio gave a short speech of thanks and the guests cheered and clapped as they left the ballroom.

Photographers grappled for every possible shot before Sienna and Antonio slipped once again into the protection of the lift. Antonio dropped her hand the moment the door closed. The passion that had fired the small space a short time earlier had vanished. Sienna felt as though she were suffocating.

‘You did well,’ Antonio said in a formal voice. ‘I think Sergio and Rosa liked you. The invitation to stay at the Villa Paradiso is more than I expected.’

‘Good,’ Sienna said, staring at the numbers illuminating one by one as they ascended.

The lift opened and they walked into the penthouse in silence. Sienna couldn’t imagine a worse start to a marriage, even a fake one.

Once back in the suite, Antonio fired up his laptop. ‘You’re probably tired,’ he said, pouring himself another scotch and taking a seat in front of the screen. ‘Why don’t you sleep? We’ll head to Lake Como in the morning.’

‘I can’t sleep when . . .’

‘When?’ His eyes didn’t leave the screen.

‘When things are like this.’

‘Like what?’ he said, typing while he spoke.

‘Antonio,’ she said desperately. ‘Look at me.’

He took his time, but slowly his eyes settled on hers.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said.

‘For what?’

She shook her head. ‘I don’t really know.’

‘Then don’t apologise.’

‘It’s just that I feel we’d crossed a line and now things are —’

‘Don’t worry, Sienna. I won’t touch you again except for show,’ he said and turned to his computer and began typing again.

Waves of confusion swept over her. That’s not what she wanted to hear. She shook her head. What was she thinking? She’d been the one to insist on all the no-intimacy clauses. He was only doing what he thought she wanted. But what if she’d changed her mind?

She walked into the bedroom. The beaded dress weighed her down and she wanted it off. Now.

Reaching over her shoulder, she attempted to unhook the first pearl of the line that stretched down her back from her neck to her bottom. She could touch it but just couldn’t unhook it. She tried from another angle. Still the hook eluded her. She took a shot from the other side, struggling with the fabric to haul the pearl within easier reach. But nothing she did would persuade the hook to free the little white pearl.

She walked into the bathroom, turned her back to the mirror and tried again. Her fingers couldn’t lever the pearl from its tight satin hold. She banged her foot on the hard tile floor and used a word her mother had always hated.

Leaning on the vanity, she stared at herself in the mirror. What were her options? Sleep in a heavy shroud of silk, pearls and satin. The thought made the dress feel even tighter. Call Carmela for help? Good idea, but Carmela would be a little more than curious as to why she’d been called to help a bride when surely her husband could fix the problem.

She searched desperately for another solution, but she knew she there was only one possibility.

She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. Just get it over with. ‘Antonio,’ she called, opening her eyes.

When he didn’t respond, she walked to the bedroom door. ‘Antonio,’ she said with an edge of annoyance in her voice.

He looked up. Dark eyes swept her body and settled deliberately on her mouth before meeting her eyes. ‘Hmm?’

She swallowed. ‘Ah . . . I need a little help.’ She turned and pointed to the buttons holding her prisoner.

He leant back in his chair. ‘I knew that kiss wasn’t an act,’ he said, running a finger over his bottom lip. ‘If you want to sleep with me, you only have to ask. There’s no need for these little games.’

Heat burst from her cheeks. Fury and indignation mingled in her blood, the toxic mix making her shake. Only her good upbringing prevented her from marching across the room and slapping his face.

‘Forget it,’ she said, storming back into the bedroom. She shut the door, only just managing not to slam it. Arrogant, self-absorbed pig . . .

Marching to the phone, she dialled.

‘Housekeeping,’ a bright voice answered.

The bedroom door opened. Damn, why hadn’t she locked it? Antonio strode into the room. She turned her back on him.

‘It’s Sienna De —’

‘Moretti,’ his smooth voice whispered in her ear.

Sienna Moretti.

‘I’d like —’ She couldn’t quite remember why she’d called.

Antonio took the phone from her hand and dropped it back in its cradle.

‘What do you think —’ she demanded, her harsh words and icy glare having no effect.

Without a word, he took her by the shoulders and spun her around. His fingers quickly flicked free four pearls of her gown.

She opened her mouth to give Antonio a serve, but instead, a sigh of relief escaped her lips. She hadn’t realised how constricting the dress had been. She breathed deeply for what seemed the first time that day.

‘Thanks,’ she said quietly over her shoulder. She reached around, hoping now to be able to finish the job herself, but fate was not on her side.

‘Let me.’ Antonio languidly undid another couple of pearls, his fingers gentle as he slowly released the pressure of her cream confinement.

‘Antonio —’

‘Ssh,’ he whispered in her ear. His lips brushed her bare shoulder.

The air rushed from her lungs and she made to pull away. She couldn’t control her body’s response to his touch. His arms wound about her, preventing her escape, and drew her back against his chest. Her bottom settled against his hard thighs. He kissed the nape of her neck.

‘This is our wedding night,’ he murmured in her ear. ‘Let’s not fight.’ He freed another couple of pearls.

‘I wasn’t the one —’

He kissed the skin between her shoulder blades and her body shuddered in response.

‘D-don’t . . .’ She closed her eyes as he trailed kisses down her spine as he exposed her body inch by inch. She forced herself not to gasp each time he touched her. Breathing proved more and more difficult as desire pumped through every cell in her body. Rationally she knew she mustn’t want this. But a deep longing possessed her. She’d been fighting alone for so long.

No love.

No passion.

No life.

Making love with her husband – that would be the most natural thing in the world.

The few remaining pearls came free quickly under his deft hands. He ran his hands up her back to her shoulders and turned her. All her defences collapsed as she yearned for his lips on hers. His body crushing hers.

Now. Now. Now.

She wanted him to take her before reason drove sense into her lust-filled body.

He cupped her face in both hands.

‘I want you to say it,’ he rasped, his dark eyes flashing with molten heat.

‘What?’ she breathed, almost blind with longing.

‘You want me,’ he ground out. ‘Say it.’

She hesitated for a heartbeat. ‘I want you.’

His lips crushed hers and her world exploded as desire and aching escaped the tight control she’d imposed. He tasted of chocolate and whisky. She wound her arms about him and ran her hands over his muscular back. His tongue probed and thrust, exploring deeply. The kiss became frantic as need drove her to want more and more. She tangled her fingers in his hair and drew him closer.

‘I want to see you,’ he growled against her mouth as he slid his hands up her body past her breasts. Her nipples hardened under his fleeting touch. He gripped the shoulders of her dress and slid it from her body.

She stood in her cream silk bra, lace knickers, stockings and sky-high heels. When he stepped back from her, she felt exposed and crossed her arms across her chest.

‘No,’ he commanded. He took her hands and held them wide, feasting on her body with passion-glazed eyes. ‘You’re so beautiful.’

Pulses of desire pierced her core. She grew hot and wet under the hunger of his gaze.

He scooped her into his arms and lay her on the bed. Without taking his eyes from her, he stripped his suit from his body. The sound of her breathing roared louder in her ears as each garment hit the floor. His hardness strained against his black boxers. From the drawer of his bedside table he pulled out a condom.

‘You planned this,’ she said. Uncertainty undermined what little rationality remained.

‘No – hoped,’ he said, expertly sheathing his manhood. He climbed onto the bed and straddled her. He leant over and kissed her gently.

‘One of us is overdressed,’ he said, reaching around to unclasp her bra and throwing it aside. She arched back as he pulled one nipple into his mouth while circling the other with his fingers. He kissed his way down her stomach.

‘No,’ she rasped, pulling him back. ‘I can’t wait.’

He needed no more invitation. He tugged the knickers from her body and parted her thighs with his knee. He searched her eyes as he positioned himself.

She couldn’t bear it any longer. Gripping his buttocks, she pulled him close. He surged into her in one ecstatic thrust. She arched her head back on the pillow, blinded by electric shocks as he drove inside her again and again. Her fingers clawed at the sheets and his back as the pleasure mounted inside her.

The scent of Venice and sex-salted air assaulted her senses as the world blurred around her in an exquisite frenzy of carnal pleasure. Climbing higher and higher until she thought it impossible to feel more, take more. Crying out, she climaxed, shattering into a million pieces. Her muscles tightened possessively around him. Antonio shuddered over her, every inch of his body tensed.

He lowered himself onto her chest, his skin hot and wet as his weight crushed her into the soft mattress. He pulled her close, burying his face in her hair and breathing heavily. His heart drummed against her breast as she held him. She stroked his back, following the contours of his muscles. He roused himself and rolled from her body. He propped himself up on his elbow, resting his chin in his hand.

‘Well, Mrs Moretti,’ he said breathlessly, ‘I think we just broke every one of your carefully worded rules.’

She laughed, covering her face with her hands in mock shame. ‘Obviously I wasn’t specific enough.’

He drew her hands aside.

‘I like breaking rules with you.’ He kissed her softly and moulded his body around hers, pulling her back into his chest and wrapping his arms around her.

She listened as sleep quickly claimed him, his breathing deep and regular.

But I love breaking rules with you.

She lay still, loving Antonio’s arms tight about her. The sounds of Venice floating through the open terrace doors. Everything about the moment felt perfect. She closed her eyes and drifted, overcome with a contentment she’d never felt before.

It seemed just a moment later when Antonio gently drew his arms from her body and climbed out of bed.

‘Antonio?’ she whispered, half asleep.

He came around to her side of the bed and sat. ‘Ssh,’ he said, stroking her hair. ‘Go back to sleep.’

‘What —’

‘I’ve a couple of things I need to do.’ He stood and went into the bathroom. She heard the shower, then a few minutes later, he walked into the living room, fully dressed.

She propped herself up on her elbow and glanced at the clock. Four in the morning. Did the man never sleep? She watched as Antonio sat at the antique desk and fired up his computer. Within minutes, he looked engrossed. She dropped back on to the pillow. Grabbing another one, she pummelled it into submission and hugged it to her chest.

Work dominated his whole life.

Had the consummation of their marriage just been part of a well-ordered schedule?

Sienna’s eyes fluttered open. She stretched leisurely and then smiled as the images of last night floated through her mind. Parts of her body felt deliciously tender. She rolled over quickly, wondering if this morning she could treat him to a repeat performance.

Empty.

Antonio’s side of the bed presented a ruffled mess, but the man himself was absent. She bit her lip, trying hard not to let disappointment touch her heart.

‘Antonio,’ she called, sitting up and looking around. She spied a note on his pillow. Snatching it up, she tore open the envelope.

Dear Sienna, early meeting. See you at eleven. We’ll leave for Lake Como at midday. Antonio.

She stared at the letter written with such economy. Last night had changed her life forever, but Antonio didn’t even mention it. She blinked hard. Obviously their time together meant nothing to him. She screwed up the letter and hurled it into the bin.

The twisted bodies of a Picasso taunted her from the opposite wall. Damn Antonio. The man thought he could have anything he wanted. He probably laughed when he read the clauses she’d inserted into the contract. Probably took last night for granted.

His words drifted back to her.

Hoped, he’d said. Liar.

She threw back the covers and leapt out of bed. No way would she cry over this. She wiped her eyes roughly as she walked into the bathroom. Flicking on the shower, she turned it to hot. Stepping under the burning spray, she vowed to wash away every trace of Antonio Moretti.

Winning back the Plaza would clearly require every ounce of her strength and resolve. As she scrubbed her body raw with a citrus wash, tears mingled with the steaming flow cascading down her body.

Antonio strode to the penthouse door and pushed the key into the lock. He’d tried to walk off the anger of his meeting with Amy, but still fury thumped at his temples.

Amy pregnant with his child. Impossible.

He walked into the living room.

Sienna sat on the sofa, looking gorgeous in a soft green summer dress. The nightmare of the morning’s meeting slipped from his mind instantly.

‘Morning,’ he said, smiling. Thoughts of their entwined bodies . . . Perhaps they had time . . .

He stopped. Her beautiful face looked pinched and her eyes stared at him with a coldness he’d never seen before. ‘Everything all right?’ he asked.

‘Fine,’ she said, standing. ‘I’m ready.’

He stepped towards her. He wanted to touch her. Hold her. She backed away.

‘What’s wrong?’ he asked, his anger seeping accidentally into his voice.

‘Nothing,’ she said, obviously surprised by the harshness of his tone. She put more distance between them. ‘We have a long drive, don’t we? Shouldn’t we get going?’

He closed the distance between them and grabbed her hand. ‘We’re not going anywhere until you tell me what the problem is.’ Just touching her sent his pulse racing.

She pulled her hand from his grasp. ‘Where were you this morning?’

‘I had a meeting,’ he said stiffly.

‘What was so important?’ she demanded.

‘Amy insisted we meet to discuss our . . . situation.’

Sienna’s eyes widened. ‘Amy? You were with Amy. This morning?’

He frowned. ‘I had to see her before we left for Lake Como. I didn’t want her turning up there to talk things through.’

‘No, I don’t suppose you did.’ Sienna turned her back on him and walked away to the terrace.

He watched her move to the balustrade and gaze out over to St Mark’s. Her dress became slightly see-through in the bright sunshine, her long lean legs silhouetted against the green fabric. Damn it if he would allow this icy atmosphere to continue. All he could think about while talking to Amy was getting back to Sienna.

He cursed under his breath. How had he allowed this situation with Amy to occur? The baby couldn’t be his. He’d insisted on a paternity test, but Amy had just talked about how they needed to be together – for the sake of the baby.

Thoughts of his little brother laughing and playing invaded his mind. The image crumbled into a horrible tangle of smashed timber and frothing water. His brother’s screams echoed in his ears. Acute pain stabbed his heart as though he’d been stabbed with splinters of wood.

He slammed his hand into the doorjamb. No way was that child his.

Sienna jumped at the sound. ‘Antonio?’ She stared at him. Alarm shadowed her beautiful face.

Her concern stirred feelings he thought he’d buried years ago. He wanted to tell her everything. Share the pain, the shame and guilt. He clenched his hands into fists and slammed the door on his heart.

‘We’ll leave in five minutes.’ He turned away from the beautiful face that threatened to unravel everything.

He walked to the bathroom and shut the door. He leant on the basin and stared into his eyes in the mirror. Sienna made him feel things he didn’t want to feel. She kept drawing him back to the world he’d held at a distance for years. A world of family, relationships . . .

He straightened. He’d go to Lake Como, secure the hotel and then Sienna had to go.

Forever.

Sienna stared out at the countryside as the road wended its way towards Lake Como. The magnificent scenery should have secured her undivided attention. What could be more wonderful than driving through vineyards and historic Italian towns in a convertible with the wind in her hair? But the man next to her invaded every synapse in her mind.

They’d barely spoken since leaving the hotel. She should be furious. He’d left her alone after what could only be described as the best night of her life. Why? To see his pregnant ex-lover. She’d tried to work herself up into an angry fury, but she couldn’t. The tortured look on Antonio’s face back at the hotel had seared her heart. If someone had died he couldn’t have looked more anguished.

It mustn’t just be the situation with Amy. He’d spoken about that in such a matter-of-fact way. Such an Antonio way. Without emotions, without feeling. It had to be something else.

‘We’ll stop at Verona for lunch,’ Antonio said suddenly.

She whipped her gaze to his face, hoping to read his mood. What was he thinking? ‘Sounds lovely,’ she said.

‘We won’t stay long as we need to get to the Villa Paradiso for dinner.’

‘Okay,’ she said. She wanted to ask him what was wrong, but she knew he wouldn’t answer. Saying the man played his cards close to his chest was a ridiculous understatement. ‘Verona has some wonderful Roman architecture.’ She knew the comment sounded lame, but she couldn’t sit in silence any more.

‘Medieval as well,’ he said.

‘Well, well. You do know some history after all,’ she said, amused. ‘I thought you were just a rich philistine.’

‘I’m not completely devoid of the ability to appreciate culture,’ he said, flicking her a glance before concentrating again on the road. ‘I just don’t have time to indulge in frivolous pursuits.’

They entered the town of Verona. The burnt orange-coloured buildings with their tiled roofs blazed in the afternoon sun.

‘Work really does dominate your life, doesn’t it?’

‘And yours,’ he countered.

‘Yes, but I’m forced into that position. You have the luxury of choice. You choose to work instead of enjoying all the world has to offer.’

‘Typical man. I like to focus on one thing at a time,’ he said, navigating the winding streets.

‘But your focus is work all the time.’ How was that possible when he could visit all the wonders of Italy? Europe? The world?

‘Work is simple and straightforward. No complications,’ he said, parking the car.

He walked around and opened the passenger door. Taking her hand, he helped her to her feet.

‘But don’t you ever yearn to just let go? Immerse yourself in the culture, the beauty and the history that’s all around you,’ she asked, gazing at the lovely buildings surrounding them. Everywhere she looked she felt overwhelmed by what she saw. Antonio seemed not to notice any of it. He took her arm and led her down the picturesque cobblestone street.

‘I think you’ll like the restaurant we’re going to,’ he said, clearly changing the subject. ‘It’s one of the oldest in Verona and is regarded as having one of the best wine cellars in Italy.’

‘Wonderful.’

‘They’ve opened especially for us.’

She smiled and shook her head. ‘Your influence knows no bounds.’

‘That’s not entirely true, but I can usually book a good table,’ he said.

She smiled, glad Antonio’s desolate mood of the morning seemed to have lifted.

Antonio led her into a small square and knocked on a green door. A man dressed in smart black and white opened the door.

‘Buongiorno, Signor Moretti.’ The man bobbed his head towards her. ‘And Signora Moretti.’ He led them to a small candle-lit table in a private area of the dining room. It was dark but cosy.

‘I hope this is satisfactory, signor,’ he said, holding a chair for Sienna.

‘Yes,’ Antonio said, seating himself across from her.

The maitre d’ waited until they were settled. ‘Today I would recommend starting with the sea bream ravioli, with a mint-pesto sauce, followed by medium baked loin of lamb aromatised with three peppers,’ he said.

Antonio looked at her questioningly.

‘Sounds delicious,’ Sienna said.

‘For two,’ Antonio said.

As Antonio and the maitre d’ discussed wine, Sienna glanced about the room. Leadlight lamps hung from the ceiling, casting a low glow. The wooden tables were covered in starched white linen. Bottles of Italian red wine lined the muted-gold walls, which were punctuated by faded prints. So typically Italian.

‘Good choice,’ the maitre d’ said as Antonio named a wine, then left them alone.

‘I should have been the one angry this morning,’ Sienna said.

Antonio frowned. ‘Sorry.’

‘On the first day of our marriage you leave to see another woman.’ She injected a forced lightness into her tone.

‘Amy sent an urgent text. I needed to deal with her before we left.’

‘A little dangerous, don’t you think? What if the press caught you?’

‘They didn’t. Let’s talk about something else,’ he muttered.

The waiter arrived with the wine and poured for Antonio to taste. Antonio nodded and the waiter filled a glass for each of them.

‘This complication with Amy affects me too,’ Sienna said in a low voice.

‘Don’t worry, it’s very simple. The baby can’t be mine. It’s impossible.’

‘Mistakes happen.’

‘Not to me.’

‘How can you be so sure?’

‘I always insist on double protection.’

‘You didn’t with me.’

He took a sip of wine and leant back in his chair. ‘You’re on the pill.’

Sienna sat rigid in her chair. ‘And how do you know that?’ she asked accusingly. She’d been on the pill since she was a teenager to help with painful periods.

‘You left your toiletries bag open in the bathroom.’

‘You went through my things?’ Her voice rose louder than she intended.

‘Absolutely not,’ he said calmly. ‘The packet was there in open view.’

She scooped up her wine and took a generous gulp. She wanted to be angry, but he hadn’t really done anything wrong.

‘Two types of protection,’ she said finally. ‘That’s very careful of you.’

‘Don’t want any mistakes.’

‘Looks like things haven’t worked out as planned with Amy.’

‘It’s not my child.’

‘But what if it is?’

Antonio lifted his wine glass slowly to his mouth, took a draught and set the glass carefully back on the table.

‘Amy is quite capable of providing for the child financially,’ he said. ‘If required, I’ll assist in that regard.’

‘That’s it,’ Sienna said, aghast.

Antonio set his mouth in a fixed line. ‘I’ve always been very clear with the women I date.’

‘In what way?’

‘I’m clear up-front that I don’t want any commitments. Any complications.’

‘Wow. Such a romantic.’

‘It’s honest.’

‘It’s pathetic.’

Antonio’s eyes grew dark as they bore into her. ‘Relationships, family, children, commitment. It’s not for everyone,’ he said dangerously.

‘No, just okay for ninety-nine per cent of the human race,’ Sienna muttered as a waiter placed a plate of sumptuous scallops in front of her.

Antonio didn’t answer. He skewered a square of ravioli and slid it into his mouth. His expression told her in no uncertain terms that this line of conversation was over. The restaurant’s muted interior that had at first seemed so romantic now felt suffocating.

Each time Sienna thought she’d glimpsed something more than the hard, cold businessman in Antonio she ended up disappointed. There’d been moments when she’d been sure she’d seen – what? She stabbed some food onto her fork. Those fleeting moments were clearly aberrations. Looking after the lost boy. His relationship with his staff. The way he’d made love to her last night.

The ravioli stuck in her throat. She grabbed her wine and gulped it down.

‘Are you all right?’ Antonio said, reaching across the table and laying his hand on hers.

Her body responded instantly to his tenderness. She swallowed hard, and slipped her hand back into her lap. Why did he have to be incapable of real feelings?

‘Something stuck in my throat,’ she said. ‘It’s gone now.’

‘Can’t let anything happen to you,’ he said, his gorgeous eyes glittering in the candlelight.

There it was again, a glimpse of a different man. There had to be more to Antonio than he presented to the world – to her.

‘Not when we are so close to getting what we want,’ he continued.

Disappointment flooded her veins. His concern for her welfare was only to ensure she delivered on their contract. She wanted to stab the fork into his hand – then he’d feel something.

‘How long do you think we need to spend at Villa Paradiso?’ she asked, trying to keep the tension from her voice.

‘Depends on how well we play our parts.’

She picked up her wine and matched his unwavering gaze.

By the time I’m done, I’ll be nominated for an Oscar.



Chapter Nine

Antonio slowed the car as he climbed the last hill before their descent into Cernobbio. He hadn’t been back to the lakeside town since —

As the car crested the hill, the lake spread out before him. His heart froze, needles of pain slicing through him. He gripped the steering wheel, his knuckles white. He’d forgotten how to drive. Yanking the steering wheel, he pulled off the road.

‘Wow,’ Sienna exclaimed, opening the car door. ‘It’s so —’

‘Get back in the car.’ His heart slammed against his ribs. He couldn’t drag enough air in his lungs.

He couldn’t be alone.

He couldn’t go back to that place.

Sienna stared at him, frozen in position half out of the car. ‘What is it?’ she said, glancing around as if something were poised to attack.

‘Get back in,’ he repeated, his voice numb. The ability to find words failed him. His seatbelt felt as though it had turned to lead. He yanked it off, throwing it aside.

Sienna quickly slipped back into her seat. ‘You’re white,’ she said touching the back of her hand to his cheek. Fear leapt into her eyes. ‘You’re burning up,’ she said. She pressed his neck. ‘Your heart’s racing.’ She laced her arm about his shoulders. ‘Take deep breaths,’ she said calmly, as she rubbed her hand gently down his arm. ‘I think you’re having a panic attack.’

Panic? He never panicked.

He hauled in a deep breath. The world came back into focus and the pain in his heart eased. Sienna’s skin felt cool and comforting against his own. Turning in his seat, he clasped her face in his hands. He didn’t want to think, he wanted to blot out the world.

Work. Wine. Sex.

One of them always did the trick.

He kissed her hard, pressing her back into her seat. She tasted sweet, of dark chocolate and coffee. He forced her lips apart, delved deep with his tongue.

Sliding his hand up her chest, he felt her nipples peak under his fingers. Heat pulsed through his body. His hardness strained against his trousers. He wanted to own her, possess her – have her scream out his name. A car screeched past them. A long horn blast exploded around them.

She tensed. Her hands came up against his chest. Her lips left his. ‘Stop,’ she said.

He pulled her hands aside and used the weight of his body to pin her in her seat. He kissed her again, his lips brutal.

She shoved him off. ‘Stop now.’

The sharpness of her voice snapped his mind back from the lust that consumed him.

She buckled her seatbelt and fixed her gaze ahead.

He stared at her beautiful face. She blinked hard. He slumped back in his seat. What had he become? Forcing himself on a woman, on Sienna, in an open-topped car in broad daylight. Self-loathing crushed him viciously as he slammed back in his seat.

He was fit for no woman. Definitely not a woman like Sienna: beautiful, principled, undamaged.

Slamming the car into drive, he accelerated down the hill. He would always be alone and that’s how it should be. He had nothing to give but a black, hollow soul. Sienna deserved more than that. But as he thought about her leaving, a darkness fell over him even more frightening than the dull aching pain he carried with him always.

Sienna sat stunned in her seat. What had happened? She stole a glance at Antonio as he manoeuvred the car expertly through the narrow streets of the little lakeside town. His tightly clenched jaw betrayed a man under severe stress. His eyes never left the road.

Although the wind whipped past, the atmosphere in the car felt heavy, smothered with unspoken words. The man who had just kissed her was not the same man who had made love to her on her wedding night. Then, Antonio had been passionate, attentive, had made her feel as though she were the only woman in the world. Who was this man who wanted to have her quickly in the front seat of the car?

‘Villa Paradiso,’ he said, indicating ahead with a nod.

Her gaze lingered on his face for a moment longer before she turned to look. She gasped. She hadn’t expected anything so grand. How on earth did Sergio and Rosa manage such a huge, opulent hotel?

Set back from the lake, the ivory and gold building was surrounded by lush, manicured gardens. Bursts of colour from bougainvillea-covered trestles and jasmine-laden rock walls punctuated the greenery. A stone fountain sprayed water high into the air, a rainbow shining in its mist.

‘Wow,’ she whispered. No wonder Antonio wanted this so badly. She’d never seen such a magnificent hotel.

‘It was built in the seventeenth century for a cardinal,’ Antonio said. ‘It’s been in the Moretti family for nearly two hundred years.’

Antonio parked in front of the reception. A bellboy raced to open Sienna’s door as Rosa rushed out to greet them. Rosa hugged Antonio then pulled Sienna into her arms.

‘I’m so glad you’re here.’ Rosa’s face glowed. ‘Thank you for bringing him,’ she whispered in Sienna’s ear and gave her arm a squeeze. The woman put her arm about Sienna’s waist and urged her into the hotel lobby. Antonio strode ahead. Sienna watched Sergio and Antonio shake hands. Both men stood stiffly, waiting for the women to join them.

‘We’ve put you in the honeymoon suite,’ Rosa said, pressing the lift button.

‘Welcome,’ Sergio said, kissing Sienna on both cheeks.

‘Your hotel is just magnificent,’ Sienna said. ‘I’ve never seen such a magical place. Thank you so much for having us.’

Sergio pressed his lips together as though preventing himself from speaking.

The lift doors opened and the four of them walked into the splendid nineteenth-century lift. Sienna saw disdain cross Antonio’s face, as Rosa had to push the heavy buttons a number of times before the doors closed. It seemed an age before the lift shuddered into an ascent.

‘Antonio said this was built in the seventeenth century,’ Sienna said, desperate to break the awkwardness made worse by their close proximity.

‘Yes,’ Sergio answered. ‘It was a cardinal’s summer residence. My family converted it into a hotel in 1873.’ There was no mistaking the pride in his voice.

‘Lord Byron, Puccini and Mark Twain have all stayed here.’ Rosa could hardly contain herself. ‘Elizabeth Taylor stayed in your room.’

‘What an incredible history.’

‘A history that not everyone respects,’ Sergio said tightly.

Sienna relaxed a little when the lift doors finally opened. Sergio walked ahead and opened the door marked as the honeymoon suite. He held the door for Sienna and she walked into paradise.

Steeped in old-world charm and elegance, the room’s golden furniture shone in the light pouring in from the enormous balcony. Rosa took her hand and drew her out onto the terrace. The view was incredible. Sienna walked along the terrace, running her hand across the white stone balustrade. A finger caught in a crack and a lump of stone disintegrated as it hit the marble floor.

‘Oh,’ Sienna cried, trying ineffectually to repair the damage.

‘Please. Leave it,’ Rosa begged. The woman sighed. ‘As you can see, the place is getting too much for us.’

‘Why don’t you let Antonio help?’ Sienna asked.

‘Because he would tear the heart out of the place. He only likes modern designs.’

‘Why don’t you talk to him? Perhaps you could come to a compromise.’

Rosa raised her eyebrows. ‘Talk? Antonio hasn’t spoken to us since the accident,’ she said in a low voice.

Accident?

Sienna felt Antonio’s presence behind her. Rosa turned, reddened slightly and looked out at the view.

‘Don’t you get any ideas about visiting George Clooney,’ he teased, slipping his arms around Sienna’s waist from behind. ‘His house is a few doors down.’ He held her gently, flush against his body. Her heart fluttered as he kissed her neck.

‘In that case it’s best you don’t tell me which house it is,’ Sienna said, laughing lightly.

‘You’re not going anywhere,’ he said, pulling her body in tightly to his.

Rosa looked on. The woman couldn’t hide her delight. ‘Well, we’ll go now,’ she said, a little flustered.

As they walked back inside, Antonio held Sienna’s hand.

Sergio was supervising a porter as he placed their suitcases in the bedroom.

‘Sergio,’ his wife called. ‘Let’s let them settle.’

Sergio gave Sienna a nod and left with his wife.

The moment the door closed, Antonio dropped her hand and walked into the bedroom; she heard the door of the bathroom click shut. For a moment she stared ahead. She felt lost.

So many questions and no one to ask.

She slumped down on the sofa. Everything felt wrong. Sergio and Rosa seemed to be lovely people and here she was complicit in deceiving them. But what choice did she have? She couldn’t protect them and her father. Antonio had put her in an unwinnable position. No matter what happened, someone would be hurt.

She stood and walked back onto the terrace. She gazed at the lake. The emerald-coloured water glittered in the late afternoon sunlight. She heard the suite door click and turned just in time to see Antonio leaving. Her mouth dropped open. He’d left her without a word. She shook her head in frustration.

Turning angrily back to the view, she gripped the rail. How could this deception work if Antonio kept refusing to communicate? His relatives might be old, but they weren’t stupid.

The mountains surrounding the lake, so glorious before, now looked dark and depressing. The water turned dark green with an eerie gloom as a cloud moved slowly across the sun.

A movement in the garden caught her attention. Antonio walked through the greenery, under a stone arch and out onto the long pier that jutted into the lake. He trudged at a painfully slow pace all the way to the end of the wooden structure. A lone eagle circled silently above him. The bird emitted a distressing cry as it dived and then soared again into the blackening sky.

Everything around her turned grey and ominous. Small drops of rain melted into the fabric of her dress. A wall of heavy rain threatened from across the lake.

Antonio didn’t move. Hadn’t he seen the rain? He’d be soaked if he didn’t move fast. She opened her mouth to call out, but stopped. Why should she care? It wasn’t like he cared about her. She turned and walked into the suite.

A chilling cry split the air. Icy fingers of alarm slid through her body. Holding her breath, she strained to hear over the increasing drum of the rain.

The eagle. It must have been the eagle. She didn’t want to consider the possible alternative . . .

Pulling off her high heels, she rushed onto the terrace and into the torrent. The rain stung as it struck her bare skin. Sienna could only just see Antonio’s silhouette in the deluge against the backdrop of wild water. He stood motionless as the storm raged around him. She brushed the water from her eyes and shivered. Thunder rolled overhead. She cringed and ran for the protection of the suite, the image of Antonio’s motionless figure seared into her mind.

When Antonio didn’t return, Sienna decided to take a shower. As she towelled herself dry, she couldn’t shake the thought of Antonio and his strange behaviour at the pier. What drove a person to stand in a storm? The more time she spent with Antonio, the less she felt she knew him. No doubt he’d appear and act as if nothing had happened.

Sienna slowly dressed as she pondered Antonio’s mysterious behaviour. Stepping back from the mirror, she examined her image. The black evening dress hugged her body and fell just short of her knees. Expensive clothes certainly made a difference to one’s appearance. She added the diamond earrings and necklace Antonio had given her. At least she looked as if she belonged in Antonio’s world of wealth and extravagance.

She walked into the suite and stopped short. Antonio sat in one of the armchairs, reading the newspaper, already changed for dinner.

He glanced up. ‘Ready?’

‘Ah, yes.’ As predicted, he acted as though everything were perfectly normal. As though he hadn’t left her alone, stood in a raging storm and cried out in pain. Perhaps she was starting to understand him.

He stood. ‘You look beautiful,’ he said in a mechanical tone. No smile, no enthusiasm. His face an expressionless mask.

‘Thanks.’

He looked incredible in a dark suit and open-necked shirt. Taking her hand, he led her to the door. She hesitated.

‘What?’ he asked. His brow creased. At least that was something of an expression.

‘Are you going to tell me anything about this afternoon?’

His eyes narrowed. ‘What do you mean?’

‘You, the pier, the rain, the . . .’ How could she ask, Was that your desperate cry?

‘I needed some air after the drive.’

‘We were in a convertible,’ she said, the frustration clear in her voice as Antonio whisked her down the corridor to the lift.

‘We’ll be late for dinner. Rosa has organised a private table on the terrace by the lake.’

‘Should I be expecting any hidden lenses?’ She didn’t even bother hiding the bitterness in her voice.

‘No,’ he said.

‘Anything else you might have failed to mention?’

‘No, Sienna, ‘ said Antonio, capturing her with his eyes, ‘I only expect you to give a good performance of a loving wife on her honeymoon.’

‘And what about you?’

His eyes darkened. ‘What do you mean?’

‘What do you think your relatives thought of your performance, standing like a lunatic in the rain?’ She could see in his face she was pushing too far, but she didn’t care.

The lift arrived. He held the door for her and pressed the button for the lobby. The door slid slowly shut. ‘That is not your concern,’ he said, staring straight ahead. ‘Just do what I’m paying you to do.’ His voice had grown hard.

She shook her head, a bitter taste in her mouth. This man was unbelievable. Less than twenty-four hours ago he’d held her tightly in his arms. She’d stood naked before him and he’d told her she looked beautiful. She’d believed him. Every word. Hell, she was probably the easiest seduction of his life.

She looked at the floor. To him, this was just a game. He was playing her, just as he played everyone else. The desire to slap him nearly overwhelmed her. She wanted him to feel some of the hurt he’d inflicted. Instead she said nothing, and turned her gaze to the numbers as they slowly indicated their descent.

The door opened.

‘Smile,’ he commanded in a low voice.

She held her ground. How could she sit through dinner pretending to love this man?

Her mother’s face drifted into her mind. He’ll need you, darling. Her mother’s last words rushed up and hit her with full force. You’re strong but your father won’t survive without you. This hotel is his life. You have to help him.

At the time the words had hardly registered through the tears as her mother fought for her final breaths. It was only after she’d died that the words had hit home. Her father fell apart and the responsibility for organising the funeral, running the hotel and all other aspects of the family’s affairs had fallen heavily upon her shoulders.

‘Sienna, this way,’ Antonio ordered.

She stepped from the lift and stood tall. She had to succeed. The future of the De Luca family depended solely upon her. Plastering a smile across her face, she hooked her arm through Antonio’s.

‘Whatever you say, darling,’ she said sweetly.

Antonio glanced at her, a slight frown marring his annoyingly handsome face. Why couldn’t he have been an ugly billionaire?

Rosa fussed around them as she settled them to their table. Finally she left them alone and wished them a lovely meal.

When Antonio ordered for them, Sienna didn’t bat an eyelid. If he wanted to be a controlling, emotionless moron, so be it. This was a game and she intended to play and win.

During dinner, Sienna kept up banal chatter about the weather, Italian architecture and the natural beauty surrounding them.

‘Stop,’ Antonio said in a whisper.

‘What?’ Sienna asked, reaching for her wine and taking a sip.

‘Why are you speaking like this?’

‘Why not?’ she asked. ‘Isn’t this the way strangers speak to each other?’

He leant closer to her across the table. ‘I thought we’d moved a little beyond polite acquaintance.’

‘Why would you think that?’ she asked in a bored voice.

‘Our wedding night,’ he said, fixing her with his intense dark eyes.

‘Strangers sleep together all the time,’ she said with a shrug. ‘It’s called a one-night stand.’

‘Is that what you think of our night together?’

‘Of course,’ she said lightly. ‘What else would it be?’

He placed his cutlery on his plate and reached across for her hand. ‘We’ll be married for a year. I thought —’

She pulled his hand from his grasp. ‘I think it’s best if we keep this contract simple,’ she said, prodding at her food. ‘Don’t you?’

His eyes dipped to her mouth. She groaned inwardly. He made her feel wanton just by looking at her.

‘No,’ he said with quiet force.

‘Well, it doesn’t matter, the contract states —’

‘Where is this coming from?’ he asked. ‘Last night you were screaming out my name and tonight . . .’

‘It was a mistake,’ she said, unable to meet his eyes, sure he would see the lie for what it was. ‘The vows, the champagne . . . it clouded my judgement.’

‘I don’t believe it.’

‘I don’t care what you believe,’ she said. A new potato suffered rough treatment on her plate.

Suddenly Rosa hovered over them. ‘Everything all right?’ she asked.

‘Absolutely,’ Sienna said, beaming up at her. ‘Antonio and I were just reliving our wedding day.’

Rosa couldn’t contain the joy on her face. ‘Wonderful, wonderful,’ she said, patting Sienna affectionately on the shoulder. ‘You’ve brought our nephew back to us.’ Tears welled in the old woman’s eyes. She opened her mouth to say more, but instead blinked hard and walked away.

‘You’re totally heartless,’ Sienna muttered. ‘How can you deceive your aunt like this?’

‘I’m heartless.’ Antonio’s clenched his fists. ‘My aunt is prepared to sell this hotel to the government for pocket change rather than sell it to her own nephew for a fortune.’ He placed his hands on his chest. ‘Her own flesh and blood.’

‘Perhaps she knows you better than you know yourself.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ he asked, his voice dangerous.

‘It means you’re incapable of feeling anything for anyone.’ She hurled the words at him.

He stood. ‘Dinner’s over.’

‘I haven’t finished.’

‘Stand up, take my hand and come with me.’ His eye glittered, incendiary in the candlelight.

A twinge of fear touched her skin and she found herself doing exactly as she was told.

Antonio took possession of her waist. As they approached Rosa at the entrance to the restaurant, his grip intensified.

‘Early night?’ asked Rosa, a twinkle in her eye.

‘Yes,’ Antonio said, giving his aunt a wink and kissing both her cheeks.

Sienna swallowed her disgust and said goodnight.

Antonio walked Sienna quickly to the lift. She tried to pull from his grasp but he wouldn’t relent.

‘Rosa’s watching,’ he said through gritted teeth.

She didn’t care. The man was a brute. She twisted from his grip. He pinned her against the wall and his lips came down hard. She struggled against him.

‘I won’t stop until you kiss me back,’ he rasped in her ear.

He kissed her again, his tongue taking possession of her mouth. She wanted to push him away. Shout. Scream. But instead she relented, hating herself as he easily seduced the fight from her body. He pulled her into the lift and she staggered to the side and held the rail. The doors closed.

‘Insult me like that again and our contract will be null and void. The Plaza will be mine and you’ll be left with next to nothing. Are we clear?’

Her body tingled with unsated desire and yet he could turn his emotion off like a tap. She despised herself. She wanted him and hated him at the same time.

‘You’re a pig of a man,’ she hurled at him.

His eyes darkened. ‘I don’t know why you keep expecting me to be anything else.’

Antonio slammed the button for the top floor. Although he had his back to her, he could feel Sienna’s presence so powerfully it hurt. He wanted her as he’d never wanted any woman before. He could hear her breathing, dragging in short, sharp breaths like those she’d taken when she’d lain beneath him on the wedding night. He leant heavily against the side of the lift, his hands clenched at his side. He steeled himself to ignore her.

The doors finally opened. Antonio strode to the honeymoon suite and flung it open. He could feel the heat emanating from her body as she walked past, her face fixed and defiant. It took every ounce of his self-control not to haul her against him. Kiss her. Touch her. Possess her. But not like the others. He wanted to lose himself in her, with her, not just obliterate his mind with sex.

Her fragrance lingered after she passed. He shut his eyes and breathed deeply. ‘Go to bed,’ he commanded.

Sienna turned on him, eyes flashing. ‘Stop telling me what to do. You don’t own me.’

‘That’s where you are wrong.’ Grasping her hand, he dragged her to the bedroom. She struggled uselessly against his grip. He hated manhandling her, but the alternative wasn’t an option. He wouldn’t lose control. He forced her to sit on the bed and then walked to the door.

‘You disgust me.’ She flung the words at him like daggers.

He glanced back to her. ‘No more than I disgust myself,’ he muttered.

The anger in her eyes wavered.

‘See you in the morning,’ he said and shut the door.

He heard her call his name, but walked quickly from the suite. No waiting for the lift – he took the stairs two at a time. He stormed out the hotel’s back door and into the cool of the night. The light breeze did nothing to sooth the fire burning inside him. He tore his jacket from his body and flung it over a stone bench.

He wanted to give Sienna the world, but she deserved so much better than him. She needed a man who could protect and care for her in any circumstance. He wasn’t that man.

Before he knew it he found himself at the entrance to the pier. The wind picked up and the leaves rustled around him. He shuddered. Suddenly it all seemed so real. Wood splintering, people screaming, water consuming.

Death.

He dragged his hands roughly over his face, hoping somehow to scour the images from his mind. It had been all his fault. He looked out into the blackness. Nothing would bring them back. He slumped down on a nearby stone bench and stared up at the stars.

He should never have come back.

Sienna sat on the bed unable to move. What had he meant? She repeated the words: ‘No more than I disgust myself.’

She shook her head, unable to process Antonio’s statement. Sienna could not believe he was capable of self-reflection, let alone self-loathing.

She stood and paced the room. Being with the arrogant, self-interested, dominating Antonio had proved easy, fun even. She could poke and prod to her heart’s content, confident in the knowledge that nothing would hurt him. But now . . .

Opening the French doors, she walked onto the terrace. Her heart missed a beat. A figure sat down by the lake – Antonio. As if he sensed her there, he turned and looked up. She held her breath. He stood perfectly still for a heartbeat, then walked along the lakeshore and disappeared into the night.

She didn’t know how long she stood there staring after him, but the cool wind finally forced her inside. Moving quietly, listening for the door, she prepared for bed. She sat in bed waiting. For what, she wasn’t sure. Just after two in the morning, she flicked off the lamp and slumped back on the pillows.

Blinking in the darkness, she knew she would not sleep that night.



Chapter Ten

The clink of cutlery woke Sienna. Leaping from the bed, she rushed into the main room of the suite. She stopped.

‘Buongiorno, Signora Moretti.’ A young woman in a crisp uniform bobbed her head and lifted a plate from a trolley. She placed it on the dining table laid for one. ‘Signor Moretti thought you might be hungry.’

‘Thank you,’ Sienna said, walking in a daze towards the table. ‘Signor Moretti, he’s already eaten?’

‘Yes, early in the dining room.’

Sienna smiled so the waitress wouldn’t see the disappointment in her eyes.

‘He asked me to give you this.’ The girl handed her a white envelope.

Sienna wanted to tear it open, but she gently slit it open with a knife.

See you for dinner at seven. Antonio.

Great. So they were back to communicating through short notes.

The maid pushed the trolley to the door. ‘Have a lovely day,’ she called as she closed the door behind her.

Sienna poured herself a coffee and walked onto the terrace. Where was he? The sunshine reflected from the water so brightly she had to shield her eyes. A luxury white cruiser slid silently across the lake. A couple lounged in the cushioned section in the bow. They looked happy and relaxed.

She smiled sadly. There’d not been one moment in which Antonio had been completely relaxed since she’d met him. She sipped her coffee. No, every moment, except perhaps for a few during their wedding night, they’d been scrutinised, photographed or both. She watched the woman in the cruiser throw her head back and laugh, then lean over and kiss her companion.

An unexpected stab of jealousy struck her. She swallowed, the coffee hot and bitter in her throat. Turning her back on the lake, she leant against the balustrade. Perhaps that’s what they needed, time alone. Away from relatives, photographers and prying eyes.

Returning to the suite she dialled the concierge’s desk.

‘Signora Moretti,’ a voice answered. ‘How can I help you this morning?’

‘It is possible to book a boat . . . a cruiser?’

‘Of course.’

‘A private dinner cruise?’

The man didn’t answer immediately. ‘Yes,’ he said carefully.

She frowned. ‘Is something wrong?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘What time and for how many, signora?’

‘Seven tonight for two.’

‘For you and Signor Moretti?’ Again the concierge’s voice had an edge.

‘Yes,’ she said slowly. ‘Just the two of us.’

A concierge’s job required discretion and prompt action, not a series of probing questions.

‘Is there a problem?’ The note of irritation was clear in her voice.

‘No, signora. Excuse me. The boat will be waiting at the end of the pier at seven,’ the concierge replied promptly and properly.

‘And I want this kept confidential,’ she said. ‘Is that clear?’

‘Of course, Signora Moretti.’

‘Thank you.’ She hung up the phone.

Slowly she walked back out into the sunshine, tearing a croissant into bite-sized chunks and allowing the flaky pastry to melt in her mouth. The laughter from the couple on the cruiser echoed off the water. A night alone, on one of the most romantic lakes in the world. What could be better for bringing a difficult and strained relationship back on track? She needed this to work.

The white cruiser disappeared.

Provoking Antonio last night had been stupid. What did it matter if he was an emotionless, arrogant, self-interested . . . But the descriptions that had seemed so apt a day ago didn’t seem to quite fit now. Last night, his face had looked like that of a lost boy.

She shut her eyes and shook her head. She didn’t have to know this man, she just needed to pretend enough to convince Rosa and Sergio they were married and madly in love.

She popped the last of the croissant into her mouth and settled herself with a magazine on a sun bed. Idly, she flicked through the pages. She couldn’t shake Antonio’s haunted face from her mind. He’d looked distraught. She snapped the magazine shut. Tonight they’d be alone and she was determined to discover the source of his anguish.

Sienna checked her watch again – six-thirty. Where was Antonio? He’d have to change. She paced another circuit around the suite. Turning on the television, she clicked through all the channels before flicking it off. Walking to the bathroom, she checked her make-up again. It looked the same as the last time she’d checked. Her hair still sat perfectly under the black headband she’d chosen to wear. She figured the wind would have a field day with her brunette waves. She pulled the headband off and brushed her hair again.

The suite door opened and clicked shut. Quickly replacing the headband, she rushed to the bed and picked up a magazine, determined to look indifferent to Antonio’s arrival. She sensed his presence at the door, but didn’t look up. Instead she turned the page and pretended to continue reading.

‘You look nice,’ he said finally.

She glanced up. ‘Good day?’ she asked casually, instead of spitting out Where the hell have you been?

‘Very productive,’ he said and strolled to the walk-in wardrobe. ‘I’ll be ready in five.’

‘Okay,’ she said casually. After a pathetic day of angst, she decided polite indifference was the way to play things. Their night of hot sex had clearly been a one-off and a mistake, so now she just needed to manage the visit to Villa Paradiso as convincingly as possible. She didn’t need – or want – to know any more about Antonio or what made him tick. She needed to focus on why she was here.

Antonio emerged from the bathroom a few minutes later. He wore dark trousers and was slipping his arms into a stark white shirt. She couldn’t force her eyes from his gorgeous tanned chest as he buttoned up his shirt.

‘Ready?’ he asked.

Sienna looked quickly back to her magazine. Had he caught her staring? She threw the magazine aside with as much nonchalance as she could muster and swung her legs off the bed.

‘Great,’ she said, walking ahead of him into the main room. She needed to get her head back in the game and away from fantasies about Antonio and the bedroom. ‘I’m starving.’

Sienna chatted on with light banter as they travelled down in the lift. Tonight there would be no drama, just a nice dinner between business colleagues with a somewhat unusual contract. She rolled her eyes. Who did she think she was kidding?

‘Where are you going?’ Antonio asked, as she walked past the dining room.

‘I have a surprise for you,’ she said, continuing through the lobby.

‘I hate surprises,’ he muttered.

Sienna spotted Rosa watching them. ‘You’ll love this one,’ Sienna said, clasping his hand and leading him on.

The summer sun hung above the horizon. Bathed in golden light, the hotel gardens looked as wonderful as they smelled. Jasmine-scented air mingled with mists rising from the lake’s shore. The gravel crunched under their shoes as Sienna lead Antonio towards the pier. The closer they came, the more Antonio hung back.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘Nothing,’ he said, looking at the cruiser moored just offshore.

‘Come on then,’ she said, dragging him along.

As she tried to step onto the wooden structure, he pulled her back. ‘What in hell’s name do you think you’re doing?’ The menace in his voice startled her but the fury on his face chilled her blood to ice.

‘It’s my surprise,’ she stammered, pointing to the cruiser rocking gently in the blackening water.

‘Who put you up to this?’ he yelled, looking about wildly. ‘Who’s paying you for this, La Stampa? How much? A couple of thousand?’ He gripped her shoulders and brought his face close to hers. ‘Who?’

Too shocked to speak, Sienna stared open-mouthed at the burning rage on Antonio’s face.

‘Or was it my aunt and uncle?’ He looked up towards the hotel, his fingers tightening against her flesh. ‘Some pathetic attempt at pop psychology? Revisit the scene? Talk things through and everything will be all right?’

‘I thought —’

‘You thought what?’ he shouted in her face.

Breathing hard, she tried to step back but he held her like a vice.

The storm in his eyes disintegrated to throbbing pain. ‘You thought you could make it right?’

Make what right? She wanted desperately to know, but the words wouldn’t come as she trembled before him. His grip slackened and she pulled away from him, stumbling as she put distance between them.

‘I should never have come here,’ she heard him growl as he stormed back to the hotel.

Sienna collapsed on a nearby stone bench. She breathed deeply, trying to calm her shaking body.

What had she done?

Antonio threw his clothes at the open suitcase on the bed. The walls seemed to be closing in on him. He stopped, sat and hung his head in his hands. Hauling in ragged breaths, he tried to shake away the agony threatening to tear him apart. If he gave in to the grief, he knew it would destroy him.

The shirt he held dropped to the floor. He didn’t need any of this stuff. Striding into the main room, he grabbed his keys. He’d get away and never come back. He yanked open the door.

Sienna stood there, key poised.

He stared at her. The confusion and concern on her face ripped away the last of his defences. He closed his eyes as he leant against the wall, covering his face with his hands. ‘Go,’ he groaned. ‘Please. For heaven’s sake. Leave me.’

But Sienna’s arms were around him, guiding him back into the room.

Wrong way. But he was powerless to fight. The lush softness of the couch enveloped him. He wished he could just disappear. Become dust like his family and simply blow across the lake in the wind.

No pain. No guilt. Just peace.

Sienna hugged him and rocked him gently. He didn’t know how long they stayed that way, but finally the steely control that protected him slid back into place. He sat up.

‘Sorry,’ he said with difficulty, trying to stand.

‘Don’t move,’ she said, keeping him tightly held.

He couldn’t look at her. No one ever saw him this way. She’d seen his grief, his despair. He didn’t know what to do next. The thought terrified him.

‘What happened on the lake?’ she asked softly.

He turned his head slowly and stared at her. ‘You don’t know?’

‘No,’ she whispered. ‘Tell me.’

A dam broke inside him. The flood of emotion overwhelmed him. He succumbed. ‘Twenty years ago.’ He shuddered. Shame crushed in on his chest. ‘Twenty years ago it was my parents’ twentieth wedding anniversary.’

Sienna stroked his thigh. He took another breath.

‘My little brother was just one year old.’ He smiled. ‘Rocco was a happy little mistake.’

He shifted in his seat. ‘I was sixteen and thought I knew everything. My mother was scared of water and wouldn’t go on the lake. She couldn’t swim.’ He shook his head mournfully. ‘In my great wisdom, I thought this was stupid, considering how much time we spent here.’ He massaged his brow with his fingers. ‘I organised a moonlight boat cruise for their anniversary, determined my mother face her fear.’

Sienna stifled a small gasp. She’d guessed what was coming.

He pressed his lips together. ‘Tell me,’ she said. Her sweet voice gave him strength.

‘We all walked down to the pier together. I held my brother as we waved them onto the boat. I could see my mother trying to hide her anxiety, but I knew she’d go. She’d do anything to make her children happy.’

Sienna took his hand, caressing with slow, soothing strokes.

‘When my parents boarded, my brother started screaming. I should —’ He put his elbows on his knees and dropped his head in his hands. ‘I should have kept him back, but . . . I didn’t want to look after . . .’ He swallowed. ‘I handed him over to my mother.’ Tears stung his eyes. ‘She took Rocco so I didn’t have to deal with his tantrum.’

He rubbed his eyes roughly, determined to finish the story. ‘The boat cast off and I walked away, glad that I had the night to myself. No annoying little brother, no parents wondering what I was up to.’ His voice broke.

How could he tell her? I killed them as surely as if I’d drowned them myself.

‘A speedboat. Just by the sound I knew it was going too fast.’

Sienna’s hand gripped his leg.

‘I will never forget the sound of that crash, the cries, my mother’s scream . . . By the time I swam out there . . .’

Her arms hugged him tight but nothing could wash away the shame, the guilt, the pain.

‘I dived I don’t know how many times.’ He rubbed the scar on his face. ‘I got this when they tried to pull me from the water. I wanted to drown and go with them.’

Tears trickled down Sienna’s face.

‘The speedboat driver was the son of a politician.’ Antonio stood and walked to the window. ‘At the inquest, he was acquitted.’

‘No,’ she gasped. ‘Antonio, I’m so sorry.’

‘Sorry? For me? It was my fault. I sent them to their deaths. I knew my mother couldn’t swim. I handed my brother over because I didn’t want to be bothered looking after him, I —’

She jumped from the couch. ‘You were sixteen!’

‘You don’t understand . . . no one understands,’ he said. He saw the hurt in her eyes was instant. Good. Drive her away. Keep her at a distance like everyone else. He paced out to the terrace. Everything looked grey in the twilight. She followed.

‘I’m responsible,’ he muttered. ‘I booked the boat. I dumped my brother on my mother. My father couldn’t save them both. He drowned trying to rescue them.’ He leant heavily on the balcony railing. ‘If I’d only —’

‘If I’d only made my mother keep her doctor’s appointment.’ Sienna spoke so quietly he strained to hear her. ‘If I’d taken the time to notice how tired she was,’ she whispered, matching his position at the balustrade. ‘Don’t you think I might understand? To lose family and feel responsible?’

He could feel her eyes but he couldn’t look at her. He’d shatter. If he let her in . . .

‘How did she die?’ he asked, his eyes fixed on the mountains slowly surrendering to shadow.

‘Breast cancer.’ The words caught in her throat.

‘There’s nothing you could have done.’

She grabbed his arm and pulled him to face her. Her eyes brimmed with tears. He wanted to run. Run from all the pain. The grief. The agony of loss. Push it all away and return to the strict order he’d imposed on his life.

‘Just as there is nothing you could have done.’ A tear escaped and slid down her cheek. ‘The accident wasn’t your fault,’ she said.

His mind screamed at him to run but he gently wiped the tear from her soft skin. They were both broken by grief and yet Sienna had faced life and love head on. In fact, she’d risked everything for the father she loved. What had he done? Pushed away everyone who loved him and filled his life with every distraction money and position could give him.

Suddenly he saw his empty, shallow life with such clarity it hurt. He was a hollow shell. Nothing.

Nothing without Sienna.

He pulled her into his arms. Without Sienna the world was black.

He wanted to live again.

He kissed the top of her head and trailed more kisses down her face until he reached her lips. He wanted her urgently now and forever.

‘Antonio,’ she whispered.

He kissed the words from her lips and lifted her into his arms. Now he knew what he needed to do. Wipe away her pain and give his life to Sienna. Then maybe, just maybe, he could learn to live again.



Chapter Eleven

‘Morning, cara.’

Sienna blinked. Propped up on his pillow, Antonio stared at her. She rubbed her eyes. It wasn’t a dream. All night long, passion had consumed them. And there was Antonio, still alongside hers in the morning. She smiled and stretched. ‘You’re still here?’

‘Where else would I be?’ he asked.

She rubbed the sleep from her eyes. ‘How long have you been awake?’

He smiled a killer smile and slid his finger down her neck and between her breasts, taking the sheet with him. ‘A while.’ His eyes raked over her.

Her naked body leapt to life.

‘What – no meetings, no email, no rushing off to make a phone call?’ she said, sliding her hand down his chest. Her explorations revealed he too lay naked beneath the sheets.

‘Oh, I have work to do,’ he said, caressing her breast and circling her nipple with the tip of his finger. Quivers of pleasure spread through her body as he teased her with his lips. She arched back as he nipped her hardened peaks. She ached with longing. To feel him inside her.

She pulled at him to smother her body with his.

‘Wait,’ he said, kissing his way down her torso.

‘Antonio . . .’ But every coherent thought evaporated from her mind as his tongue found her hot, wanting core. She clawed at his shoulders as he licked her, driving her to heights she’d never known. Wave after wave of pleasure crashed over her. Every guest must have heard her cries. She tipped over the edge, blind to everything except Antonio and his power over her.

He slid up her body and plunged inside her while she still throbbed with ecstasy. She kissed him fervently. Nothing stood between them now. He moved inside her fast and hard. She climaxed again and shuddered as exquisite sensual pleasure rocked her body.

Antonio tensed over her with a low groan. He held himself taut for a moment then collapsed, his body covering hers, his breath coming fast and shallow.

‘I love you,’ she whispered too quietly for him to hear. She’d fallen dangerously and absolutely in love.

‘We’ll start at Moltrasio, then have lunch at Carate Urio and end the day with a glass of wine at Laglio.’ Antonio squeezed Sienna’s hand as they descended in the lift.

He couldn’t seem to bring her close enough. Even as they’d showered this morning, he’d had to have her again up against the tiles.

‘And you’ve really left your phone behind?’ Sienna’s tone revealed her incredulity.

‘I don’t need my phone. I have everything that’s important to me right here,’ he said.

She looked unconvinced. He couldn’t blame her.

‘Frisk me,’ he replied standing back, allowing her access.

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea,’ she said. ‘I can already see myself on that rail with my knickers around my ankles.’

‘Sounds good to me,’ he said, reaching for the stop button.

She grabbed his hand. ‘I think that might confirm every negative thought Sergio has about you if we’re caught.’

He sighed. ‘You’re probably right.’

The lift opened and Rosa accosted them as soon as they reached the lobby. ‘Everything all right?’ she asked. ‘The captain of the Cristallina came in looking for you last night. Said you had a dinner cruise booked but . . .’

‘Everything is perfect, Zia,’ Antonio reassured her. ‘We just decided to have a night in instead.’ He slipped his arm about Sienna’s waist and kissed her on the cheek.

Rosa smiled knowingly and patted Antonio’s shoulder. ‘Of course you did,’ she said.

Sergio appeared from the dining room. ‘What are your plans for today?’ he asked.

‘I’m taking Sienna for a tour of the lake.’

‘Lunch at Fiorelli’s?’

‘Of course, Zio.’

Antonio hadn’t seen his uncle smile since the wedding. The old man’s face now showed a trace of approval. Something snapped inside him. Antonio pulled Sergio into a hug.

‘Thank you for having us to stay, Zio,’ he said. ‘I know I’ve been a disappointment, but that’s all going to change.’

Sergio’s eyes filled with tears. He looked everywhere but into Antonio’s eyes. ‘Good, good,’ he muttered as he turned and disappeared into the dining room.

Rosa pulled Antonio into her arms. ‘We’ve missed you so much,’ she said, her voice choking with happiness. She clasped Sienna’s hands. ‘Thank you for bringing him back to us. We thought we’d lost him.’ Rosa stepped away. ‘Go, go,’ she said, waving them out the door. ‘Go, have fun today.’

As Antonio manoeuvred the car through the narrow lanes, the world seemed bright for the first time since the accident. Even the lake shimmered more vividly.

‘So, you and Villa Paradiso,’ Sienna said, slipping her hand onto his thigh. ‘That’s why it’s so important. It’s the last place you were . . .’

‘With my family,’ he finished for her, glancing over at her gorgeous face. He’d dated the most beautiful and the most famous women in the world. Not one of them came close to the wonder he found in her.

‘I scattered their ashes in the rose garden here,’ he said turning his eyes back to the road. ‘It was my mother’s favourite place. Losing the Villa Paradiso would be like desecrating their graves.’

‘No wonder,’ Sienna mused.

‘It was okay while Rosa and Sergio owned the hotel. They honoured my family’s memory as much as I did.’ He changed down gears to take a hairpin corner. ‘You probably noticed how well tended the rose garden is.’

‘It’s exquisite,’ she said.

‘I couldn’t bear the thought of a group of strangers responsible for it.’ He gripped the wheel slightly tighter. ‘That’s why I must have the hotel.’

‘It makes perfect sense,’ she said, running her fingers softly down his cheek. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘You know why.’ He threw her a crooked smile. ‘I don’t trust anybody.’

‘I take it that’s changed now,’ she said, dropping her hand to his thigh again.

‘Careful,’ he said in a low voice.

She threw him a sexy smile. ‘Why?’ she teased.

‘You keep that up,’ he said, nodding towards her hand, ‘and we won’t even make it to coffee.’

Her intoxicating laugh tested every ounce of his self-control. It would be so easy to pull over and book a room at a pensione. Her lush hair fanned out around her face in the wind. She looked over at him and smiled. Gripping the wheel tightly, he cupped his other hand around the back of her neck and kissed her hard, but quickly, on the lips.

‘How did I ever live without you?’ he asked, dragging his eyes back to the road.

She threw him a beautiful smile. ‘I have no idea.’

Antonio couldn’t remember a day more perfect. Sienna had wanted to drive home, so he’d enjoyed watching her all the way home to the hotel.

Rosa met them in the lobby. ‘You enjoyed yourselves?’ she asked brightly.

‘Wonderful,’ Antonio said. ‘We —’

‘Antonio.’ A woman’s voice cut him short.

He froze. Amy.

The three turned together and stared as one of the most famous women in the world walked towards them. Sienna’s hand clenched in his own.

Rosa gasped next to him, accusations clear in her eyes. ‘What is the meaning of this?’ she demanded.

‘Talk to her,’ Sienna said, dropping his hand.

‘Are you sure?’ He searched her face for absolution.

‘Go,’ she said, pushing him forward

Amy waited at a respectable distance.

Sergio appeared at the dining room door. He took in the scene quickly, his face reflecting his disgust. When Sergio’s gaze settled on Antonio, his eyes communicated a lifetime of disappointment.

Antonio couldn’t deal with him now. He needed to handle his past life. He didn’t want anything to come between him and Sienna. Now he’d found happiness, he’d never let it go.

He walked over to Amy.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Amy began, tears welling in her eyes.

‘Come out into the garden,’ he said. ‘We can talk privately there.’

‘No we can’t,’ she said. ‘They’ve found —’

A flash blinded him, then another. Before he knew it the lobby seemed filled with paparazzi. He jerked his head around to see Sienna escorting Rosa and Sergio into the dining room and out of the way. Once she had them secured, she headed for the lifts. Before she disappeared, she gave him a nod. He understood. Getting out of the picture gave the vultures less of a story.

‘Come with me,’ Antonio said as he guided Amy to the stairs. ‘We’ll talk upstairs.’

The paparazzi thronged towards them.

‘It is true about the baby?’ a journalist shouted.

‘Does Sienna know you’ve been two-timing her?’

Antonio turned on the stairs. ‘Any journalist or photographer found in the building will be arrested,’ he announced.

The horde paused.

‘You have ten seconds to vacate or I’ll prosecute each and every one of you for trespass.’

The words had the desired effect and the lobby emptied quickly. Antonio grabbed a key from reception and followed Amy to the first floor.

Amy, the paparazzi, his relatives. Funny, just a day ago all this would have caused him concern. Now he didn’t care. He had Sienna and nothing would ever worry him again.

Sienna looked tentatively over the balcony of their suite. Suddenly a stream of photographers flowed from the building. She stepped back quickly before anyone noticed her. She imagined Antonio downstairs with Amy. She smiled. Funny, she wasn’t jealous at all. She trusted him.

Antonio’s distinctive mobile phone ringtone sounded in the main room. She hated that sound. Walking towards the noise, she realised he’d packed the phone in his briefcase. As soon as the call went to voicemail, another call invaded the silence. She winced.

Then another. And another.

She waited for the noise to stop, but the phone rang incessantly. She yanked open his briefcase and dug around until she found the offending item. It took her almost a minute to turn the damn thing off.

When she threw the phone back onto the pile of papers in the case, a document caught her eye. Plaza Fraud.

She stared at the words, unable to move. Needles of foreboding pierced her skin. She reached slowly for the document. It was a report from Brad. She flipped open to the first page. After reading the introductory paragraph, she sat heavily on the sofa to digest the rest.

Her accountant had developed a complex scam that skimmed large sums of money from the business before the dollars even hit the books. She rubbed her temples. How could she not have known? She read on. She took little comfort from the fact it had taken Brad some time to uncover the scheme.

She slumped back on the cushions, finding it hard to breathe. Antonio had known about the fraud and hadn’t told her. The report revealed that Brad had strongly recommended getting her involved from the start, but Antonio hadn’t said a word. The pages slipped from her lap to the floor. She needed a drink, but couldn’t stand.

She tugged distractedly on her hair. This could mean only one thing. Antonio hadn’t planned to tell her at all. She followed the thought to its logical conclusion. He’d plotted to allow the fraud break her, bankrupt her, then the Plaza would be his, quickly and cheaply.

She leapt to her feet. She had to get out of here. Antonio had played her in every possible way. Running to the bedroom, she searched for a suitcase. She spied the one she’d brought from Australia. It’d stood packed and unopened since she’d arrived in Italy. She yanked the battered old thing from the back of the wardrobe.

That case told the real story. The one that had been clear from the start. She’d never fitted into Antonio’s world of big deals, wealth, sophistication and manipulation. She was out of her league. Antonio had used her. Downstairs he was talking to his real mistress, the one that made all the sense in the world.

She lugged the suitcase across the room. Propping open the door, she looked back at the report on the floor. She hesitated then scooped up the incriminating pages. She’d need the evidence.

‘Cara?’ Antonio stood in the doorway. He looked from her eyes to the suitcase and back to the pages in her hand. His smile dropped. ‘What are you doing?’

She looked into the eyes of the man she loved. The man who’d given her life passion, fire and ecstasy while he betrayed her so completely. He’d taken her heart and her body and would take her hotel. Her heart ached. She wanted to scream, to pound his chest, to make him the man she thought he’d become.

Instead she blinked back hot tears. She walked bolt upright to the door and seized the handle of her case. ‘Leaving.’

As Sienna pushed past, Antonio grabbed her arm.

‘It’s not what you think,’ he said, mentally kicking himself. Why hadn’t he told her about the Plaza fraud? At that moment he couldn’t even explain it to himself.

She turned on him, eyes glittering in defiance. Her cheeks flushed bright. ‘Oh, I think it’s exactly what I think,’ she said, her eyes hollow with disappointment. ‘You plan everything. A few months of fun with me while my hotel drowns in debt. Even with a reprieve on the loan payments, Brad’s report shows I’d be broke within the year. Planned to perfection.’ Her voice wavered, heavy with bitterness.

‘How can you believe I’d do that to you?’ But even as he spoke, he knew exactly why she would believe it. He’d forced her into deceiving his own family. She’d have no doubt about his ability to swindle her, a relative stranger, out of her hotel.

‘You can’t go,’ he said, the idea tearing at his insides. ‘I’m not that kind of man.’ His fingers encircled her wrists. He wouldn’t let her leave. ‘Please, Sienna . . .’

Antonio held his breath through the long, brittle silence.

‘You’ll always be that man.’ The pain in her face broke his heart.

She pulled free. He stood frozen, staring after her. The lift doors opened and she disappeared.

He fell back against the wall. The seconds ticked by, but it could have been minutes. The lift opened, his heart leapt. He ran down the corridor. Sergio emerged from the lift. Antonio looked past his uncle, hoping against hope Sienna was with him.

‘Sienna?’ he said, gripping his uncle by the shoulders. ‘Have you seen her?’

‘I’ve seen enough to know that you are not deserving of the Moretti name,’ the old man said, shaking himself from Antonio’s grip. Antonio’s gaze flashed to his uncle’s face. For the second time, disgusted disappointment burned back at him.

‘Mistresses, shotgun weddings, illegitimate children . . .You bring disgrace upon the family with everything you do.’ Sergio stood, his old face shattered in shame.

‘Zio, I’m sorry. I don’t have time for this,’ he said, trying to move past his uncle. He had to find Sienna before . . .

Sergio gripped his arm with surprising force. ‘You will listen to me,’ Sergio said, his voice strangled. ‘This life you lead, do you think your parents would have been proud? Do you think Rosa and I are ignorant about why you came here?’ he said, his voice cracking. ‘Rosa wanted to believe . . .’

Antonio stared into Sergio’s tired, proud eyes.

Sergio shook his head sadly. ‘You have no honour.’

‘Zio . . .’ Antonio began, but what could he say? He was everything his uncle accused him of and more. He was right. His parents would be horrified at the things he’d done.

He slid from Sergio’s grip. Why would Sienna love him? Why would anyone love him? Nausea gripped at his stomach. Sienna was right to leave. He only knew one way – to use people for his own ends. Sienna deserved more.

‘You will never get your hands on this hotel.’ The words were cold and exact.

Antonio barely heard them. He watched the old man walk slowly away. Strangely, winning the Villa Paradiso seemed unimportant.

He leant heavily against the wall. Without Sienna, nothing seemed important. He closed his eyes. She’d been so happy this morning, the wind in her hair, laughter in her face . . .

He bolted upright. What was he doing? He didn’t know whether to laugh hysterically or cry. Suddenly everything was so clear. His life was nothing without Sienna. Everything turned to hell without her. He didn’t need to shut himself away from the world – he needed Sienna. Sienna was his path back to a real life, to happiness – to love.

He froze. The air shot from his lungs.

I love her.

He ran and hurled himself down the five flights of stairs just as he’d done as a child.

I love her!

Racing through the lobby, he was vaguely aware of Sergio discreetly comforting Rosa behind the reception desk. He’d make that right later. Breaking out into the afternoon light, he looked wildly around the gardens. Nothing. He ran to the pier, the rose garden and then back towards the hotel. Breathing hard, he wiped the sweat from his face.

A flash on the hill road out of town caught his attention. His Maserati disappeared from sight, Sienna at the wheel.



Chapter Twelve

Icy rain dripped down the back of Sienna’s shirt. Melbourne in the winter could be vicious. The freezing wind howled up from the Antarctic and cut through the fabric of her old black suit.

The trip home to Australia had been hell, with numerous flight delays. She’d just missed a baggage handlers’ strike in Italy only to find herself in the midst of industrial action in London. It had taken her over three days to arrive. Then, half a kilometre from the Plaza, the airport bus had broken down. Of course she could have caught a taxi and charged it to Antonio’s credit card, but she didn’t want to owe that man anything.

She stopped and wiped the rain from her eyes. The modern buildings looked dull under the muted glare of the streetlights. Not a cobblestone in sight and the excitement and wonder of Italy was now just a memory. How could she slot back into her old life? Now that she’d tasted love and passion, how could she go back to the beige confines of the Plaza?

Taking the handle of the bag, she pulled it roughly up the hill. She needed to get home, to see her father and save the hotel. Trundling her bag towards the Plaza’s entrance, she noticed the driveway had been repaired. She frowned. Where had the money come from for that?

No one staffed the entrance. Due to the financial difficulties, she’d had to let the late-night bellboy go. She reached for the door, but it swung open before she could push it.

‘Welcome to the Plaza.’ Antonio held the door, his light tone contrasting heavily with the apprehension in his eyes.

Her jetlagged body leapt to attention. Sienna’s case fell to the ground as she stared, open-mouthed, at the man who had turned her world upside down. The man who’d introduced her to everything she’d ever wanted then shattered her life.

It took every ounce of her strength to pick her bag and push past him. ‘As you can see, I’m back. You and all your cronies can leave. Now.’

‘I’m not going anywhere.’

How could he sound so annoyingly calm when the tangle of emotions flooding her body threatened to overwhelm her?

‘I’ve nothing to say to you.’ She hated the way her voice wavered.

He smiled, his eye twinkling. ‘I don’t believe that for a second.’

His fingers brushed her hand as he took the suitcase from her and put it aside. For a moment she could think of nothing more wonderful than falling into his strong arms, having him hold her close. Then the words in the report flashed before her. Exhaustion. Jetlag. Lack of sleep. They were messing with her mind. She hated him. Every smile, every kind gesture – all manipulation to get what he wanted.

He took her hand. ‘I have plenty to say to you,’ he said.

She yanked her hand from his grasp. ‘What – how the contract is null and void since I left without finishing our fake honeymoon?’ Her voice cracked.

‘Something like that.’

His smooth tone infuriated her. ‘You can shove your contract! Now I know about the fraud, I can make the hotel work without you.’

‘Good idea,’ he said. Pulling a sheaf of papers from his pocket, he held them up for her to see. She recognised the contract she’d signed a few weeks earlier. Gripping the ends, he ripped it down the middle and handed her the torn pages.

‘Consider our contract annulled,’ he announced.

Okay, she hadn’t expected that.

‘And the marriage.’ She swallowed hard. ‘I suppose it can be annulled too.’

‘No,’ he said, reaching for her coat and sliding the sodden garment from her shoulders. She was too tired and defeated to protest. The familiar scent of his citrus aftershave teased her senses.

‘I have a new proposal for you,’ he said, laying her coat over a nearby chair.

‘Who are you planning to swindle this time?’ she said tightly. ‘For all I know, you planted that accountant, organised the fraud.’ She knew that couldn’t be true, but she wanted to throw every cruel word, every accusation she could think at him. She wanted him to feel some of the pain and the hurt he’d inflicted.

‘With the evidence we’ve accumulated against him, he’ll be behind bars for a very long time,’ Antonio said.

At least that was some good news, but he wasn’t off the hook.

‘So are we going back to Villa Paradiso to continue where we left off – cheating decent people out of their life’s work?’

‘Actually, Sergio and Rosa know everything.’

Sienna stared at his smiling eyes. Had she heard him correctly? ‘They know? You told them?’

‘Every sordid detail.’

‘So the hotel . . .’

‘Will never be mine,’ he said, matter-of-factly.

‘But . . .’ She swallowed. ‘Your family . . .’

He stepped closer and tipped up her chin with his hand. ‘I want to start a new family.’

His simple touch brought tears to her eyes. Another game, another trick. He needed her back and he knew her weakness.

‘You’ll have a family.’ She stepped away, determined to keep him at bay. ‘With Amy.’ Her voice choked again.

‘The child is not mine.’

‘I don’t believe you.’

‘Amy agreed to a paternity test. I received the result after you left. She confessed she’d slept with someone else. Someone she didn’t want a child with. For some ridiculous reason, she thought I’d make a good father.’ Sienna could tell by his voice this wasn’t a lie. If it were, she’d find out soon enough – with the rest of the world.

‘Congratulations,’ she bit out. ‘No burdensome children to weigh you down – just how you wanted it.’ Grabbing the handle of her case, she marched towards the lifts. She heard Antonio barking instructions and a bellboy appeared from nowhere and took her bag. Fury coursed through her veins.

‘How dare you,’ she said, her cheeks aflame. ‘This is my hotel. What right do you think . . .’

Antonio strode to her and pulled her into his arms. He laid a finger on her lips. ‘Just listen. Then, if you want, I’ll go . . . forever.’

A lifetime without Antonio . . . beige walls . . .

She wriggled from his arms. She couldn’t think straight with his body so close to hers. His smell, his touch, his voice. She missed him in every way possible.

‘You have one minute,’ she said with more defiance than she felt.

‘Not enough – I want a lifetime,’ he said. ‘I love you, Sienna De Luca, and I’ll do anything to prove it.’

It was as though the world dropped away around her. She blinked stupidly. Love?

‘How can I believe you?’ Angry tears sprang into her eyes. She brushed them roughly away. She couldn’t take lies about love. Not from him.

Antonio sighed.

‘All my life I’ve been filled with shame, guilt and anger. I blamed myself for my family’s death. I turned my heart to stone, as it was the only way I knew how to survive. I wouldn’t let anyone close; I couldn’t. I was afraid of letting them down or hurting them.’

The desire to comfort him nearly neutralised her anger, but she’d been down that road before and it ended in pain.

‘As for having children, I . . .’ He paused and drew in a deep breath. ‘I was afraid. But you changed all that. With you, whatever happens, we’d handle it together.’ He drew her close. ‘The episode with Amy made me realise that if I ever did have children, I could only have them with you.’

Sienna blinked hard but it didn’t help. Tears fell freely from her eyes. ‘Oh, Antonio.’ She slipped her arms about him. What did he have to gain from lying now?

He held her so tightly Sienna thought she’d stay melded to his body forever.

‘I love you, cara,’ he said. ‘I’ve loved you from the moment you threw me out of your office.’

A lightness filled her spirit. She laughed. ‘You have no idea how terrified I was.’

He brushed his lips over hers. ‘Not terrified any more?’

‘You’re the one who needs to be terrified,’ she said, dropping light kisses on his lips. ‘I haven’t told you how many children I want,’ she whispered in his ear.

He cupped her face in his hands. ‘I’ll have a dozen if that makes you happy,’ he said.

‘Let’s not get too carried away.’

‘Okay, let’s start with one.’ He scooped her into his arms and hit the button for the top floor.

She laughed. ‘You’re staying in the penthouse?’

‘You know me, nothing but the best.’ He walked into the lift. ‘And now I’m going to spend the rest of my life making sure you get the best.’

‘I only need you,’ she said.

He shook his head and looked serious. ‘What would have happened if I hadn’t found you?’

‘Let’s leave the past behind,’ she said. ‘Let’s go and make the future.’

‘That sounds like a good plan,’ he said.

When he kissed her, she knew all her grief and loneliness was over.




Epilogue
Five Months Later

Sienna looked across the Plaza’s crowded ballroom. Everyone chatted happily. As she caught people’s eyes, they smiled and waved. Everything looked incredible. Antonio had poured money into the place since they’d been engaged – for real this time.

She’d managed the renovations and her father had gradually taken up some of the management responsibilities. They’d hired him an assistant and everything was running smoothly again, just like in the hotel’s heyday.

She turned her gaze again to the gorgeous man sitting next to her in his wedding suit. She couldn’t imagine it was possible to love a man more. Antonio had insisted on holding another wedding, the wedding she’d always dreamed of. One where her father walked her down the aisle, where friends and family packed the pews and where every word of her vows was said with a heart bursting with love.

Antonio’s arm slipped about her shoulders. ‘Have I told you how beautiful you look?’

‘Only a few hundred times, but I’ll never get sick of you saying it.’

‘You were right,’ he said.

She arched an eyebrow. ‘Right?’

‘Your mother’s wedding dress is so much better than that meringue Mario designed for you.’

She looked down at the antique lace with its hand-sewn pearls. ‘Mum would have loved this day,’ she said quietly.

‘Your father certainly seems to be enjoying himself.’

She looked up, following Antonio’s line of sight to the table off to their left. Marco De Luca had his head in close to an Italian lady, like he’d used to do when listening intently to her mother. He looked happy. Happier than she’d seen him in the past three years.

‘Who is she?’

‘My godmother, Julia Madonsa. Her husband died of cancer ten years ago.’

Her father threw his head back and laughed. Could this day be any better? Sienna hadn’t seen him laugh for years. She blotted her eyes with the tip of her napkin.

‘I can’t believe Dad’s laughing,’ she said, her voice catching slightly.

‘Julia mentioned she wanted to see a bit of Australia. Perhaps we could encourage your father to accompany her.’

‘Are you playing matchmaker?’

‘Well, I’ve done a pretty good job for myself.’ He kissed her lightly on the lips. ‘Look at that,’ he said, gazing past her.

Sienna watched as her father stood and held out his hand, obviously asking Julia to dance.

‘You know, I don’t think Dad’s going to need any encouragement from us.’ She held Antonio’s hand tightly as her father waltzed Julia around the dance floor, his face shining with joy.

‘You did a beautiful job on the ballroom,’ Antonio said.

Sienna gazed about the room at the flowers and decorations she’d chosen with such care.

‘I know something else that will look beautiful when you’re done with it,’ he continued in a conspiratorial tone.

‘What?’ she asked suspiciously.

Antonio reached into his pocket.

‘I wanted to give it to you in private, but I couldn’t wait.’

He handed her a photo. It took her a heartbeat to register. The picture depicted the little rundown Venetian building she’d so loved. The abandoned one with the rotten doors.

‘It’s my wedding present to you.’

Her chest grew tight as she struggled to take a breath. ‘It’s ours?’ She blinked to clear her teary vision.

‘Yours,’ he announced. ‘Yours to renovate any way you like.’

Sienna threw her arms about her husband’s neck. Every day she thought it was impossible to love him more and every day she was proved wrong.

‘Antonio, Sienna.’ Sienna looked around as Sergio and Rosa arrived at their table. She quickly pulled herself together and stood to embrace the elderly couple. Antonio did the same.

‘We have something to give you.’ Sergio handed Antonio an envelope.

‘No,’ Antonio said, holding up his hands. ‘No presents. Your being here is gift enough for us.’

Sergio thrust the envelope into Antonio’s hand. ‘It’s only twice I get to see my only nephew married,’ Sergio said with a sparkle in his eye.

They all laughed, the pain of Sienna and Antonio’s convenient marriage forgotten. She and Antonio had flown back to the Villa Paradiso several times over the past months.

Antonio opened the envelope and unfolded an official-looking document. Leaning over, Sienna saw immediately it was the title deed to the Villa Paradiso. She wanted to throw her arms about Sergio’s neck, but this was Antonio’s moment.

Antonio stared at the document for a long moment, then looked at his uncle.

‘Are you sure, Zio?’ he asked, his voice choking with emotion.

‘A man who admits his mistakes and makes amends is a man of great honour,’ Sergio said solemnly. ‘There is no one better to look after our heritage than you.’

The two men hugged for a long time. Sienna reached for Rosa’s hand and squeezed it gently. Tears glistened in the older woman’s eyes. Sienna felt her heart could burst with happiness.

‘Isn’t it time you danced with your wife?’ Sergio asked when the men broke apart.

Antonio took Sienna’s hand. ‘May I have this dance?’ he asked.

‘This and every one,’ she said.

Antonio led her to the dance floor. The band played a slow-moving ballad. Sienna melted into her husband’s arms.

‘There’s nothing that could make me happier than I am at this moment,’ he whispered in her ear.

Sienna smiled to herself. ‘Really?’

He held her from him and looked at her carefully. ‘What on earth could be better than this?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said. She rose up on tippy toes to whisper in his ear: ‘Having a baby?’

Antonio pulled back and stared into her eyes, his face a picture of surprise.

‘A baby?’ His eyes glistened with joy.

‘Yes.’

As he picked her up and whirled her about, Sienna knew that her life would be full of love and passion forever.
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