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    Chapter 1


    If Nic Romano hadn’t known he was back in Italy, he certainly would’ve guessed when he stepped into the living room. Built hundreds of years before, the villa in the hills of Tuscany exuded peace and tranquility. The massive wood beams in the ceiling contrasted with the chalky plaster and the stone fireplace. The crimson sofa and chairs pulled color from the earthy tapestry scenes hanging on the otherwise empty walls.


    But it wasn’t the heirloom décor or the memories of the villa that struck him. It was the lovely young woman standing by the dark armoire, gazing out the narrow, ceiling-high window. She was about his age, and trim, yet her hips were accentuated by the skirt that lightly hugged them. Two words came to mind: Italian and voluptuous.


    Her shiny black hair hung to mid-back in waves, yet, unable to resist looking lower, Nic stared at her long, shapely legs, revealed where the hem of her ivory dress ended halfway down her thighs. Thighs that he felt the urge to touch.


    Hearing his shoes on the clay tile as he walked in alerted her to his presence. In the seconds that he drank in the sight of her, losing track of the reason he was there at all, she turned around. Wanting to plunge his fingers into her mass of thick curls and let his hands drift down to linger at her slender waist, Nic was immediately distracted when she faced him.


    Her olive skin was smooth, and her lips had a perfect cupid’s bow highlighted by pink lipstick. Yet it was her eyes that captivated him. Looking into her deep brown eyes, brought to prominence by her high-arched brows and thick lashes, Nic was lost. Though no stranger to women, this one left him spellbound.


    Taking a step forward, she offered a hand in greeting. Only then did he recognize her, and his heart pounded in his chest. It couldn’t be.


    “Niccolo,” she said, which sounded like Nee-koh-LOH. Instead of shaking his hand, she gripped it affectionately. When she kissed him, first on one cheek then the other, her perfume wafted around them, taking him deeper under her spell. The way she had pronounced his name the Italian way in a soft, sexy voice was a caress to his very soul.


    Nic kissed her back, Italian style, but he wanted to do much more. It was a second or so before she released his hand and fingered the scarf wrapped loosely around her neck. The fuchsia flowers and wash of salmon-colored petals on the silk spoke of sensuality, matching everything else about her.


    Karina Vezzoni was no longer one of the neighbor girls he teased or, on better days, swam with at the river. She had become a stunning woman when he hadn’t been looking. Living in Boston, he had missed sharing high school with her. Though his family had vacationed in Italy sometimes, it had been a while.


    “Ciao, Karina,” he said. “You look lovely.”


    Taking a step back, no doubt noticing how he was looking at her, Karina said, “How long has it been?”


    “Longer than I had thought,” he said. “You’ve really…” Nic found he was at a loss for words. His childhood friend had blossomed into a sexy woman, stirring male reactions he was unable to hide. It occurred to him that there was something slightly forbidden about that. Was it right for him to want to rip the clothes off of a woman he’d known since they were both children?


    Karina laughed. “Yes, well, you have changed too.”


    “Probably, but I’m not sure for the better.”


    Her eyes raked over him. “I guess it’s rather forward of me to say, but with all that muscle and those blue eyes, I’m sure you have no trouble with the women.”


    Nic didn’t care about that right then, as the only woman he could imagine wanting was Karina. And he had the feeling she was out of reach, though he couldn’t have said exactly why. One thing was clear: he was going to have to clean up his act.


    Shifting from one foot to the other, he was acutely aware of his faded jeans and T-shirt. On the plus side, Nic was sure the tight shirt had caught her eye, as it would have with other women he’d known. But he would need to class it up if he hoped to win her favor.


    “Do you always dress like that?” Nic looked at the leather pumps she wore, letting his eyes rove slowly up, enjoying the view.


    “What? You don’t like it?” Karina’s pout was playful and familiar. So many times he’d seen her do that. It was good to see it again.


    “Of course I like it. You look like you’re dressed for a party.”


    “Oh, that. Well, you’ve been in Boston too long. Surely you know Italian women always look their best.” She grinned.


    “I haven’t forgotten.”


    “Anyway, I’m on my way to have a late lunch with a friend.” Her eyes sparkled. “I must say that you’ve got some work to do in the wardrobe department.”


    He laughed. “It’s what’s underneath that counts.” Nic saw her cheeks flush.


    “Apparently. You can tell that to the Italian men.”


    “I am Italian.”


    “Hmph.” Her reply made him laugh again, reminding him of how little he had laughed recently. Also, that he had missed her teasing.


    They could have easily spoken Italian, but since he’d been away for some many years, English had become natural. And Karina had learned to speak it in school. Now that he’d seen her again, Nic was in no hurry to leave.


    Karina was in a hurry, though. Picking up her purse, she shrugged. “I do have to go.” It looked like catching up with each other would have to wait. “We will find time to talk.”


    He hoped so, but a middle-aged Italian woman entered the room, ending the opportunity to do so then. Karina nodded at her. “Ciao, Leah.”


    He realized that Karina was the only one who ever called him Niccolo, instead of his nickname. Years ago, he had given her a hard time about it, but hearing her say it just minutes earlier, he had liked the sound of it.


    “Tell Leah what you’d like to drink, and she will serve you. I wouldn’t want to be thought of as inhospitable.”


    “It’s a little early for drinking, even for me.”


    The cook stood quietly. If she understood English, she showed no sign.


    Karina smiled. “I meant iced tea, soda, or if you need something stronger…water.”


    “Very funny.” Nic supposed she knew about his reason for leaving Boston. “I’m fine for now. I just came to pick up the olives.”


    Karina turned to Leah. “No grazie,” she said, and the woman disappeared. “Pietro is in the grove. He is expecting you.” Karina closed the distance between them and gave Nic a friendly hug, if such were possible from such an attractive woman. He enjoyed her touch, in any form.


    “I have my uncle’s truck,” he said. “I’ll pick up the order. It seems your olives are still popular at his restaurant.”


    “They are. And I think there is some olive oil out there for you, too. It’s part of the usual order.”


    Watching Karina leave the room, Nic felt more alone than he should have. She waved her hand in a final goodbye, and called back, “Fino a quando ci incontreremo di nuovo.” Until we meet again—the same words she’d said the last time they’d parted.


    Nic took a moment to chill. When his uncle had asked him to go to the villa, he had wondered if he would see any of the family. The encounter with Karina had caught him off guard. It had been about four years since he had seen her.


    She had been only sixteen that summer, the same age as Nic. He had already been interested in women but nothing had happened between them. Karina had been pretty then, though innocently so, and they’d spent more time annoying each other than acknowledging any interest in the opposite sex.


    There had been an attraction, at least on his part. But at that young age, dealing with the opposite sex had been a skill he had not yet developed. More than anything, Nic had treated her like a family friend. And that was how he had thought of her, and also of her two older sisters. Their families had been friends all his life.


    Now the relationship seemed suddenly different. He couldn’t dream of splashing in the river with her, or running in the rolling hills of the region, without imaging something much more sexual than childhood friendship. And he thought he’d had an effect on her too, but that might just be his ego talking.


    Well, no matter. If there was any opportunity with her, Nic was sure he’d screw it up. Just as he had everything else. The likely reality was that she was with someone already. Any woman who looked that good had to be. It was worth finding out, though, just in case he had any chance.


    He hadn’t asked where she was going, not that it was his business. Likely she’d dressed to go to nearby Firenze, or, as his friends in Boston called it, Florence. There was little hope he’d run into her there, since it was a big city.


    Nic walked to the window and looked out at the olive groves surrounded by rolling hills, and a neighbor’s vineyard in the distance. The familiar scene took him back to an earlier time, a happier time. It surprised him to realize how much he had missed it.


    If anyone else was around, there was no evidence of it. The rambling villa was silent, and though he would have liked to stay, Nic made his way down the back steps to find Pietro and the order he was to pick up. The springtime sun seeped into him, replacing the edge of his depression with a tinge of warmth, but not nearly enough to conquer his inner demons.


    The good memories he had were always of the Tuscany region where he had grown up. And life had seemed as it should, as it so often did in childhood. Then they’d left. And though his parents had returned a couple of times for vacation, it had never been the same.


    Nic walked to the open work area, a high A-frame wood-beamed roof over a stone floor with stairs to lower levels. Along one wall, he spotted the stacks of red crates used for moving olives. There was a scale for weighing each crate, and stacks of parachute-type pieces of fabric to place under the olive trees to catch the olives during picking done months earlier.


    The pickers got a share of the olive oil for their families, which they got in November at harvest time and relied on for the year. They would mark their name on a crate and get credit for the weight they picked. Nic had done that a few times with other locals. His family hadn’t needed the supply, so he usually gave it to one of the other workers, but kept a bottle or two for himself.


    Pietro Fonti entered and walked toward Nic. He was the manager of the grove operations, though Nic didn’t know him. He’d learned the manager was fairly new. The gray pants and a thin sweatshirt he wore were dusty, a sign he’d just come in from work in the grove. His short, dark hair poked out at the rim of his knit cap.


    “Ciao.” The manager offered to shake hands, and Nic accepted, though the man’s dark eyes lacked friendliness. Maybe it was that Nic was unfamiliar, or that he was too busy for social niceties.


    He handed over several jars of brine-cured black olives, used in antipasto, and a few bottles of oil. Seeing that the items on the order were accounted for, Pietro nodded and lifted one hand. “Arrivederci.” He headed back to the grove, and Nic hopped into the truck. Before leaving, he looked up at the villa perched atop a knoll, the brick walls old but sturdy.


    It wasn’t a long drive back to his uncle’s restaurant, but Nic extended it by going slowly, gazing at the countryside. It was beautiful in May. The striations of color of the rolling hills ranged from dark green to light, and even yellow. It gave Nic a sensation of having space, something that it seemed he needed, though he hadn’t thought of it before.


    He passed vineyards and other groves along the way, spotting villas and farmhouses nestled among the trees. The country road wound up hills and through small valleys, taking him back to the city. At least it was Firenze and not Boston.


    The olives and the bottles of oil were retrieved by one of the kitchen staff at Luca’s Trattoria, his uncle’s restaurant. Luca Romano was his father’s older brother, but other than the dark hair and eyes, they were nothing like each other. Luca and his wife, Christina, had seemed sincerely glad to see him when he’d arrived two days earlier.


    Although they did know that he was trouble. His father, Marco Romano, a distinguished physician in Boston, would have made that clear. He certainly had to Nic. Not that he hadn’t had reason. He did. Still, it was good to be with his aunt and uncle for a while, and away from his parents.


    Luca was busy overseeing the restaurant operations when Nic stepped inside. The place was packed with foreign students and locals, as well as tourists looking for a fresh, authentic dining experience. As owner and chef, his uncle accommodated them with his traditional Italian cuisine. Some trendier items had been added to the menu. But Luca had proudly stated that the spaghettini alla cecco, sauced with fresh tomatoes from his aunt’s garden, lots of garlic, and thin-sliced artichokes, remained the most popular dish.


    That day the place was buzzing, either from the late lunch crowd or those seeking an early dinner. Customers filled the front patio out on the sidewalk, chatting away while eating and drinking under the red awning. Nic waved at his uncle, who smiled but returned quickly to a conversation he was having with a customer.


    Part of the deal was that Nic would help in the restaurant, but no one had had the time to fill him in on his duties. He didn’t see his aunt anywhere, and his uncle was too busy to deal with it. That was okay, though. Arriving in Firenze had removed Nic from his environment, but it couldn’t separate him from his personal issues.


    It has been his father’s attempt to get him to reform. The thinking was that his friends were a bad influence on him. It had to be, because the son of Doctor Romano couldn’t possibly just be a fuck-up. So the plan was to send him back to Italy to spend some time away, and to think things over. “Shape up” is what his father meant.


    But Nic had friends in Firenze too. At least, he’d had them four years ago. Some of them must still be around. He’d really lied earlier when he had said it was too early for him to drink. All day he’d needed a drink, and the urge was strong. Especially after seeing Karina, for reasons he couldn’t fathom. And because he couldn’t escape the feeling that he really didn’t fit in anywhere.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    Karina walked down the stone-paved street to Marisol’s, the shoe store where her friend worked. She’d been friends with Fiona Conte since she could remember. They were the same age and had gone to school together. The family-owned shop was named after her mother. Her parents had been in the business for years.


    A little bell rang when she entered, and Fiona looked her way. She was just finishing up with a customer, so Karina drifted over to the shoes. Not that she didn’t have plenty of shoes. Frequenting the shop as she did, there was an entire shelf of them in her closet, just from Marisol’s.


    The red patent kidskin-leather shoe she picked up had a silver lining and a spiked heel. A card said they were high-quality leather, made by master Italian shoemakers. The leather felt soft and the spiked heels were sexy.


    Fiona walked over and stood next to her. She wore a sleek skirt with a silk blouse. Her tiny gold earrings shimmered when she moved. Tossing her long dark hair behind her shoulders, she smiled. “Want to try them on?”


    Karina looked over at her and did not return the shoe back to the shelf. Being with her friend made her feel good. She’d always thought Fiona’s dark eyes and heart-shaped face gave her a perky look. And she had a tiny dimple on her left cheek that the guys always found adorable.


    “I dare not. You know I’ll probably buy them.”


    Giving a shrug, Fiona took the shoe from her. “Why not? Let me see if we have your size. The red will be stunning on you.”


    Resisting shoes, or fashions for that matter, was not Karina’s strength. She plopped into a chair. “Okay, but hurry. I’m hungry.”


    Her friend went to the back, leaving Karina to stare at the lovely shoe. Really, she shouldn’t buy it. Since her father had died, finances were somewhat stressed. Concessions had to be made. But shoes? She didn’t think she could pass up the spiked heels.


    As Fiona had said, they looked stunning. Once she tried them on, Karina had to have them. She needed to be strong; her family counted on her. But she did have her weaknesses. “Okay, ring them up. Then let’s get out of here.”


    They chose a local restaurant, one that Karina preferred. The earth-colored tile floor and sunny yellow walls made her spirits rise just upon entering. And the food was fabulous.


    After settling at a lace-covered table along the wall, they placed their orders. For Karina it was a sort of everything-you-can-assemble seafood soup, one of the specialties. And Fiona ordered her favorite: tagliata, thinly sliced beef served with arugula.


    The server poured vino rosso della casa, the house red wine. In Tuscany, you could never go wrong with that choice. The narrow restaurant was bustling, but customers at the tables weren’t rushed. Eating was social, a time to visit with friends and family.


    Karina sipped her wine. “When do you have to be back?”


    Fiona shook her head and took a gulp from her glass. “Papà said I could go. They can handle it this afternoon. So, after lunch we can go shopping.”


    “I just spent my money on those shoes.”


    Her friend laughed. “You can look, though. And I need help finding a dress.”


    Karina crossed her legs and leaned back. “You have as many dresses as I do shoes.”


    “What’s your point?”


    They laughed together. Speaking English was normal for them. After all, Fiona dealt with tourists daily and was fluent. Though sometimes they’d get carried away and slip into Italian.


    “Dario loves you already, in every one of the dresses you own,” Karina said.


    “Maybe so, but he can always love me more.”


    Karina was fond of Dario Lamberti, her friend’s adoring boyfriend. He was a couple of years older than they were, and soon to graduate from the University of Florence.


    Savoring another sip of wine, she asked: “Any word from him?”


    “All the time. He calls me so much, I wonder how he gets any studying done.” Fiona laughed.


    The waiter served the hot plates of food, and conversation ceased while they rearranged the napkins on their laps and enjoyed a few bites of the entrees. Karina’s mind wandered, but it wasn’t to thoughts of Dario and his passion for Fiona. It wasn’t on anything it should have been on.


    Ever since the moment she had seen Nic, she hadn’t been able to get him out of her thoughts. It made no sense. He was handsome, no question. But it meant nothing to her. They’d been friends a long time. Nothing had changed.


    Except he had grown up. Very nicely, too. Why did her body react independently of rational thought? She had no business thinking of him. None at all. Yet reflecting on how he looked, standing in front of her, strong and buff, every nerve ending she had tingled.


    “But he should be home soon,” Fiona said.


    “Who?”


    Shaking her head, she said, “Dario. Who else?”


    “Oh, good.” Karina knew that Fiona really missed him. Though they texted incessantly, it wasn’t the same as being able to hold each other. But while he was in school, he often stayed on campus to push through on the studying. It wouldn’t be much longer, though, and then he’d graduate.


    “He’s interning some while he’s finishing this semester. And looking for employment here to be close to his family, and to me. He’s already sending out resumes even before he graduates.” Fiona balanced a thin slice of beef on her fork and slid it delicately into her mouth.


    “It’s kind of perfect, really.” Karina had always thought that.


    Firenze, the capitol of the Tuscany region, was considered the birthplace of the Renaissance. Due to its artistic and architectural heritage, it had been become known as one of the most beautiful cities in the world. People came from around the world to see its art, architecture, monuments, and cathedrals.


    It seemed fitting that Dario had opted for architecture as his profession. For Karina, there was no choice involved. Her family’s olive grove needed someone to oversee the operations, and even at such a young age, the task fell to her.


    “How’s your mamma?” Fiona put down her fork to take a break. There was no hurry.


    Karina knew she had her full attention. They’d been best friends for so long. There was nothing they didn’t share. And her friend knew about the responsibilities that weighed on her.


    “Stable right now, which is a relief. She had a flare-up last week, but it was a mild one. It always freaks me out when her fingers turn blue or she gets short of breath. But the doctor says that is common with lupus and it doesn’t mean she is getting worse.”


    Rosella Vezzoni was only in her fifties, and it hardly seemed fair. But she had contracted the disease in her thirties. Medications helped some, but stress reduction was very important. Another reason that Karina needed to keep the family business running smoothly.


    As if reading her mind, Fiona said, “It’s good that you have Pietro.”


    “He showed up at just the right time. I couldn’t do this without him. There’s no way I can directly manage the olive grove.” Karina did feel lucky to have found him right after their last manager had retired.


    Fiona finished her glass of wine and poured more, topping off Karina’s while she was at it. She speared some arugula and washed it down with a gulp of her refill.


    “You’ll never guess who I saw today.” Even saying it made Karina’s pulse quicken.


    “Tell me. Who?”


    “Niccolo Romano.”


    “Ah, he’s back. I didn’t know when. His uncle had told you he was going to be here…for a while, right?”


    She nodded. “Not sure how long.”


    “Yeah, his aunt is friends with Mamma. It seems he has been bumming around since he graduated high school, living with his parents, not working,” Fiona said.


    Holding her glass in her palms, Karina stared at the deep red wine. “And he’s a drunk.” She looked up. “Can you be a drunk when you are only twenty?”


    Fiona laughed. “Probably. Drugs too, or just the booze?”


    “No data. I guess his uncle wants to give him a chance, and not say too much bad about him. But it must be awful if his father sent him away.”


    “Why do you say that?”


    “Because his father is practicing medicine in Boston now. He’s become well known since he left Firenze. And it was always thought that Nic would follow in his footsteps and become a doctor too. But Nic refused to go to college.”


    Fiona raised her eyebrows.


    “Yes, I talked to his aunt too. Nic isn’t too keen on living up to his father’s plans for him. It’s a shame, though.”


    “What makes you say that?”


    “He was always so smart. Remember in school?”


    Fiona laughed. “A smartass, as I recall.”


    “No argument.”


    Shoving her plate to the side, Fiona said, “So, are we having dessert?”


    “Better not. I’m doing three spin classes a week now. I can’t afford the calories. I have to fight putting on weight. But you don’t. So go ahead. If you want it, we have time.”


    “I’m kind of full. Let’s finish our wine and go shopping. That burns a lot of calories, right?”


    Karina giggled at her friend’s lighthearted view of fitness. “I wish.”


    They ended up leaving some of the wine and just paying the bill. Fiona led them to a brick courtyard shopping area, housing the Gucci and Prada outlets. “It’s probably out of my price range,” she said. “But sometimes they have great deals.”


    As it turned out, the perfect dress was on clearance. Plus Karina found a purse that matched her new shoes. “But that’s it,” she said. “I have to stop buying.”


    Fiona laughed. “Not likely.”


    “You’re no help.”


    On the way back, they stopped at the outdoor market to pick up fresh produce. The vendors were set up under canopies to protect their wares from the sun. Karina chose some ripe tomatoes, and the green beans that Leah had requested. Her friend picked up a few artichokes and some salami for her father.


    At home in the marketplace, they strolled around chatting with anyone they knew. Their families at been buying there since before they were born, so they weren’t strangers to the shop owners. Karina lingered at the flower stand, getting Fiona’s advice.


    “I’ll take flowers to Mamma. They always cheer her up. What do you think, should I get the geraniums or the irises?”


    “Hmm, get the irises. She will love the blue.” Fiona reached out to touch one of the bright flowers.


    They carried their wares back to the shoe shop, and Karina picked up the gold bag with her new shoes inside. “I’m loaded. Good thing I brought the car.”


    Fiona hugged her, and they promised to talk soon. “We have the gym Wednesday afternoon, remember?”


    Karina nodded. “Yep, spin class. I wouldn’t forget.” She patted her hips as a reminder of the need for spinning, and they giggled.


    After leaving, Karina loaded everything in the car, but she didn’t leave just yet. It was lonely at home sometimes. She enjoyed her mother’s company but it made her sad to see the illness slowly wearing away her vibrancy.


    She’d always think of her mother as joyful. Growing up, she had been. Life had been full, and with three daughters to care for there had always been something going on. In those days, her mother had gardened, cooked, and even knitted sweaters for the family. She’d put on parties and held private dinners.


    It had never occurred to Karina that her mother wouldn’t always be strong. Even when she had been diagnosed, it hadn’t seemed like anything would change. The inflammatory disease had no known cause, and there was no cure. The fatigue had finally gotten to her mother and she had been forced to curtail her activities.


    Then, a year ago, her father had died of a sudden heart attack. He had been only fifty-five, and no one had expected anything like that. It had been devastating for the family. Her older sisters had come home for the funeral but didn’t stay. It hadn’t been Karina’s choice to handle the family business, but her mother hadn’t been up to it, and her sisters had their own lives.


    Lunch with Fiona and a bit of shopping had boosted her morale. The nurse was with her mother, and they’d have dinner together later. She decided to stay out longer and enjoy the city. Karina had always loved Firenze and never had any desire to live elsewhere—unlike her sisters.


    The city was a treasure trove of churches and chapels. Visitors frequented Duomo, an iconic landmark with its red-tile roof and graceful bell tower. Being Catholic, going to church was a part of life, and Karina had been to all the churches at one time or another.


    More often she’d attended a local church with her family, and she made her way that direction. The small church was located in a dank, medieval-looking alley, adding to the religious aura. Karina went inside and walked quietly to one of the pews.


    She looked up at the impressive, ornate pillars stretching to the ceiling and admired the artwork and religious artifacts. All too often, painters and sculptors had been given credit for ushering in the Renaissance. But Karina knew it was the architects who first emulated the ancients by creating their building masterpieces.


    Karina was alone in the silence. She found some comfort being there, but felt guilty for resisting her fate. As a young girl, she’d had so many aspirations. If anyone would have told her of the circumstances she found herself in, she’d have never believed them.


    Now her life was about responsibility and about duty. And there was no option. Karina loved her mother, and the villa with its beautiful olive grove had been in the family for generations. To see it lost would be unbearable.


    No matter what was required, she intended to take care of things properly. Much more was demanded of her than she could easily deal with. But she had to grow up. Though barely twenty years old, she was forced into adulthood. That was the reality.


    It was better for her to face it and not wish it were otherwise. That would only make it worse. Doing that would allow her to envy others who didn’t have such burdens. It would make her long for what she would never have.


    No, making the best of it was the only way. She owed it to her father, who’d cared for them all for as long as he could. And he had continued the family tradition, maintaining the villa that was their home, and nurturing the prosperity of the olive grove.


    Then why, despite all she knew she had to do, and the duty she knew was hers, was she thinking about Niccolo? But the image of his blue eyes haunted her. And his charm drew her to him. He was going to be trouble. Karina just knew it.

  


  
    Chapter 3


    Many of Nic’s friends had moved, gone off to college, or were otherwise unavailable. He did manage to connect up with Brizio Martone, whose father had a law practice. In their early school years, they had been caught smoking behind the building.


    That wouldn’t have been so bad, but they had been seen passing a baggie with a substance resembling marijuana, and that had resulted in their suspension. Nic’s father had been furious with him, and it had cooled only slightly when it had been learned that the substance was not a drug after all.


    Brizio had thought it would be funny to fake out his friend, and had brought an Italian herb, oregano, to school with rolling papers in order to see if Nic would smoke it. The prank hadn’t gone far, as a teacher had spotted them and hauled them into the office.


    The incident had been the beginning of a close friendship fraught with escapades that had gotten them frequently reprimanded. Their rebel hearts had refused to be held in check, and over the years, the type of trouble they found themselves in had worsened.


    Then Nic’s family had moved, which ended that road to disaster. However, it had left only fond memories for both boys. Those had been good days, carefree, and a time of flaunting authority. When Nic met up with his friend after being away for so long, he hoped that Brizio hadn’t reformed too much.


    Dance clubs were not hard to find. Nic was out of touch with the nightlife there, so took his friend’s suggestion that they go to Space Electronic on the outskirts of the old center. The moment they arrived, Nic felt at home with the industrial feel of the place and the loud techno music. Rowdy patrons filled the spacious, dark dance floor.


    The pounding electronic music boomed in the cavernous, warehouse-like space. Metal rafters and hefty speakers hung over the floor packed with casually dressed dancers. There was a downstairs lounge, a hangout where socializing and hooking up with partners took place. But the real action was with the hordes upstairs.


    Brizio motioned that they should go down the stairs, and Nic nodded. On the way to the lower level, he said, “There’s a crowd that hangs out here. I’ll introduce you around.”


    It wasn’t much quieter downstairs, but at least they could talk. His friend brought him up to speed on the club scene. “Don’t lose that drink card. You pay at the end, and if you don’t have the card there is a hefty fine.”


    Nic slipped the card into his back pocket. “Do you see anyone you know?”


    “I’m looking. It is a weeknight, but we should run into a couple of people, I think.”


    When Brizio looked down the bar, scanning for friends, a sharply dressed woman with long, dark hair flashed him a smile. Women had always found Brizio handsome. He had dark, wavy hair that defied control, and slate-gray eyes that had them swooning as soon as he looked their way.


    “I’ll be back,” he said, and headed in the woman’s direction.


    Left alone, Nic stepped up to the bar and ordered a draft beer. He started with something lighter, intending to keep the evening under control. Maybe. The good thing about Italy was that the legal age for drinking was lower.


    At eighteen, it was okay to both buy and sell alcohol. Drinking wine was a part of the culture, and Nic knew that, even as young as fourteen or fifteen, it was okay to drink in restaurants, as long the purchase was made by someone over sixteen.


    That would make it easier for him, and that part he liked. The bartender stamped his card, and Nic stuffed it back into his pocket. He made his way back up the stairs and stood next to the wall to watch the crowd, leaving his friend to pursue his conquest.


    Emerald-green and lavender lights illuminated the dancers, giving the place a party atmosphere. The DJ was up on a stage, and at each end were scantily dressed performers behind low metal barriers. They moved to the electronic beat.


    The beer tasted good, and Nic gulped it down then returned to the bar for another. A woman with straight brown hair, bluish eyes, and lots of makeup leaned on the counter and said, “Un altro.” She held up her glass and the bartender nodded when he saw her.


    It seemed she was getting a refill on what she’d had before. Noticing Nic’s gaze, she looked at him and smiled. In her tightly fitted silver dress, balancing on high heels, she was attractive.


    Nic smiled back and said, “Ballere?”


    She nodded, accepting his offer to dance. And that was how the night went. His partner proved to be a good dancer, though, with the loud music and alcohol consumption, he failed to get her name.


    The beers went down easily, and Nic followed it with something stronger. Eventually, Brizio made it to the dance floor, but when he got bored with the place, he suggested they move on. Though Firenze was known for such cultural highlights as art and architecture, when the sun went down, Nic learned it was the bustling clubs that kept the city alive.


    Nightlife in Firenze wasn’t seasonal. According to his friend, it thrived every month of the year, partly due to all the students studying abroad but in no small measure supported by the locals. It turned out club hopping was easy on foot due to the compact layout of the city.


    Along the way, Nic lost track of exactly which establishments they frequented, whom he danced with, or how much he’d had to drink. He fell easily into the lifestyle that he was used to; being in a different country wasn’t relevant.


    Brizio was also in his element. Later that evening he did see plenty of friends, and introduced Nic. Not that Nic would remember any of them the next day. Nor did he recall their names that night, either.


    But nobody cared. Everyone was there to party and dance, which suited Nic just fine. Lost in a haze of alcohol and music, his mind shut out anything that was a downer. Nothing else did that quite as well, and he was sure he was going to like the club scene.


    Though he didn’t remember the trip home, Nic recalled that Brizio dropped him off at the small building at the back of his uncle’s home. It was a guest cottage of sorts where Nic would stay while living with his aunt and uncle.


    “Addio, amico mio,” Brizio said, and gave him a pat on the shoulder. Goodbye, my friend: It was the last thing Nic remembered before falling onto the sofa into an alcohol-induced state of unconsciousness.


    *****


    Sheer green fabric did little to block the sun streaming through the window. When Nic opened his eyes, he didn’t know what he was looking at. Then he remembered he was in Italy, at his uncle’s place.


    His head pounded and his mouth was dry. In general, he felt like hell. From sleeping on the worn sofa, he was stiff. When he sat up, a bout of queasiness struck. Not a good start to the day. But then, it was to be expected after drinking himself into a stupor.


    The leather sofa squeaked when he rose from it. Still dressed from the night before, he shuffled to the bathroom, stripped, and got into the shower cubicle. The first water spray was cold, snapping him awake, but it soon warmed up.


    After washing, he stood under the hot water until it cooled, forcing him to get out. He dressed slowly, since his body was heavy and every motion was cumbersome. It would do no good to vow not to drink so much again. He’d tried that before but had never stuck to the promise.


    When he looked presentable, Nic went to the main house, wondering what waited for him there. On the kitchen table was a note, and beside it was a croissant on a plate near a jar of jam. He picked up the paper: See you at the restaurant.


    Work wasn’t something he was looking forward to. Especially not in the shape he was in. Then he spotted the espresso maker. Exactly what he needed, badly. He grabbed the container of coffee beans and dumped some into the grinder.


    In one way, Nic was one hundred percent Italian and would always be, no matter where he lived. For an Italian, coffee is an utter necessity. It is considered essential, and without its presence all aspects of civilization would fall to pieces.


    And Nic agreed. He’d give up his cell phone, pizza, and even his privacy. But not his coffee. That had to stay. And he savored the whole process, noting the beans were lightly roasted and not oily. While it brewed, he breathed in the life-giving aroma.


    Only after two shots did he feel halfway human again. But halfway was as good as it was going to get right then. He hadn’t checked the time yet. No doubt it was late, and he had been expected at work much earlier.


    After placing the tiny cup in the sink, Nic left and headed for the restaurant. He checked his cell phone. No messages. It was late morning. If he hustled he could arrive in time to help with the lunch customers.


    Though he walked directly to Luca’s, it felt like he was in slow motion. The caffeine had raised his heartbeat, but that had not yet affected his limbs, which still felt like lead. With his head feeling twice its size and his vision a bit fuzzy, Nic entered the restaurant from the back entrance.


    The noise in the kitchen sent shooting pains to his temples, and he rubbed the back of his neck. His aunt entered through the double doors and, seeing him, shook her head. Certainly his puffy eyes gave him away. Though his late arrival would have been enough of a clue.


    Christina’s brown eyes were kind, yet her look admonished him for his wayward behavior. His aunt was only in her thirties, and with her long brown hair in soft curls, she was attractive. It made Nic feel bad that he’d already let her down, because she had always been nice to him.


    Leaning close, she greeted him with a hug and a kiss on each cheek. “You better get out there and see what your uncle needs.”


    The dining room was already packed with customers talking and laughing. Waiters were moving quickly from table to table, taking orders or delivering food. It smelled good, but Nic’s stomach rebelled at the thought of eating.


    His uncle spotted him and came over. Wasting no time with an affectionate greeting, he just put his hand on Nic’s arm and said, “Finally. You can help with lunch. Go see Alphonse in the kitchen. He will give you instructions. There is much you can do to assist with food prep.”


    With that, Luca turned to greet one of the customers he clearly knew well, leaving Nic to pursue his task. There was no mention of his late-night activities, or his tardy appearance to work. For that Nic was grateful, as he didn’t feel up to dealing with it.


    The kitchen was crowded with the staff assigned to various stages of meal preparation, and the servers coming in and out. It was spotlessly clean, considering all the activity. The red tile floors were covered with rubber mats, and all the appliances as well as the work stations were stainless steel.


    Nic hadn’t remembered it being so modern. Then he recalled his aunt saying they’d been able to upgrade recently. It was good to see Luca’s buzzing. His uncle had worked hard for years, and certainly deserved his success.


    In Italian, Alphonse assigned tasks to Nic and pointed out the utensils or equipment he would need. Only the easy steps were his to start with: chopping onions, slicing tomatoes, or cleanup to help the rest of the crew.


    Nic put on his apron and set to work. Forgetting about his hangover, he fell in with the rest, working furiously and shouting back and forth in Italian. There was no opportunity to think about his problems, or time to spend regretting the past.


    It was all about work, good food, and serving the customers. The hours flew by, and when Nic took his break, he ate with gusto. The hollow feeling in his stomach had turned to raging hunger, and it struck him that he hadn’t eaten dinner the night before.


    When his shift was over, Nic went home to change. It was still light outside, so he dressed in shorts and took off on a jog. He needed to clear his head and he needed the exercise. In the morning, he’d find a gym to join. It had been too long since he’d lifted weights and he couldn’t let that pattern continue.


    Heading west along the Arno River, he decided to run back and forth over the bridges that spanned it, then back to town. Working up a sweat and getting his blood pumping would eliminate the effects of his partying.


    Others with the same idea walked along the paths. He passed residential sections as well as tourist areas, and saw numerous visitors on the bridges snapping photographs. The river flowed right through the city, and as the sun vacated the sky it glimmered on the placid water, a scene so often replicated in paintings.


    Breathing hard, he crossed the river a final time and started up the long, curved road to Piazzale Michelangelo on a hill facing the city. At the top, he trotted over to the wall and looked out at the eggshell-hued buildings and terracotta roofs. The city was bathed in a gauzy light the color of ripe peaches.


    Firenze was romantic. Gazing at the city below, and at the bridges where so many lovers had confessed their feelings, Nic couldn’t help but think of Karina. It had been a welcome sight to see her—even more, because she was so ravishing.


    He’d known that he would see her again when he returned. Was that one reason he had so willingly agreed to stay with his uncle? The possibility existed. When his family had last been to Tuscany and he’d spent time with her, there was a moment he remembered vividly.


    By the river in the early light, they’d gone for a jog, as he just had. Laughing and sweating, they’d stopped to look at the very view he now observed. Her dark hair had fallen around her shoulders, and her slender legs had looked their best in the shorts she wore.


    Nic had nearly kissed her. But he hadn’t been brave enough. She probably hadn’t been aware of his intentions. Before he could act on his impulse, Karina had laughed, her eyes sparkling.


    “I’ll race you back,” she had called, before running away.


    That had been his only opportunity. Nothing had ever been said. Likely it was his secret, and not something she held dearly in her memory, as he did in his. Would she think him silly to feel as he did? After all, such an act would change how they viewed each other.


    Something about it seemed so taboo, making it all the more enticing. Yet Nic knew that, given a chance, he would follow through with what he had wanted long before. If only he knew how she felt.


    Even thinking that way, Nic was certain it was all a delusion. Surely she was involved in a relationship. And even if by some miracle she wasn’t, he had no right to taint her purity. Plus, when she knew the kind of man he was, he’d be lucky to keep her as a friend.


    Though he knew it was unwise, Nic still imagined being with her, there on the bridge. Only this time being close and holding her in his arms. And tasting the sweet kiss that fate had deprived them of on that day he seemed unable to forget.

  


  
    Chapter 4


    Low-hanging early-morning clouds turned the sky a grayish blue and darkened the landscape. The thick rows of grapevines were bright and healthy, thriving from the care given to them. Wide strips of yellow-brown dirt separated the even lines of green supported by twisted rootstalk, a work of art painted by nature and assisted by man.


    Karina snapped more pictures of the scene before the sun rose higher, changing the palette. As she often did, she had risen early to capture views that were only possible before light fully illuminated the rolling hills. Holding the camera at her side, she sighed.


    Breathtaking was the only way to describe it, and though she had lived in the region her entire life, Karina never ceased to be amazed at what she saw. Drinking in the beauty before her, she hoped her pictures would do justice to what she witnessed.


    Though she considered herself amateur, the country, culture, and people of Italy were the reason she was a photographer. As a child, Karina had taken snapshots of all that surrounded her. Her father had purchased a camera for her, and she had nearly worn it out with her enthusiasm for pictures.


    Since then, she had upgraded her equipment many times, always striving to better recreate the wealth of natural phenomena around her. Whether it would ever evolve into a suitable career, she didn’t know. Likely she wouldn’t have the time to devote to such a business.


    But that didn’t stop her from capturing scenes every day. She couldn’t wait to upload the morning’s pictures to judge their quality. The best ones she would print. The photos gave joy to her mother, and she loved looking at them too.


    The air was crisp, though the day would be warm once the clouds burned away. Karina strolled back to the villa and enjoyed being outside in the morning. There was much to do at home, but she stole the early hours for herself as often as possible.


    When she got back, Karina took another moment to gaze at the countryside. After climbing the back steps, she stood on the terrace by the iron railing and breathed in the fresh air. Then Leah’s voice echoed down the hall.


    She headed toward the kitchen, the smell of coffee and spices enticing her. Before going out, she hadn’t taken the time to eat, and her mouth watered at the aroma. Leah was an excellent cook.


    “Ciao, Leah,” she said.


    The cook had dark blond hair and green eyes. Originally she had lived in northern Italy, but when her husband had died, she had come to live with relatives. That had been years now, and Karina couldn’t imagine what they ever did without her.


    Leah stopped work to give her a hug and kiss her cheeks. “Buon caro, mattina.” It was the same every morning, and her loving greeting “Good morning, dear” made Karina feel cared for. It was something she cherished, and she hugged Leah back.


    After helping herself to some espresso, Karina slid into a chair and watched Leah work. It was comforting, and though her stomach rumbled, she knew the meal would be worth the wait. They chatted, as was usual. The cook smiled about the photographs the morning walk had yielded.


    It was good to hear that her mother was going to join her for breakfast and felt strong enough to eat on the patio. Though friends stopped by regularly to visit Rosella, the meals spent with her daughter were something she looked forward to. Karina knew this, and made every effort not to miss any opportunity to enjoy her mother’s company.


    Life had taught her that losing a loved one could come without warning. The thought of losing her mother was one she didn’t dwell on. Karina stayed positive, knowing that the treatments had kept her mother’s condition fairly stable. Eating home-cooked food, such as the meals served by their cook, was vital.


    She wasn’t sure what made her mention it, but Karina told Leah of Nic Romano’s return. The cook’s eyes narrowed, which raised the question of why. The cook was not a servant, but part of the family and a trusted ally.


    “Di cosa si tratta?” Karina said. Asking the cook “What is it?” would be enough to get her talking, and so it was.


    Leah launched into a discourse that had Karina hanging on every word. How the cook knew all she did was no mystery. In the close-knit community, people talked, and it seemed those in a service capacity heard more than most.


    The details of Nic’s life in Boston, at least those worthy of gossip, were of interest. According to his Uncle Luca, as overheard by the kitchen staff, Nic had fallen into a bad crowd in high school, some sort of gang.


    Upon graduation, the situation had not improved. He seemed to gravitate to degenerates, and took to drinking. Likely there were drugs involved, or so his father suspected. Staying out late or never coming home at all wouldn’t have been as bad. But Nic was irresponsible.


    He showed no interest in working, and refused to go to college. The fact that he could have had a lucrative career did not seem to interest him. Of course, his father was at his wit’s end. He’d given his son everything, but it didn’t seem to matter.


    Marco Romano’s hope was that Nic would follow in his footsteps and become a doctor. But that didn’t seem likely. Unable to give up on his son’s future, he had sent him back to Italy. It was possible a change of scene, and separating him from his partying friends, would make a difference.


    What she had heard had not endeared Leah to Nic. She said if what they knew was that bad, it must be even worse in reality. It was a shame, since Nic had been good in his childhood years. Boston must have ruined him. But in any case, the best advice she could give was to stay away.


    “Stare lontano,” she said emphatically.


    And when Karina didn’t immediately agree, she looked right at her and repeated her warning. There was every reason for Leah to feel that way, but complying with her command was going to be difficult.


    Holding up her hand and nodding, Karina conveyed that she understood. She did not go so far as to agree. One thing she disliked was giving her word and going back on it. The feeling that Nic wouldn’t be easily ignored nagged at her.


    There was no reason to get involved with him, so following Leah’s request to stay away shouldn’t have been much to ask. But it was. Karina had no intention of letting him into her personal life unless he proved that he had changed his ways.


    But staying away when Nic would be working in the restaurant and coming to the villa to pick up the deliveries wasn’t practical. Karina would be civil and ensure that their relationship stayed on a friendly basis. That should take care of it.


    They’d been friends since childhood. She was not afraid of Niccolo. Not in the least. Leah had reason for her trepidation, but Karina was confident in her ability to keep things on the right path. Maybe she could be a good influence on him.


    The image of Nic, and how handsome he had become, flashed in her mind. Her cheeks warmed, and Karina was glad she had turned to leave the kitchen so Leah wouldn’t see. The cook didn’t miss much.


    When she stepped onto the patio, her mother was already seated. Sun broke through the clouds and Rosella’s dark hair gleamed in the light. Her Greek heritage was where Karina got her dark eyes and olive skin, though Rosella had been born in Tuscany.


    “Buongiorno, Mamma.” She leaned over to hug and kiss her before taking a seat. Her mother seemed in good spirits, though she looked fragile. The disease she suffered with was a complicated one.


    Often the joint pain and stiffness were debilitating. Worse yet were the headaches, confusion, and memory loss. Though Rosella had inherited the estate, she was in no condition to run it. That was left to Karina, who relied on loyal staff to manage the operations. But she kept an eye on everything.


    At first, her mother didn’t speak, making Karina wonder if it would be a bad day after all. But then she smiled and became animated. She began talking about the upcoming party at the villa to celebrate the olive harvest.


    The only thing was that Rosella spoke as though it was happening soon, forgetting that it had already taken place. The cooler valleys in Tuscany were sometimes hit by early frosts, so harvesting began by the end of September, though in other regions it could be delayed until November, December, or even January. The harvest had been done and the celebration was over months before.


    The early picking meant the fruit was less ripe, giving the oil the prized peppery taste it was known for. The fruit also produced less oil, making olive oil from the region harder to come by. The thought reminded Karina in yet another way of the financial stress she tried to keep from her mother.


    Less oil meant less income, and since her father had passed away, it seemed the grove missed him and produced less. Or so Pietro had told her. She wouldn’t think about it right then. If her mother wanted a party, she would have one. Despite the fact that the Vezzoni family was not as affluent as they once were, the celebration in honor of the harvest had taken place.


    Friends and neighbors, understanding of their situation, had brought food to the party. In the past, all food and drink had been provided. But the event had been just as much fun as it had ever been, and clearly it had made an impression on her mother. That pleased Karina.


    “Va bene,” she said, reaching out to squeeze her mother’s hand. She reassured her that the party was coming, then listened to Rosella talk about what they would serve, who would attend, and what they would wear.


    The neighbors had been willing to make the food a community project, and would likely do so again. She’d get Leah’s help making the arrangements. The sooner the better while it was still fresh in her mother’s mind. It would be good for her, and Karina liked parties also. It need not be elaborate, just an opportunity to get together with friends.


    While they talked, Leah served breakfast: cappuccinos with bomboloni, pastries filled with vanilla custard and dusted with sugar. It was common to eat sweets for breakfast instead of later in the day. Sipping her drink and munching on the flaky treat, Karina joined in with her mother, planning the party details.


    After the meal, her mother retired to her room for a rest, and Karina went to see Pietro. Though he managed the grove competently, she made sure to keep apprised in case she needed to step in. It was good to know she wasn’t needed that particular day, as she was looking forward to going to the city.


    Karina showered, dressed, and reapplied her makeup before leaving the villa. The nurse had arrived and Rosella would be well cared for. She left instructions with Leah regarding her mother’s dietary needs for the day, though the cook probably knew better than she did.


    Then, in her fitted dress and leather pumps, she climbed on her powder-blue Vespa scooter, which she preferred over driving the car. A headband was enough to hold her long hair out of the way. With her purse draped from one shoulder and across her torso, she was set.


    Fiona would be expecting her at the gym, though she was a little early. She could take her time. All her gear was stowed at the shoe shop, and her friend would wheel it over in its rolling suitcase to meet her in time for them to change into workout clothes.


    The colorful hills were lovely, and the sun warmed her skin. Her sleek sunglasses protected her eyes. They were imitation Gucci, but no one would know that except her. It was the one fashion accessory she wouldn’t be caught dead without. On a trip to Via dei Servi, she’d found a sexy-looking pair and made the purchase. Certain they looked as good as she thought, Karina wore them more often than any of her others.


    The short trip to Firenze was exhilarating, with the wind blowing her hair and her motorbike gliding over the hills. The return trip would be just before dusk, and Karina wished she’d brought her camera. She was going to miss some amazing shots. And the pictures could not be replicated—each day was under the same sun and in the same countryside, yet had a character unique to that moment.


    Leaning left, Karina turned down the street, looking ahead for parking. A tourist jumped aside though she was a distance away. No doubt the roar of the engine sounding against the buildings had startled him. Close to the gym, she found a narrow spot along the front of the building and lodged her bike against the wall, out of the way.


    She took a minute to look in the rearview mirror and fluff out her hair, not willing to enter a public place unless she looked her best. Satisfied, she readjusted her purse and strode gracefully toward the gym.


    Looking up at the entrance, her eyes widened. Nic Romano walked out and headed down the sidewalk in her direction. He hadn’t seen her yet. In his faded cotton shirt and jeans with his gym bag thrown over his shoulder, he looked as charming as she remembered.


    Removing her sunglasses, Karina slowed her pace. When Nic saw her, he smiled, a little too widely for her liking. And more annoying was the fact that her pulse sped at the sight of him. There was no making sense of it.


    Closing the gap between them, Nic put his hands on her shoulders and kissed her cheeks. Then she did the same. Being near him felt awkward, though it shouldn’t. He smelled of soap, which for some unaccountable reason Karina found attractive.


    Polite niceties escaped them both, and they just stood like idiots staring at each other. Finally, Nic found his voice. “I’m glad I ran into you, Karina. You look beautiful. Will you have coffee with me? We didn’t have much time to talk the other day.”


    Karina was not sure what he had in mind, but if it was catching up with an old friend, it could wait. At least until she could get herself under control. The timbre of his voice made her skin tingle, and his icy blue eyes drained the strength from her limbs.


    “I can’t right now. It’s good to see you too. But I’m meeting Fiona at the gym. We have a spin class.”


    He didn’t move. “Maybe after?”


    She shook her head. “No, I don’t think so.”


    Nic stood inches from her, and Karina had the crazy idea he was going to pull her into his arms. That was impossible. Certainly he couldn’t be feeling what she was. She was embarrassed; her eyes flitted down to the sidewalk.


    She raised her chin. “Now, if you’ll let me pass.”


    Nic chuckled, and she could have sworn he observed the emotions she was working hard to hide. “Have a good workout.” He let her walk by. “But you haven’t seen the last of me.”


    Karina hurried into the gym, anxious to be away from his intimidating look. Feelings and thoughts swirled in her head, making her dizzy. The idea that Niccolo had that effect on her was appalling. She was better than that. In their next encounter, as there surely would be one, she was determined to maintain her composure. Though a voice in her head boldly said, “Not likely.”

  


  
    Chapter 5


    Nic watched until Karina disappeared into the gym. The way her hips swayed as she balanced on her low-heeled shoes intrigued him. Her dark mass of hair moved in the breeze as she glided down the sidewalk. The floral perfume she wore lingered, and he closed his eyes, imagining what it would be like to hold her.


    Looking down at his faded shirt, he shook his head. Italian women wore full makeup even when going to the gym to sweat. They expected their men to be sharp, and Nic knew Italians prided themselves in how they looked. The clothes he’d brought were fine for Boston, but inappropriate for Italy.


    He’d have to expand his wardrobe, and quickly. If Karina ran into him again looking like a slouch, it might prove a difficult barrier to overcome. Since he was already in the shopping district and not due at the restaurant yet, Nic found his uncle’s truck and dropped off his gym bag. Parking was at a premium in the city, but he’d managed to find a spot.


    His body felt warm, and not entirely from his workout. Karina had made an impression. He wanted her; that much he knew. Yet it still seemed like fantasy. There had been something in her eyes that gave him hope—just a fleeting look, nothing more.


    If he affected Karina in the way that her nervousness had suggested, then the attraction was mutual. But he wasn’t sure. Nic was used to having what he wanted without having to work for it. He didn’t think it would be that simple to court such a lovely lady.


    In all the time he had known her, it seemed there would have been some opportunity. Not so. They had been too young then, and even though they had been friends it had meant nothing as far as the future. Then there had been the vacation when she had stirred male reactions within him.


    But she had appeared naïve about it. Had she been as innocent as she had seemed? And Nic had been too inexperienced to nurture any magnetism between them. Not so now. He intended to have her; it was only a matter of how to achieve that.


    Oblivious to the shops he passed by, Nic strained to recall all he could about Karina. She had two older sisters. In fact, Ambra must be about twenty-five, because she was the oldest and had even looked after him a few times when he was a young boy. His uncle mentioned she had attended Columbia University and now lived in New York.


    He wondered about Simona, the middle sister. His uncle didn’t talk much about her, as if there was some mystery about why she’d left home. He did say she was in Milan. When he got the chance to talk with Karina, maybe she would tell him.


    The interesting part was that with both older sisters gone, Karina was alone with her mother. Back in Boston, he’d heard about her father’s heart attack. It had been a shock. Nic’s parents had grieved, expressed their sympathies, had even sent flowers to the funeral. To lose a family friend such as Donato Vezzoni had hit hard.


    The details of how the olive grove was being run escaped him. Karina’s mother had been sick for many years. Surely she was in no shape to take over such a big operation. There was Pietro Fonti, the new manager. He must play a key role in keeping things together, as no other explanation made sense.


    Memories of their carefree younger days flooded back, and Nic felt a sense of loss. It would never be that way again. In those days, Karina was surrounded by her older sisters, and cared for by her loving father. Her mother had been healthy when they were all children.


    Nic had envied her sometimes, because he had never felt as close to his own parents or to his younger brother. There were reasons. That partly explained why Nic had spent so much time at the Vezzoni estate. He’d craved the loving relationship they had, and, by hanging around, had imagined he was a part of it.


    But that was long ago. He was no longer a child. Nor was Karina. The bond they had formed still existed for him. When he was with her, Nic felt it, and hoped she did too. Though that was part of the issue. Going from childhood friend to lover was a leap.


    Though after seeing her, Nic began to view it as natural. His physical reactions when she was near were evidence enough that what they had was now much more. He wanted it, and when she had stood only inches away, the urge to pull her into his arms had been strong.


    Would she see it as taboo? It was possible a sexual relationship with him was forbidden in her view. He would have to find out, to know what he was dealing with. Maybe it wasn’t that at all, but that his reputation had preceded him.


    The way gossip spread in the community, he had no delusion that the reason his father had sent him to Firenze was any secret. Surely she wouldn’t hold that against him. But Nic saw the likelihood that she would do so.


    Even if he overcame all that, there was still the possibility she was already spoken for. Nic felt the most disheartened by that prospect, and tried to recall if he had seen a ring on her finger. He had been so busy looking at her sensual curves, and staring into her dark eyes, that he hadn’t thought to check.


    Nic spotted a shop with the type of clothes he needed to purchase. As he scanned the racks, he tried to remember if he had seen Karina with anyone. It had been so many years it was unlikely that any guy she was sweet on then was still around.


    Though, he could be. Nic had some hazy memory of some other male with his eye on her. The face wouldn’t quite take shape in his mind, and there was no name to match up with it. It could have been his imagination. Nic brushed it aside; it couldn’t be relevant anyway. Not anymore.


    *****


    Karina walked through the gym. Men in skimpy shorts and tank tops lifting weights were visible in the main room. Several male eyes turned her direction, and they exaggerated their antics to attract her, or any other woman who might be looking.


    One guy’s shirt slid up as he did a pull-up, revealing his midriff. And a couple of other guys observed their physique in the mirrors as they lifted heavy barbells; it was more to admire their pumped muscle than to perfect their form.


    She was used to it, and took it all in without glancing their way. Karina had no interest in encouraging male attention. She made it to the locker room and spotted Fiona in the process of changing clothes. The changing room was packed with naked women strutting around freshly showered, chatting in Italian, and fishing in their bags for their hairdryer or makeup.


    Fiona sat on the bench in her G-string with her cotton top already on. Next to her was Karina’s trolley, packed with her underwear, workout clothes, makeup, bathrobe, towel, and anything else she might need. It was always a struggle to fit it into the narrow locker, but she would manage, as she always did.


    The gym was an event. After spin class, she would shower, dry her hair, shave as needed to be sure she was completely smooth, and reapply full makeup. The whole time she would have a chance to talk with Fiona. Then they’d probably go out for food. It would be fun, and Karina always looked forward to it. Well, except for the spinning. That was work, but necessary.


    Plopping next to her friend, Karina began to unzip her bag.


    “No hello?” Fiona said.


    Karina remained intent on unloading what she needed. “Ciao.”


    Fiona bumped knees with her. “Where’s your mind?”


    She laughed. “Oh, I ran into Nic again. I guess he just finished his workout.”


    “And?”


    “He wears those faded shirts. I can’t believe he comes to the city looking like that.”


    Fiona laughed. “It’s indecent.”


    “You laugh. But I’m embarrassed for him. At least he showered.”


    “And you know this because?”


    “His hair was still wet.” Karina didn’t feel like getting into a discussion of smelling soap on him.


    “Well, I’m sure designer clothes are not top priority for him just yet. Give him time. He has only been here a couple of days, right?”


    “I think so. He’ll be an outcast if he doesn’t wise up. The other Italian men won’t have anything to do with him. Or the women.”


    Fiona slid her bike shorts on and stuffed her bag into a locker before securing it with the metal padlock she had brought. “Why do you care so much?”


    Karina pulled off her dress and draped it over the bench. “I don’t.”


    Fiona stared at her.


    “What?”


    “Nothing.”


    Spin class was strenuous, so there was no way to talk and breathe at the same time. Discussion of Nic, or any other topic, ceased as soon as the techno music started and the instructor began barking commands.


    It was Karina’s penalty for eating a bit too much. The extra calories had to be worked off. Appearance was important. Nothing new. That fact had been impressed upon her since she was a little girl. She had been trained to dress well, and never be seen without her makeup. Her mother had taught her how to accessorize without using jewelry that was too gaudy or unbecoming.


    The worst thing would be to get pudgy. Karina shuddered at the thought. Maybe when she was old and gray a few pounds wouldn’t matter so much. Her family and her children would love her anyway. But to let herself go in her twenties would be a disgrace. So she peddled hard, with the reminder that every drop of sweat kept her trim and fit.


    But she was glad when it was finally over. Showering up, she talked with Fiona, mostly about the shoe shop. More new designs had arrived, and her friend tempted her with descriptions of the classy new items. Dario would be home for a few days from college and Fiona begged her to go shopping again and help her find the right dress to wear.


    Karina told her about the party and they decided on a date. Fiona knew her mother’s condition and offered to assist with preparations. They’d go grab some lunch and draft the guest list. It was important not to overlook anyone. A party was a community affair.


    All through getting dressed, and lunch after, Karina kept thinking about Nic. She tried not to, but the image of his buff form wouldn’t go away. It was going to be difficult to keep things on track if her body wouldn’t cooperate. An unwelcome giddy feeling persisted.


    She had to admit he was the cause. But rationally, Karina would not allow anything to happen. That would just be reckless, something she could not afford to be. There were more important things than some silly infatuation.


    It couldn’t be more than that. Nic had his role in her life. They had been friends, and still were, she guessed. That’s all. So her hormones raged; that was biological. She couldn’t be expected to control that.


    She could decide how she responded. And she wouldn’t act on emotion. That would be dangerous. And wrong. Romance didn’t have a place in her life. Karina had more vital matters to attend to.


    She wasn’t available. That was a simple fact. And unless Niccolo changed his ways, he wasn’t a good choice for any woman. He didn’t even know how to dress, for God’s sake. It was out of the question. If only the tingling of her skin and the warmth flooding her lower body would go away.


    Karina had to stop thinking about him. Yet on her way back to the villa, with the late-day sun making the hills glow, that was all she thought about. How wonderful it would be to be in those very hills, the same countryside she had shared with him before, with Nic beside her.


    Only now he was sexy. Surely it was okay to admit that. Anyone with good eyesight could see as much. Fine. But nothing else. Karina would be strong. She knew she had to be. Then why was her belly filled with butterflies, and why did Tuscany look just a little bit brighter?

  


  
    Chapter 6


    The following week, Karina woke up with a nervous stomach. Her eyes focused on the polished dark-wood beams in the ceiling shining under the morning’s radiance. The sun should have made her happy, and she looked at the bright window with the deep red drapes tied back to allow light in. The heavy fabric hung all the way to the clay-tiled floor, and she admired the gold embroidery design.


    It was like any other morning, only it wasn’t. Just the afternoon before, she had been walking in the garden with her mother discussing the party. Fiona had called twice a day with new ideas and more names for the guest list. The event was just a few days away, and excitement was high. Then he had called.


    He’d returned the evening before and told her to expect him for lunch. Her heart had fallen at the sound of his voice, though she knew that was an inappropriate reaction. Angelo Librizzi was her fiancé, and he was back. As much as she wanted to be glad, she wasn’t. Truthfully, she wished his business trip had been longer, and she felt guilty at such thoughts.


    There would be no early-morning photographs. Her mood wasn’t conducive to any creative activity, and she would have to make sure everything was ready for his arrival. It struck her that he was like some sort of king, demanding things a certain way, and quick to show his displeasure if they weren’t.


    She pushed aside such thoughts, knowing that he was the man and had a right to his expectations. He was going to marry her, and that was not something to be taken lightly. Karina slid out of bed, wishing that she could hide there the rest of the day with the covers over her head. But that was childish.


    Breakfast was uneventful, as her mother stayed in her room, and Karina ate quickly in order to start getting ready. Leah didn’t say anything, just silently worked in the kitchen preparing the food, though her emotions were easy to read. She was no happier than Karina about their guest, but wouldn’t say anything.


    The maid diligently cleaned the already spotless villa, and Karina fussed about every detail. Hours later, she found time to shower and dress. She did her hair in big curls like Angelo liked it, and wore a bit less makeup. The dress she chose was stylish but not too revealing. With her plain gold earrings and necklace, the overall look was respectable.


    Dread and anxiety filled the minutes before his arrival. She’d invited her mother, but Rosella didn’t feel well enough that day and said to give her regards to Angelo. The meal would be served on the large brick terrace with a view to the valley. Though the day was a little cooler, it would still be pleasant outside.


    Karina thought Angelo liked the breathtaking vista from that terrace, and hoped he’d be pleased with her choice. She looked out at the landscape and watched the trees rustle in the light breeze. The sight had brought joy to her more times than she could count. But right then she felt suffocated, as if some unseen oppressor gripped her throat until she couldn’t breathe.


    When Angelo stepped onto the terrace, she felt his presence before she saw him. Karina turned to greet him, pretending pleasure she didn’t feel. He was handsome enough with his dark, wavy hair and deep brown eyes. His hair had grown, and stray wisps dusted against his collar. That day he wore gray slacks and a light blue shirt that hung stylishly on his lean body.


    Karina thought of him as reedy, which she would never verbalize, sure that he would find it derogatory. He was tall and slender, though male enough. In reality, he was good looking enough to be photographed for the pages of a magazine, and dressed well enough to pull it off. If only his expression held the warmth she looked for.


    “Karina,” he said, and stepped forward to give her the obligatory kiss on each cheek.


    “Ciao, Angelo.” It seemed so odd that they were betrothed, yet the greeting could have just as easily been the start of a business encounter. “You look well.”


    “Yes, I got in late last night but slept sufficiently. I’ll be back for a week or so.”


    He sat to eat without even commenting on the extraordinary view. Karina should have expected as much, since he rarely complimented her. Sometimes she wondered why he had agreed to marry her. But she didn’t want to dwell on that too much.


    Red wine was already open, and she filled both their glasses. She’d chosen Chianti, one that he’d liked previously. Even though he had been away for weeks, Angelo didn’t attempt to fill her in about his trip. Nor did he show interest in what she had been doing. He did redeem himself with one question.


    “How is your mother?” He spoke without looking at her, then took a sip of his wine and gazed out at the rolling hills.


    It was kind of him to ask, and she knew he cared. So it made no sense that she didn’t feel like telling him. It felt too personal and private. The love she had for her mother surpassed any feeling she had for Angelo, and it seemed intrusive for him to ask about her welfare. Of course, he was being polite.


    “Fine. Thank you for asking.” It was the most she could offer. Karina shouldn’t have felt awkward, but she did. There was no comfort in being with her future husband, because she was continuously on the alert, ready for his disapproval, and prepared to defend herself. Though she found it strange, it was the nature of their relationship.


    Angelo plucked grapes from a bunch on a plate in the center of the table and ate them one at a time. He seemed unconcerned about her, making Karina question if it mattered whether she was there or not. She shifted in her seat, wanting him to pay attention to her, yet somehow glad that he wasn’t.


    “How was Sicily?” She didn’t expect him to tell her, but could think of nothing else to fill the void. And it would be odd if she didn’t ask.


    He leaned back in his chair, looking smug for no reason Karina was aware of. “It went well.”


    Leah arrived with the main course, and Karina was grateful for the interruption. It was nice to see her friendly face, a sharp contrast to the scowl her fiancé sported. Immediately, she reprimanded herself for thinking such things. He had been working hard, and was tired from the trip; that was all.


    The aroma of the cheese- and rosemary-stuffed focaccia was familiar and comforting to Karina. She smiled. “Ah, Leah. It looks delicious.” The cook nodded to her, but didn’t look at Angelo.


    It was a more elegant meal than sandwiches or salad, so Karina had decided it would be a good homecoming lunch. The yeasted flatbread was cooked on the floor of the stone oven, and filled with herbs, olive oil, fresh garlic, sundried tomatoes, and provolone. It was thicker than pizza and the fillings were baked right into it, sort of an instant sandwich.


    Served straight from the oven, the focaccia steamed when Karina cut into hers. With her napkin on her lap, she watched Angelo take a big bite. Then she cut off a chunk of the steaming bread and tasted it. It was delicious, and she tried to focus on the flavors as a distraction from the man sitting next to her.


    Angelo sipped his wine and ate his meal in silence. Though he cleaned his plate, he made no comment about the food, which was disappointing though not surprising. When he pushed it aside, he stood and walked to the terrace wall with his back to Karina. She’d long since let go of any romantic ideas.


    With another man, she might have fallen into his arms after so long a separation. He would have asked about her, and been keen to know how she was. Little details she would share would be of interest, and he’d want to hear more. Even her recent photographs would garner admiration, and he would encourage her to pursue her talent.


    Not so with Angelo. She no longer expected it. At the very least, she hoped that one day he would admire her, tell her how beautiful she was, or what she meant to him. But such things were idyllic fantasies. Karina knew life wasn’t like that. It had never been so for her.


    She was grateful for Angelo, or maybe it was just that she was duty bound. Without her father, there was no other man to look out for her. And she had her mother to think of. If only Karina could look upon her fiancé fondly.


    Instead, she felt cold toward him. Not that he ever did anything to stir warmth between them. He made no such efforts, and it didn’t seem important to him. But he was responsible, and committed to the marriage. Karina knew she shouldn’t be greedy, and tried her best to bury any misgivings about the relationship.


    Angelo turned to look down at her, and his condescending gaze made her recoil. He leaned back against the wall and sipped his wine.


    “Have you been behaving?”


    It could have been a casual comment, meant lightheartedly. Instead, it was annoying. Angelo was never lighthearted and his questions were always barbed. Karina had to bite her tongue. The way he spoke to her, as if she was a child instead of a woman, angered her. If she let loose on him, it would blow everything apart.


    Still, she spoke sharply before thinking it through. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    He glowered at her. “I mean that I have a right to know what you have been doing with your time.” His eyes darkened. “And I don’t like you challenging me.”


    Her cheeks flushed and her blood boiled. “What do you think I’ve been doing? The way you say it, you imply that I’ve been up to no good.”


    “Well, have you?”


    She was livid. “I’ve been caring for my sick mother, if must know. But then, you shouldn’t have to ask. You know what my days are like.”


    He swigged the last of his wine and leaned toward her to put his glass on the table. “Have you been doing spin classes?” She could swear he was smirking.


    Karina stood and walked around the table to point a finger in his face. “You criticize me unfairly. Can’t you say anything kind for once?”


    He laughed. “That is kind. We are to be married. I am just being sure you will look your best on that special day. I should think it would be important to you, too.”


    Now livid, Karina could barely contain herself. “You mock me. I won’t have it, Angelo. You can’t treat me like this.”


    In an instant, his hand was on her arm. He squeezed, letting her know who was boss. Karina winced and tried to pull away, but he held tighter.


    “Don’t do this,” she said. “We can’t fight. Mamma will hear and it will upset her. You know that.”


    Angelo pulled her closer. “Then don’t challenge me.” His voice escaped his lips with a hiss.


    That was enough. Karina wrestled against his grip and managed to slip free. But before she could escape, Angelo grabbed a fistful of her hair and yanked her back, nearly knocking her off her feet. She stumbled against the table.


    Her yelp was more of shock than pain. But before she could whirl on Angelo and give him a piece of her mind, she saw something that dismayed her more. Standing at the entry to the terrace was Niccolo.


    In a split second, she took in his appearance and demeanor: well dressed and mad as hell.


    “Let her go!” Nic strode onto the patio and glared at Angelo. “I don’t know who you are, and I don’t care. Leave her alone.” The terrace seemed to shake under the intensity of his voice.


    Angelo froze for a moment then opened his fist so Karina could get away. “You have no right to tell me what to do.” He let his arm drop to his side and stood face to face with Nic.


    Karina cringed at Angelo’s smug expression.


    Nic’s hands clenched, and his biceps pumped. “I do have the right to tell you what to do, if I see you harming a lady.”


    Angelo glared back. “She is not a lady. Karina is my fiancée.”


    The words lashed out, cutting sharper than any sword could have. The look on Nic’s face said it all. His reaction showed surprise and horror. Karina looked down, feeling defeated and trapped. She looked up when Angelo walked by her, glad that he didn’t try to touch her.


    He brushed past Nic and turned before leaving. “Thank you for lunch, Karina.” His sarcastic tone was unmistakable. Then, looking confidently at Nic, he said, “And I better not see you anywhere near my fiancée again. I suggest you leave.”


    Then he disappeared, leaving emotional disaster in his wake. The airy patio was dead silent. Nic looked out at the vista like he was miles away. Inside a knife stabbed at Karina’s heart. It was a horrible way to find out that she was engaged.


    But she hadn’t had any reason to tell him before. Why would she have mentioned it since they’d barely spoken since he had returned? Now he had witnessed something he shouldn’t have. It was too late to cushion the blow.


    Nic looked at her. “Angelo Librizzi? Isn’t he too old for you?”


    Karina put her arm on Nic’s shoulder. “Let’s walk. I’m afraid my mother might have heard all the shouting. I don’t want to upset her more.” She left the terrace, assuming he would follow. The villa was quiet, and she thought it was possible that her mother had slept through all the commotion.


    Following her down the steps, Nic didn’t say a word. She made sure not to look back, as she didn’t want to see the expression on his face. His eyes had been filled with disappointment, as though he’d lost something. Though she couldn’t imagine what it was, it had wrenched her heart. And she didn’t want to see that look again.

  


  
    Chapter 7


    With Nic by her side, Karina went out to the olive grove, where she had often found tranquility. Something she could use a little of right then. Her pulse began to calm at the sight of the sturdy trees. As she walked, the grass rustled under her feet. Deep in the grove, she stopped and reached up to touch one of the narrow, finger-like leaves.


    Nic waited for her to turn to face him. It hadn’t been her intention to upset him. Though she knew he would come by to pick up a few jars of olives, Karina had understood it would be much later. His appearance had been poorly timed. There was no way to undo that.


    He looked at her, his blue eyes on fire. “Care to tell me what that was about?”


    Karina shook her head. “Not really.”


    Nic stepped closer and her heart sped. “Let me phrase that differently.” He paused. “What the hell is going on, Karina?” He spoke in a low voice laced with annoyance.


    “I’m engaged.” She saw Nic glance at the ring on her left hand, and felt obligated to explain. “I don’t wear it all the time.”


    His jaw clenched. “Don’t you think you should?”


    She sighed. “You too?”


    Nic shrugged. “What? What is that supposed to mean?”


    “You wouldn’t understand.” Tears formed in her eyes and she batted her lashes to keep him from seeing. She couldn’t take any more criticism. Angelo’s was more than enough.


    “You are going to marry Angelo?”


    She nodded.


    Nic raised his hands. “What the hell for?”


    Karina covered her face. “Like I said. You wouldn’t understand.”


    Nic pulled her hand away from her face, and his touch sent a shiver through her. “How old is he, anyway?”


    Karina lifted her chin. “He’s only twenty-four, just the right age for me. He’s mature.”


    Nic let out a single “Ha.” Then he let go of her wrist. “Not from what I witnessed.”


    It was all too much, and she began walking, hoping to dissuade Nic from asking more questions. But it didn’t work. He kept pace with her, and when they reached a small knoll he touched her arm.


    “Sit,” he said, and dropped to the ground under a tree.


    She didn’t answer.


    “Please, Karina,” he said. “Just sit down.”


    She sat on the grass at a distance from him and looked up at the trees. The grove had turned into a jungle with springtime wildflowers waist high. She stared at a patch of marigolds.


    “Why?” Nic stared at her, and she knew it would be impossible to ignore him.


    She fingered the grass. “Why what?”


    “How long have we known each other?”


    Karina looked over at him. It seemed she’d known him forever, but he looked so darn handsome sitting on the grass in the afternoon sun that her mind went blank.


    “A long time,” he said.


    She nodded.


    He looked so sincere. “So there shouldn’t be anything we can’t tell each other.”


    “Nic, you have to stop. This isn’t your business. Okay, so we grew up together. Things have changed. You’ve been gone a long time, you know.”


    “I realize that. But you are the same person I knew four years ago, eight years ago, ten years ago.”


    The tears started again. “No. I’m not.”


    Nic let out a sigh of exasperation. “Tell me why you let that asshole bully you?”


    Her eyes widened. “Your language.”


    “Oh, come on, Karina, you aren’t that delicate. Beautiful, yes. But delicate…I know you too well.”


    Did he just say beautiful? Karina wanted to share her problems with him; she really did. But for so long she had been alone. She had gotten used to it and learned to live with it. Now Nic wanted to talk about it all, and she wasn’t sure she could.


    She twirled one of her curls in her fingers. “I don’t think you want to know all this, Nic. From what I hear, you have your own issues.”


    He moved closer, and Karina felt a little too warm. “I’ll take care of my issues. But I’m concerned about you. Can’t you understand that?”


    She shook her head. “I don’t know why you would care.”


    Nic pounded his fist into the grass. “It hurts me that you would say that. You think I’m some cold-hearted bastard. Okay, the language, I know. But Karina, I am the same guy. You know me. I’ll admit, Boston mostly sucked. But inside, I’m the same person.”


    Karina wanted to lean against his hard chest and let him put his arms around her. It would feel so good. So safe. She looked away, lest she give in to the urge.


    “I’m marrying him, Nic. So it doesn’t matter.”


    He didn’t say a word.


    “Papa approved of him. Angelo is a businessman, and he’s older than I am. He can take care of us. He’d moved here that summer you came with your family. That’s how you remember him, right?”


    Nic nodded.


    “He was nice at first, and he courted me. There was no talk of marriage, and he was gone a lot anyway.” Karina hesitated but saw that Nic was listening intently. “I dated other men. I really didn’t think I’d end up with Angelo. But just before my father passed away, he asked permission to marry me.”


    Nic frowned. “What happened to getting down on one knee and proposing?”


    Karina shook her head. “He’s not that type of guy.”


    Nic’s lips thinned. “No kidding.”


    “Do you want to hear this story or not?”


    He waved his hand at her. “Yeah, yeah, keep going.”


    “So you know that Papa died last year. You have to understand how devastating that was. My mother’s condition worsened. I know it was from the loss of her husband. She was depressed for months, but has been better lately.


    “And both my sisters had already moved away. They have their own lives, and don’t plan to come back to look after the family’s grove. Or care for their mother. So everything falls to me.”


    Karina looked at him and saw that he did understand. She was glad she didn’t see sympathy in his eyes, because she hated for anyone to feel sorry for her.


    “But why are you marrying Angelo?”


    “I thought that would be obvious. He can provide stability. I’m all alone, Nic. My mother must be cared for. I’m doing my best, but still. Can’t you see that I’m grateful for Angelo’s promise of marriage?”


    Nic shook his head and looked disgusted. “There must be another way.”


    She rubbed the back of her neck. “There isn’t. My mother cannot tolerate stress. I have to keep the business going, and see to her care above all else. Anyway, Angelo isn’t always like that.”


    Nic cracked his knuckles. “I find that hard to believe.”


    “We used to be closer. He took me on dates and made my mother smile. Even my father liked him. He’s a good choice, Nic. I know you don’t see that. But I have to be practical.”


    Nic looked up at the sky and then back at her. “What about love, Karina?”


    She waved her hand. “It’s a luxury I can’t afford. I have responsibilities, Nic. Unlike some of us.”


    “That cut deep.” Nic looked hurt.


    “Well, that’s the truth, isn’t it?”


    “You mean that I’m irresponsible?”


    Karina could see that she’d insulted him. But she had only stated the facts as she knew them.


    “I’m not trying to be cruel, Nic. But isn’t that the reason you are back in Italy?”


    He looked off in the distance. “Trying to get it together, you mean?”


    She shrugged.


    “I guess. To be honest, I don’t know what I’m doing here. I’m just here, okay? But I know one thing. Angelo better not hurt you.”


    “He’s not usually that way,” she said. “I provoked him.”


    Nic’s face turned red. “No. Don’t say that. He has no right to abuse you. There is no excuse for that. I don’t care that he is your fiancé. That’s all the more reason for him to treat you with respect. And I will see that he does.”


    Karina looked at Nic’s muscled body and felt heat flow heavy in her core. She wanted him. But he was completely out of reach to her. She was engaged to someone else, and if she gave in to the urge to touch him, she’d risk everything.


    It was more than she could allow. Karina closed her eyes in an effort to cut off the attraction, but she could still sense him inches away. It did little good not to look. The trick would be not to feel.


    “Really, Nic, sometimes I don’t even feel engaged.” She shouldn’t be telling him such things, but found the need to voice the truth. “He’s gone a lot, and when he’s away I pretend he’s not coming back. That’s why I don’t wear my ring.


    “I know that is wrong of me. I should be devoted, miss him when he is away, and look forward to his return. I wish I did, but I don’t feel the way I should. That I’m unable to change. But I will see this marriage through. It’s the right thing to do.”


    Nic reached out and touched her cheek. Karina forgot to breathe. Her heart pounded and she nearly leaned over and kissed him. So badly, she wanted to know just once what it would feel like to have his lips on hers.


    She couldn’t trust herself. Karina leapt to her feet. “I should get back and check on Mamma.”


    Nic rose and gazed into her eyes. Electricity sparked between them, and a tinge of panic surged inside Karina. Just one touch and it would all be over. She wouldn’t be able to resist him if he kissed her. Maybe he knew that, because he didn’t make a move.


    She turned her back to him and headed toward the villa. Looking at Niccolo any longer would be dangerous. It would be best to get away from him, away from discussing personal issues, and away from his blue eyes.


    When she reached the bottom of the stairs, she said, “Pietro is in the shed. He will have your order.” Then she walked up to the back door. Glancing back, Karina saw that he was still standing there, watching her.


    There was nothing else to say. She’d said too much already. Once inside, she closed the door and leaned against it. Her body trembled and her heart pounded. Niccolo. If only things were different. But her fate was sealed.


    *****


    Nic stared at the door when it closed. He wanted to follow her, but didn’t. His heart was crushed; she was marrying someone else. It might have been tolerable if he had thought she’d be happy. Though he doubted he would be willing to let her go, no matter whose arms she was in.


    It was worse that Angelo was the guy. Nic had never liked him. He had always seemed arrogant. Nic felt sick that he had Karina in his grasp. Sweet, beautiful Karina deserved better. And if that asshole would berate her now, Nic didn’t want to think of how he would behave once they were husband and wife.


    But what could he do about it? Karina was trying to put some stability in her life. What did Nic have to offer? But he knew one thing for sure. He was going to keep an eye on Angelo. Though he seemed pretty confident about his betrothal to Karina, he hadn’t realized he was going to be accountable to Nic if he mistreated her.


    That was how it was going to be. Angelo was going to treat Karina with decency or he would suffer the consequences. One thing Nic had learned in high school was how to fight. If it came to physical blows, he’d come out on top every time. But Nic had also learned tactics.


    It wasn’t always a physical confrontation that was most effective. Often the enemy could be backed off before the fighting ever started. What was Nic thinking? That he would make sure they didn’t get married? There was nothing he would like better.


    But that wasn’t his place. It was Karina’s decision, despite the fact that it felt like his heart was breaking. She wasn’t always able to look out for herself, though she tried to. Maybe she wanted something so much that she didn’t see what was best for her. She needed someone to watch over her, and it sure as hell wasn’t Angelo.


    Nic would be patient, and he would keep her out of harm’s way. To that, he was committed. And he would try to behave, though she didn’t make it easy. Out in the grove, she’d looked like a damn angel with her curls, big brown eyes, and pouty mouth. Even in her respectable dress, Karina was the sexiest woman he’d seen.


    He’d wanted nothing more than to hold her, have her in his arms and let her know she was safe. But he didn’t dare touch her smooth skin. Nic would not have been able to hold back. His fingers still tingled from the touch of her soft cheek, and he rubbed his thumb over them as if to feel her again.


    As it was, he had to walk around for a few minutes before heading out to find Pietro. He was in an uncomfortable way. His new pants were tight between his legs, and he didn’t need to look to know the reaction he’d had being so near her. As soon as he got back to his room, he needed a shower, a cold one.


    It was painful to think of her with another man. He could only hope that their relationship didn’t involve intimacies he couldn’t bear to imagine. That was something he hadn’t been able to ask about. Not yet. But he was dying to know, and knew the relief he’d feel if Karina was not sharing her bed with Angelo.


    That wouldn’t be so unusual in Italy. Men there wanted to marry virgins, so maybe Karina was holding out. Her admission that she’d dated others made him suspicious, though. A woman that beautiful would have to be a saint not to fall prey to the men falling at her feet.


    But he could hope. Not that she was a virgin. Nic didn’t care about that. Only that any intimate encounters had been good for her. And he knew without a doubt that Angelo would be a buffoon. His ineptness in social interaction spoke loudly of what he’d be like in the bedroom. Skill wasn’t the issue. The asshole would be a brute, and that was worse.


    Nic shuddered. His walk became a jog, and he tried to work off some of the anger he felt. That had been one good thing about high school. If he ever got ticked off, he had always been able to find a fight, or start one, to blow off some steam. There was something to be said for using one’s fists, and it sounded pretty good right then, considering how pissed he was at Angelo.

  


  
    Chapter 8


    When Nic arrived at the party, it looked like half the residents of Tuscany were already there. It was common to invite friends and family, so it didn’t surprise him that his aunt and uncle were on the guest list. The Vezzoni estate had been the place for events for years, and he had been to many in his youth.


    But he had forgotten the Italian verve for celebrating. Shouting and laughing echoed through the villa, and music played loudly on the outdoor patios, though he hadn’t yet spotted the musicians. Tables were piled high with food.


    “You go have a good time,” his aunt said. “Your uncle and I are going to mingle.”


    Nic spotted Brizio across the room and was glad to see a friend. It had been a while since he had attended such a festive event and he didn’t want to feel out of step. Though the warmth of the people could be counted on, so he predicted he would have an enjoyable evening.


    A plethora of food was offered, served in a variety of mismatched stoneware. He knew the guests had brought some of their favorite dishes to share, just as his aunt had. Nic knew Italian food was about a lot more than just ingredients or satisfying the appetite. It was about celebrating life, friends, family, and the culture. Everyone came to relax, listen to music, drink wine, and enjoy life.


    It was all something he had seen too little of in Boston. There was no better way to witness the Italian zest for life than by attending a rustic dinner party. It was nighttime and the romance of the country was evident in the large pillar candles and the tapers on every table. Centerpieces were made of floating candles placed in a bowl of water with flower petals.


    The atmosphere was casual, ensuring that guests would be comfortable and able to relax and melt into the scene. Fresh flowers provided color to the space; sunflowers, native to Tuscany, dominated. Dried herbs were lined up in bunches down the center of the tables to bring in the flavors and aromas of the cuisine. The more Nic looked around, the more he became aware of how much he had missed Italy.


    People in the region drank wine from short juice tumblers instead of the fancy wine glasses he had become used to seeing. It was practical, as they were inexpensive, easy to store, and not easily broken.


    Moving through crowded rooms, Nic began to relax. Italy was home, and though he had been gone for years, stepping into the serenity of the villa and seeing the carefree attitude of the guests, it was as though he had never left. He fit in as he never had elsewhere. He was Italian—not only in blood, but in spirit.


    The sound of opera reverberated against the walls, and he recognized Luciano Pavarotti. It wasn’t a live band, but recorded music that he had heard. His friends in high school would laugh if they saw him enjoying the classical song. Though if they joined him to participate in the festivities, they would be charmed, just as he was.


    Open bottles of wine were placed between the dishes of food, so Nic picked up a tumbler and poured some. On the far wall was a bar offering grappa, a crystal-clear spirit made from the remains of grapes after processing, one that he remembered liking.


    Guests mingled and chatted with the bartender, likely a neighbor volunteering to serve. No one was empty-handed; each drank the aperitif sometimes mixed with Prosecco, or sipped one of the other Italian wine varietals readily available.


    Brizio was already charming the ladies, so Nic ambled outdoors, drawn by the music. The patio was filled with people sitting, standing, laughing, and even dancing. But only one caught his attention. By a long wooden table, chatting with another woman, was Karina.


    She wore a red dress that clung to her curves. The sleeves were see-through red lace, and at the top where cleavage showed, a strip of the same red lace covered the curve of her breasts. The hem stopped mid-thigh, and he gawked at her long legs. The high heels she balanced on were red leather, and boldly sexy.


    He wanted to go over and talk to her, but all he could do was stare. Karina tossed her hair when she laughed, and seeing her smile melted him. She fingered the red and ivory beads she wore around her neck and rubbed one hand over the shiny fabric of her dress. Watching was driving him crazy.


    Their last encounter had been unsettling, and he wasn’t sure what to expect. Surely Karina knew he would attend. But it was a mystery whether she would be glad to see him. When she hugged one of the guests and turned to go back inside, their eyes met. Emotion radiated across the distance.


    Then she smiled. “Niccolo.” She strode toward him to greet him as she would any guest. When she touched him, it sent a shiver of pleasure through his body. “Thank you for coming.”


    “Ciao, Karina,” he said, wanting to say much more.


    When she stepped back, he couldn’t help but notice the sparkle of the ring on her finger. His heart fell. He knew she was taken, but it still shook him to see evidence of it. He took a gulp of his wine.


    “Come see Mamma. She knows you’re back, and is asking about you.”


    Nic followed her to the kitchen. At the long center island, a woman sat talking to the cook as she worked. Rosella had aged since he had last seen her. When Karina took him over, her mother didn’t smile at first, making him think she didn’t remember him.


    Then she opened her arms to hug him. “Ciao, Nic. It’s good to have you back with us.”


    “Ciao,” he said, feeling a bit awkward.


    The cook offered something for Rosella to taste, and she was instantly distracted. Karina smiled at her, and the fondness she had for her mother was obvious.


    “Divertiti,” she said, encouraging her mother to enjoy herself. She gave her a hug and turned back to Nic. “I see you found something to drink. There is plenty of food.”


    She smelled so darn good. That floral perfume she wore was like a drug, and Nic wanted to sweep her into his arms and carry her upstairs. No doubt the look on his face revealed his intentions. Karina blushed and looked away.


    “I’m going to check on things. I think you know how to party, so have a good time.” And she left the kitchen, her heels clicking against the tile floor. Even that was an aphrodisiac. Any little thing she did or said made it hard to resist her. Whether she was aware of that, he wasn’t certain. Though he knew the charged atmosphere between them was something she had not missed.


    As good as the party was, Nic wanted to be with Karina more, and felt abandoned. He pushed away the feeling of rejection and focused on drinking. Relief came quickly. After a couple of glasses of wine, he felt much better. The food smelled good, and he decided to eat after he had another drink.


    At a nearby table, he spotted a couple of bottles of wine and grabbed one. He was just about to pour when he heard a familiar voice.


    “Nic Romano.”


    He turned to see Fiona Conte with her arm around a good-looking Italian about her age. The dimple in her cheek was prominent when she grinned. She didn’t look much different than he remembered. Maybe she had filled out a bit, but she was still too slender for his taste. But he liked her, and knew she was good friends with Karina.


    “Ciao, Fiona.” He looked at the guy with her.


    “This is Dario,” she said, and looked adoringly at her dark-haired date. “Meet Nic, a classmate of ours. He just returned from Boston.”


    The men shook hands and talked briefly about nothing important. It didn’t matter that Nic had met Dario only seconds before. He was all smiles, like he’d known him for years. And Nic fell comfortably into conversation with him.


    Seeing someone else she knew, Fiona pulled on her boyfriend’s arm and dragged him away. “We’ll catch up with you later, Nic.”


    Alone again, Nic went in search of Brizio, whom he found entertaining two pretty women. They giggled at whatever he was saying, and that encouraged him to continue. With broad hand motions, he continued telling whatever story it was that they found so enthralling. Though Nic was sure it was his friend’s good looks that had them hanging on his every word.


    Some of that aperitif sounded good, so Nic worked his way through people and around corners until he spotted the bar. One drink went down well, so he had another, and started talking up a storm to the bartender. He had been right—the server was a local, more than willing to tend bar and talk with anyone who would listen.


    Aware that he was getting a buzz going, Nic knew he should slow down. But the thought was quickly buried. He was having too much fun. Telling jokes and listening to one story after the other, he laughed more than he had in years. If he laughed too loud, who could tell? The party was loud anyway, and rowdy, for that matter.


    When he looked back, he saw friends patting each other on the back, men kissing their dates affectionately, and crowds of guests eating food. The room was unsteady under his feet, but not much. Nic could handle a lot more alcohol than he’d consumed. Or so he thought. He had lost track of how many drinks he’d really had.


    But it didn’t matter. The music had changed to something with more of a disco beat, and Nic danced, not needing a partner. There were plenty of gorgeous women there, but even the alcohol had not muted his desire for Karina. He hadn’t caught sight of her recently, though he had looked.


    In one of the main rooms, Nic had seen a group of locals sitting and talking. Likely his aunt and uncle were among them, as it was their age group. The younger crowd had converged on the patio or leaned over the walls of the terraces on floors above.


    As Nic headed toward one of the bathrooms, he spotted Angelo coming through the front door. In his inebriated condition, it was best not to have a confrontation. As long as he didn’t push his luck, Nic wouldn’t bother him, not wanting to ruin the party for Karina.


    With his head high, Angelo strode confidently toward the kitchen, not noticing that he was being observed. Knowing the asshole was there to be with Karina did nothing to improve Nic’s mood. The guy annoyed him; the blatant arrogance he exhibited pissed him off.


    Finding the bathroom, Nic went in and locked the door. He was concerned for Karina, though he shouldn’t have been. It was just a party. Surely, her fiancé wouldn’t act out with her in front of half the community. And like she had said, “He isn’t always like that.”


    When Nic turned a corner to go back outside, he saw Angelo exit the kitchen with his arm around Karina. She looked up at him, then smiled and nodded before heading to the patio. Her fiancé made his way toward a group of guys talking animatedly and slapping each other on the back.


    Taking the opportunity to see Karina again, Nic followed her out. She smiled and nodded at friends as she passed. Then she went over to talk with Fiona and Dario, who were surrounded by a small group. Her long hair flowed as she walked, and her skirt caressed her hips with each step she took.


    Nic couldn’t take his eyes off of her, and wanted to get close enough to smell her perfume. Approaching the group, he said, “Ciao.” Those that knew him returned the greeting. Karina stood to his right, but instead of talking with him, she began whispering and giggling with Fiona.


    That was okay. At least he was next to her. Nic tried to keep his thoughts in check, but it was useless. The red wine combined with the liquor had wiped away whatever social graces he normally possessed. He had trouble resisting the urge to pull Karina into his arms, preferably naked, and never let her go. Though he didn’t think anyone really noticed him or cared what he was fantasizing about, since they had been drinking as well.


    Karina talked to others in the group, but the words had no meaning to Nic. Just the sound of her voice was enough. And the way she moved so gracefully. Her smile, her demeanor, and everything about her was so sweet. Maybe he was losing it, but he was in no condition to tell.


    Without a word to him, she started to leave. Nic touched her arm, and she stopped.


    “Karina.”


    She raised her brows. “Nic, are you okay?”


    He nodded. “Can we talk for a minute?”


    Karina hesitated. “I should get back inside.”


    He looked into her eyes, finding the mutual attraction he hoped for, or so he thought.


    “Okay,” she said, “but I do have to see to my guests.”


    Nic placed his hand on her back, and she didn’t recoil. Allowing the touch told him that she wasn’t still mad at him from the other day. A day that seemed long ago, and forgotten. He guided her away from the crowds toward a quiet spot, not sure what he would say when they got there.


    At the end of a stone walkway, they turned a corner and were alone. A faint light shone from upstairs and music played in the distance. Finally, he could talk to her. It had been so loud at the party.


    “What is it, Nic?”


    Her dark eyes made his heart race. Only inches from her, the perfume she wore wrapped around them like a sensual blanket, and he could smell the sweetness of her breath when she spoke. Her words sounded normal, but the feeling between them was not.


    “Are you all right?” he said. “I saw Angelo arrive…and I wanted to be sure that you are safe.”


    He didn’t think his words slurred when he spoke, but she got a strange look on her face. Nic couldn’t decipher her reaction. He shouldn’t have had so much to drink.


    Karina’s voice was like honey, soothing his very soul. “Yes, Nic. I’m all right. You don’t have to worry.” She touched his cheek.


    The air between them was heavy with sexual tension. He wasn’t imagining it. One thing Nic knew was women, or at least attraction between men and women. The flush in Karina’s checks and the slight waver in her voice betrayed that she wasn’t as indifferent as she would have him believe.


    Nic drank in the sight of her thick hair, her flawless skin, and the fullness of her lips. The swell of her breasts rose and fell with each breath, and he began to sweat. So close. But could he touch her? Dare he do so?


    Then rationality escaped him like a feather in the wind. There was only Karina. Only her beauty. And only his desire for her. That she shared his feeling, Nic was sure. In that fleeting instant, he saw into her heart, and he knew.


    As if in a dream, Nic reached out and took her hand. She didn’t resist. Her lips parted, and the look in her eyes deepened.


    She shook her head. “I can’t,” she whispered.


    He pulled her to him. “You’re so beautiful.”


    Nic’s mouth touched hers and she relaxed into his embrace, just for a moment. She tasted so good, so sweet. He pressed to her soft lips, swamped with sensation, and dipped the tip of his tongue against hers.


    Suddenly, she pulled back. There were tears in her eyes. Then she drew back her hand, and before Nic knew what was happening she slapped him hard. His cheek stung, and the sharp sound echoed against the stone wall.


    Stunned, he looked at her and struggled for a response.


    Karina took care of that.


    She pushed him aside and walked by. “They are right about you, Niccolo. You are spoiled. You take what you want, no matter the consequences. Regardless of the feelings of anyone else.”


    Her eyes flashed anger, but tears streamed down her cheeks. Then she turned and ran, leaving Nic alone, knowing he had just destroyed any chance he’d had with her. In his alcoholic stupor, he realized he had just kissed an engaged woman. But he refused to think of her as engaged.


    Karina couldn’t belong to anyone else. With the taste of her still his tongue, and his lips still warm from her touch, it felt like she was his. He had made a huge mistake. Because now that he had kissed her, and tasted of her sweetness, Nic would never be satisfied with anything else. And his life was going to be hell.

  


  
    Chapter 9


    Blinded by tears, Karina walked with her head down and bumped into more than one person in her hasty retreat. Though she tried to escape before anyone witnessed her emotional state, Fiona glanced her way and frowned. As she staggered into the villa, her friend followed.


    Gripping the banister, she went upstairs to her bedroom as fast as she could. Fiona slipped in just before she shut the door and started sobbing. With her hands over her face, she collapsed on her quilt. There was no one she would have allowed in the room with her except her best friend.


    Fiona plopped on the bed beside her. “Ehi, cosa è successo?”


    “I’ll tell you what happened,” Karina sobbed. “He kissed me!”


    “Who?”


    Karina leapt up and began to pace. Anger seethed through every pore. “What right did he have?”


    Fiona perched on the end of the bed, and with wide eyes asked again: “Who kissed you?”


    Stopping in front of her friend, Karina hesitated, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Niccolo.”


    Neither said anything, trying to take in the magnitude of what had happened.


    “Well, he’s drunk, miele.”


    Her friend only called her “honey” when she was concerned about her, confirming Karina’s fear that this was pretty bad.


    She threw her hands in the air. “Everyone is drunk. That’s no reason.”


    Karina sat on the bed and cried more. Crying was deserved; it was needed. Her friend hugged her but didn’t say anything, knowing better than to interrupt a good sob.


    Sliding off the mattress, Karina stood up and whirled to face Fiona. “I’m so mad at him. Why did he have to do that?”


    Fiona’s eyes widened. “Why is it such a big deal?”


    “Why?” Karina waved her arms in the air as she spoke. “I’m ruined that’s why. I’m engaged. I have a fiancé, for Christ’s sake. What if someone saw us kissing? Huh? Then what will I do?”


    Shaking her head, Fiona held up a hand to stop the tirade. “Wait. Wait. Just so I understand. Were you kissing…together? Or did he just kiss you?”


    “That’s what’s so upsetting,” Karina said, and started crying again. “I think I kissed him back.”


    “Oh.”


    “Yes, now you see what I mean?” Her chest swelled with a heavy sigh.


    “You’re sweet on Nic?”


    Karina rubbed her forehead. “I don’t know. I don’t know anything. He had to go and wreck it all.” She sat down on the bed again. “I’m in a lot of trouble.”


    “Now, don’t panic. Angelo didn’t see the kiss, and if you get yourself together he will never know.”


    “You think so?” Karina couldn’t be sure.


    Her friend lifted her hand up. “So…see, it will be okay.”


    If only that were true. “No, I don’t think so.”


    With a puzzled look, Fiona asked, “What do you mean?”


    “My emotions won’t cooperate with my mind, Fiona. I’m going to marry Angelo but my heart has other ideas.” She looked into her friend’s eyes. “My life is such a mess.”


    “Yeah, it really is.”


    Karina’s laugh made her friend laugh too. “Thanks for convincing me otherwise.”


    Fiona shrugged. “How can I? You just told me that you are going to marry a guy that you don’t love.”


    “Love. That has nothing to do with it.”


    Her friend gaped at her. “You’ve lost your mind.”


    “No, I’m getting it back. One’s future cannot be based on something as fickle as love.”


    “Jeez, Karina.”


    “Don’t get me started.” Karina began to pace.


    “I know you’re jaded. And I know why. I’m your best friend. I know everything. But didn’t you feel something when Nic kissed you?”


    “Of course. I’m flesh and blood, aren’t I? But I cannot let my life be ruled by desire.” She paused. “It’s not love, you know.”


    Fiona just stared at her.


    “I have to clean up my face and get back out there.” She wiped a finger under one eye. “Angelo will start to wonder where I’ve gone.”


    Her friend stood up. “And what about Nic?”


    “Forgotten. My future is decided. I won’t give him another opportunity to pull me off track.”


    Fiona shook her head.


    “Scoff if you want, but I won’t have everything I’ve planned destroyed by a kiss.”


    “Can I just say something?”


    Karina nodded.


    “You might be making a big mistake.” And then Fiona left, ignoring the tears that burned Karina’s eyes.


    *****


    Nic stayed where Karina had left him until he was ready to face people again. When he went inside, he headed for the kitchen in search of espresso. Leah was glad to accommodate. His hadn’t been the only request, and several tiny cups were already in the sink. He took a seat on a stool.


    Rosella was gone, probably visiting with other guests, and Nic had the cook to himself. He hadn’t eaten but felt queasy. Leah looked at him and shook her head. For some reason, he thought she knew. Could she read him so easily? Or had Karina spoken of him?


    He sipped his espresso and watched her cleaning up and washing dishes. There was something comforting about it. She let him sit there without plying him with questions. When his cup was empty, she refilled it.


    Fortified with caffeine, and more sober, Nic stood. “Grazie.”


    He returned to the party and found Brizio talking and laughing with some of his buddies. Joining the group, Nic tried to participate in the discussion, but he had lost enthusiasm for much of anything. So he just listened.


    More than once he caught sight of Karina but she didn’t look his way. Once he saw her holding hands with Angelo and talking to another couple. The sight was sickening. Not only was she—as the future wife of another man—beyond his reach, but he had probably damaged their friendship as well.


    If things could get worse, he didn’t know how. Nic just wanted the night to be over, and he wished the torment would go away. Such was not to be, because even when his aunt and uncle said their goodbyes and drove him home, he felt no better. In fact, his mood sagged.


    Seeing Karina holding hands with the bastard that possessed her was better than not seeing her at all. The gaping hole in his chest was a constant reminder to Nic of his loss, and once in his cottage, he stared at the ceiling, unable to do anything but suffer.


    The night ticked by slowly, and it was near morning before he dozed off. It was fortunate that he wasn’t scheduled at the restaurant on Sundays, because there was no way he could function. Not yet. It was too soon.


    The bright sun woke him after a few brief hours of sleep, which had offered no peace. He had tossed and turned, dreaming of Karina. The worst part of the nightmare was that she hated him, and never wanted to see him again. In the end, she’d left on her honeymoon in the clutches of her new husband.


    Nic woke up with a knot of dread in his gut. Then he remembered the night before. He’d fucked up. Big time. A hot shower pounded some life back into his veins. But nothing was going to mend his heart. It hurt more now that he was sober and had to face the day.


    He planned to jog until his legs turned to rubber. And then lift weights at the gym until his muscles gave out. The only outlet he could think of for his agony was to sweat, and sweat some more. Maybe then the anger inside would stop eating him up.


    As he swigged his espresso before taking off for his run, Nic realized it was anger he felt. The anger was largely directed at Angelo for his manipulation. Surely he didn’t love Karina, because no man would abuse a woman he loved. So it must be that wanted her for some other reason.


    But more than that, Nic was livid that it seemed his hands were tied. He was angry that he couldn’t have the one woman he wanted, and angrier still that her future was in the arms of a man who would undoubtedly mistreat her. That made his blood boil.


    Most of all, he was angry with himself. If he hadn’t been so drunk, he would have behaved differently at the party. He would have picked up on Karina’s reaction sooner, and not botched it with her. Did he have to screw everything up?


    He had ruined his life. Did he have to ruin hers, too? But over the years, everything had worked against them: their age, time, and even circumstances. Along the way, if events had shifted, maybe Karina would be with him and not her disgusting fiancé.


    But they’d never been given a chance. And now they’d both be unhappy. Because there was no question Karina wouldn’t find joy with Angelo. That was the worst part. Nic was willing to suffer, if he had to for her. But to think of her sad was too much.


    To suffer while knowing she was suffering just as much was more than he could tolerate. As he took off on his run, pushing hard right away and not bothering to warm up, Nic gained clarity. Finally, things started to come into focus.


    Though he had no idea how to make everything right, Nic knew that he wanted Karina’s life to be good for her. She deserved that, and though she had a lot of responsibility by default, it didn’t mean she was doomed to eternal sadness.


    There had to be a way. And if there was, he would find it. Sweat dripped from his brow, and he ran harder. Pushing his body, Nic felt some relief. The sun was warm on his back and he breathed fast, craving oxygen in order to keep up the pace.


    Later in the day, after he had punished his body enough, Nic showered, dressed, and went out for food. As he walked down the sidewalk his phone vibrated, and he saw it was his father calling. As if life wasn’t bad enough.


    He considered not taking the call but knew his father would just call again. It would be better to get it over with.


    “Hello.”


    “Nic, how are you doing? Your mother and I have been wondering. You haven’t called.”


    The sound of his father’s voice weighed on his mood. Nic knew what was coming. “I’m fine, just working at the restaurant…you know.”


    “Yes, Luca says you are doing a good job.” The silence on the line was telling. “Have you thought any more about college?”


    Here we go.


    “Father, I really just got here. Give me a break, okay?”


    “Don’t use that tone with me. I’m only thinking of your welfare.”


    Sure you are.


    “I’ll let you know if I change my mind. But you know I’ve never been the type to go to college.”


    “Your brother just started law school.”


    As if he didn’t know. “Okay, Dad, is that all you called for?”


    “Nic, you need to learn some respect. You’re making nothing of your life. You need to take a long, hard look at what’s going to happen to you if you don’t change.”


    Hadn’t he heard the same lecture hundreds of times? “Okay, Dad. Listen, I have to go. Give my love to Mom.”


    Thinking of my welfare, my ass. Nic knew he had disappointed his father, and didn’t need to be reminded. His younger brother David was everything that Nic wasn’t. He was a good student, respectable, and behaved. Plus, he was Marco’s natural son.


    Nic didn’t want sympathy, but he had never felt loved by his father. Patrizia, his mother, had been pregnant with him when she met Marco in Firenze after he had started medical school. One day when Nic had been in his teens, his mother had told him the whole story. It boiled down to how generous Marco had been to marry her and take her son as his own.


    Bullshit. Marco never loved him. In his eyes, Nic always fell short. Nothing was ever good enough. He should be different, better, more responsible. And it was salt in the wound that David, just a year younger than he, was put on a pedestal. He could do no wrong, it seemed. And attending law school lifted him up another notch.


    Of course, because he’s your son and I’m not. Nic spotted a café and went in. His stomach rumbled and the aroma of tomatoes and spices made his mouth water. Pulling out a wooden chair, he sat down and looked at the rows of wine bottles displayed in a recessed part of the wall.


    He had thought enough about his father. It was fortunate that Italy offered respite from the incessant pressure to change. I’m not going to college, and I’m never going to be a doctor.


    “Mushroom pizza,” Nic said to the waiter, “and mineral water.” Wine was the drink of choice for Italians at both lunch and dinner. But it was a bit soon for more alcohol. The place buzzed with customers talking loudly, and waving their hands to make a point.


    The earth-toned walls, wood-beamed ceiling, and the arch over the counter, accented with brick, gave a homey feel to the place. Dishes of food were swiftly delivered to the tables as they came out steaming hot. And waiters laughed and smiled with their customers.


    Meals were about visiting with friends or family. They were social occasions, even if it was just lunch. It felt good to see the friendliness around him, and Nic knew he didn’t want to leave Italy. The future was uncertain in many ways, but he wouldn’t go back to Boston. He had just decided.

  


  
    Chapter 10


    Tuscany was a natural beauty of rolling hills, luscious valleys, and fields packed with poppies and giant sunflowers. Scattered across the landscape were many towns perched high on the hills. Montepulciano was one such town, surrounded by medieval fortifications, and vehicle free.


    Angelo planned a day trip, and they spent time away, strolling down the cobbled lanes, admiring the views. Karina tried not to imagine that it was another man’s hand she held, and another man she shared special moments with. The drive up had been pleasant and scenic.


    Stopping at the Piazza Grande, the town’s highest point, they had a late breakfast of custard-filled croissants and black coffee. It was a good start to the day. After a relaxed meal, they climbed the Palazzo Comunale to take in the stunning panoramic views of the patchwork fields and gentle hills.


    Karina had brought her camera and took pictures when she couldn’t resist. Though he didn’t say anything, she knew Angelo disapproved. He considered her hobby frivolous, and didn’t bother to look at her photographs. When pressed, he would allow her to snap some shots, but she was careful not to overdo it.


    They stayed at Camere Bellavista, aptly named for the view over the valley. The place was intimate and cheerful. Handmade curtains adorning the windows made Karina feel like she was staying in the owner’s home instead of a hotel.


    Angelo splurged and got the room with the big balcony so they could sit and take in the sight of the valley below. Karina ensured he got a separate room for her, as she had no intention of letting their relationship go back to a more intimate level any sooner than she had to.


    Once, early in their relationship, they’d had sex a couple of times. Back then, Angelo had seemed different. He was handsome and he had taken her on many romantic dates. Being sexually involved had seemed natural, though even then it hadn’t been what she’d expected. And he had been gone so much that the nature of their relationship had cooled.


    He just wasn’t romantic; it wasn’t his personality. But he was trying. The trip away was an example, though Karina was unable to warm up to him, even with the stunning views, tranquility of the town, and luscious wine. It did no good to admonish herself. Nothing changed.


    They dined late at Le Logge Del Vignola, recommended by locals. It was elegant, but not stuffy or pretentious. The waiter jogged next door to retrieve the wine they ordered from the cellar. In the background, American jazz played softly, while the servers operated unobtrusively in two-person teams.


    Before ordering, Prosecco and a sample of soup arrived at the table. The food was faultless and the service attentive, but Karina was miserable. Though she talked with Angelo as they sipped Montepulciano d’Abruzzo, she wished to be anywhere else but having dinner with her fiancé. She focused on the deep purple color of the wine, and its soft flavor.


    At least if she could have eaten and gone back to her room, she might have endured it. But Angelo had other ideas. The way he looked at her was unnerving, and he kept touching her hand. She wanted to pull back but was afraid to insult him.


    The pumpkin ravioli dusted with licorice powder arrived, and Karina attempted to distract his attention with food. She commented on how delicious it was, and mentioned the homemade quality of the pasta. The whole time Angelo rubbed her ankle with his toes.


    She wished he would put his shoes back on and leave her alone. There was no way she could outright tell him to stop, considering that they were to be married. The knowledge of what that would mean rattled her, and she focused on the liquor bottles displayed on three shelves along the wall.


    The wood ceiling and brick accents over the windows made the restaurant look cozy. But for Karina, it made her feel smothered. If she didn’t get outside for air soon, she was going to faint. She could claim exhaustion and escape to her room.


    When Angelo took her hand and said, “I’d like to be with you tonight,” she felt ill.


    Karina hesitated. Many times she had told him no. This time seemed different, like he expected more. It left her at a loss on how to deal with it.


    The server delivered small cakes for dessert, giving her a brief reprieve from having to reply. Biting into one of the tasty treats, she closed her eyes.


    “Karina, I know you wanted separate rooms. But it’s been a long time. I’d like to share your bed with you tonight.”


    It was so unromantic. No, worse. Repulsive.


    She put her fork down. “I don’t think I’m ready, Angelo.”


    He glared at her. “When will you ever be ready? We are engaged, Karina. By all rights, I should take you and not ask your permission.”


    She shuddered.


    “But I’ve been patient with you, more than you have a right to expect.” He squeezed her hand a little too tightly. “Soon you will be my wife. Remember that.”


    The romantic getaway had turned into a nightmare, and all Karina wanted to do was go home. She knew it was immature, but given the chance, she would have fled. How was she going to deal with being a wife?


    She couldn’t think about it, not then.


    “I’m sorry, Angelo. I really am. If you will give me a little more time, I’ll try to be what you want.”


    He shoved his plate back. “Let’s go.”


    In silence, he escorted her back to the room. But when she unlocked her door to go inside, Angelo pushed past her and shut the door behind them.


    He slammed her against the wall and kissed her roughly. His lips were dry and his hands hurt her arms where he gripped her. Harshly, he forced his tongue into her mouth and took from her what she was unwilling to give.


    Thankfully, it stopped there.


    “You anger me,” he growled, and cupped her breast, squeezing it hard through her dress. “When you are my wife, you won’t turn me away.”


    He kissed her once more, then opened the door and left. Karina spat, getting rid of his kiss, rejecting his taste and his abuse. Swiping her hand over her mouth, she tried to wipe away the feeling of his lips on hers.


    She went to the bathroom and brushed her teeth extra long, then washed her face with soap. Looking into the mirror, her sadness was evident, and she turned away. Closing her eyes, she leaned against the counter and struggled to regain balance.


    After changing out of her dress, Karina wrapped up in a warm robe and flopped onto the bed. She stared up at the ceiling and hugged a pillow to her chest. Then she started to cry. “It’s okay,” she whispered. “I won’t let you down, Mamma. We are going to be okay. I can be strong.”


    Sleep did not come quickly. After a restless night, Karina showered and dressed for breakfast. She hoped to return to the villa after the meal, and prayed Angelo didn’t have any other ideas. He knocked on her door, and she walked with him to a nearby café.


    The espresso tasted good, and she tried not to think about what had happened between them the night before. Angelo seemed as calm as ever, and she marveled that her rejection had so little effect on him. Or at least that he let her see.


    Karina had no appetite, and ordered a second espresso instead. She watched Angelo eat, looking at his handsome face, hoping to find him attractive, as she once had. If he was aware of her staring, he didn’t show it.


    When he was done with his food, he flagged the waiter for more coffee and leaned back in his chair. Only then did he look over at Karina. She found his gaze intimidating and sat straighter in her chair, unwilling to let him overpower her.


    Her shoulders slumped at his next words.


    “We’ve been engaged for some time. Your father gave his permission, and happily so. But you were young, Karina, and I’ve waited for you. However, on your next birthday you will be twenty-one. And I’ve tired of waiting for what is mine.”


    A tight knot formed in her stomach.


    “I want you to set the date for our wedding. And I want it to be soon. There is enough time for preparations, and no need for delay. I have to return to Sicily. But when I get back I expect to hear that you’ve chosen the day and sent out the invitations.”


    Karina couldn’t reply; no words would come out.


    “If you expect me to marry you, then do as I say. Do you understand me, Karina?”


    She didn’t say anything, but realized Angelo was staring at her. Quickly, she shook her head, wanting to end the discussion as soon as possible. Once she got home and could think, she’d try to do as he asked.


    But she needed to breathe. She needed to get out of there.


    Karina pushed her chair back and placed her napkin on the table. “I need to get back. I know the nurse is with Mamma, but I’m worried. I don’t feel right leaving her alone too long.”


    Mercifully, he didn’t argue. They packed their bags and went home. When Angelo was in Tuscany, he stayed with a friend near Firenze. So he dropped her off at the villa and left without further discussion. It struck her how little she knew about his life.


    He was often working, and didn’t like telling her about his business, saying it wasn’t her place to be involved with his affairs. She did know he had family in Sicily, and that they were also in the olive trade. That fact had established common ground between Angelo and her father. It was one reason that her father had approved of him.


    Karina entered the foyer and noticed the flower arrangement on the table. The day after they’d had that fight at breakfast, the one Nic had unfortunately seen, Angelo had sent flowers. It was a lovely arrangement, but the card that came with it said only “Angelo.” He hadn’t bothered to even say he was sorry. Now the flowers were dying, and petals were scattered over the marble surface. She’d have Leah throw them out.


    Karina checked with the nurse and learned that her mother was sleeping. But she had gone for a long walk in the morning and eaten well. After reading the novel she was currently engrossed in, Rosella had drifted off. Since she seemed to be having one of her better days, it was likely she would be able to sit on the terrace later to visit with a neighbor who’d left a message that she was coming by.


    It made Karina feel good to know that her absence hadn’t been a stress on her mother. And even better that she was active, even taking her daily walks. Since the party, Rosella’s mood and energy had improved. The event had benefited her.


    During the preparations, Rosella had remembered that the official harvest celebration had taken place months earlier, and realized the party they had been planning was just a get-together with friends. It had been another good sign concerning her health.


    The next order of business was to check in with Pietro. The harvest late in the previous year hadn’t been as much as they’d expected, and finances were tight. That couldn’t continue, and it was important to do all she could to assist her manager with the business operations. Not that Karina really knew what she was doing, but she would learn.


    Some things were out of her control. Changing factors in the earth or the amount of sun could change the taste of the olives slightly, affecting the quality or the volume of the harvest. She scanned the property as she made her way to the work area. The estate had trees all the way to the driveway, and tiny buds could be seen that would be the harvest late that November when they were fully grown.


    Once inside the roofed area, she called to Pietro but there was no response. Through the open space to her right she saw the olive groves, and the hills of Tuscany beyond. Her fondness for the countryside and the olive trees ran deep. It reminded Karina of her father, and of his father before. It was her job now to care for the grove, and ensure it supported future generations.


    From the ground level, the olives had been poured into a chute that went down to another room below. She took the stairs in search of her manager. On the next level, there was a machine that had separated dirt, leaves, and sticks from the olives. She looked around but it was silent. Underground it was cooler, and she shivered.


    Down one more level was the machine that had made the olives into a paste, and also the press for extracting the precious oil. It was possible to put the olive paste through several pressings, but the first was the best. The Vezzoni family did only one press and sold the remaining paste to other companies, wanting to see only the highest quality with their label.


    The last room had enormous clay jugs that held the oil until it was ready to be bottled. Each was branded with the family crest, and some were signed and dated, over two hundred years old in some cases. Each jug had a stopper and draining hole at the bottom, kind of like ice chests. They were no longer used for commercial purposes, only for private production.


    Traditionally, the terra cotta pots, called conca, allowed sediment to settle before it was transferred for year-round storage. They protected the oil from light and heat. Years earlier the government had forbidden the practice, and the producers were required to use stainless-steel tanks. The clay pots didn’t change the flavor of the oil, and Karina’s father had thought the government law was for the purpose of increasing the sale of stainless steel.


    Maybe so. Karina ran her hand over one of the massive clay pots and traced her fingers over the family crest. Her father, and her grandfather, had cared for and protected the groves. Their love of the land and the produce was in her blood. The family business was in her hands now, and it was an honor.


    “Ciao.”


    She heard Pietro’s voice and turned to see him coming down the stairs. They spoke in Italian, discussing the daily operations. He had been out mowing the tall grass under the trees, an epic task. Since he had just started, there would be a little time to enjoy the final blooms of the springtime flowers growing thick in the tall grass, before they were gone.


    Pietro would oversee his workers to ensure the pruning was done properly, so the trees wouldn’t get too tall, making the olives easier to reach at harvest. Everything seemed in order, but her manager remained concerned about the estate’s volume of production. It was possible the groves wouldn’t continue to provide as they had in the past.


    “Grazie,” she said, and he nodded. It was getting colder on the lower level, and Karina wanted to get back up in the sun. Plus, she needed to let him return to work.


    If only Karina could give some instruction on how to proceed, but that was why she had hired Pietro in the first place. He’d worked in the olive trade for many years, had come with good recommendations, and could be relied upon to do the right thing. Yet the concerned look in his eyes didn’t breed confidence. Things would work out somehow. They just had to.

  


  
    Chapter 11


    A craving for bomboloni sent Nic to a pasticceria that served the pastry he sought. The Tuscan donuts were cooked and sent down a chute from the kitchen upstairs. Each one slid down to the front bar. He grabbed his and took a big bite, then stepped to the front counter to order espresso.


    A scent wafted around him, but not that of cakes or pastries. His heart sped, but he was sure he was imagining things. Yet he turned to face Karina. She stood behind him, smiling.


    “Niccolo.”


    He nearly dropped his cup. “Karina.”


    She wore a crisp white shirt tucked into fitted jeans that stretched seductively over her trim thighs. Her dark hair was wild, giving the impression she had just come in from the wind. Through her brown eyes, it felt like he could see into her soul.


    His gaze drifted down to her leather high-heeled boots that came up to just above her ankles. Nic realized he was staring and that the line behind them was growing longer. Karina grinned at him.


    Stepping away, he let her approach the counter to place her order, which was the same as his. Turning to him, Karina said, “I see you like bomboloni.”


    The sound of her voice soothed him, and her tone was a relief. She didn’t seem angry. Possibly they could still be friends. He nodded. “One thing I’ve missed is the…bomboloni.”


    Discussing the food felt like a mating ritual, the light banter was titillating, and being near Karina warmed him.


    “Please, sit with me.”


    She took her order and followed him to a small table in the corner. Nic tried to regain his composure. It would be a mistake to ask if she was still mad at him, as that might remind her that she should be. Instead, he asked how she was, which might also have been risky.


    But she smiled. “Bene, grazie.” She sipped her espresso. “Why do you stare so, Nic? Did you think I’d be mad forever?”


    He tried to tell what she was thinking. “You might have been.”


    Taking a bite of her pastry, Karina appeared to puzzle over it. “I should be. But we have been friends for a long time.” She paused. “If you behave, I would like to stay friends.”


    It seemed like a lot to ask, considering that he already fought the urge to kiss her. Especially while watching her eat the delicacy. It had been a favorite of his before, but he’d never be able to eat it again without reliving the sight of her biting off tiny pieces and slowly chewing.


    “I want to stay friends. It’s just that you are so beautiful and I find you hard to resist.”


    She blushed, and the flush of color in her cheeks made him wonder what she would look like during an orgasm. He pushed the thought away, making an effort not to destroy the renewed friendship. Karina crossed her legs and sat sideways in the chair.


    He sipped his espresso, keeping his eyes on her. “I can behave.”


    She giggled. “You’re sure about that?”


    He glanced at her long legs and watched her move her foot. If only he could remove her leather boots and kiss her lovely ankles. What a tease she was, as Karina had to know the effect she had on him.


    “You have no faith in me,” he said.


    She tossed her long hair over her shoulder. “Should I?”


    It was like it had been, teasing each other, with Karina thinking she had the upper hand. He liked it. Nic liked everything about her. Even her teasing. He especially enjoyed the sensual way she moved, and how feminine she looked.


    He could have gazed at her all day.


    “I’ll tell you what,” he said. “It’s my day off. I have to go to the market, and I was going to spend a day in the city, so join me. Give me a chance to show you I can be the best friend you can imagine. Let me restore your faith in me. I promise to behave.”


    She giggled. “That’s a big risk, you know. All day gives you plenty of time to mess up.”


    Looking into her deep brown eyes, he said, “I’ve reformed.”


    Karina squinted at him. “Okay, I’d like to see the reformed Nic Romano. And Mamma is with friends today. I came to the city for a day out, but Fiona has to work. So I guess I’m all yours.”


    The words made his skin tingle. He stood and held out his arm. Karina took it and they exited the small shop together. Nic had her for a whole day, and could hardly believe his luck. Instead of longing for her, he could court her.


    Not that he had any business doing that. She was taken, he reminded himself, and he had to stay within the boundaries of friendship. Whatever those were. The feel of her on his arm already clouded his judgment. It wasn’t going to be easy.


    They headed for Oltrarno, the neighborhood on the left bank of the Arno River. Across the bridge was the quiet side of Firenze, with small food markets and quiet piazzas, where one could sit and reflect. Nic preferred that area because it was not crowded with tourists.


    He heard only Italian, and knew he would be hard-pressed to find any English spoken at all. Mainly locals frequented the restaurants and shops. They meandered onto many little streets, sticking to the no-driving areas to avoid dealing with traffic.


    They found the square where the market was held that day, and looked through the vendors’ wares. They fingered the leather goods and checked out the gold designs by artisans. Karina pointed out items she liked, and Nic wanted to buy them for her.


    Only it wouldn’t be appropriate, so he made her try them on instead so he could admire each one on her. They laughed and joked as they followed the windy back streets through the beautifully painted buildings. Nic preferred the less touristy atmosphere, and felt at home with the locals.


    “Let’s walk along the river,” Karina said, pulling on Nic’s arm.


    The river was lined with trees, and the old buildings bordered it. The water was murky and swimming was no longer allowed like it had been in Nic’s youth. But it was peaceful gazing at the calm water. And Nic felt calm with Karina by his side.


    Pointing up the hill, she said, “We can go up to Piazzale Michelangelo. I love the view from up there.”


    His heart skipped a beat. “Sure.” But it wasn’t the unobstructed view he thought of. It was the memory of the last time they had been there together.


    It was a steep climb to the highest point where the square was located. At the top was a bronze statue of Michelangelo’s David. Karina walked across the stone area to the edge, and Nic followed.


    Karina looked to the west. “I come up here sometimes to see the churches, and all the bridges crossing the river. I like being so high up.”


    “There’s nothing like it.” Nic said it, but he was really thinking of how gorgeous Karina looked with her hair moving in the breeze.


    Stepping to the south edge, Karina leaned over the stone wall to get a better look. Nic watched in amazement, unable to believe that she was really there with him. Again. He had dreamed of it so many times, and had recalled that day they’d jogged up to that very spot. It had been bittersweet.


    He could have kissed her then. And if he had, would things have been different? Maybe it would have changed the course of their lives, and she would have never become attached to Angelo. It was too big of a maybe, and he knew he was wishing.


    Being with Karina was like a dream come true. He moved beside her and pretended to look at the view, acutely aware of her so near. She was quiet, and her dark hair blew softly, wisps of it touching his shoulder.


    She glanced at him. “Do you believe in true love, Niccolo?”


    He leaned against the wall for support. “Why do you ask that?”


    She shrugged. “I just want to know what you think.”


    Nic looked at her. Again, he had a chance. He could pull her into his arms and kiss her tenderly to show her how he felt instead of talking about it. But that would be wrong. It would let her down, and he had promised not to do that.


    “I haven’t thought about it,” he said. “But…standing here…looking at you…I think I do.”


    Karina pushed back from the wall and stood straight, breaking the spell. “I don’t.”


    Nic wasn’t sure how to react, or what she wanted from him. He knew what he wanted would upset her, so he waited.


    “I watched my sisters, and witnessed betrayal. Even my own mother, who loved and respected my father, didn’t marry him for love.”


    Nic just listened.


    “I’m sure that shocks you. But my mother fell for a man who didn’t care for her in the same way. He took her love, and crushed her heart.”


    The way she said it so matter-of-factly, Nic couldn’t tell if it upset her or she was just trying to convince him of the folly of romance. That she would try so hard to do so spoke louder of what was in her heart than a confession of love would have.


    He risked making an attempt to soften her attitude. “I’m sure you’ve heard of love stories that ended well, too.”


    She came back to the wall and turned with her back to the view. “Just one.”


    Nic wanted to hold her, give her what she so desperately needed but was determined to convince him didn’t exist. But he wouldn’t reach out. Not at the risk of having her disappear from his life.


    “Tell me, Karina. I want to hear that story.”


    She giggled, lightening the mood. “You would.”


    He smiled.


    She started slowly, as if telling a bedtime story. “My grandfather, Francesco Vezzoni, met my grandmother on a train from Milan to Venice. Lucia, my grandmother, was only nineteen at the time, just two years younger than he was.


    “Francesco was smitten on the ride, and fell in love with her during the two hours on the train. But he didn’t confess his love right away.


    “During the weeks they were in Venice, both on vacation, he courted her. Romantic lunches under the shady pergolas, gondola rides, and quiet moments on the Rialto Bridge, where the famous Casanova had met his lovers, succeeded in having Lucia swooning in his arms.”


    Nic grinned.


    Karina tossed her hair. “Shall I go on?”


    “Please.”


    She turned to look out at the view. “On the final day before their return, on the Accademia, a wooden bridge over the Grand Canal, he dropped to one knee and confessed his undying love. Above one of the grandest views in Venice, with a flaming orange sunset as a backdrop, he asked Lucia to be his wife.”


    Karina claimed to have a heart of stone, a professed non-romantic, but she hadn’t convinced Nic. The gleam in her eyes as she told the story, and the lilting tone of her voice, betrayed her real leanings. That she was a passionate woman, he had no doubt.


    He shifted position. “Is that how the story ends?”


    “Well, my grandfather inherited the Vezzoni estate. He lived there with Lucia, and though my father was their only son, they lived happily together.”


    Nic leaned a little closer and looked into Karina’s eyes. “And how do you know all of this?”


    Feeling sparked between them, and he thought for a fleeting second that Karina was going to touch him. She didn’t, and only looked back, but there was something in her eyes. If he didn’t know better, Nic would have thought she wanted to take his hand and run away.


    Just flee, and leave behind all their problems, and her fiancé as well. Free spirits, able to express their feelings for each other, and to be together. At last. Had the story affected him as much as it had affected Karina?


    She hesitated, and everything hung in a delicate balance. If she moved, Nic would be unable to control his need, or resist giving her what he knew she really wanted. Then she stepped away from the wall and stood several feet away.


    “My grandmother told the whole story to my mother, in much greater detail, of course. And my mother told it to me, many times. It was true love, Nic.” He thought he saw a tear in her eye. “But…it’s only a story.”


    Karina walked away, heading back down the hill, and Nic was compelled to follow. Once again, a golden opportunity had passed him by. Passed them by. But what else could he have done? He had promised. He’d said he had reformed.


    It was a stupid promise to make. He knew it was a lie, and that if an opportunity arose, he would give into his desire for her. The fact that she was engaged would make no difference. Maybe it hadn’t been such a good idea to spend the day together.


    It was tempting fate.


    No further mention was made of the romantic tale. After they got down the hill, they made their way through the jungle of coats and handbags in the marketplace, and spotted the old-fashioned sign for Trattoria Gozzi. It offered simple Tuscan food and was always packed, but Karina was determined to eat there.


    It was nearly two in the afternoon and they still couldn’t get in. So they talked and laughed while making the best of the forty-five-minute wait. “The Gozzi is only open for lunch,” she said. “The only way to avoid the crowd is to get here early.”


    Nic chuckled. “It’s too late to be early.”


    Karina socked him in the shoulder. “Like I didn’t know that.”


    Everything was the same, only it wasn’t. The mood had shifted slightly up on the hill. It was subtle but discernible. Karina talked a little more, and her laugh had an edge of nervousness. All Nic wanted to do was pull her into his arms and tell her it was okay. Once he did, he would never let her go.


    She was so vulnerable, though making every attempt to show him that she was tough. And he wanted her more by the second. Karina looked so damn sexy in her tight jeans and spiked boots. He had stuck to their agreement, but the way things were going, Nic wasn’t sure how much longer he would be able to hold out.

  


  
    Chapter 12


    The waiter escorted them to their table, and they placed their orders just before the kitchen closed. Karina chose without looking at the menu, picking her favorite: vegetable soup with a side dish of white beans and olive oil. Nic had the spaghetti with meat sauce.


    The wine tasted better than usual, and Karina wasn’t sure if it was a good vintage for the Chianti or if it was her mood. The food came quickly, as she expected it would. The steaming hot soup sated her hunger, but nothing subdued her attraction to Nic.


    She glanced at him as he ate. How could a man be that handsome? His chiseled features and shaggy, dark hair were sexy, and her body pulsed as her mind wandered to what they might do together. Spending the day in the city had been his idea, but she hadn’t resisted it.


    Karina wanted to be with him. That was the truth. As the hours drained away, her time with him was ending. What would she do about it? There was every reason to finish her meal and leave. Yet she knew she wouldn’t.


    Up on the hill, she had watched his expression as she told the romantic story. Nic believed in love; she could tell. His eyes had shown his emotion, and Karina had felt desire radiating from him. All she would have needed to do was lean a little closer.


    Karina knew men, and she knew when they wanted her. But Nic did something to her that no others had. It made it difficult to do the right thing. There was no clear path. If he opened his arms to her and she gave in, it could destroy her plan for the future.


    But if she didn’t, Karina would always regret it. There might be only one chance, this one day, to have Nic. Doing so might break his heart, and hers along with it, because it could never lead anywhere.


    Her resistance had weakened, and her need escalated. The wine relaxed her just enough to make her think it was possible to have this one day with Nic, to have everything they wanted just once. One memory to take with them as solace, later on, after they went their separate ways.


    Nic looked at her, interrupting her thoughts. “Will Angelo be wondering where you are?”


    Karina shook her head. “No, he left for Sicily.”


    “When will he return?”


    She shrugged. “I don’t know. He never tells me.”


    Karina needed to let him know that she didn’t sleep with two men at once. That might violate his morals, and it wasn’t worth chancing that it would be the reason he kept his distance.


    “I’m not having sex with Angelo currently.”


    Nic choked on his pasta. Gulping water, he looked up at her. “What?”


    She looked into his crystal blue eyes. “I just wanted to tell you that.”


    He blinked.


    Feeling more confident, she went on. “It’s important for you to know. I’m sure you’ve wondered.”


    A little smile formed on his lips. “I’ve wondered more than that.”


    For a moment, they looked into each other’s eyes, and earlier promises were forgotten. When the blue of his eyes deepened and his lips parted, Karina knew he wanted her. And, seeing his need, desire exploded inside her.


    “You may not need to wonder…soon.”


    Nic didn’t say anything, and she assumed he was just being cautious. She had let him know where she stood, but it was a risk. He was smart to see how it played out, and not push. Karina admired him for that.


    The atmosphere between them was charged, and they both lost interest in their food, pushing their plates back. Nic was the first to break the ice.


    “Our day isn’t over yet. I need to stop by the market. Will you come with me?”


    Karina had a feeling he was asking for more than for her to join him in selecting produce. “I will,” she said, leaving her reply open to interpretation, but knowing he understood her meaning.


    They crossed the bridge and found the market near where he lived. The experience went by in a sort of haze. Karina was more intent on watching Nic—how he moved, and how he spoke. It was foreplay to her, as all she could think of was how he would look without clothes on.


    And how it would feel to have his kiss. Again. Once before he had kissed her, but this time she was going to make it last. He looked over at her and warmth coursed through her body. Standing beside her, Nic could have touched her. But the fact that he didn’t yet was all the more exciting.


    “I’ll need to drop this at my cottage,” he said. “Will you come with me?”


    He was giving her a way out by not assuming anything. She could still say goodbye. It would have been a good day, and they would part, as friends only. Karina knew she wouldn’t do that. “I’ll come with you.”


    Walking down the sidewalk to his place, her skin tingled. She didn’t know what she’d do when he actually touched her. Could she go through with it? Karina entered forbidden territory, and once she crossed the line there was no going back.


    Walking past the main house, Karina saw a stone cottage. It wasn’t very large, but had second-story windows, probably a loft under the angled roof. Trees, grass, and a few spring flowers landscaped the area. She followed Nic up the narrow walkway.


    He unlocked the door and pushed it open, then turned to look back at her. The longing she saw in his eyes touched her deeply. Her heart pounded but she stepped inside, unwilling to turn back. Deprivation may be her fate, but she would have what she wanted this one time.


    Inside it was cozy with well-worn chairs and a sofa, a tiled floor, and one stone wall. Karina felt closer to Nic being in the place where he lived. She walked to the kitchen and he followed, stuffing his produce in the refrigerator. Turning, he paused.


    “I want you, Niccolo.” The words came out in a whisper.


    He closed the gap between them, and barely an inch from her, Nic touched her cheek.


    “Karina, beautiful Karina.”


    He rubbed his thumb over her lips, sending a shiver through her. Karina kissed his thumb and then wrapped her hand around his wrist and kissed his palm. A heavy sensation flooded her, and she wanted more.


    Nic placed his palms on her cheeks and kissed her tenderly. She was glad he started slow, since she was feeling her way despite acting boldly. When his soft lips touched hers, all hesitation dissolved. The moment she had dreamed about was happening.


    She parted her lips, and he slid his tongue next to hers. Nic tasted so good, like she thought he would. His mouth on hers felt wonderful, and she pressed harder into the kiss. A moan sounded deep in his throat.


    The kissing became more frantic, and Karina ran her hands over his body, feeling his hard muscle. Her sex clenched, making her greedy and unwilling to wait. Nic had one hand low on her back, the other in her hair.


    In the quiet room, their desperate kissing and seductive moans were the only sounds. With her lips still locked to his, Karina ran her palms over Nic’s chest. Then she began to unbutton his shirt, fumbling in her haste.


    Reaching the last button, she slid his shirt off and, panting softly, stared at his muscles. The sight of his rounded shoulders, pumped biceps, and the smattering of dark hair on his chest was crazy sexy. His nipples were erect.


    Nic took her hand and led her to the bedroom. In one swift motion, he pulled back the quilt and top sheet. Standing behind him, Karina could see the corded strength of his back, and between his shoulder blades, just at the base of his neck, was a tattoo.


    He turned and began unbuttoning her white top. Her eyes half closed, feeling his touch. When he cast her shirt aside, Nic looked at her breasts, barely contained by the lace that covered then. Her nipples ached and she prayed he would touch her.


    “God, you’re beautiful.”


    He reached behind and undid her bra, then put his hands under her swollen breasts. Nic held their weight lovingly, and his adoration turned her on even more. He kissed her skin and ran his tongue over the crests before flicking each nipple with his tongue.


    Karina whimpered when he took one in his mouth and sucked. It sent feeling straight to her sex, and her clit tensed. He sucked one and then the other, but just when control began to escape her, Nic stopped. He knelt in front of her and removed her boots, along with the socks.


    Then he undid her jeans and pulled them down and off, leaving her in a lace thong. That didn’t stay long. He hooked his thumbs in the elastic around her hips and slid it down, so she was naked. The adoring look on his face made her feel pretty, and she liked it.


    Nic leaned in and kissed her belly, then cupped her bare ass cheeks in his hands. Karina was already wet, and his touch made her more so. If he kept that up, it would be running down her legs. She fisted his hair, and he stood to kiss her again.


    Holding her close with her breasts against his chest, Nic kissed her hard, bruising her lips. She kissed back, harder, gasping and wanting. His tongue roamed inside her mouth, searching everywhere, as if to devour her.


    With trembling fingers, she undid his pants. He was barefoot, having kicked off his shoes somewhere along the way, and he let his pants fall so he could kick them off. Under the soft cotton of his briefs, his erection bulged.


    Karina put her hand over it. It was so hot, and so hard. Urgently, she yanked off his underwear, letting it go the way of his pants, and his cock sprang free. The sight of it, so thick and gorgeous, made her weak.


    She kneeled, and with her palms on his thighs, Karina licked up the length of his shaft. The male scent of him was intoxicating. Breathing deeply, she wanted more. “You look so good, Nic,” she gasped. Cupping his balls, she rolled them in one hand.


    The tip of her tongue raked along his length and back down. A line of dark hair went down his belly to the thatch at the base of his cock. Jesus, he was sexy. She put her lips around the thick head of his swollen member and sucked lightly.


    Nic groaned and pulled her to her feet. He kissed her and pressed his heat against her belly. Karina reached behind to press her palms on his rock-hard ass. She dipped her tongue along his, wanting every taste and every sensation.


    Lifting her up, Nic put her on the cool sheet with her head on the pillows. But he didn’t join her. Instead, he leaned over and kissed her thighs. A flurry of hot kisses tingled against her skin. Moving lower, he kissed the inside of her ankle then licked along the curve of her arch on the bottom of each foot.


    She had never had a man do that before, and had no idea how sensual it was. His hot tongue caressing her skin made her clit tighten. But Nic continued to kiss and lick, letting her suffer. Then he got on the bed with her, straddling her, and leaned down to kiss her breasts.


    Slowly and agonizingly, he kissed over the swell of her breasts and, without touching her nipples, he kissed her ribs. Descending, he licked over her belly and across her vulva, stopping before going down as far as she wanted.


    “Please, Nic,” she managed to say.


    “Please what?” He groaned and grasped her wrists with his hands, holding her arms to the bed. With her arms at her sides, Nic began to suck her nipples; first one and then the other. It was torture.


    “Please, please.” Heated flooded her sex, and Karina panted faster.


    Nic released her arms and slid lower. With his hands against her inner thighs, he parted her legs and raked his tongue along her slit. Karina arched her back. She needed more. So much more. Wrapping her legs around him, she put her feet against his butt and pulled him toward her.


    He rose, retracing his kisses, up her body this time. His lips grazed her collarbone, and the weight of his cock teased against her belly. Dragging her fingernails down his back, Karina whimpered. Nic let his fingers drift down, feeling along her skin where it touched his cock.


    Then he leaned over to the side table and opened a drawer. She saw him holding a tiny packet, and grabbed his arm. “We don’t need it.”


    “You sure?” The words came from deep in his throat. He was clearly as close to coming to pieces as she was.


    “I’m on birth control…as a precaution.” Her breathing was ragged and her words came out in a gasp. “I want to feel you, Nic.”


    His blue eyes glistened with desire. He let the packet fall from his hand and grasped the base of his cock. Karina couldn’t wait any longer. She spread her legs and helped guide him to her. The tip touched her wet opening and she moaned.


    Nic pressed in, a little at first. But it was too much. She wanted him, all of him. Rolling her hips toward him, she encouraged him. With a smooth thrust, he entered her and slid to her depths, making her cry out.


    Panting and moaning, Nic stroked in and out. Her sex clenched around him and she wrapped her legs around his waist to take him deeper. His cock throbbed, and Nic stopped moving. He looked into her eyes and she licked her lips, trying to hold back.


    A second ticked by, and Karina wanted it to last, needing him inside her and unwilling for him to leave. Pressing against him, she tried to take more of him. Her inner muscles convulsed once as a warning, and she tried to stay still.


    Nic’s eyes partially closed before he moaned, long and deep. Then her clit burned and molten heat flooded her sex. Karina couldn’t stop her release, and she screamed in a high pitch. Her voice echoed against the walls, and she cried out, coming hard.


    At the same time, Nic’s cock swelled inside her, pulsing forcefully. His body stiffened and his muscles turned to steel. Letting the power of his orgasm take him, Nic came with her, and together, they rode into ecstasy that spiraled to a higher plane.


    Finally, Karina let her legs slide back onto the bed, and Nic lowered his head to her shoulder, holding his weight on his elbows. Still breathing hard, they stayed like that, letting their heartbeats slow and the intense feeling gradually subside.


    Nic put his arms around her, and rolled onto his back with Karina on top. Her long hair fell to his chest, and she leaned down to kiss him. The soft, warm glow inside and the feel of him underneath her ignited strong emotion. If she could stay like that, in Nic’s embrace, able to feel his lips on hers, Karina would be content. That was all she would ask for.

  


  
    Chapter 13


    With Karina’s head against his chest and her warm body on top of him, Nic started getting hard again. He stroked her back and she stirred against him. The feel of her breasts was erotic, and her skin was so soft.


    The scent of her perfume had faded, replaced with the sweet smell that was hers alone. Her after-sex aroma enticed him. He rested his palm on her round butt and squeezed. She sighed. With one finger, he traced the crack between her ass cheeks and dipped into the wetness between her legs.


    Karina began to kiss his chest. He moaned, and she took one of his nipples in her hot mouth and sucked. Fully erect, Nic rolled her off him and fondled her breasts. They were round and firm. He liked the weight of them, and her red nipples poked out stiffly.


    “Turn over for me,” he whispered.


    She complied. Nic sat up on the bed and drank in the sight of her. Her dark hair fell across the white sheet, and her skin was smooth. From her lovely shoulders to her waist, and out to the sweep of her hips, she was every inch a woman.


    Taking his time, he kissed her, starting with the back of her neck and over her shoulders. He lingered at her waist, teasing her. Then he nipped at the tender skin of her voluptuous butt. She tasted so good, and looked even better. His cock was dripping.


    With his hands under her abdomen, Nic lifted her up so he could taste her pussy. Her flavor excited him. Then he lowered her to the bed and, with his hands on her ass, spread her cheeks. Karina helped by opening her legs, allowing him to lick over her wet slit. She smelled so sexy and tasted as sweet as honey. Savoring her, Nic licked and sucked until he was about ready to burst.


    “I need you, love,” he whispered.


    Karina groaned and pushed her butt up toward him. Nic cupped his balls, reveling in the sight of her naked ass. Then he angled his knob between her legs. The feel of her wet slit was too much, and he moaned.


    Grinding into the bed, Karina said, “Fuck me, Nic. I need you so badly.”


    Her words made his erection swell, and he was more than willing to comply. Sliding deeper and deeper, Nic felt her velvet pussy stretch around his cock. The feeling was insane. If anything had felt as good before, he didn’t know what.


    Karina lifted up onto her elbows and pushed her ass toward him, taking his cock all the way. Panting together, they fucked, with her ass high and his cock deep. She was so tight, so sweet. And Nic was on a short fuse.


    “Come with me, love. Now.” He plunged in and out, faster and faster. Karina let out a sensual moan that never stopped. Her pussy clenched around his rod, and his balls tightened in anticipation.


    When he felt her convulse, Nic knew she was coming apart under him. He could not hold back. A powerful orgasm surged and all he could do was yell with the pleasurable agony of it. Loud and hard, they came together, and his cum poured into her in a steady stream.


    When they collapsed, Nic nestled her beside him with her head in the crook of his arm. “Karina…my love.” His voice was low and he wasn’t sure she heard. The steady sound of her breathing told him she dozed peacefully in his arms.


    After a few minutes, she stirred and he brushed her hair away from her face. Karina nuzzled against his shoulder. Gently, he slipped his arm out and got off the bed. He held out his hand and she took it.


    Leading her to the bathroom, he ran a hot bath and they soaked together in silence. Karina’s long hair fell over the side of the low tub and nearly touched the floor. Silently, they let the warmth soothe and reenergize them.


    Nic didn’t need to talk. He didn’t want to break the spell, afraid that if he said anything Karina would disappear. That she was with him was somewhat of a miracle, and it wouldn’t surprise him if he woke up to find out it was all a dream.


    Then she smiled. “I’m starved.”


    Nic laughed. “Let’s dry off, then. I know a good place.”


    He was glad she was staying, as he’d been afraid once they got dressed that she would leave. Before they left for dinner, Karina called the nurse at home and learned her mother had retired for the evening. All was well.


    “I often stay in the city with Fiona, so my mother won’t worry,” she said.


    “Good. Because I’m not ready to let you go yet.”


    Her smile warmed Nic to his very soul. With his arm around her, he guided her out the door and back toward the main street. “How does authentic Italian food sound?”


    She grinned. “My favorite.”


    Nic took her to a café he had tried a couple of times before. One with romantic ambience. “Best food in Firenze,” he said. “Besides Luca’s, of course.”


    Nic wanted something intimate, and chose a table at the back. He ordered a meat and cheese plate as a starter, with a bottle of the house red. The dish arrived with homemade chutney and honey. The food was delicious, but he couldn’t take his eyes off of Karina. She had a flush to her cheeks and looked more beautiful than ever in the candlelight.


    She wasn’t the only one who was starved. Nic had worked up quite an appetite, and he ordered a T-bone steak with roasted potatoes, which they shared. While eating and drinking, they chatted. Not about anything in particular, but they never seemed to run out of things to talk about.


    Both of them avoided the issue at hand. What would happen after their one day together was something neither brought up. Not yet. And Nic didn’t say anything for fear of marring their time alone, cherishing every second he was with her.


    He may not have her forever, but he would take what he could get. Nic couldn’t bear to think of not having Karina in his arms, so he pretended the night wouldn’t end. As long as they were tucked away at the restaurant or in his cottage, and able to touch each other, the fantasy of their love would continue.


    The bubble would burst soon enough, so there was no need to rush things. It appeared Karina planned to spend the night with him, for which he was grateful. Their day together wouldn’t end until the next morning, and that was more than he could have hoped for.


    They finished their meal and walked back to the cottage holding hands, like the lovers they had become. The amber street lights lit their way, and Nic stopped more than once to kiss Karina. If she knew how important she was to him, maybe the dream would not end.


    Back in the cottage, they watched each other undress, anxious to be close for the hours that were left. Karina stretched out on her back on top of the bed, and Nic stood beside it looking down at her. She blushed when he lingered a bit long, starring at her perfect breasts.


    Then his gaze drifted over her flat belly to the narrow, neatly trimmed strip of dark hair, leading to her already swollen pussy. The lips of her sex were red, begging for his attention, yet he waited. Nic wanted to remember every moment of their day together, and burn into memory every curve of her body.


    Karina lifted a hand and he took it. She pulled him toward her, and he sat on the bed.


    “So, you’re sure about the birth control?”


    She nodded. “And should I worry about you? Have you been with any other women lately?”


    He smiled. “No. I was waiting for you.”


    She looked into his eyes, sending a sizzle through his veins. “Was I worth waiting for?”


    Nic pulled her up into his arms. “You are amazing, love. More beautiful and sexy than any woman. Better than I could have imagined. You’ll always be worth waiting for.”


    It seemed to be what she wanted to hear, and he meant it with every fiber of his being. Nic sat at the edge of the bed, and Karina straddled him, sitting on his lap. With her arms around his shoulders, she kissed him. The flavor of wine lingered on her breath and tasted better on her lips than it did in the glass.


    She reached between them to stroke his erection. Nic groaned. “I’ll never get enough of you.”


    “That’s good, Niccolo,” she whispered. “Because I want more of you.”


    She rose up on her knees and lowered over his cock. Karina was wet and he slid into her without effort, though it felt like her pussy was a hot band stretched around him. She was tight and smelled so good.


    “Karina.” He spoke her name in admiration, unable to express what she did to him.


    She kissed his face, his cheeks, and his temples. His cock swelled inside her sweet pussy. When she touched her soft lips to his, Nic groaned. She dipped inside, stroking his tongue with hers. He raked over her teeth and plunged his tongue deep into the warmth of her mouth.


    Karina rose and fell over him, tantalizing his cock. Nic was so hard he wasn’t sure how long he could hold out. He fell back on the bed with her straddling him. Keeping her palms on his abdomen, she moved and ground, driving him wild.


    Polite fucking turned into ferocious desire. Nic threw her to the bed and bent her knees back to her chest. He plunged into her again and rocked his hips. Seeing her pleasure, Nic came dangerously close to releasing. It took a lot to resist his urge.


    Somehow he held on. Karina lifted her hips and he cupped her ass, lifting her higher for deeper penetration. The faster he stroked, the faster he wanted to. There was no way to stop, no reason to do so. She matched his motions, rocking into him.


    Karina turned her head to the side and pressed it into the mattress. Nic watched her breasts bounce as he pounded into her, and the sight sent him over the edge. “I’m coming.” He managed to speak, though he didn’t know how.


    Karina moaned long and hard, coming right along with him. Her nipples were distended, and her cheeks flushed. The moment her body stiffened and she made a sexy noise, Nic let loose. He was swept into rolling waves of release.


    The orgasm went so long he wasn’t sure when it would stop. Karina had such an effect on him that his body didn’t know when to let go. It wouldn’t let go, and his cock hurt until he came hard enough and long enough to give him some relief.


    Karina’s eyes were closed, her breathing heavy. She was an Italian goddess, one he craved with his heart and soul. Looking at her, radiant from pleasure, her hair strewn wildly around her face, Nic had only one thought: I love you.


    But he couldn’t say it. It was going to be hard enough to send her home when the time came. It didn’t matter what he felt anyway. He had no right to expect anything from her. Nic was grateful that she’d shared one special day with him.


    She opened her eyes and smiled. It was a satisfied grin that warmed his heart. He leaned over to kiss her and she returned his touch, sweetly. It was a tender kiss, one of longing, as both knew the end was near. Yet in that kiss, each conveyed emotion that could not be spoken.


    It was late, but neither of them wanted to sleep. They cleaned up and sat in the living room, snuggled together. Karina wore one of Nic’s shirts and pulled her legs up on the sofa, leaning against him. Being together was enough. It was all either wanted.


    When Karina fell asleep, he carried her to the bed and slid in beside her. Nic tried to stay awake, because as long as he could feel her in his arms and breathe in her scent, she wasn’t gone. If he closed his eyes, he might wake to loneliness. And an aching heart.


    Nic dozed for a few hours, but woke up when the sun lit the window. Karina stirred next to him, and smiled when she opened her eyes. Then she seemed to remember it was morning, and her look turned to sadness.


    Not wanting to talk about it, Nic got up and went to the kitchen to make some espresso. He heard Karina close the door to the bathroom, no doubt getting dressed to leave. His heart felt like someone had tromped on it with an army boot.


    She appeared in the kitchen, looking more gorgeous than before, wearing his shirt again. Karina’s skin was flushed with color that could only be from being well loved. Her dark hair was mussed, and her makeup was worn off, leaving her natural beauty behind.


    Sliding into a chair at the table, she took the espresso he offered. After a couple of sips, Karina looked up. Her expression was serious. “I’ll be married soon. I won’t be able to see you anymore.”


    Nic could tell the words were as difficult for her to say as they were for him to hear.


    Karina seemed to ponder something. She bit her lower lip. “What’s that tattoo you have?”


    He shrugged. “Just something I got in high school. It’s a Celtic knot. My buddies and I got it.”


    She cocked her head to the side. “It says dangerous.”


    “Yes, it does.”


    “Are you dangerous?”


    “We thought we were…then.”


    She seemed to think it over. “Did you used to fight?”


    “Sometimes. If we needed to.” Nic wasn’t sure what she’d think about that. He made less of it. But really, they’d liked to fight. It had been a way to express anger and frustration. Like the kind he felt when he thought about losing Karina. Nic looked into her deep brown eyes and knew he wouldn’t be able to forget her.


    She looked back. “Would you fight for me?”


    He thought his heart would break. That was exactly what he wanted to do. He just wasn’t sure how to go about it.


    “Yes, love. I will always fight for you.” Nic knew he was likely making another promise he couldn’t keep. Though he was willing to fight, he was at a loss as to where to strike.


    But Karina seemed satisfied with that. She got up from her chair and sat in his lap. Nic wrapped his arms around her, wanting only to protect her and make her happy. No more than she deserved. If he could have, Nic would have carried her away without looking back.


    There in his breakfast nook, they made love, one last time. He reached under the shirt draped over her body, and caressed her soft breasts. She turned to straddle him and unzip his pants. Softly and quietly, they made love. Mostly clothed, but bared to the soul, they opened to each other. And once more, held nothing back.

  


  
    Chapter 14


    Leaving Nic was painful and confusing. But it had to be done. Though she had indulged in her desire and abated her loneliness for a few hours, Karina knew it changed nothing. Barely able to see the road through her tears, she somehow made it home.


    Then she went straight to her room, not wanting to talk to anyone yet. She showered, dressed, and applied her makeup, as she always did. But it didn’t feel the same. Her life had changed and Karina wasn’t sure how to go on. She needed to think.


    Slipping outside without being seen, because surely Leah would confront her when she sensed her mood, Karina went to the shed and got her bicycle. With her camera around her neck on a strap, she took off for the country. The green hills offered an escape, if only briefly.


    Springtime should have made her happy, but it didn’t work its usual magic. In the groves, she saw colorful flowers, those that hadn’t been mowed down yet. They were delicate and beautiful, yet shared her fate. They would be crushed.


    In the distance was a neighbor’s vineyard, and farther up the hill the home of some friends. Just a day before, life had made sense. Or she had made sense of it, anyway. Now it was a maze she seemed unable to navigate.


    She had convinced herself that she could be with Niccolo for a day and then go on with her life. That memory would be enough to sustain her. It was a lie. It would not be enough. The need she felt for Nic had not been satisfied. If anything, she wanted him more.


    Nic made her feel like a woman. Something Angelo failed to do. In Nic’s arms, she felt beautiful and desired. Could she live her life without that? It was unlikely, but she didn’t see any alternative. To be with the man she wanted was to court disaster.


    The plan she had for her own future, and her mother’s, would fall apart if she gave in to her emotions. Karina didn’t know what would replace it, because what could Nic offer her? Though he was willing enough to share her bed, he couldn’t share her burdens. Even if he wanted to.


    Nic had grown up in Boston, which seemed a universe away. It had nothing to do with growing olives, or running the estate that produced the precious fruit. If Karina didn’t marry, she would be on her own.


    With the sun on her face and the wind in her hair, she considered doing it alone. But she couldn’t risk it. Rosella needed medical care, and that was expensive. Plus, the family business was in her hands, and though she had grown up in the villa, her father had always run things.


    She felt inadequate and frustrated. It caused her to consider how she had gotten to that point in her life. When she had been sixteen, Karina had met Angelo, but there had been no romantic involvement. He had been twenty at the time and had seemed so much older than she.


    The age difference had mattered less a few years later. Without consciously trying, they had gotten to know each other. Parties, community events, and friends they had in common made it happen. Karina had dated others, but never fell in love.


    She had time. Then Angelo began to court her. It had been nice at first. He had taken her on romantic dates, and always dressed well. Had even brought her flowers. She had thought he was handsome. He had relatives in Firenze, but family in Sicily too. Often he had been away.


    They had made no commitment in the beginning. Then he had pursued with more vigor, sweeping her off her feet with his gallantry. At the time, she hadn’t seen it for the ruse that it was. Karina had been a prize he was determined to have.


    The relationship had become more passionate. Nothing like she felt with Nic. But Karina had been naïve then, and easily impressed. Angelo had seemed to know so much about the world, and she had begun to look up to him.


    Sex had formed a tighter bond between them. It hadn’t been something Karina had given lightly. At the time, she had felt something for him, and mistook it for love. The physical side of the relationship had never pleased her but she had assigned that to her own inexperience.


    Then he had asked for her hand in marriage. While Angelo had been courting her, he had wooed her father, just in a different fashion. His family had olive groves in southern Italy and he had chatted for hours with Donato Vezzoni about the business.


    Of course, her father had wanted her to marry well, and to have a man to take care of her. Any father wanted that for his daughter. There had been a unique relationship between Karina and her father. Because she had such a love for the Vezzoni estate and the beloved olive groves, they had understood one another.


    Though he loved her two sisters, they had no intention of carrying on the family business. It had become more important that Karina’s future be secured. Her father had only praise for her and her abilities. But he hadn’t wanted to see her manage the estate by herself.


    And that had looked like what would happen. Until Angelo came to the rescue. Even then Karina’s mother had been ill, which provided additional motivation for Karina to marry and carry on the family tradition.


    She hadn’t objected. Her fondness for Angelo then had been enough to make her think it would work. Then her father had died, leaving her with no choice. By then, her fiancé had changed; he had become a man she hardly recognized.


    Karina suspected he had been the same man all along, but had charmed them all to get what he wanted. Now she was engaged and could see no way out. Expected to set a date for the wedding, she felt sick to her stomach.


    Feeling like prey caught in a trap, Karina tried her best to look on the positive side. But that was becoming more difficult. She had tasted the forbidden fruit, bedded Niccolo, and knew what she truly wanted if given a choice.


    The resigned state of mind she had clung to out of necessity had turned to desperation. There was nothing Nic could do, even though he had said he would fight for her. Nor did she expect him to do anything. It wasn’t his problem.


    Stopping, she leaned her bike against a tree to snap some pictures. Even the sparkling countryside didn’t take her mind off the knife lodged in her heart. The few shots she took likely wouldn’t be her best. With her spirit deflated and a gaping hole in her chest, Karina was unable to focus on photographs.


    Sooner or later, she would have to return to the villa and face her life. A date for the wedding would have to be set soon. If she hadn’t done it by the time Angelo returned, he would be furious. It was tempting to let that happen.


    He would possibly be at his wit’s end with her stalling, and break up with her. The thought gave her a ray of hope. But it was instantly dashed. Despite the fact that she was miserable, Karina could not abandon what she loved most: her mother and the family estate.


    At the villa, she rummaged in the kitchen for some food. Leah wasn’t around. Likely she was at the market. Since she hadn’t eaten since the evening before, Karina was hungry. However, when she took a bite of the leftover fish, her stomach recoiled.


    Without Nic, she didn’t feel like eating, or even like living. Karina wanted to lock herself in her bedroom and curl up on the bed. If only it were that simple to shut out the world. After putting the food back, she headed toward her mother’s room.


    Before she got there, Karina saw her mother in the library looking through books. She went in to talk with her.


    “Mamma.”


    Rosella turned and smiled. She had been doing better lately, and Karina was glad to see she was up and looking strong. Even her memory had improved recently, which was a good sign.


    “There you are. Did you have a good time in the city?” Her mother continued looking at books, probably deciding which one to read next. Some of her favorites she read over and over.


    “It was an amazing night.” That was the truth, though Karina didn’t plan to go into detail.


    Her mother turned and waved her over. “Come. Sit with me. I feel like we haven’t talked since the party.”


    Karina sat in the chair across from her mother, and suddenly wanted to share her burden. Growing up, she had told her mother everything. Well, almost. And she still enjoyed their mother-daughter chats.


    Rosella frowned. “Are you okay, miele?”


    Her mother looked so lovely with her black hair and dark eyes. Karina remembered how she had said she had been in love once, when she was young, before she had met Donato.


    “Not really.” It was best to be honest. She had never been able to hide anything from her mother.


    Rosella leaned forward a little. “Talk to me.”


    And then it all poured out. Her engagement to a tyrant, her taboo love for her childhood friend, and the utter misery she found herself in.


    “But you can count on me, Mamma. I will be sure to take care of our future.”


    Rosella shook her head. “Your father was a good man. He cared for all of us, and I respected him for it. We grew to love each other very much.”


    She paused, and Karina wondered where this was going.


    “But Karina, if I would have had the chance to spend my life with the man I loved, I would have taken it. You know he did not feel the same way, and I was alone when I met your father. But had circumstances been different, I would not have turned away from true love.”


    Karina countered before giving her mother a chance to continue. “I don’t believe in true love.”


    Her mother’s eyes softened. “Miele, you are too young to say such a thing, or to be such a cynic.”


    “No, Mamma, I’m not. If true love existed then the man you wanted to spend your life with wouldn’t have abandoned you. And you and I witnessed only heartbreak in the love affairs of my sisters. I have to believe what I see. And I see lovers who seek delude themselves that their feelings are pure and true. But it is a lie.”


    Even as she said it, tears rolled down Karina’s cheeks.


    Her mother opened her arms, and Karina went to her. She sat on the floor by the chair and her mother stroked her hair. “You have love in your heart, miele. It is sometimes painful. I understand that. But don’t let anyone persuade you to turn away the man who might be your true love after all.”


    Karina wiped her eyes. “I can’t count on anyone. Only myself. Love will only break my heart.”


    Her mother put two fingers under her chin to look in her eyes. “I am aging and ill, but I know a thing or two. True love does exist. You will see that one day. And I hope it’s not too late for you.”


    Karina wiped a tear from her cheek. “But Mamma, that doesn’t change anything. I have to marry Angelo. I don’t see any other way.”


    Rosella shook her head. “You don’t see one now, but don’t shut out possibilities. It is a difficult situation. I don’t deny that. Let me think about it more. We will talk again. Fate is not always in control as much as it would have you believe. Sometimes you can do something to make a difference.”


    Karina rose up on her knees and hugged her mother. “Ti amo, Mamma.”


    She left her mother to her reading and went to the terrace for some air. After talking, Karina felt better. Though it was all false hope. Yet her mother’s words had made her think there might be a way out of this mess. Unfortunately, she had no idea what that would be.


    *****


    Nic sat in the kitchen for a while after his love left him. He could still feel her in his arms, and recalled how she had sat on his lap. Several cups of espresso later, he came to a decision. If they couldn’t be together, at least he could be her guardian. God knows she needed one.


    Something about Angelo really bugged him. It wasn’t just that he was an arrogant bastard or that he mistreated his fiancée, though that would have been enough. There had to be more. Something Nic wasn’t seeing.


    If Angelo didn’t love Karina, as he obviously didn’t, then why was he intent on having her? It could be a status thing, wanting a beautiful woman for his wife. Or possibly abusive assholes just had to have an innocent woman to pick on.


    But Nic was suspicious of his motives. He had a hunch there was more going on than he had seen on the surface. Some of the time, Nic was right when he had a feeling about something. And this time he thought he was. Angelo Librizzi was a slimebag.


    If he was up to something, Nic was determined to find out. Sweet Karina was not going to be an easy mark. Not anymore. As he had promised, Nic was going to fight for her. And it started with her asshole of a fiancé.


    He had an idea. Brizio’s father was an attorney in Firenze, and did investigations for clients. Knowing Nic’s purpose, surely he would help. Whatever Angelo was up to, he had to have left a trail. With a little help, Nic could find out the truth.


    Inspired, he showered and dressed quickly. On his way to the restaurant, he would have time to stop by and see Brizio at his job. He helped his father at the law office, so it would be perfect. Maybe someday his friend would even become a lawyer, but so far he had dragged his feet about college, similar to Nic.


    Finding Brizio was no problem, and he ushered Nic into the lunch room so they could talk. In as few words as possible, he told his friend what he was up against. Well, he didn’t really know what he was up against. And that was the point.


    His friend’s eyes widened. “You and Karina?”


    Nic held up his hand. “That’s not the issue. I may never have her, and I’m almost afraid to hope. But I want to be sure that she isn’t harmed by the relationship she is in. Can you help?”


    Brizio nodded. “Sicuro, amico.”


    Nic patted his friend on the back. “Okay, thanks. I can’t pay much.”


    “We are friends. My father will help.”


    With that settled, Nic left to go to the restaurant. There was nothing he could do until he had news from Brizio. Hopefully that would be soon. With the wedding coming up, he didn’t know how much time he had. Or what he might find when he started looking in Angelo’s rat hole.

  


  
    Chapter 15


    All week Nic thought about little else but Karina. He had called Brizio more than once to see if there was any report yet, but there hadn’t been. His friend assured him that he would call the instant his father knew anything.


    The urge to contact Karina was strong, and burying himself in restaurant tasks helped only a bit. Though he did begin to feel in step with the kitchen crew, and even a part of the family. His aunt and uncle treated him as an equal, and gradually increased his duties.


    The best part was the Italian espresso. The chef had given him some instruction, and the rest Nic figured out, or asked about when he had coffee in other shops. At its best, the brew was an art form. At its worst, it was a horrid experience.


    Modern espresso could only be had in a bar, where large machines produced enough pressure during brewing to extract essential oils. And the process formed stable crema, a foam with creamy consistency. As a result of the pressurized brewing process, the flavor was very concentrated.


    Nic’s goal was to make perfect espresso. He practiced tamping the coffee to promote the water’s even distribution in the grounds, and even studied the agreed-upon constraints on the type and amount of coffee used, the temperature and pressure of the water, and the rate of extraction.


    He found he preferred the taste of the darker roast, popular in southern Italy, but learned to work with lighter ones as well. When customers began making comments about the coffee, raving about its flavor, Nic was pleased, and his uncle was too.


    Not only had the restaurant promoted Nic to the position of barista, as he made it his mission to create uniformly good shots of espresso, but he’d found a task that he had passion for. Plus, a way to be of value. He had found a place in the world, in a corner of the kitchen at Luca’s.


    Though he had no idea where it would take him, pursuing the art of espresso making—and other drinks using the thick coffee as a base—held Nic’s interest. The fact that he liked to drink it completed the picture. Lost in the process of pulling a shot for a customer, he didn’t realize a call was coming in.


    When he did feel his phone vibrating, Nic grabbed it and stepped out the back door.


    “Ciao, Brizio.”


    “Ciao. I have something for you. Stop by when your shift is over and you can pick up the report. I think it’s what you are looking for.”


    Nic ran his hand through his hair. “What does it say?”


    Brizio hesitated. “I think it’s better if you read it. But you are right about Angelo. His intentions are murky.”


    That wasn’t what Nic wanted to hear, but it didn’t surprise him. “In what way?”


    “Let’s just say he is bragging. In Sicily, he has let everyone know that he is soon to have control of an estate in Tuscany. I guess his family is in the olive business down there. It appears to be a boost to his ego that he will take over one of the largest estates in the region, the Vezzonis’.”


    “You mean because he is marrying Karina?”


    “That’s what you would think. But he isn’t talking like a man in love. More like a vulture about to devour his kill.”


    Nic was angered, but he would read the rest of the information before he decided what to do. It made sense that Angelo would have rights to the estate after marrying Karina. But Nic didn’t trust what he would do with it. His motives were suspect.


    Later that day, when Nic read the details with Brizio looking over his shoulder, he became more determined to take a hand in changing the course of events. Karina had no idea what she was up against, and he would have to think of the right way to tell her.


    The report started with some background on the olive oil trade. Labels written “Made in Italy” and “Extra Virgin Olive Oil” were often a mixture of oils from Tunisia, Morocco, Greece, and Spain. For years, the adulterated oil had been showing profits comparable to cocaine trafficking, with none of the risks.


    The sector of the Italian mafia making a fortune from the illegal agri-food industry had become known as the “agrimafia.” The Italian government’s complicity in the activity was not relevant to the matter at hand, so the report didn’t go into that.


    But Angelo’s connections were relevant. His family had been in the olive trade for generations. Though it wasn’t yet determined if they were mafia or just involved in the shady side of the olive oil scam, they were entrenched.


    The age-old olive oil business was corrupt, and greed was the motive. Angelo’s impending control of Vezzoni spelled disaster. There was no love of the groves, the family tradition, or of the purity of the oil produced and sold.


    The fate of the estate, and Karina’s along with it, hinged on Angelo’s honesty, which he seemed to have very little of. With Sicily so far away, he likely thought Karina would never hear of his bragging.


    Yet among his family and business associates at home, he predicted huge profits from the sale of the Vezzoni estate. He was already scouting for buyers. There seemed to be no indication that this was agreed upon by the Karina or her mother, but Angelo’s attitude remained cocky.


    Nic looked up at Brizio.


    His friend looked somber. “That’s what we’ve got so far. The whole thing has my father pissed off now. The Vezzonis have been thriving in Tuscany since before he was born. Italian blood runs in his veins, and he will be on your side in this fight.”


    Nic nodded. “Grazie.”


    He folded the report and walked to his cottage, deep in thought. Angelo wasn’t going to get away with it. Secrecy had been on his side, but no more. Nic was going to approach the situation with tact, as he didn’t want to show his hand too early.


    No plan came to mind instantly. But he would come up with something. The one thing he knew was that he needed to make Karina aware of her fiancé’s real intentions. Knowing she tended to be hot tempered, he would have to find the right time to bring it up.


    What he needed then was a drink. After so many days of worrying over Karina, and now discovering his worst fears were true, he needed some release. Brizio was going to meet him at the club, so he showered and dressed as soon as he got back to the cottage.


    *****


    Nestled in the outskirts of Firenze, the trendy nightclub Twice had a sexy feel and a friendly vibe. It was upscale, with sleek bars, elegant lounges, neon lighting, and glossy floors. When Nic and Brizio arrived there was barely elbowroom on the dance floor.


    Within minutes, Brizio was dancing with a woman he had just met, and Nic headed toward the bar for a drink. He glanced at the lively dance floor under the glowing chandeliers. And couldn’t believe what he saw.


    Packed in with the other dancers was Karina in a shiny gold dress, stretched over her curves and ending mid-thigh. She wore high heels that made Nic drool over her shapely legs. Some Italian guy danced with her, though her eyes were closed.


    Nic stared. There was no way he expected to see her partying, not after their breakup. Actually, they had never been together, except once. It was hard to know what position to take. Should he go up to her and pretend nothing had happened between them?


    That was impossible. Stepping closer, Nic watched her dance. The way she moved was enticing, and he wished to be her partner, though not just for dancing. When he got closer, it became clear that she was wobbling on her heels, a little unbalanced.


    Karina staggered, and when her partner caught her, she laughed. That was enough. Nic strode up to her, and with his arm around her waist, he half pushed, half carried her off the floor. He nodded to her dance partner, who showed no inclination to stop him.


    With a hazy look, she said, “Nic?”


    Her breath smelled of too much alcohol, and she spoke slowly, not her usual snappy style.


    Finding a table in the bar, Nic shuffled her into a booth and sat beside her.


    “What are you doing, Karina?”


    She laughed. “Why? What are you doing?”


    He put his fingers under her chin and looked into her eyes. “You’re drunk.”


    All she did was smile, if a bit lopsidedly. “You think you’re the only one who can get drunk?”


    “It’s different for me. Any one of the men lurking around the edges of the dance floor would have moved in to take your dance partner’s place if you gave them the opportunity.”


    She giggled. “I like to dance.”


    “Yes, well, I see that. But you aren’t safe here alone. Not in that dress.”


    Karina ran her hand over the bodice, touching her cleavage showing above the vee of the neckline. “What? You don’t like it?”


    Nic touched her cheek. “You look gorgeous in it.”


    He texted Brizio that he was leaving with someone, since finding him in the crowds of people would be difficult. And he couldn’t leave Karina alone. He’d explain about running into her later.


    Standing, he pulled Karina out of the booth. “I have something I want to show you.”


    She furrowed her brow. “Better be good. I wasn’t done dancing.”


    Nic ignored her comment and, with his arm securely around her, guided her out of the dark club. Relieved he’d shown up before anything had happened to her, Nic focused on getting her somewhere quiet and safe. All the way to Luca’s he held on to her.


    The night air seemed to sober her a little, but Karina was still unsteady in her heels. He needed to get to the restaurant, where they could sit down. It had been late by the time he had gotten to the club, and his uncle’s place was already closed for the evening.


    Nic unlocked the back door and led her inside. Karina walked around the kitchen, running her fingers along the stainless-steel surfaces. She kicked off her shoes, visibly more stable in her bare feet. Having her with him felt so good.


    Dumping some beans into the grinder, Nic began making espresso. That night Karina might not be impressed with his barista skills, but she needed caffeine. Quickly, he pulled a shot for her, and then one for himself.


    She sipped the hot brew. Nic couldn’t take his eyes off of her. Her long hair was fluffed out, probably from swinging her body to the music. The makeup she had on was deeper, more intense, and very sexy.


    The dress wrapped around her sensual figure, and her perfect breasts peeked out the top, begging him to touch them. But Nic didn’t know where he stood with her. The last time they’d been together, she had wanted him to stay away once she got married.


    But Karina hadn’t clarified the agreement for the time between now and then. That he hadn’t called wasn’t because he hadn’t been dying to. He’d just been trying to figure out how to continue, and how to have her, knowing it was for so brief a time.


    At that moment, he realized he was an idiot, because he would regret every second he could have been with her and wasn’t. Karina turned to look at the array of cakes and pastries on the shelf. Nic stepped behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist.


    Her warmth aroused him, and he lifted her long hair. Nic kissed the back of her neck, loving her taste and breathing in her scent. She didn’t pull away, but relaxed against him.


    “I’ve missed you, Niccolo,” she whispered.


    He closed his eyes, not believing his fortune in having her close.


    “I suffer every second that I’m without you,” he said with his lips against her soft skin.


    Karina leaned her head back against his shoulder, and he stood holding her like that, scared to move. Nic didn’t want to lose her again. This time he intended to keep her. And he actually thought he could.


    When he released her, Karina finished her espresso and he made her another.


    “Is this what you wanted to show me?” she asked, taking a small sip.


    “No,” he said. “Come with me.” Taking her hand, Nic led her to some wooden stairs. He let her go first and followed her up.


    At the top was a door that opened onto the roof. It was a spot not many frequented, but Nic had liked to go up there, even as a boy. It was a small patio that his uncle used for overflow. The view of the city lights was amazing, and he hoped Karina would like it up there.


    Spinning around, she took in the sight. “Lovely.”


    He grinned.


    “How come I never knew about this?”


    He shrugged. “No reason.”


    Karina laughed. “It’s so…romantic.”


    Nic put his hand on her back. “I used to come up here a lot. I liked to get away. I still like to sit up here and look at the view, especially when it’s quiet after everyone has left for the day.”


    Nic sat on a padded chair and pulled Karina onto his lap. She looked into his eyes and he melted. He fingered her long hair, and she sighed then ran her finger over his lips.


    “You once said I was spoiled. You’re wrong. I’m the most destitute man alive. The love of my life is spoken for, and will soon be ripped away from me. And my heart along with her.”


    Karina put her cup on the side table and wrapped her arms around his neck. For a moment they gazed into each other’s eyes, at a loss for words.


    She stroked his jaw with the back of her fingertips, and then kissed him sweetly. Nic couldn’t help but kiss her back, showing her how he felt, and hoping she understood. Karina parted her lips and pressed into the kiss.


    Her emotion matched his. Overwhelming desire flowed between them. And there was no way to hold back. Nic ran his hand down her spine, and she gripped his shoulders. Then she stopped. Karina looked lovelier than ever under the dim patio lights, making his heart ache with the need for her.


    “What’s going to happen to us, Nic?”


    Her pleading look, her pouty lips, and the arousal glistening in her eyes were all too much. Nic craved her as much as the air he breathed. No opposition seemed insurmountable. No matter what he had to do, he would have her, knowing she wanted him just as much.


    “Trust me,” he said. “Please.”


    Running a hand through his hair, Karina spoke softly. “I want to, Nic. I do. But we are running out of time.”


    Then he kissed along her collarbone and under her jaw, tasting her sweetness. “Don’t think about it now, my love. Just let me love you.”

  


  
    Chapter 16


    Karina found the effect Niccolo had on her unsettling but irresistible. When she looked into his blue eyes, there was no choice but to give in to him. His dark hair was messed up and a shadow of stubble showed on his face. Nic was so masculine and sexy.


    Along the plaster wall that bordered the roof was a long padded bench with pillows. Karina slid off Nic’s lap and took his hand. She pulled him over to the seating, grabbed the bottom of his shirt, and pulled it off.


    Nic’s eyes gleamed. He turned her around and unzipped her dress. Then he lowered it from her shoulders and let it drop to the ground. Karina was glad a row of tall, manicured bushes filled the planter above the short wall, as surely it gave them privacy.


    Though she wanted Nic so much, even someone watching wouldn’t have deterred her. He held her hair in his hand and kissed the back of her neck, so many times that Karina thought she might come if he didn’t stop. The touch of his hot mouth sent sensation straight to her sex, as if a string were tied between the two.


    Nic put his hands on her shoulders and ran his tongue over her skin. Then he kissed down her back, making her wetter than she already was. His lips touched low on her spine, burning her with desire. When he hooked his fingers in the waistband of her thong, she gasped.


    He yanked them down and, holding her hips, pressed his face against her naked butt. The light stubble on his cheek scratched her, arousing her more. He kissed her bare ass, and Karina felt decadent letting him do it. But she wasn’t about to make him stop.


    She kicked away her panties and turned to face him. Nic’s eyes were glistening with need. Reaching behind, Karina undid her bra and tossed it away. Without hesitation, Nic pulled her close and kissed her hard, then let his lips drift down to her breasts.


    He kissed over the crests, teasing her with his tongue, and she wished he would notice her nipples, as they poked out, begging for his attention. As if knowing her thought, Nic took one nipple in his mouth and sucked, making her whimper.


    Shifting to the other nipple, he sucked and then bit lightly. Karina arched her back into him, wanting more. Nic moved back a little and cupped her breasts, which were swollen and heavy. Holding their weight, admiration filled his eyes.


    Tenderly, he kissed each breast and Karina’s clit tensed. He made her want to give everything and want even more in return. There was no resisting; no thought of control. She reached out and undid the buttons of his pants, letting them drop to his ankles.


    His cock bulged out of his briefs, the thick knob showing above the waistband. He looked so fucking good. Karina pulled off his underwear and took in the sight of his naked body. “Delicious” didn’t begin to describe what she saw.


    Grabbing his wrists, Karina pushed him onto the padded seating and shoved him onto his back. She lifted his hands over his head and kissed him hard, letting her tongue sink deeply into his mouth. He moaned.


    Lifting her head, she gazed at Nic, looking handsome as hell under the Tuscan moonlight. The sight of the patch of dark hair under each arm was erotic. She kissed underneath, paying attention to the tender skin there and licking the side of his chest.


    She raked her tongue up the underside of his arm, and then let her hands slip down to his biceps. Gripping his hard muscle turned her on more, and she sucked wantonly at Nic’s hard nipples. Then she nipped at them, making him moan.


    He grabbed her hair and pulled her head back to kiss under her jaw. Every nerve of her body was on alert, and when he licked the sensitive skin of her neck, Karina nearly came unglued. As he kissed her, Nic panted, and she could feel his heat against her leg.


    Sitting up, Karina wrapped both hands around his thick erection and leaned down to tease the tip with her tongue. Pre-cum seeped out the top, and Nic groaned at her touch. She wrapped her lips over the knob and sucked.


    Nic gasped a curse. “Jesus.”


    Sitting up, he reversed their roles and pushed Karina onto her back. “I want to taste your sweet pussy.” His words sent a shiver through her. With his hand, Nic pushed one of her legs against the wall, and shoved the other one off so her foot touched the ground.


    Karina was open to him, and the night air rushed against her. Panting faster, she longed for his mouth to touch her. And when it did, she cried out in pleasure. Nic pressed his lips to her wet opening and dipped his tongue inside.


    She squirmed against the cushion underneath her, needing to mitigate the intensity. Nic stroked his tongue in and out, and put his palm on her vulva. Karina arched her back to press back against his hand. It felt so good.


    Nic stroked her inner thigh, and Karina made a sound in the back of her throat. He opened her outer lips with his fingers and blew against her. The heat of his breath pushed her close to the precipice. She craved pressure where her body ached.


    Leaning in, Nic ran his tongue along her wet slit. “You taste so sweet.”


    He slid two fingers inside her and a sharp cry escaped her lips. With alternating sucking and flicking over her clit, Nic took her to a greater height. If he didn’t release her soon, Karina thought she would explode.


    “Come for me, love. Cry out. No one will hear you.”


    Without mercy, Nic swirled his tongue around her clit, then began tapping against it. Simultaneously, he moved his two fingers inside her, stroking in just the right spot. Karina let go of any restraint she had clung to, and welcomed the climax that took her.


    Her abdomen stiffened, and waves pulsed through her sex, tightening her from the inside. Karina yelled in a long, shrill shout of ecstasy. Nic gently pressed his lips to her clit, letting her come against them, sharing in her pleasure.


    A peaceful, floating feeling settled over her, as if she were on some exotic drug. But the intense sensations did not go away. The crescendo of her orgasm didn’t crash, but only calmed, leaving her still turned on and wanting more.


    When she relaxed, Nic pulled her up into his arms and kissed her lips. Karina swept her tongue around the inside of his mouth. Tasting her own flavor, and the recent memory of his mouth on her, aroused her anew.


    She ran her hands over his chest, feeling the dark hair and the rock-hard muscle under it. Karina fisted his cock, and Nic moaned in agony. His balls were tight underneath and she rolled them lovingly in her palm.


    Then she took his shaft into her mouth, but not just the knob this time. Karina wanted all of him, and she slid her lips over his velvet skin, breathing in his male scent. She fingered the dark hair at the base of his cock and pressed her lips over him.


    Nic buried his hands in her hair and panted heavily. Determined to give him an unforgettable release, Karina sucked harder. Then, when his cock swelled, she let it pop out of her mouth. Nic gasped.


    Lightly she flicked her tongue along the bulging veins and swirled it under the thick edge of his hard knob. She purposely let his arousal level cool slightly, knowing that when she brought him back, it would be all the more intense.


    “I can’t take much more.” The words came like a growl from deep in his throat.


    Karina sucked the head of his cock, harder than she had before, then let her lips drift down. Relaxing her throat, she took him as deep as she could. Pumping over him, she felt his cock throb. With her hands on his steel abs, Karina sped her motions and sucked a bit harder.


    Nic cried out like an animal caught in a trap; the sound conveyed such feral need that it made her heart race. His cock pulsed in her mouth and his cum shot down her throat. He gave her all he had, and she took it, wanting nothing more than his pleasure. The pleasure only she could give.


    When he fell back against the pad and pulled her to him, Karina licked her lips, tasting the salty male flavor of him. The intimacy of the encounter touched her deeply. It was as if he had let her see inside him, know him as no other woman had, and she knew then the power she had over him.


    For a few minutes, Nic remained still with his eyes closed, and Karina put her head on his chest. She stroked his neck and his jaw. “Niccolo.” Her voice sounded like a whisper in the night. The feeling in her heart was more than she had ever imagined was possible.


    When they sat up, Karina leaned against Nic, and he kept his arm around her. He stroked her hair and ran his finger over her lips. On the dark rooftop with the moonlight casting a pale glow over their naked bodies, Karina knew she was where she should be.


    She let him hold her for a while. Words seemed inadequate for what was happening between them. Karina wasn’t sure she knew exactly. In Nic’s arms, she felt exhilarated, as if anything were possible. She felt safe and loved.


    Karina repeatedly stroked his thigh, following the line of thick muscle, and his cock swelled. He was ready for her again. He was so hot and so virile. There was no end to her desire for him. She let her fingers roam back up his thigh and then along his cock.


    Nic leaned over and kissed her deeply, his longing evident. She parted her lips, taking his tongue and loving it with her own. With his hot mouth over hers, she wanted him badly. Karina wanted him plunged to her depths, and knew he wouldn’t deny her.


    Before she could act on her urge, Nic put his hands on her waist and pulled her onto his lap. She straddled him. He lifted her onto her knees and he kissed her belly. Then he dipped his tongue into her belly button before raking his tongue down to her pussy.


    He flicked the tip of his tongue over her clit, and she whimpered.


    “I need you,” he whispered. “I need to be inside you.”


    Nic held the base of his cock and touched the hard knob to her wet opening. Karina gasped and lowered over him. Passion flooded her, and in one swift motion, she pushed down so Nic was in all the way.


    He cried out. Panting heavily, he fucked her, in a fast rhythm with hard thrusts. Karina’s veins flooded with heat and she lifted up and down over his wide cock. It felt amazing, and she couldn’t get enough.


    “Ah, ah, ah,” she panted.


    Nic held her waist with one hand, and with the other, fondled her breasts. He rubbed his palm back and forth, exciting both her nipples until they hurt. Her clit was like a pebble, and she wanted release. But Karina held out, wanting to have him inside her longer.


    When Nic slowed his motions, she knew he was close. His blue eyes were dark. She gazed at him, marveling at his gorgeousness, accentuated by his arousal. He looked back and that moment of connection gripped her heart.


    “Ahhhh.” Nic’s eyes glazed over and his body turned to steel. When his cock pulsed, Karina didn’t even try to hold back. Her climax ripped through her body, and her strong inner muscles clenched his shaft as he released into her. Through waves of pleasure, she rocked over him, slowing as her orgasm subsided.


    Nic leaned against the wall and Karina sagged into his lap. “My God,” was all he said. When he could move again, he sat her on the cushion and rustled in a cabinet for a towel. Gently, he cleaned her up and then dropped the towel to the ground.


    Pulling her onto his lap, Nic wrapped her in his warm embrace. Karina put her arms around his neck and her head on his shoulder.


    “You’re everything to me,” Nic whispered.


    Karina lifted her head and gazed into his blue eyes. She didn’t doubt his sincerity for a second. “I wish I never had to leave,” she said. “I wish…”


    He kissed her sweetly, letting her know he understood. But he didn’t ask for more, and Karina was relieved. The future weighed heavily on her heart, and she just wanted to savor the rest of the night with the man she couldn’t seem to do without.


    She’d face the other later. For now, she was with Nic. Any effects of the alcohol she’d had earlier had mostly worn off, and, sated with pleasure, Karina felt wonderful. It occurred to her that she hadn’t eaten before going dancing.


    As if on cue, her stomach rumbled. Nic smiled, and Karina giggled.


    “I’m hungry too,” he said. “Let’s get dressed and go downstairs. I’m sure we will find plenty of food in the kitchen.


    Famished, Karina accepted all the food Nic offered. Everything tasted more delicious than it should have, considering it was leftovers and they didn’t even bother to heat it up. After they’d had their fill, Nic found the gelato in the fridge and they ate dessert.


    Karina laughed. “Now I’m stuffed.”


    Nic kissed her lips, and she felt the icy cold on them from the vanilla treat they’d just finished off. “Me too,” he said. “I forbid you to go home this late. I’m taking you to bed.”


    Karina batted her eyelashes. “That sounds promising.”


    “You’re insatiable,” he said with a grin. “And I love it.”


    Fortunately, the cottage was nearby, as Karina was exhausted, though pleasantly so. They cleaned up in the bathroom then slipped into bed naked. She pressed up against Nic with her back to his chest, and he wrapped his arms around her.


    He kissed the top of her head and squeezed her tight. “Sleep, my love,” he whispered. “We are together.”


    Karina wanted to touch him. With his muscled form pressed against her back, she thought of turning over and having him again. She remembered the taste of him in her mouth and the feel of him inside her. But she couldn’t lift her arms; they felt heavy.


    She closed her eyes. Karina breathed in the scent of the man she craved, and settled against his strong body. More, she always wanted more. But her strength was sapped, and despite her intentions, she couldn’t move.


    Peace settled over Karina, and her body tingled with warmth. It was like floating on a cloud, and she felt so light. Thoughts of Nic, and how sexy he was, filled her mind. Joy filled her heart. Then she fell fast asleep.

  


  
    Chapter 17


    The next morning when Karina looked in the mirror, she was a wreck. No makeup, her hair wild, and she needed a shower desperately. They had slept late, and Nic wanted to take her to an early lunch. Before she could be seen in public, she had to fix her appearance.


    “You look beautiful,” Nic said, coming up behind her and wrapping her in a warm embrace.


    She nuzzled her cheek against his. “You would say so. Sex has made you blind.”


    He laughed. “Not at all. I recognize an Italian sex goddess when I see one.”


    She smacked his shoulder and he released her. Turning, she kissed Nic sweetly, but he thrust his hand in her hair and pressed her closer. The tender kiss turned passionate, and it wouldn’t have been hard for Nic to get her back to bed.


    “I have to go,” she gasped.


    He raised his brows. “What for?”


    She widened her eyes. “Can’t you see? I looked like I’ve been ravaged.”


    A sexy look came into his eyes. “And better for it.”


    She waved her hand. “What an ego.”


    Nic grinned. “True.”


    Karina gave him a satisfied grin.


    Nic stepped close and wrapped his arms around her waist. “Now, let’s go back to bed and let me show you what else I can do.”


    She giggled. “You do tempt me, but I wouldn’t be sexy…looking like this.”


    He kissed her forehead. “You’re always sexy.”


    Nic did make her feel so. His words and his touch made her feel beautiful. If she didn’t watch it, she was going to have as big an ego as he did.


    She wrestled free. “I’m going to the gym to shower. I’ll stop by Marisol’s to get my suitcase from Fiona. I need my makeup and some other stuff. If I’m lucky I won’t run into anyone I know.”


    Nic’s eyes sparkled.


    Pointing a finger at him, she frowned. “And if I do, I’m holding you accountable.”


    He kissed her cheek. “Don’t be late to lunch. I’m really working up an appetite.”


    Karina smiled.


    Somehow she made her way to the shoe shop without being seen. She waved Fiona to the back, wanting to hide from public view. Her friend stepped into the room and stared at her. She probably looked as frightful as she felt.


    Karina sat on a bench. “I need my rolling case. I need to shower at the gym.”


    Her friend squinted at her. “Where did you sleep last night?”


    She shrugged. “With Niccolo.”


    Fiona waved her hands in the air. “What’s happening with that? I thought you were upset that he kissed you.”


    That seemed so long ago. “Things have changed.”


    With her hands on her hips, Fiona faced her. “I guess so. Are you with Nic now?”


    Shaking her head, Karina tried to convince herself it was true. “No, I’m marrying Angelo.” Even as she said it, a knife stabbed her heart. “And you are going to be my maid of honor.”


    Fiona plopped down beside her. “Why are you marrying him?”


    Without looking at her, Karina replied, “You know why.”


    Standing up, Fiona began to pace. “Remind me, because it seems things have changed.”


    “Sharing Nic’s bed doesn’t change the reality that I have to marry Angelo.”


    Glaring at her, Fiona stated what appeared to be a simple truth to her: “But you don’t love him.”


    “What does love have to do with it?”


    Fiona moved closer, and looked at Karina intently. “Do you hear what you are saying? Love has everything to do with it. Everything.”


    Karina shook her head. “I wish it did, but it’s only a fantasy. So start looking for a dress, because in a few months you have to be there with me for this…wedding.”


    Her friend didn’t budge. “What about Nic?”


    Karina crossed her legs and did her best to look strong. “What do you mean?”


    “Will you keep seeing him after you are married?” Fiona crossed her arms, waiting for an answer.


    No one but Fiona could get away with asking her that. “I can’t.” But even as she said it, Karina couldn’t envision not seeing Nic anymore. It wasn’t the time to think about it. Later, she would figure something out.


    Taking her rolling case, Karina hurried to the gym. After showering, washing her hair, and fixing her makeup, she felt like a woman again. It was okay to be seen in public. Securing her bag, she made her way out of the locker room and out to the door, ignoring the leering males. Her thoughts were of only one man.


    *****


    The restaurant was decorated in a warm green color, and had an arched ceiling. The walls were adorned with photographs of Tuscany in thin wooden frames. The trattoria Nic had chosen for lunch was a bit romantic for Karina’s taste. It had candles and white tablecloths. The atmosphere was going to make it harder to cool things off between them.


    They ordered the Italian raw meat platter, ravioli, and steamed fish. While waiting, they sipped the complimentary Prosecco. Nic wore a freshly pressed light blue shirt that brought out the color of his eyes. Karina had thought she could be more reserved during the meal than she had been on the rooftop the night before.


    But seeing him, looking well dressed and charming, put her in a different frame of mind. His buff body filled out the classy shirt, and Karina would have liked to take it off of him and resume where they had left off under the moonlight. A rebellious thought struck: maybe she would stay with her lover and not go home.


    Nic reached across the table and stroked the back of her hand with his fingertips, making her tingle all over. His dark hair, still a little damp from his recent shower, touched the rim of his collar. He had folded back his sleeves, so his strong forearms dusted with dark hair caught her eye.


    Normally, Nic was talkative when he was around her. And he’d been chatty enough before she left the cottage. Yet he seemed quiet, and the look on his face was pensive. Karina had the idea he wanted to say something, but delayed. She feared she knew what it might be, and wasn’t sure how she would react.


    The heat of their relationship couldn’t be denied or ignored. Karina had no idea what to do about it, and wondered if Nic did either. Taboo or not, their intimacy had blossomed and she wanted to be with him. More than she cared to admit. That was the truth.


    The food was served and they ate quietly. Seconds ticked by like a death march as their time ran out. Not just that day, but the future as well. Though the meal was delicious, Karina ate with less vigor than she had the night before. Leaving wasn’t going to be easy.


    Nic pushed his plate back and gulped the last of his Prosecco. “I have to talk to you about something.”


    Trying to keep it casual, Karina leaned back and took a sip of her drink. She raised an eyebrow.


    He leaned forward on his elbows. “I’ve been looking into Angelo.” Karina started to speak but Nic held up his hand. “Wait. Just let me tell you and then you can talk.”


    He proceeded to outline for her the dark side of her fiancé, including his mafia connections, propensity to greed, and oversized ego. Bit by bit, he recited details from a report he had obtained about Angelo’s activities in Sicily.


    Though horrified by some of what Nic said, it was important to Karina not to show weakness. “I know his family is in the olive business. That’s no secret.”


    Nic shook his head. “Did you hear what I just said? For all you know, Angelo will sell off your estate as soon as he has the chance.”


    The thought was terrifying and upset her more than she let on. “And what do you want me to do?”


    He looked into her eyes, and Karina felt weak. “I’m begging you…not to marry him, Karina.”


    Fury tore through her, partly at Nic’s audacity, but mostly because of the predicament she was in. “And who is going to take care of us? Huh, Niccolo? You?” She waited for his response to her challenge.


    Nic took her hand. “Please, Karina.”


    She shook her head, trying to blink back tears. Her life was falling apart and there seemed little she could do about it. Karina glared at Nic as if he were the cause of it all.


    “You’ve ruined everything.” A tear rolled down her cheek and she wiped it away.


    Nic’s eyes were sad. “You know that’s not true.”


    Sliding toward destiny with nothing to grab on to, Karina still didn’t want to let it take her. She resisted. It would be better to fight, but she had no clear idea how to do that. Looking at Nic magnified the suffering. Alone, and a victim of circumstance, had been one thing.


    But now, having been with Nic, the game had changed. The rules seemed to have shifted without notice. All she had known to be true, the future she had counted on for years, seemed to drain away with Nic’s words. Karina didn’t like feeling helpless, and anger boiled inside her.


    *****


    Nic wished he could assure Karina that he would take care of everything. He wanted nothing more than to protect her, but knew if he claimed he would, she wouldn’t believe him. So far, he hadn’t shown he could do it. That would have to change.


    The night before had been unforgettable. Karina was so passionate, and once desire was kindled inside her, it couldn’t be stopped. Nor had he wanted to. Nic thought of how beautiful she had looked, naked, under the moonlight. Heat simmered in his veins.


    The vision would stay with him, and be a memory he clung to in her absence. The thought of being without her was abhorrent to him. And worse was that she seemed determined to marry Angelo. Though he had hoped to dissuade her with the intelligence he’d gained, Nic knew there was more to uncover.


    The unsavory facts he had relayed about Angelo were alarming enough. Yet Nic had no doubt it was just the tip of the iceberg. And he knew he could unravel the evil plot and save the woman he loved, given enough time. More determined than ever, he decided to do just that.


    There was no other choice. He had sworn to fight for her, and fight for her he would. Until his last breath, Nic would do everything in his power to rescue his love. And though he was getting a late start, and Angelo had the current advantage, Nic intended to succeed.


    Looking at Karina with tears in her eyes further motivated him. Of course, he didn’t expect she would call off the wedding just like that, though he had begged her to. Nic had prayed she would, but understood her fear. She had explained it often enough.


    He took her hands in his and kissed her knuckles. “I love you, Karina. Please don’t give up. I don’t intend to let you go.”


    She smiled through her tears. “I love you, Niccolo. You would know I was lying if I said otherwise. But you ask more than I can give. I have…” Her lip quivered.


    “I know, my love. You have responsibilities. And you are a strong woman. But let me help you.”


    She nodded then looked down, her long, shiny hair falling forward, covering her lovely face.


    “There are often solutions we don’t see,” he said. “Just don’t shut me out. I couldn’t take that.”


    Karina looked up, and he gazed into her wide brown eyes.


    “I won’t, Niccolo. I can’t. You say I’m strong, but I’m not that strong. I have my limits. And what I feel for you can’t be undone, no matter what my head tells me.”


    Nic placed her palm on his cheek with his over it. He pressed her close. “It means so much to hear you say that.”


    He wanted to be alone with her, to take her back to the cottage and show her once again how he felt. But that would have to wait.


    “Let me drive you home. We can put your motorbike in the back of the truck.”


    A smile touched her lips. “I’m not drunk after a few sips of Prosecco.”


    Nic laughed. “No, I didn’t think so. I just want to be with you longer.”


    “Don’t you have to be to work today?”


    He shook his head. “I have the late shift. It will be fine.”


    Nic paid the bill and helped Karina up from her chair. With his arm around her, he guided her out of the restaurant, glad to be close. And pleased that she had voiced how she felt about him. Her actions had conveyed her feelings, but it was good to hear her say it.

  


  
    Chapter 18


    In no hurry to take Karina home, the scenic route seemed the best way back. A few miles from Firenze was a pretty town called Fiesole high up in the scenic hills. Some of the villas in the surrounding area had been turned into hotels. Set in a beautiful location, the luxurious Villa di Maiano had been used in the film A Room with a View. It offered vacation apartments and was often the venue for weddings.


    Karina rubbed Nic’s arm. “Did you forget the way to the villa?”


    “Yes, and we may never find our way back,” he said.


    She raised her eyebrows. “Fiesole?”


    He glanced at her. “On a day like today, the view of Firenze will be spectacular.”


    She squeezed his hand, and Nic wished he didn’t have to return to the villa. Maybe they could escape and live together for the rest of their lives, undiscovered in the small town. Karina really had turned him into a romantic. Not that he minded.


    He wound his way to the top, along the narrow road, and found a place to pull over. He knew the area was one of the few where Roman ruins could still be seen. Plus, all around were the Etruscan walls, created in pre-Roman times.


    Karina’s eyes lit up. “The amphitheater.” She got out before he could get around and open her door.


    The Roman outdoor theater was composed of many levels of stone seating curved around the stage. The multi-leveled construction allowed for proper viewing from any seat in the audience. Nic took Karina’s hand and they stood on the top row, looking down at the theater pit and out to the valley.


    She pulled him down, one stone level at a time, until they were on the circular stage. Nic looked up, imagining what it would have been like to perform in the ancient stadium. Karina put her arm around his waist and hugged him.


    “It’s amazing, isn’t it?”


    “Very.”


    Nic turned and wrapped his arms around her waist. “You’re amazing.”


    Karina blushed.


    He looked into her beautiful brown eyes. “Last night was…everything I could ask for. And more.”


    She touched her finger to his lips. “It was the same for me, Niccolo.”


    He covered her mouth with his, tasting her sweetness and wanting more. His pants were uncomfortably tight, and he questioned his decision to be alone with her. Nic might do more than just kiss her in the middle of the crumbling theater.


    “I have to get back,” she whispered, but her eyes shone with desire.


    Nic lifted her high, so her feet were off the ground. Karina giggled.


    “What if I don’t take you back? What then?”


    Her eyes got bigger. “We’ll be in a lot of trouble.”


    Nic let her body slide down against his until her feet reached the ground. “More than we already are?”


    She kissed his lips. “A lot more.”


    Reluctantly, Nic guided her back to the truck, holding her hand while they navigated the hundreds of steps back to the top. He had extended their time together for as long as he could, and was unable to delay any longer. Opening her door, he helped her in, but kissed her once more before going around to his side.


    *****


    Nic was impossible to resist, but Karina could not allow herself to end her engagement. Though she felt wild and impulsive when the man she lusted for held her tight, it was not the time to make such decisions. The urge to follow her passion was strong. But she wasn’t convinced love was enough.


    Her mother had been right in saying she was cynical. And she had every reason to be. At least, she had before Niccolo. He confused her and made her waver from what she knew was right. Or, more exactly, what she was committed to do. The temptation increased the more she was with him.


    Gliding over the roads, past vineyards and farmhouses, Karina pondered her future. It didn’t seem possible that in a few months she would be a married woman. What she felt for Nic wasn’t going to go away just because her fiancé walked her down the aisle and put a ring on her finger.


    And how did she plan to share Angelo’s bed after being with Nic? If only her fiancé wanted marriage for business reasons, and had no inclination to have sex with her. But his behavior in Montepulicano had confirmed he had every intention of taking her as his wife in every sense. If for no other reason, Angelo’s male pride wouldn’t allow her to turn away from him.


    Nic ran his fingertips over her thigh, bringing her back to the present and making her skin tingle. He was so sexy. If only he had some fault she could point to, something she could latch on to as a reason to reject him. But he had none. None that she could see.


    The only thing was that he couldn’t step into Angelo’s place. It wasn’t so simple. Life wasn’t that easy. Why did everything have to be complicated? If only she could be with Niccolo, unfettered by the trappings of her engagement, and not burdened with the responsibilities she felt less and less equipped to deal with.


    The villa came into view, and her heart sank. Karina loved the villa; she always had. But driving up to the lovely stone building brought her back to reality. Ending the bubble of romantic fantasy she had allowed herself to indulge in, Nic shut off the engine and turned to look at her.


    His blue eyes were soft. “Will you invite me in?”


    “Of course. Mamma will want to say hello.”


    Nic leapt from the driver’s side and came around to open her door. With his hands on her waist, he lifted her out, and her breasts brushed against his chest. He stopped, and Karina could feel his breath against her cheek.


    Then he stepped back to let her by. She took his hand and led him up the front steps. Having been away longer than she had planned, Karina wondered how her mother was doing. Finding her on the terrace, she went over to give her a hug.


    “Ciao, Mamma.”


    Her mother kissed her, and smiled at Nic. “Ciao, Nic. You’ve come to visit us?”


    He kissed her on each cheek and squeezed her hand. “Yes, Rosella. It’s always a pleasure.”


    They joined her for some wine, since Rosella was just finishing her lunch. They chatted with her, and learned of her dinner with a friend the evening before. Karina was grateful for their friends and neighbors, who seemed delighted to come by and visit without having to be asked.


    Her mother’s skin had color, and her eyes were bright. Breathing a sigh of relief, Karina realized how much she worried about her mother. It was hard not knowing how she would be from one day to the next. The doctors did their best, but it was a complex disease. Yet the progression could be slowed if proper care was given.


    Or that was Karina’s hope. She never felt more helpless than when her mother’s condition declined and there was nothing she could do. Rosella had fortitude and didn’t allow the illness to take her without resistance. Despite sagging energy, her mother entertained friends, dined in town when she could, and kept her mind sharp with her avid reading.


    Rosella stood. “You two enjoy yourselves. I’m going to rest.”


    They hugged her in turn, and watched her walk away.


    Nic sighed. “I guess I should go too.”


    “I have some new pictures I’m going to print and mount this afternoon,” Karina said.


    “Will you show me your work?”


    Karina widened her eyes. “You want to see it?”


    “Of course. I would love to.”


    She took his hand and led him to the library. Floor-to-ceiling shelves were filled with books, many Karina had read over the years. She had always enjoyed sitting in the library by the stone fireplace and reading one of her favorites. By one wall was a wooden stand that held all the photographs she had mounted.


    Karina walked over to the rack. “Here, you can look through them.”


    Nic appeared interested, which surprised her. She watched as he thumbed through, making comments here and there about the lighting, or a particular angle in one of the photos. It made her feel good that he cared and seemed to enjoy looking at the pictures.


    He lifted a picture of a farmhouse, one she had taken in Chianti. Angling it toward the light, he studied it. It seemed fortuitous that he picked that one. Karina remembered going back several different days and waiting for the right lighting, at just the right time of day.


    “You are very talented,” he said, then replaced the picture. Intent on what he was doing, Nic resumed looking at her pictures until he had looked through them all.


    “Your skill with the lighting and angle is impressive. Each picture is a unique moment in time. Together they tell the story of Tuscany in a way only pictures can.”


    It felt awkward to have him compliment her. No one but her family and her closest friends had seen them. Karina didn’t know if they were good or not, just that she loved taking them. She smiled at Nic.


    “Thank you for saying so.”


    The sincerity in Nic’s eyes got to her. She reached out and touched his cheek. “Now you really have to go, before you are late.”


    But Nic didn’t move. “I’m not just saying so. Those photographs are very professional.”


    Her cheeks heated. “I have good scenery to work with.”


    Nic grinned, then kissed her sweetly.


    Karina was inspired to share more about her hobby. “I’d like to go to Montalcino one of these days. I’m sure there are some great shots there. I remember we went a couple of times when I was younger. It’s been a while. There’s this one house I recall that is surrounded by cypress trees. But it’s on private property. The best vantage point is going to be from the adjacent property, also private, but Mamma knows the owner.”


    “I’ll take you.”


    Karina knew he liked the pictures, but hanging out with her while she waited for good shots was another thing. “Really?”


    Nic took both her hands in his. “Yes, how about tomorrow? I have the day off.”


    “In order to get that particular view, I need to be out walking. It’s quite a hike. Before, when I was there, I saw a photographer standing on top of a Land Rover in order to get the right angle. I’m guessing he was a pro. I don’t need that, though. I know exactly where I want to be for the picture I want to capture.”


    She was thrilled at the prospect of a photo shoot in Montalcino. And glad that Angelo was still away. For a while longer, she didn’t have to account to anyone for her activities. And Nic was excited to go with her. It was so unlike the sour attitude she’d gotten used to from her smothering fiancé.


    “Tomorrow,” she said, and kissed Nic softly. She held his hand and walked him to the door. In the foyer, he stroked her cheek and her heart skipped a beat. Then, before Karina could think of resisting, he pressed her against the wall and kissed her hard.


    The feel of his lips on hers made her weak, and her sex throbbed. She wanted Nic, and that wasn’t going to change. He lost his hand in her hair and pressed her to him, deepening the kiss. His masculine flavor and the feel of his hard body against hers made her dizzy.


    Nic pulled back, his eyes glistening with desire. “Until tomorrow.”


    Then he left, and Karina stood looking at the closed door, her body flushed and her pulse racing. Knowing she had broken the rules, and stolen precious time with Niccolo, didn’t stop her from wanting more of the same. Passion seemed to rise up and swamp all good judgment. And she feared it would end badly.

  


  
    Chapter 19


    Under a bright blue sky with Karina beside him, Nic started for Montalcino. She had dressed for the outdoors in leather hiking boots and fitted jeans that hugged her curves. Watching her hike in the tight pants was going to be a treat.


    The drive would give them some time to talk. It was another chance to enlighten her on the severity of her situation. Nic had to try, even if she got mad. He glanced over at her, lovely as always with her hair flowing in big waves down to her breasts. Tiny diamond studs sparkled in her earlobes.


    In a bag on the seat between them, she had stowed her photographic equipment. Karina gazed out window. Nic watched the green and yellow hills, too, as they rolled by. He had arrived early so they would have plenty of time. And he had arranged for them to stay overnight in case she needed early-morning light for one of her shots.


    Of course, the thought of spending the night with her would have been enough for Nic, even without photography as a plausible reason. Karina seemed pleased to be with him, and relaxed. He knew she was excited about the trip, and he had meant it when he had praised her photographic work.


    Though he didn’t want to ruin the mood, there would be no better time to bring up the subject. “Since I learned that information about Angelo, I’ve taken the time to get more educated.”


    Karina looked over at him. “About what?”


    She was listening; that was a start. “The Mafia.”


    She frowned.


    Nic tried to focus on the road. “I know you don’t want to talk about it. But ignoring it won’t make it go away.”


    She crossed her legs. “I’m not ignoring it. And I’m not as naïve as you may think.”


    He raised his brows.


    She tossed her hair over her shoulder. “Well, Angelo can’t just marry me and sell the estate. It’s more complex than that.”


    “How so?”


    Karina crossed her arms. “First of all, the property was inherited by my mother. As long as she retains control, Angelo can’t touch it.”


    Nic shook his head. “I still don’t trust him.”


    She shrugged. “Maybe not, but there’s another snag for him.”


    “I’m listening.”


    Karina leaned back and proceeded to detail more of the situation. “Did you know that in Italy, in a sale of agricultural land, that if the neighbors are farmers, they must be advised of the intention to sell? And only if they decline to purchase may it be sold to an outsider.”


    Nic wasn’t convinced. “I’m sure the neighbors could be bought off.”


    “I didn’t say they couldn’t, but it makes for a messier process.”


    Another thought occurred to him. “What about heirs? Aren’t your sisters in line to inherit?”


    Karina shook her head. “No, they made it clear they didn’t want the villa. Their lives are different now, and they don’t plan to return to the estate. Of course, they would get money at such time as my mother passes away. But the estate goes to me. No other heirs.”


    Nic furrowed his brow. “How are you involved now?”


    “My father entrusted me with the operations of the grove and the security of the villa. Per his will, I control it all, even now, though my mother has ownership.”


    Nic looked over at her. “Don’t you see the danger you are in?”


    “Not if I am in control.”


    Nic paused, thinking of how best to convey his next point. “I have read numerous articles and news reports this past week. As crazy as it sounds, olive oil racketeering is one of the Italian Mafia’s most lucrative enterprises.”


    Karina nodded. “I know, but our estate has remained true, selling only locally.”


    Nic took a breath before going on. “I know, but Angelo has his sights on your estate now. The cost of fighting the Mafia is high. Even though locals have grown more courageous in their opposition, those who oppose or even inform on the Mafia are often targeted for assassination.” He paused. “So how do you think you are immune?”


    Karina had no reply, and her expression turned serious. Nic had been harsher than he had intended. But he had to make her understand. For right then, he’d said enough, and hoped he had made an impression. Maybe when she thought about it, Karina would realize the veracity of what he was saying.


    After a while, Nic reached over and put his hand on her thigh. “Still with me?”


    Karina looked over and nodded.


    The conversation shifted to lighter topics. Karina chatted about photography, and the pictures she hoped to get. It sounded like a challenge, but he knew she was up to it. Hearing the excitement in her voice, Nic was glad he had arranged the outing.


    Though the weather was pleasant, there were a few clouds scattered in the sky, and showers were predicted. Nic hoped they could complete the photo shoot before they got rained out. The area surrounding the quaint town of Montalcino was a magnificent mix of grapevines and olive trees, and as they approached, Karina leaned out the window to get a better look.


    “It’s up the hill, outside the city,” Karina said, and proceeded to direct him. She squinted at a map that was a maze of tiny white lines indicating all sorts of obscure roads. Using navigational skills, and partly from memory, she guided them to the right spot. Along the way, she pointed out various landmarks she remembered.


    “We’ll have to park here,” she said, “and hike the rest of the way.”


    Getting to the vantage point she had in mind wasn’t a matter of driving up a road. She had permission to be on the property and could see her friend’s villa in the distance. But it was quite a hike to where she needed to position the camera. He carried the bag of equipment for her.


    Nic followed behind, since she seemed to know the path. Looking at her nice ass all the way up the challenging climb made it worth it. Breathing heavily, he mounted the crest that had the view she wanted and stood next to her. Down the valley, among the hills and nearly hidden by cypress trees, was the farmhouse. It was to be the focal point of the shot.


    The clouds blocked just enough sun to cast a lovely shadow over the valley. Karina extended the legs of her tripod and secured the camera to it. Nic sat on the grass and watched her size up various compositions through the lens. Then she snapped numerous shots, swiveling the camera expertly, and, with precise positioning, captured the scene.


    She stopped and looked down at Nic.


    “That it?”


    Karina shook her head. “Oh, no. I’m just getting started. But I have to wait for the light to change.” She plopped onto the grass next to him.


    There was no one in sight. The valley below was thick with trees, and being up so high, they could see quite a distance. The weather had held, and not a drop of rain had fallen yet. Karina leaned back to lie on the grass and look up at the sky.


    Nic did the same, and held her hand.


    “It’s beautiful up here, isn’t it?” Karina said.


    “Very beautiful.”


    For a while they just enjoyed the tranquility and watched the fluffy clouds.


    “What will you do, Niccolo? We are always talking about me, and my future. I’m wondering about you. Will you stay in Tuscany?”


    It occurred to him that usually no one asked what he wanted, or what he planned. But he had thought about it a great deal. He squeezed her hand.


    “I’ve decided I belong in Italy. It’s where I was born, and I guess I’ve always been more Italian than American. There are many good things about Boston, and there are some friends I will miss. But I am most at home here in the countryside.” With you, he had almost said.


    Karina turned her head to look at him. “I’m glad to hear that. I would hate to think of you going far away. Even though I have no right to persuade you to stay.”


    She had every right, but Nic held back from saying so. “I spoke to my father the other day and told him I don’t want to be a doctor. That it’s my decision and I hope he will respect it.”


    “How did he take it?”


    Nic shrugged. “Not well, at first. But my uncle talked with him, and I think he has accepted it now. But I don’t care. I want what I want.”


    Karina looked at him intently. “What do you want?”


    You. But it wasn’t the right time to say so. Not yet. “I want to eat simple Italian food, drink espresso every morning, drink local wine, and enjoy life.”


    Karina smiled.


    “Does that make me irresponsible? Just wanting the simple life?”


    She ruffled his hair. “No. It just makes you Italian.”


    Nic rolled over and kissed her. Karina caressed his shoulder.


    “And before I forget,” he said, “I also spoke to my father about Rosella.”


    “You did?”


    He nodded. “I told him you’d said she had been doing better lately, but does have set backs. He told me flare-ups are commonly followed by periods of remission.”


    “Yes, that’s what her doctor said. The flare-ups can be sudden. Sometimes she gets swelling in her joints, or pain. A couple of times she’s had chest pain.”


    “Medicine is one subject my father is willing to talk to me about,” Nic said. “There is a new drug, the first one of its kind, and it has been shown to reduce the frequency of flare-ups. He has stayed in touch with the medical community here. He knows her doctor and is going to speak with him. The drug hasn’t been on the market long. Even if her doctor knows about it, he may not have experience with it. My father does, and says it is hopeful.”


    “Thank you, Nic. That means a lot. I’m grateful for anything that can help.”


    He could see the relief in her eyes, and hoped the new drug would be beneficial for her mother. Nic could only hope it would, and if so, that would lessen Karina’s concern. Plus, he cared for Rosella too. She was like family to him, and growing up, he had been at the estate often. She had been good to him, and he hadn’t forgotten.


    Karina leapt to her feet. “The light! I almost missed it.”


    She quickly positioned her camera and began snapping shots. The clouds had moved away and the sun lit the hills. Brilliant light pierced the sky like rays straight from the heavens. Nic had to admit it made a stunning picture.


    When Karina had gotten all the photos she needed, she collapsed onto the grass beside Nic. “I can’t believe I nearly missed the shot.”


    Breathless and excited, she looked at Nic. The sight of her flushed cheeks and her dark hair framing her face created a physical reaction in him. In the ideal lighting, Karina looked like an Italian angel, lounging on the grassy hillside. And he was lucky enough to be with her.


    “Nic,” she whispered.


    He took her hand and touched it to his lips. Karina partially closed her eyes. Taking one of her fingers, he placed the tip in his mouth and sucked gently. One by one he sucked on her fingers, tasting her and loving her. Karina’s hand trembled in his, and he rubbed his thumb over her skin.


    “You’re so sweet,” he said. Curling her fingers around his, Nic put his mouth over her knuckles and sucked erotically. Slowly and with purpose, he raked his tongue over the soft skin of her hand then sucked again. Karina made a sexy sound in the back of her throat.


    She leaned toward him, and Nic kissed her. With his hand on the back of her head, he pressed her close. Pulling away, he teased sexily, nipping at her bottom lip and holding it in his teeth. Karina began to pant softly and he felt her warm breath against his face.


    Nic pushed her onto the grass and held her arms over her head. He looked into her brown eyes, filled with desire. The knowledge that she wanted him as much as he wanted her excited him. Nic covered her mouth with his and pressed into a deep kiss.


    Karina kissed back equally hard, moaning and panting faster. He pulled away and saw her chest heaving with her ragged breathing. Quickly he undid her blouse, wanting to see the curve of her breasts. He gasped when he saw she had worn a see-through bra.


    It was a turn-on; her nipples poked against the fabric, red and swollen underneath. Karina reached out and undid his pants, and he pulled them down to his knees. She undid her own and shoved them down to mid-thigh.


    “Now, please,” she gasped. “Take me now.”


    His cock was thick with need and already dripping for her. Yanking her pants down more, Nic let his heat weigh heavy between her thighs.


    “I can’t wait,” she panted. “I need you inside me.”


    Nic entered her, first with just the tip, but Karina wanted it all. She rolled her hips up impatiently and gripped his ass to push him into her. The tight feel of her nearly pushed Nic too far, too fast, and he moaned loudly.


    “More,” she whispered. “More, more.”


    Plunging in as deep as he could, Nic felt her muscles tighten. He stroked fast and Karina matched his pace. The sound of heavy panting reflected their need, though heard by no one but themselves. Pumping into her, Nic lost track of anything else but the feel of her around him.


    She yelled out and her sex pulsed around his shaft. There was no need to hold back, and Nic came with the first wave of her climax. His body stiffened and his balls tightened, then he unloaded into her. Karina rocked into him relentlessly, long after her peak.


    When she collapsed against the grass, Nic put his cheek next to hers, still on his knees straddling her. Gradually their breathing slowed. Karina put her hand under his shirt and rubbed along his spine. She caressed his bare ass, then cupped it in her palms and squeezed.


    His pants were still on, shoved below his knees. There was something about making love while still partially dressed, with only their sexes exposed, that seemed taboo. He felt more naked than when he was completely bare.


    “My love,” he whispered, and kissed her cheek then her lips.


    Karina touched his jaw with her fingertips. “I cannot resist you.”


    He smiled. “Don’t even try.”


    She grinned. Her lovely cheeks were flushed, and Nic knew he was the cause of the satisfied look on her face. He was tempted to do it all over again, but there would be plenty of time for that. They had all night. And he planned to savor every second, and make her feel like the most loved woman in Tuscany. Because she was.

  


  
    Chapter 20


    Once they were back in the truck, Nic drove the rest of the way to Montalcino, a town up high on a hill with views of three valleys of Tuscany. The landscape was dotted with silvery olive orchards, vineyards, and villages.


    He’d managed to secure a room at Castello Banfe, just outside of town. It was a historic castle that had been described as “a slice of heaven in the Tuscan hills.” It was the ideal place for a romantic getaway. There were even pheasant and rabbits roaming the grounds. Nic felt like he had stepped back in time.


    The room was luxurious, and from the terrace they could see the vineyard, groves, green hills, and valleys for miles. Nic put their bags in the closet and stood beside Karina gazing at the view. She walked to the railing and leaned over to look below.


    “Look at this. It’s stunning.” She spun around to look at him. “It must have cost a fortune.”


    Nic laughed. “It did.”


    She walked over and put her arms around him. “You didn’t have to do this.”


    He kissed her sweetly. “What better way to spend my money?”


    Nic knew it might be the only time he would be able to take her away, and he wanted to make the most of it, no matter the cost. The joy he saw in her eyes made it worth it.


    “So what do you want to do?”


    “It hardly makes sense to come here and not drink wine. This place is known for Brunello di Montalcino. I say we try some.” She smiled. “And I want to get some pictures from the fortress.”


    Nic frowned.


    She laughed. “Without the tripod. I wouldn’t ask you to lug it around all afternoon. Everything is up and down hill.”


    The medieval fortress was their first stop. It had been built at the highest point, so Karina took several pictures looking down on the town. Then they walked down the narrow road from the main gate, past the church, gawking at the view like any tourist.


    They chose Sophia’s for lunch, where they started with cheese and prosciutto, then shared a pizza. They paired it with a bottle of Brunello. Nic had worked up an appetite negotiating hills all morning, and the mozzarella and sausage pizza went down well. Karina got full and gave him two of her pieces.


    Sitting and sipping wine, Nic began to feel a bit too tranquilized. It was probably getting up so early, tramping over the hillsides, and stuffing himself with pizza. Several glasses of wine didn’t help. Karina looked awfully relaxed too.


    “I need a shower.” She yawned.


    “And I need a nap.” He gulped the last of his wine. “We’ll go back to the room for a while.”


    As subdued as he was, the thought of having Karina alone perked him up. He could use a shower too. A long shower. Especially with his love naked and in his arms. Going back to the room was sounding better and better.


    *****


    Karina looked around the room. It had a huge bed with canopy posts and curtains hanging from each corner. She wouldn’t be closing them for privacy, but they looked elegant. At the other end of the room was an area with a sofa and loveseat. It was all pretty cozy.


    She pulled off her boots and stripped off her clothes. Then she went in to check out the bathroom. It was larger than she expected, with a high arched ceiling and tile floors. The counters had wood bases and marble tops. The dark wood shutters were open and she could see out the window to the valley.


    There was a big shower, just what she was looking for. She stepped inside and turned on the water, waiting for it to heat up. Then she felt Nic behind her. He put his hands on her waist, and Karina leaned her head back against his shoulder. “Niccolo.”


    He placed his hands on her belly and slid them up to her breasts. His hands slid over her wet skin, and her nipples stiffened against his palms. Against her spine, Karina could feel his heat, and she pressed back against him.


    Nic licked over the curve of her ear and nibbled her earlobe. The warm water sprayed over her belly and down her thighs. When he reached down to cup her sex, her clit turned to a tight knot, and her breathing sped.


    She turned to face Nic and, seeing his lust-filled eyes, Karina felt weak. There was no way to get enough of her sexy man. He ran his hands over her slick skin, and she gripped the base of his cock. When she fisted it, Nic moaned and grabbed her ass.


    He lifted her up and turned to press her back to the wall. The cool marble supported her, and Karina wrapped her legs around Nic’s waist. “I want you. Now,” he growled, and wildly kissed and nipped at her neck then under her jaw.


    Panting, Karina rubbed against his heat, and Nic slid her higher. Then he angled his cock into her pussy and slowly let her drift down over him. The feeling was too good, and she gripped him tightly with her inner muscles.


    “Fuck,” he groaned.


    Nic had his hands under her, and slid her up and down against the slick shower wall, slowing only to rake his tongue over her nipples. A tiny whimper escaped her lips, and she clutched Nic’s shoulders, clawing his damp skin.


    Faster and faster Nic moved, and sensation flooded her. Every inch of her body tingled, and heavy heat flooded her belly to settle deep in her core. She couldn’t hold off, and Nic showed no sign of slowing down. Karina panted heavily and moaned louder.


    “Come for me, love. Let me watch your beautiful face when you come.”


    Karina looked into Nic’s blue eyes, glazed with need. She cried out, and her body exploded. A delicious climax took her, and she pressed against the wall with her legs tight around Nic’s waist.


    He watched her, and then his body stiffened. His eyes filled with emotion and his jaw clenched. Then his thick cock pulsed inside her. Karina, still high on the pleasure of her own orgasm, watched Nic. The power of his orgasm took hold, and he moaned over and over, not holding back.


    When he gasped for air, Nic leaned his head against the wall next to hers. Then he let her slip down, his arms still around her. “I love you,” he whispered, and Karina ran her fingers through his wet hair, moved by his words and wanting to respond. Emotion welled inside and, choked up, she was unable to voice how she felt.


    With admiring touches, they soaped each other up. It felt good to slide her hands all over Nic’s body, and just as good when he did the same to her. Gently he shampooed her hair, and Karina closed her eyes. Being with him was everything she wanted, and everything she couldn’t have. Her happiness turned bittersweet.


    Neither wanted to miss any of their time together, and the idea of a nap was soon forgotten. They went out to see more of the town, and for hours they strolled along the narrow streets hand in hand. When the sun began to vanish from the sky, they stood at one of the ancient walls to watch in awe.


    The sky turned golden, then orange, leaving the white sun to fade against the colorful backdrop. The dimming light cast a glow over the town and the valleys below, creating a scene of breathtaking natural beauty. It was not only romantic, it was spiritual.


    Nic had his arms around Karina’s waist and she leaned against his chest. “No photograph could ever be that perfect.” He squeezed her tighter. “I won’t forget this day, Nic.”


    He turned her to face him, and in the orange glow of dusk, he kissed her sweetly. “Nor I, my love,” he said.


    They found a place for a late dinner at a restaurant aptly named Montalcino. They offered fresh Italian cuisine and had the ambience to match. A red awning hung above the front sidewalk, and interior was all red brick. Wooden shelves, filled to the brim with wine bottles, covered one whole wall. The soft clinking of glassware and the laughter of customers made it seem like having a meal in a friend’s home.


    This time they ordered a lighter sangiovese, a Rosso di Montalcino. It paired well with their filet mignon smothered in cognac mushroom sauce. Karina was familiar with the earthy nature of the sangiovese grape, but the Rosso had a cherry flavor that was especially delicious.


    For a while they drank and ate, chatting about the day. Like the other customers, they laughed and relaxed, in no rush to get through the meal. Then Nic became quiet.


    “I’m getting to know you. I can tell when something is on your mind.”


    Nic looked at her then leaned closer. He hesitated before speaking.


    “I know you are determined to do the best thing…as you see it. You are devoted. And I understand your commitment to duty. But…my love…what about you? What about how you feel?”


    Karina could see the torment in his eyes, and it ripped her apart to think of what she was doing. Not just to her life, but to his. But what choice did she have?


    She had no way to take the pain away. “There are more important things than my feelings, Nic.”


    He had no response.


    She stroked the back of his hand with her fingertips. “I wish it was different, but it’s not.” She paused, but Nic didn’t react. “We have a few more hours together. Let’s not think about the future. It will come soon enough.”


    That night they made love, long and slow. Then fast and hard. Each time with passion, and with love; the physical an expression of something much deeper. The end was near, but that didn’t stop either of them from embracing every second they had together. Karina would treasure the precious hours in the romantic castle, and hold the memory close. Soon it would be all she had of Niccolo.


    Early the next morning, they had espresso and pastry at the hotel before heading home. Though she’d had little sleep, Karina felt exhilarated. Her joy was dampened the nearer they got to the villa—and the closer she was to her future. Try as she might, Karina was unable to put thoughts of her marriage out of her mind, and gloom settled over her.


    As they approached the estate, she looked over at Nic. “The date for the wedding has been set.” He didn’t respond. “And Angelo will be back soon.”


    Nic didn’t say anything.


    She struggled for how to go on. If only Nic would understand and tell her that she was doing the right thing, despite the pain it caused. Karina was beginning to doubt, and the feelings she had for Nic didn’t help. The passion between them seemed more real than anything else in her life.


    Yet she couldn’t explain her feelings completely. True love was something she dared not count on, and for so long she had denied its very existence. But when she was with Nic, all things seemed possible. Then her practical side rose up and drowned out her romantic leanings. Karina had to see the marriage through, or she would never forgive herself.


    And though he didn’t think so now, Nic would eventually cool toward her. Going off on a romantic holiday wasn’t the same as assuming responsibilities, caring for a sick mother, and overseeing the—sometimes mundane—operation of the grove. Soon enough, any love he claimed would fade. And he would want to escape. She understood that, and didn’t hold it against him.


    Still, knowing all that, Karina clung to a shred of hope that Nic could save her. Hadn’t he said he would fight for her? If there was ever a time, it was now. Soon it would be too late; some things couldn’t be undone. Inside, it felt like she was dying, so slowly it would hardly be noticed. But dying nonetheless.


    When they arrived, Nic came around and helped her out. Silently, he walked her to the door and put her bags inside. But he didn’t come in. He stood on the stone porch, his blue eyes dark and sad. It was more than she could take.


    Karina wrapped her arms around him and kissed his jaw. “What are we going to do, Niccolo?” Her voice was low, but she knew he heard.


    He hugged her close, but no answer came from his lips. She pressed against him, feeling his warmth and his strength. Hope reared its head, but disappeared quickly.


    “You should go,” she whispered, with her lips grazing his neck.


    Nic didn’t move, and Karina felt her heart break in two. Then he lifted her chin and kissed her. His soft touch conveyed longing, and she parted her lips, kissing back. He lingered for a moment, then released her and turned to walk away.


    She watched, and the urge to run after him was strong. Karina bit her lower lip, and tears filled her eyes. She stepped inside and closed the door, lest she give in to her weakness. His words sounded again in her mind: “Don’t marry him.”


    Karina covered her face and sobbed. I have to, Niccolo. Some day you will understand.

  


  
    Chapter 21


    Though Karina thought being together was off limits and would never work, Nic wasn’t about to give up. He couldn’t conceive of life without her, as she was the only woman he wanted.


    My heart is yours, my love. Only yours.


    What would his life be if he allowed his love to marry another? Nic was still fighting blind, but he intended to change that. Love may conquer all, but not without help. He had wanted to tell Karina it was going to be okay, that he wouldn’t let her go.


    But words meant nothing without action. Adrenaline pumped in his veins with as much ferocity as it had in any street fight he had been in. This fight was down and dirty. It was easy to punch a guy and be done with it. But with a snake like Angelo, the attacks came unexpectedly from some dark corner.


    Nic’s purpose to outmaneuver her sleazy fiancé strengthened. Time was short; Karina’s statement that the wedding date was set made that crystal clear. But she didn’t fit with Angelo. She belonged with him. Knowing that beyond a shadow of a doubt, he clenched his jaw in determination.


    A plan began to form in Nic’s mind. Not knowing the olive trade was a hindrance, but not an insurmountable one. Though he would never work the horrendous hours in the grove, there were laborers for that; Nic could do other things.


    Accelerating over the hills toward Firenze, his thoughts raced. There was something his uncle had said that might prove useful. It might be a solution. He had to speak with him, discern the details, and assess the potential of the idea.


    Before he rounded the last curve to the city, Nic got a text from Brizio: Call immediately. His friend’s laid-back personality didn’t often lend itself to urgency. If he considered information vital enough to send that text, it must be a real emergency.


    Nic knew it had something to do with the investigation of Angelo. Trying to imagine what it might be, his heart turned cold, and the hair stood up on the back of his neck. The bloodsucker would go to any extreme to drain the wealth from the Vezzoni estate for his own benefit. It turned Nic’s stomach to think what that might be.


    *****


    After putting her bags in her room, Karina headed for the kitchen to get an update from Leah. The nurse would still be with her mother, and the cook would know how things were going. She walked down the hall and glanced toward the terrace.


    Then she froze.


    On the terrace, looking out at the valley, with a half-empty bottle of wine next to him, sat Angelo. Hearing her heels click on the tile, he turned. The angry look on his face startled her, and she put her hand over her mouth.


    He glared at her but did not get up. “Where the hell have you been?”


    The initial shock she felt turned to anger. Angelo had shown up without even a phone call to let her know of his return. For too long she had put up with his rudeness. Now she found it intolerable, but had no doubt as to the reason she cared so much.


    Had the timing been just a little different, Angelo might have found her in the arms of another man. If he had arrived a bit later, he could have seen Nic bringing her home and witnessed their quiet moment in the truck.


    Or if he had been in the main room, Angelo would have seen her in the foyer, tenderly kissing the man she had just spent the night with. And chances were, as engrossed as they had been with each other, neither of them would have noticed her leering fiancé.


    It struck Karina that she wasn’t as mad about the fact that she might have been discovered as that Angelo might have witnessed something private. Moments with Nic were precious, and it would sully the memory to know that her fiancé had seen them together.


    But he hadn’t. Still, Karina was annoyed. “It’s none of your business where I’ve been, Angelo.” She strutted onto the terrace. “You might have called first so I’d know you were coming. Since you didn’t, I wasn’t prepared for your arrival. You can’t expect me to sit here, day after day, awaiting your return.”


    It felt good to speak her mind. But she didn’t like the smug look on his face.


    “Sit down, please,” he said.


    Hesitating, Karina tried to assess his mood. He seemed unusually calm, despite his outburst. It was unnerving. At least when he was derisive, she knew where she stood and how to deal with it. That she was used to.


    “We got off to a bad start,” he said, holding out his hand. “I’ve been away a long time. I’ve missed you.”


    Karina stepped closer, and he took her hand, pulling her down for a kiss. But she turned away. She couldn’t allow his mouth to touch hers, not with her lips still warm from Niccolo’s kiss. Angelo seemed to ignore her rejection.


    He looked at her and spoke softly. “I hope you have been well.”


    Karina shifted in her seat. “Yes, I have. Thank you for asking.” She tried to avoid his eyes. “How long will you be here this time?”


    He took a sip of wine. “That depends. Have you set the wedding date?”


    Karina nodded, feeling sick inside.


    Her fiancé raised a brow. “When is it?”


    She bit her lower lip, knowing he would be unhappy about her decision. “I’ve picked October 31st.” Before he could chew into her, Karina went on. “I know it’s over four months away, but I need time to prepare. There is a lot to be done. And I don’t want Mamma stressed about it.”


    What she failed to tell him was that she hadn’t sent out the invitations as he’d requested. She just couldn’t bear to. The blank cards were stuffed in one of her drawers, and she wasn’t sure when she would be able to put her wedding date in writing. Much less actually invite her friends and family.


    Everything seemed to be going downhill, her future slipping through her fingers. Making an effort to keep the conversation pleasant, she shifted to more neutral ground. “When will I meet your family?”


    He poured more wine, but didn’t offer her any. “You will soon enough.” He shoved the bottle away and looked at her. “There’s something else I’d like to talk about.”


    Karina feared the worst, but she could never have guessed his next words.


    His look was intent. “I want us to move to Sicily after the wedding.”


    Karina exploded.


    “What? That’s crazy. The villa…and Mamma…there’s no way.” Everything she hadn’t wanted to believe could happen was happening. And too fast for her to grasp it.


    She stiffened. Despite what Nic had said, before that moment, Karina had believed that Angelo wouldn’t destroy his own asset. He had a vested interest in seeing the estate thrive, which provided more than enough motive to protect it.


    “You can’t be considering getting rid of the estate. When Nic told me that was your aim, I tried to give you the benefit of the doubt. He has a lot to say about your plans for our family business.”


    Angelo verbally ripped her apart, his words biting and harsh. “You have a lot of nerve, Karina. You should be grateful for all I can do for you. I am all you have, and you know the villa will be gone anyway, unless you rely on me.”


    He clenched his hand and struck the table. “And if you don’t, if you are stupid enough to challenge me, and fight what I do for your own good, then you may end up with nothing.” His lip curled, and his expression was vile. “Then how would your mother get the care she needs?”


    She stared at him, hardly recognizing in him the man she had agreed to marry. Had he been that way all along? How had she not seen it? How could her life have taken this turn? It had caught her off guard, and she was furious that it had.


    He smirked at her. “Think it over, Karina. I think you will change your attitude.”


    Before she could utter her scathing retort, Niccolo stormed onto the terrace. Karina couldn’t imagine why he was back so soon or why he would barge in after seeing that she was with Angelo. The atmosphere was already strained, and his arrival wouldn’t help anything.


    Nic clenched his hands and paced several short steps. “I have to talk to you,” he blurted out, as if Angelo didn’t exist.


    Karina saw Angelo out of the corner of her eye. He was livid.


    She stood. “Can’t it wait?”


    Before Nic could continue, Angelo leapt from his chair and went around the table. There was no avoiding confrontation.


    “You again,” he said to Nic. “Haven’t you done enough? Putting all kinds of wild ideas in Karina’s head?” His words lashed out, his voice loud. “I told you to stay away from her.”


    Nic’s face turned red and his biceps flexed in his attempt to hold back the violence he clearly felt. Facing Angelo, he growled out a reply.


    “You slimy piece of shit. You’re nothing but a traitor: to your family, your country, and even your own fiancée.” With barely a breath, he went on. “You will never have Karina. You aren’t the man for her. You gutless wonder.”


    Angelo stepped closer, and spoke inches from Nic’s face. “Shut up. Right. Now.”


    Refusing to back off, Nic said, “I know your devious little plot, and it’s not going to work. I won’t let you get away with it.” He glared at Angelo. “It’s over. You’re just too fucking arrogant to know it.”


    Angelo grabbed the front of Nic’s shirt, and that was a mistake. In a flash, Nic threw him against a wall, and had his hand around her fiancé’s throat. As his grip tightened, his victim gasped for air. Holding him in a death grip, Nic used his other hand to fight off Angelo’s clawing hands while he struggled to get free.


    Karina watched in horror, not knowing what to do. “Niccolo,” she gasped.


    Then she saw Nic stop. His grip relaxed a bit and Angelo fought for air. Nic’s gaze was fixed on something inside, and Karina turned to find her mother standing at the edge of the terrace. Her face was white as a ghost, and she had her hand on her chest.


    “Oh my God,” Karina said, and ran over to her mother. “Come inside, Mamma. Please.”


    As she guided her mother inside, she glanced back. Angelo straightened his shirt and stormed out without a word. Nic stood on the terrace, staring after him. That was the last Karina saw, as her sole focus was her mother. If she was having chest pain, it could be bad.


    *****


    There was no way Nic was going to leave. He’d stay the night if he had to, but he was going to speak with Karina. It couldn’t wait. But he would have to be patient until Rosella was okay. That came first. He paced, anxious to find out how it was going but knowing it was better not to intrude.


    He went into the kitchen and Leah gave him a dirty look, though she did provide refreshment. Accepting a soda, Nic went to the main room to wait. He wanted to be there the instant Karina came out. If he didn’t need to keep a clear head, he would have opted for the bottle of wine he had been offered.


    Halfway through his soda, Karina came in. She looked pale, but he couldn’t read her expression. Waving her hand to indicate he should follow, she went out and down the back steps. He followed her to the garden and sat beside her on the stone bench.


    “What was that about, Nic?”


    He took her hand, and she didn’t pull back. “It’s important. Otherwise I wouldn’t have rushed over.” He paused. “I can’t say I’m sorry for scaring the shit out of your fiancé.”


    Karina smiled. “It was something to see.”


    Nic squeezed her hand. “How’s Rosella?”


    “Better. I feared the worst. She was clutching her chest. But I think it was just the shock of seeing you nearly killing Angelo.”


    “I should have.” Nic didn’t want to alarm her any more, so he changed the subject. “So Rosella seems all right?”


    Karina nodded. “I think so. The nurse is with her, and she has calmed down. I’ll check on her in a few minutes.”


    Nic looked at his love, knowing she didn’t need anything else to deal with. But he had to tell her. “The situation is worse than you thought.”


    She raised her brows.


    “The evil goes deeper.” Nic took a breath. “Remember you told me that your mother has ownership of the estate?”


    She nodded.


    “Angelo intends to take that from her.”


    Karina’s eyes widened. “That’s impossible. How?”


    Nic squeezed her hand. “Because of her condition—her memory issues and fragile state—he is going to file a petition to have her declared legally incompetent.”


    Crossing her arms over her chest, Karina took a deep breath. “He can’t do that. She’s just sick. It’s lupus, not a mental illness.”


    “If it were anyone else but Angelo, I would agree with you. But you know his connections. Come on, if his Mafia accomplices can get the government to look the other way concerning their illegal business operations, they can certainly persuade the court to issue an order of incompetence.”


    Karina rubbed her forehead. “So if my mother is out of the way, and he marries me, it gives him control. As my husband he shares control of the property.”


    He nodded. “Exactly. And once he gets the declaration on your mother, she loses the legal ability to make her own decisions.”


    “But I’m her daughter. Wouldn’t I be the one to take over?”


    He shook his head. “It doesn’t work that way. Angelo will be appointed as her legal guardian, and that will give him the right to make all decisions for her.”


    Karina rubbed her temple. “That’s horrible.”


    “Likely, he will have no trouble securing medical testimony to persuade the court to approve his petition. But I’m sure that’s mostly formality. With judges in their pockets, Mafia leaders can use undue influence. So with Angelo’s connections, it shouldn’t be a problem.”


    Karina leaned against Nic, and he put his arms around her. It was discouraging news, but it was better to know in time. That was the only way they stood a chance of blocking Angelo’s efforts. And they had to.


    Then Karina frowned. “It would do him no good unless he marries me. I’d still have control per my father’s will, though I dread to think how vulnerable I’d be without my mother retaining legal ownership.” She sighed. “It’s a nightmare.”


    At least Karina had finally realized what she was up against. Though the magnitude of the situation was overwhelming, there was still a choice. It was hers to make. Nic wanted to make his plea again, for her not to go ahead with her marriage to Angelo.


    But he knew he didn’t have to. Nic just needed to give her time to process all he’d said. Nothing more was going to happen that day. Karina needed some peace, and the time to look after her mother. He would talk with her more later.

  


  
    Chapter 22


    After Nic left, Karina went to her mother’s room and found her sitting in a large padded chair. The nurse had gone to the kitchen to get some soup, and Rosella was alone. Her skin looked ashen, but her eyes sparkled.


    “I’m okay, miele,” she said, seeing her daughter in the doorway.


    Karina walked over and gave her mother a hug. “You scared me,” she said. “I’m so sorry for all the commotion.”


    Rosella hugged her tight before letting her go. “You have men fighting over you?”


    “Sort of.”


    Karina sat by her mother and told her what was happening, leaving out the part about declaring her legally incompetent. The last thing she wanted to do was stress her any more that day. Instead, she gave her the highlights, or at least a version she thought her mother could tolerate.


    “So you question Angelo’s motives in marrying you?” Rosella said.


    Karina shook her head. “Not just that. Also his motives regarding our olive groves. I should have seen this sooner. Unfortunately, I’ve been blind.”


    Rosella stroked her hair. “You are so young, miele. You expect so much of yourself.”


    Somehow her mother had managed to make her feel better.


    “I have been thinking,” Rosella said. “You’ve mentioned that finances are tight. Maybe the olives are not enough for our support?”


    Karina sighed. “I’m not sure. Sometimes it looks that way.”


    “The villa is large. I have an idea. Maybe we could set up part of it as a bed and breakfast. I’ve already spoken to Leah, and she would be delighted to do all the cooking.”


    Karina squeezed her mother’s hand. “Mamma, that certainly is an option. I know other villas that have done something similar. But wouldn’t that be too much stress for you?”


    Rosella laughed softly. “How could entertaining visitors be stressful? It’s a pleasure. Plus, I would have a lot of help. I’d mostly be a hostess. Think of all the guests I would have to talk to. And it would make me feel useful. I don’t like being a burden.”


    She kissed her mother’s hand. “Oh, Mamma. You could never be a burden.”


    The nurse returned with the soup, and Karina left Rosella in her care. The bed and breakfast idea was a good one, but only if ownership of the estate wasn’t wrestled out of their control. There was no way she was going to allow that to happen.


    Suddenly exhausted, Karina went to the kitchen to relax, and get a drink. In the warm room, she found the cook slicing tomatoes. The aroma of spices that filled the air was comforting. Sliding into a chair, she smiled, and Leah brought her a glass of red wine with some snacks. Nibbling an olive, Karina leaned forward on the counter.


    They talked for a few minutes about the excitement on the terrace, and Karina made a case for Niccolo, letting the cook know that he had come to her rescue, more than once. Leah nodded, softening some toward Nic. Plus, Karina knew she wasn’t oblivious to Angelo’s antics; she’d noticed how the cook looked at him. Though it wasn’t Leah’s place to say anything about her fiancé.


    It had been a rough day, and though she knew there were decisions to make, her mind wouldn’t function. Angelo’s treatment of her, the physical fight on the terrace, and her mother’s condition were just too much to deal with. But when she remembered how Nic had pinned her fiancé to the wall and nearly choked the breath out of him, Karina couldn’t help but smile.


    What had escaped her awareness for years now seemed as clear as day. It was a terrible thing to realize, but her fiancé didn’t have her best interests at heart. Worse, he would destroy her mother without a second thought, in the name of financial greed. It was difficult to understand such a mentality.


    And even harder to see how Karina had deluded herself for so long. It had been her fear and insecurity that Angelo had prayed on. And her youth. But no more. What she loved most in the world was in peril, and she would fight to the death. He wouldn’t win. He couldn’t.


    Karina realized how much she loved Niccolo. And she’d nearly turned away from him and given up what they had together. What was it they had? He had said more than once that he loved her. Had she even responded? Did he even know how she felt?


    What if she had treated him so badly that he didn’t feel the same anymore? But that hadn’t seemed to be the case. The sweet kiss he gave her when he had left earlier spoke of a much deeper need. Karina needed to grow up and start getting tough.


    The ill-intentioned of the world devoured the weak if they didn’t stand up for themselves. It was time. Regretting the past wouldn’t help. It was the future that mattered, and Karina intended to take charge. She was just too tired right then to figure it all out.


    After a hug to Leah, she took her wine and went out on the terrace. She needed fresh air and some space, something Tuscany had plenty of. Karina settled into a chair and looked at the shimmery olive leaves. They had such history. The lovely, gnarled trees meant so much to her mother, and to her.


    Then she noticed a phone at the end of the table. It must be Angelo’s. In his haste, he had forgotten it. Karina reached for it and grasped it in her hand. The device felt like a snake that might bite her. The cell held information, details about her fiancé and his connections.


    Dare she pry? The idea was ludicrous. No tactic was immoral in Angelo’s view, if it got him what he wanted. Didn’t she have the right to deal in kind? Still she rolled the phone in her hand, unsure. Was she crossing another line? Should she snoop?


    But Karina didn’t care. If something in that database could help, she wanted to know. Angelo didn’t have a right to secrets from her. He’d lost all his rights as far as she was concerned. With her thumb, she lifted the cover.


    It was password protected. She nibbled at her lower lip. What would his password be? He’d never think of the phone falling into enemy hands. As Nic said, he was too arrogant to foresee such an event.


    The code had to be something obvious. She smiled, and typed in k-a-r-i-n-a. A light turned on and the menus became active. Her hand shook slightly, and she was nervous about what she might find. She scrolled through his contacts. No names she recognized.


    It had always been odd that he didn’t share more about his family or his business. That should have been a clue, but was just something else she had ignored. There were a few saved texts, but it all seemed like dull business stuff.


    Until one popped up from a woman. Karina stared at the screen, unable to believe what she was reading. The message was sexual in nature, and blatantly so. There were more. She scrolled through, reading them all.


    Stunned, Karina stared at the phone, hardly daring to continue. Then it struck her. Photos. She quickly pulled up Angelo’s saved photos, expecting to find one or two of when he had been with her. Instead, a stranger stared back at her.


    The woman was as young as Karina, and in a lewd state of undress. It might have been porn were it not for the intimate messages that were most likely from the same woman. Between the private texts and the sexy pictures, the details began to come together.


    It was a picture of Angelo’s mistress. Well, actually, girlfriend, since he wasn’t married yet. But Karina had no doubt that marriage wouldn’t make a shred of difference to him. He had betrayed her, in this way too, though she shouldn’t have been surprised.


    All the time she had been faithful to him, Angelo had been having his fill of women. She was sure of it. It all made sense: the long business trips, the secrecy. The knowledge was maddening; it was a slap in the face. She put the phone back on the table and covered her face with her hands.


    *****


    After a restless night, Karina showered and dressed early. She wanted to be ready for Angelo, certain that he would come by. In the dim light of dawn, she sipped her espresso, actually looking forward to confronting him with his disloyalty. She couldn’t wait to rip into him as he had done to her, too many times to count.


    She didn’t have to wait long. Before the sun was fully up, Angelo strode through the villa and out to the terrace. Karina sat smugly in a chair, sipping her coffee.


    Holding up the phone, she said, “Looking for this?”


    Angelo stepped toward her and reached for it. “Yes, thank you. I forgot it yesterday, but I was in a meeting and couldn’t get back until now.”


    Karina laughed. “A meeting? How tall was she? What color hair did she have?”


    He furrowed his brow, no stranger to playing innocent. “What do you mean?”


    Pointing a finger at him, Karina spilled her accusations. “Don’t pretend with me, Angelo. It’s too late for that. I know you have a mistress. I saw her picture, for Christ’s sake. And her disgusting texts.”


    Angelo leaned toward her. “And why wouldn’t I have mistresses?” he said. “You give me nothing.”


    She waved the phone at him. “The one I saw pictures of, she’s not the first one, is she?” Without hesitation, Karina plowed on. “That’s why you could go without sex. You weren’t going without at all, were you?”


    Angelo clenched his jaw. “It’s none of your business.”


    Karina stood and had the urge to pin him to the wall, just as she had seen Nic do. “It is my business. We were engaged.”


    Angelo chuckled. “Were? You think you’re so tough, don’t you?” He glared at her. “You think I don’t know about you and Nic Romano?”


    His comment only served to fan the flames. “What? You’ve been having me followed?”


    He smirked. “I don’t have to, stupid girl. It’s no secret. Probably every worker on the estate from Pietro on down has seen you coming and going with him. Did you really think I wouldn’t find out?”


    Karina gripped the phone. “That was your fault. I would have been loyal to you. I would have been your wife. If you hadn’t treated me like dirt.”


    In one fierce motion, she lifted the phone over her head in both hands and threw it down on the tile, watching it smash apart. It hit so hard, the battery flew off and bounced against the plaster railing, then ricocheted up in the air and over, lost somewhere in the grass below.


    In fury, Angelo came at her. He reached for her hair and she ducked, avoiding his grasp. Then, before he could regroup, Karina stood tall and kneed him in the balls as hard as she could. She leaned against the wall, gasping, while Angelo gripped his manhood and moaned in pain.


    “Get out!” she screamed. “And don’t ever come back.”


    Somehow Angelo caught his breath and managed to stand. As she stormed away, leaving destruction in her wake, he called after her.


    “I’ll still have the villa, Karina. You’ll see. And you’ll be sorry.”


    Furious, and with her heart pounding, Karina ran out the front door. Never wanting to see him again, she ran toward the sunny hillsides. And she didn’t stop running until she was completely out of breath.


    Remembering what he had said, a chill ran up her spine. Karina had no idea what he had meant. Was it just an idle threat? Or, God forbid, maybe it wasn’t over yet. Possibly there was more to come, and Angelo’s strategy was more evil than she’d conceived of.


    She fell to the grass and leaned against a tree, breathing heavy. Now she was really pissed. If he had thought confronting him for his sexual misdeeds was bad, Angelo wasn’t going to want to deal with her if he went after the estate. After all that had already happened.


    He had pushed her too far. Maybe he considered her a helpless woman. Certainly, she had played that role well. But not anymore. Angelo would never have control of the estate, and if he tried to, he would rue the day he made that grave error. Surely even he wasn’t dense enough not to fear the fiery temper of an Italian woman.

  


  
    Chapter 23


    The situation had begun to change, slowly at first. But with Angelo’s scheme brought to light, it had weakened his position. That had boosted Nic’s confidence, and he had spoken to his uncle at the first opportunity. The sketchy plan he had come up with began to take shape. It just might work.


    In his off hours, Nic had made some connections and gained more information he needed. He couldn’t wait to tell Karina, but intended to hold off until everything was certain. She didn’t need any more disappointments. Even his aunt had offered to help, since she knew so many people in the community.


    After learning Nic had decided to stay in Firenze indefinitely, his uncle had a talk with him. Luca and Christina had never had children of their own, and they had always been fond of Nic. His uncle had said he would never dream of interfering in his life, but had noticed the restaurant business—at least the coffee bar and maybe more—seemed a good fit.


    Nic had agreed. His uncle had asked if he would be willing to take over the restaurant if anything ever happened to him. The idea of responsibility had rattled Nic in his young adult life, but running Luca’s would be an honor. And he had agreed to care for his aunt and preserve the family business, if such were needed.


    The verbal arrangement had been put in writing and made legal. No one expected anything to change in the foreseeable future, but his aunt and uncle were grateful to know that all was taken care of. And Nic was glad to provide that peace of mind for them. His father had even been pleased when Luca had told him.


    Karina remained foremost in his mind, and he pushed toward his goal to ensure her safety. As long as she had him, Nic swore that she would never have to worry again. She had done enough of that, and had carried a heavy burden for too long. Now he would relieve her of it. Nothing would give him greater joy than to see her happy.


    *****


    Despite the fact that there had been a crack in the universe, radically altering Karina’s future, she went to spin class as usual. The normality of meeting with her friend and exercising until her legs were rubbery would be good for her. She couldn’t sit around waiting for Angelo to make the next move. It may not happen. His parting words might have been an empty threat just to save his ego. If they held any truth, she would find out soon enough.


    While getting dressed in the locker room, Karina looked at her friend and grinned.


    Fiona’s eyes widened. “What? Is my hair sticking out or something?”


    Laughing, she messed up her friend’s curls with a quick rub of her hand.


    “Hey, no fair. You’re acting strange today.” Fiona ran her fingers through her dark waves, fluffing them back into place.


    Plopping onto the bench next to her friend, Karina said, “You don’t have to get that dress.”


    Fiona’s mouth fell open. “The dress…so I can be your maid of honor?”


    Karina nodded. “Yep, we broke up. It was quite a scene.”


    Her friend laughed. “I can only imagine. Did he piss you off?”


    “You could say that.”


    Fiona smiled. “So, you’re free. To be with Nic?”


    “I hope so.”


    Her friend began lacing up her shoes. “What’s the latest?”


    While putting on the rest of her gym outfit, Karina quickly brought her friend up to date, skipping over the too sexy parts, but lingering over how romantic the castle in Montalcino was.


    “That’s amazing. So when do you see him again?”


    Karina smiled. “I’m going to the restaurant as soon as we’re done in this sweat box.”


    Fiona grinned and gave her a big hug.


    *****


    Luca’s was packed, and there was a line to get in. Karina wound her way among the tables to find Nic at the coffee station. He looked so handsome, working away at the espresso machine. She could have sat and watched him for hours.


    Noticing her, Nic smiled and held up his hand to let her know he would just be a minute. The excitement over seeing him made her shaky. It was different now; he could really be hers. The welcome thought made her skin tingle.


    As soon as he wiped down his equipment and said goodbye to the others in the kitchen, Nic came out to greet her. The lustful look in his eyes reassured Karina that he liked the white linen dress and high-heeled sandals she wore. When she opened her arms, he wrapped her in a tight embrace and lifted her off her feet.


    Karina giggled and he let her slide back to the floor. But instead of releasing her, Nic gave her a hot kiss, not seeming to care who saw. She kissed back, wanting more. When he pulled away, he ran a finger along her jaw.


    “You look lovely,” he said.


    She winked. “So do you.”


    Nic laughed. “My uncle reserved a table for us. Hungry?”


    She nodded. “I just worked out. What do you think?” The aromas that filled the cozy restaurant served to fuel her appetite. Everything smelled so good.


    The warm yellow plaster in the establishment was accented every few feet with gray stone, and pictures of Tuscany adorned the walls. White linen covered the tables, and the furniture was dark wood. With a candle and flowers on every table, it couldn’t have been more romantic.


    Nic guided her to a table in the front with a view to the street, and helped her to her seat. When he leaned close to slide in her chair, he smelled so good, like coffee and sex. Or so it struck her. Unable to take her eyes off of him, Karina watched him step to his side of the table and sit across from her.


    He took her hand and kissed her fingers. “I’m so glad to see you.”


    The sight of him in his short-sleeved shirt, with the top buttons open, made her heart skip a beat. Karina imagined unbuttoning the rest of the buttons and feeling his rock-hard muscles underneath. He looked into her eyes, and her cheeks warmed.


    Nic turned her hand and kissed her palm. “What do you want to drink?”


    “How about champagne?”


    Nic’s eyes gleamed. “What are we celebrating?”


    Though she knew Niccolo already suspected, she wanted to tell him the right way. “Wait until the champagne arrives and I’ll tell you.”


    Nic placed the order, and the server returned with a bottle of Franciacorta, an Italian sparkling wine made in the classic method, the same as champagnes from France. Though Italians claimed theirs was better.


    The waiter bowed, holding the bottle with a white cloth around it. “Your wine, sir. With your uncle’s compliments.”


    He popped the cork, and Karina watched the bubbly wine foam out the top. After filling their glasses, the waiter bowed again and left them to celebrate.


    Nic held his glass high, and Karina tapped hers against it, making a lovely clink.


    “To my love.”


    She took a sip and savored the crisp taste. Then she took another. “I don’t drink enough sparkling wine. I need to look for more reasons to celebrate.”


    Nic smiled and took another sip.


    “We do have a reason to celebrate, Niccolo.” She paused, looking into his clear blue eyes. “I broke off the engagement. It’s over.”


    Emotion showed in Nic’s eyes, but he was silent.


    “I didn’t want to tell you over the phone. I wanted to say it in the right way.” Karina hesitated. “And I wanted to see your eyes.”


    “You must know how pleased I am,” Nic said. “Most of all for your happiness.”


    Karina waited.


    “But for mine too,” Nic said softly. “I love you, Karina. I love you so much.”


    Finally, she could say it. There was nothing to hold her back.


    “I love you, Niccolo. With all my heart.”


    He took her hand and placed it against his cheek. Then he kissed the inside of her wrist, making her weak with desire. Karina did love him. And she was grateful he hadn’t let her slip out of his life, as she surely would have if he hadn’t pursued her.


    Taking their time, they ate bruschetta and sipped their wine while they talked about anything and everything. Neither mentioned what had transpired the last few days, or what was to yet to come. It was their evening, and they were together at last, without dreading the end.


    It was freeing, and Karina felt joy she hadn’t known was possible. Being with Nic had been sexy, passionate, and loving from the start. But there had been a dark cloud hanging over them. Now it was gone. It would take a little getting used to.


    Karina ordered the chicken parmesan, and Nic the Tuscan-style porterhouse steak, from local cattle prized for tenderness and flavor. The grilled meat was rubbed in herbed-garlic olive oil to enhance its natural flavor. It was crusty on the outside and juicy on the inside. Nic’s enjoyment of each bite was a delight to watch.


    Accepting the taste he offered, Karina agreed that Luca’s did it right. Top priority in Italian food was freshness and quality. Simplicity was the concept, and flavor the goal. Paired with the right wine, it was heavenly. Karina took a sip of the Chianti Classico they had ordered to go with their main meal. It was full-bodied and a little spicy.


    “I see why your uncle’s restaurant is so popular. This has to be some of the best food in the city.”


    Nic swallowed and gulped his red wine. “I’ll tell him you said so.”


    Spotting Luca heading their way, she said, “I’ll tell him myself.”


    Nic’s uncle came over to see if everything was to their satisfaction. Karina had known him a long time, and she didn’t miss the gleam in his eye. Clearly, Nic had told him about their relationship, at least how he felt. It was good to know Luca approved. His uncle gave her a kiss on each cheek and squeezed her hand. She raved about the food, and the wine too.


    “I’m pleased that everything is satisfactory,” he said, and refilled their wine glasses. “Buon appetito.” He patted Nic on the back and left.


    Eating at their leisure, and taking time to enjoy the elegant wine, they stayed long. A waitress came by and lit the candles at their table, and Karina noticed it was dusk outside. The hours had slipped by, seeming like minutes. Time was irrelevant, leaving them wrapped in the pleasure of each other’s company, in a world of their own.


    Too full for dessert, they shared a limoncello. The sharp lemon taste was a good ending to the meal. Nic rubbed her ankle with his toes and reached across to touch her cheek. The alcoholic drinks left her with a warm, fuzzy feeling. But Nic’s touch aroused feelings she saw no need to control.


    Karina wanted him, and was glad to hear him say, “Shall we go?”


    They said goodbye to his aunt and uncle, then left holding hands. It wasn’t far to the cottage, and when they stepped onto the porch, Nic spotted the rolling case she had left there earlier.


    He smiled. “Planning ahead?”


    “A woman needs her makeup, and a change of clothes. I have to look my best.”


    Nic pulled her into his arms and kissed her. “You only have a best.”


    *****


    When the door to the cottage shut behind him, the full impact of Karina’s words hit him. “It’s over,” she had said. But he could hardly believe it. There was nothing stopping them from being together. It was really over. Finally.


    The best part was that his love would not be taken from him. Karina would stay. Knowing that made his pulse pound, and his heart fill with love. His desire for her exploded, and his plans for slow, tender lovemaking dissolved in its heat.


    He plunged his hands into her hair and pressed her lips to his. Nic kissed deeply, wantonly, his nerves shredded with the need for her. Karina raked her tongue against his and made a sexy sound in her throat.


    Nic reached behind and unzipped her dress, letting it fall to the floor. Then he grabbed his shirt and ripped it off, letting the buttons scatter on the tile with no patience for them. Karina undid the belt at his waist and the zipper. He kicked off his shoes then yanked his pants down and off, including his briefs.


    Nic cupped Karina’s soft, round breasts, and moaned. “Oh my God, you’re beautiful,” he gasped. Then he kissed under her jaw and along her collarbone, tasting her skin and breathing in her feminine scent. She whimpered, and grabbed fistfuls of his hair, pressing him closer.


    With his mouth over hers, feeling Karina’s heat, Nic undid her bra, letting her firm breasts fall free. He cupped them in his palms. The creamy softness made his already stiff cock swell, and he ached, deep in his core.


    Dropping to his knees, Nic took her tiny thong off and licked along her wet slit. She had already kicked off her sandals, and stood barefoot, leaning against the wall. Her panting got louder, and she spread her legs more, giving him access. Dipping his tongue into her wet opening, Nic stroked her. Karina’s legs trembled.


    He swirled his tongue over her pebble-hard clit, and Karina cried out. She tasted so sweet and smelled so damn sexy. Nic’s cock pulsed, and he nearly came too soon. Just his mouth on her pussy, the feel of her hot sex against his lips, was enough.


    Nic stood and lifted Karina in his arms. He carried her to the kitchen counter and sat her down. Then spread her legs and fingered her most sensitive area.


    “Oh God, Nic,” she gasped.


    The counter was low enough for his cock to rake between her thighs. Karina, breathing hard, spread her legs wider and moved forward. On the glossy marble, she slid right to his cock and he shoved it inside of her.


    In a shrill, sexy voice, Karina cried out and put her feet on his ass, pushing him into her. Nic arched his back, and with his hands on her hips, he rocked against her. He couldn’t stop; there was no way to stop. Need took over, and seeing Karina’s desperation to have him, Nic pounded into her.


    Moaning and panting, he fucked her hard. But the harder he drove into her, the harder she pushed toward him. Sweat glistened on his brow, and Karina’s dark hair fell wild around her flushed cheeks, her eyes on fire with passion.


    Using all his strength, Nic stopped moving in an effort to delay his climax, and Karina whimpered in agony. He looked into her dark brown eyes and kissed her breasts. Then he licked across her lower lip, wanting to devour every inch of her. “I love you.” He groaned out the words and then lost all control.


    Karina’s velvet pussy clenched around his cock and she cried out. “Niccolo…God…Niccolo. I love you so much.”


    His cock pulsed hard, and he let go as Karina’s orgasm shook her. Every muscle in his body turned to steel, and sensation centered in his core. Then immense pleasure swamped him, just as he felt Karina’s muscles grip his cock like a vise. Long and powerfully, he released into her.


    Still breathing heavily, Nic put his palms on the cool marble and pressed his lips to Karina’s shoulder. His love for her was a fire that could not be put out. The feral lovemaking had stroked the flames. The night was just getting going, and sleep wasn’t going to be a part of it.


    Nic was with his love, and she craved him with equal ferocity. It was an ache that could not be satisfied, and a need that could not be subdued. But he was going to try. And he had all night to do it. If he was lucky, he had the rest of his life with her to feel her body next to his, taste her sweetness, and show her how much he cared.

  


  
    Chapter 24


    The next morning, Nic and Karina satisfied another craving for espresso and freshly baked bomboloni. At the small café, they sat with their feet pressed against each other’s under the table, and talked about what had happened. Now that Karina had no loyalty to any other man but Niccolo, her only concern was backlash from her jilted fiancé.


    Karina took a bite of her warm pastry. “I keep thinking about his parting words,” she said. “I know him, and although he would want to regain his pride, Angelo’s threat seemed real. It was his tone, and his smugness.”


    Nic just listened.


    She sipped her espresso, thinking. “Even when I broke it off with him, it didn’t seem to affect him like you might imagine. I know now that he didn’t love me. He never had. So losing me wasn’t a crushing blow. But he had a lot of time and effort invested in taking over the estate. With that much profit on the line, he wouldn’t just blow it off.”


    Nic nodded. “I agree. Angelo will do anything to get the olive groves. Surely you don’t doubt his ruthlessness. It’s what he wants.”


    Stating what she already knew reaffirmed Karina’s concern that Angelo wasn’t gone for good. Not yet. Then she looked across at Nic, so impossibly handsome, and with a satisfied look on his face. Delicious memories of the night they had spent together washed over her, and a soft glow warmed her skin.


    “And what do you want, Niccolo?” she said in a low voice.


    His eyes turned a deeper blue, and his look pierced straight to her soul. “I want you, love. Only you.”


    Karina reached out to him, and Niccolo took her hands in his. “Always,” he added.


    *****


    After Nic left for the restaurant, Karina headed home. The unresolved mystery about Angelo nagged at her, and she was unable to put it out of her mind. Cruising over the hills on her Vespa, she took time to ponder while soaking in the beauty of the season.


    The wheat fields had already started to turn pale green, and the countryside had taken on the bright yellow and brown colors of early summer. Gliding close to a vineyard, she could see the baby grapes, the tiny green nubs that would grow plump and juicy by fall.


    Yellow flowers, pink roses, and bright red poppies dotted the scenery. The grape vines were covered in green leaves, but the olive trees were much thinner than in the prior month because they had recently been pruned.


    The weather was pleasant, and the sun warmed her. Karina breathed in the fresh air and let the beauty of Tuscany soothe her. It was her home, and all she had ever known. The possibility of a treasure like the Vezzoni estate falling into the hands of those who would rape her of goodness and profit at her expense was abhorrent.


    Taking from the family was bad enough, but the crime would be magnified by selling out to the big corporations that valued money over tradition, placing no value on the ripe produce of the region except for what it could put in their bank account. Thought of generations to come, and the country’s future, was of no concern.


    The untoward purpose clashed with Karina’s very being, and her determination to thwart their efforts strengthened. If Angelo thought he could still maneuver to get what he wanted, she would prove him wrong. The passion she held for all she loved so dearly would surely win out over greed and avarice.


    When she got home, Leah told her that Rosella was visiting with neighbors and would be back later that afternoon. Her mother had been doing well, and the nurse had said she was responding well to the new medication. Karina would have to thank Nic’s father for his recommendation.


    The cook had washed some broad beans to have with bread and pecorino, a hard, salty Italian cheese. Karina enjoyed the beans when they were in season, and couldn’t resist the simple but tasty dish. The beans were good raw or cooked, and used in many dishes. She crunched on a bean and savored the cheese with it. “Mmm, Leah, delizioso.”


    The cook smiled and cut another slice of cheese for her.


    Sipping water and eating her snack, Karina became lost in thought. There was something she was missing. It was some detail she had overlooked. Puzzled, she went over it again: the issues with the grove, Angelo’s patience to obtain what he wanted, and, finally, his threat.


    A thought came to her as the facts began to line up. Only they didn’t quite make sense. Unless…


    Pushing her plate back, Karina stood. It could be. She left the kitchen and went outside, grabbing a key from its hook on her way. Pietro’s quarters were only a short walk from the villa. In the years he had run the groves, there hadn’t been any reason for her to enter his private residence.


    The cottage had been furnished before his arrival, and the maid cleaned regularly. But Karina had not been inside. Though the manager knew the inner workings of the family business, he didn’t socialize with them. Not that he couldn’t have. Pietro just wasn’t friendly, at least not in that way.


    And he hadn’t had any occasion to invite them into his place. Thus, it had never occurred to her before that the administration of the estate, and relevant documents, might be filed at his home. It made sense, though. And possibly she would find a clue in his residence.


    Angelo had seemed certain she would lose the estate. The profit and loss statement had been discouraging, and Pietro had agreed with the dire prediction, although he claimed to be doing all he could to save them. In her gut, Karina knew something wasn’t right.


    She had been too distracted by all of Angelo’s nonsense to look further. Trust was a good thing, but if misplaced, could be a detriment. And she feared her trust in Pietro had been unfounded. It was the fact that he had been hired on Angelo’s recommendation.


    That was what had bothered her all along, but hadn’t surfaced. She hadn’t wanted to see it. But now she had to face whatever the circumstances were. Karina was left with no choice. The distasteful task fell to her. If anything was there, she was going to find out.


    Walking past the work area, Karina scanned for any sign of Pietro. She didn’t expect to see him, as mid-morning he was usually out in the groves. Everything looked quiet and she angled toward his cottage. Edging up the narrow walkway to the door, she stayed alert for any sign of life inside.


    The curtains were open, and she couldn’t see any motion. There was no noise, only a bird chirping in the cypress tree. With her heart beating rapidly, she slipped her hand in her pocket to retrieve the key, and jiggled it in the lock to open the door.


    The cottage had wood-beamed ceilings and tile floors. She glanced at the rustic wood cupboards and the deep concrete kitchen sink. The ivory paint was peeling off the small table and chairs in the center, and the place smelled of grilled meat and spices.


    Her heels made a clicking sound on the floor. She stepped slowly down the short hall, having no excuse prepared if she happened to run into Pietro. But he wasn’t home. The tiny bedroom was empty. Karina wasn’t sure what she was looking for.


    She spotted the door that led to the bathroom, and then focused on a bookshelf with a roll-top desk beside it. Karina held her breath. If Pietro kept any paperwork at home, it would likely be there. He would not expect visitors when he was away.


    Maybe it wasn’t locked up, if there even was anything hidden at the desk. Karina stood in front of it, and carefully rolled back the top. Respecting others’ privacy was something she had been taught, so it was odd to pry into his personal affairs. But these were extenuating circumstances.


    And the cottage was hers, not his. Though it was a courtesy to let him stay there while employed, Karina was not trespassing on private property. She was just inspecting what was rightfully hers. Possibly looking through his papers was going a bit far, though extreme measures were called for.


    And any papers that concerned the business also belonged to her. Any respectable manager would have kept them locked in the office in the main work area. But then, Karina would have already seen any records stored there.


    Holding the knob of the roll-top, she looked inside. Slots stuffed with envelopes caught her eye, but the edges looked tattered. So they were likely old. Several pens were scattered on the writing surface, and she brushed them aside to retrieve the papers underneath.


    The correspondence was on letterhead and she read the details carefully, recognizing the name of a well-known exporter of Italian goods. It was a purchase offer addressed to Angelo, probably a copy. The wording was clear, and the purchase offer enticing.


    Underneath the offer was a contract outlining Pietro’s percentage of the deal. It had been signed months before. Fury raged through her. While Karina had worried daily about the survival of Vezzoni estate, her own manager had planned to sell out.


    However, he had attempted to sell property he didn’t have the rights to. Angelo’s marriage to her would have made it all so easy. It was disgusting. Yet her ex-fiancé had remained confident that the sale would go ahead as planned. Why?


    Karina shuffled around the desktop, but finding nothing. Then she pulled open one drawer after another. In one of the bottom drawers was a ledger. She pulled it out, opened it, and began flipping the pages, reading line by line in horror.


    The numbers showed profit, bearing no resemblance to the books kept in the business office.The figures she stared at showed a sizeable income, the type of profit the estate had produced in earlier years. Karina realized that the numbers on the sheet were the actual figures.


    Her own grove manager was involved in a plot with Angelo to defraud her family. It was almost too devious for Karina to wrap her wits around. While they had produced records to convince her of financial insolvency, they had gone behind her back and had sold a substantial portion of the estate’s produce to international exporters. Effectively, they had siphoned profits and filled their own pockets by depleting the grove’s income.


    Karina sat in the rickety wooden chair at the desk, stunned by her discovery. It was embezzlement and conspiracy. Such deeds were punishable. They wouldn’t get away with it. They had made a mistake in thinking she would not find out. Or if they thought she wouldn’t go after them.


    Angelo had crossed the line and coerced her manager to assist in his dishonorable tactics to steal one of the largest olive groves in Tuscany. Stacking the letters on top of the ledger, Karina hugged them to her chest. Fortunately, Pietro, in his carelessness, had provided her with the evidence she needed.


    A new realization struck her. No wonder Angelo had thought he would have the villa, even though she had called off the engagement. It was devious, but brilliant. The sagging profits meant Karina would be forced to sell. She would be left with no choice.


    The way it had been going, it wouldn’t have been long either. Based on the falsified numbers, she would have sold for a price lower than what the estate was actually worth. Probably to a buyer sent by Angelo, though that fact would have been hidden.


    She knew the likely scenario. Buy low, sell high. Wasn’t that the rule of business? Once Vezzoni had changed hands for the intentionally misrepresented value, Angelo and his accomplices had intended to offer it for sale again. Only then, they would have used the real profit and loss figures to substantiate the true value of the Vezzoni property to the new buyer.


    They had thought they were so clever. But they had been greedy fools. It was over for them, and they would know it soon enough. Worst of all, they would suffer her wrath, as she fully intended to prosecute. Losing the money from the contrived sale of the groves would be the least of their worries.


    Karina went straight to the library and locked the documents in the safe. Then she phoned her accountant. After forty minutes of relaying the details of the doctored books, he agreed with her analysis. It was a clear case of embezzlement. Before she hung up, she made an appointment to go to his office the next day so he could see the evidence first hand.


    The next call was to her attorney. He was electrified by the conspiracy to steal her home and family business. It was grounds for a civil claim, as well as cause for the court to open a criminal case. Karina scheduled an appointment with him after her meeting with the accountant.


    She sat in the padded chair to review the steps she had taken, and considered if there was anything she had overlooked. When Karina had left the cottage, she hadn’t bothered to close the door. What would have been the point? Looking up, she saw Pietro standing in the doorway.


    His expression confirmed that he knew. Upon his return, he would have found his desk open and vital documents missing. There could only be one conclusion to draw. Karina looked at him, unable to even feel pity.


    Without even getting up, she said, “Sei licenziato!” Telling Pietro he was fired failed to spark any emotion in her. He had betrayed her, and willingly took part in Angelo’s plan to destroy her beloved estate. And he’d had no concern for what would happen to Rosella, or to her.


    The bland look on Pietro’s face didn’t change. He appeared to struggle for how to react, but failed to think of any reply that would save him.


    “Vattene,” she said, telling him to get out. He turned and left without a word. The next time she would see him would be in court. And she was sure he had no doubt that he would never work in the region again once word got out.


    When her mother returned, Karina spent the next hour telling her all about her discovery. She went over, in detail, what actions she had taken. Rosella took the news rather well. It was a shock, and distressing to know the extent of the pressure her daughter had been under. But without their oppressors, her mother was sure they would come through it, and reestablish peace in their life.


    By the time everything was taken care of, dusk edged into the sky. Karina went out to the groves and strolled among the lovely silver-leafed trees. Though she felt less stressed than she had in years, there was still one issue unresolved, and she had no ready solutions.


    Before Pietro had been hired, Karina had scoured the countryside for a capable grove manager. The thing was that any experienced ones were already employed. Such work was not so much a career as a lifetime occupation, thus there wasn’t much turnover. Those secure in a family’s employment were not motivated to make a change.


    She had been unable to find a suitable replacement when their former employee had retired. Then Pietro had appeared with written recommendations, and Angelo’s stamp of approval. That alone should have been a clue. At the time, he had been hired without question.


    Now, she didn’t know what to do. It wasn’t possible for her to run the grove alone. Skill and knowledge aside, it was brutally hard work. And the hours were long and tedious. Without a manager, the estate may yet go under. Try as she might, Karina couldn’t come up with a viable option.

  


  
    Chapter 25


    The next day, Karina went to town, intent on seeing Nic after her appointments with the accountant and the attorney. He would be relieved to know she had learned the truth and taken action. She couldn’t wait to tell him, and hurried to the restaurant as soon as she was free.


    It was late in the afternoon, and, done with his shift, Nic was waiting for her at Luca’s. He made some espresso for them, and they slipped up to the rooftop to talk privately. It was a sunny day, so they sat at one of the tables under an umbrella.


    “I have something to tell you,” Karina said as soon as they sat down.


    Nic smiled. “I have something to tell you too.”


    She widened her eyes. “What?”


    He squeezed her hand. “You first.”


    Karina poured out the story of Angelo’s sabotage and Pietro’s complicity. It seemed outrageous even as she told it. Yet it was true. She shuddered to think how close they had come to succeeding.


    “They will pay the consequences,” Nic said.


    She nodded. “I’ll see that they do. What they had in mind is criminal.” Karina stopped for a moment. “Now I have to figure out how to deal with the estate. Mamma wants to turn a couple of the rooms at the villa into guest suites, and start a bed and breakfast.”


    Nic nodded. “That sounds like a good idea.”


    Karina took a sip of her espresso. “I agree, and it would make her happy. She would have company all the time.”


    “Even better.”


    She tossed her hair over her shoulder. “But I’m struggling with how to keep the villa.”


    Nic frowned. “Why is that?”


    Taking a breath, Karina detailed the situation. “So you see, without a new manager, my situation is bleak.”


    Nic grinned.


    Karina pursed her lips. “Why are you smiling? This is serious.”


    Nic shrugged. “Because I’ve been working on a business plan for you.”


    “You have?”


    He nodded.


    “So…tell me.”


    He leaned on the table and told her his idea. “We can turn the public sentiment against the Mafia to our favor. Not only locals, but consumers in other countries are intent on maintaining the integrity of the olive oil industry.”


    She raised her brows. “Meaning what?”


    “They want authentic Italian olive oil.”


    Karina nodded.


    “Which puts you in an ideal position,” Nic said.


    She sat up straighter. “Go on.”


    “There is a program I had heard of before, and I’ve spent some time looking into it. It’s called adopt-a-tree.” Nic paused.


    “How does it work?”


    He took a breath and continued his explanation. “Your promotion would say, ‘Adopt one of our olive trees for a year and enjoy premium olive oil from your own tree,’ and consumers would pay a quarterly fee to adopt their tree. The fee covers their supply of olive oil, and shipping.”


    Karina stared at him. “Is it for real?”


    He nodded. “Yes, many groves have already implemented the plan. Each subscriber gets a certificate of ownership, and a picture of their tree. It’s a way for them to ensure they receive quality olive oil, and it makes a statement against the big corporations.”


    Karina grinned. “I’m impressed. That income, combined with our local sales, will keep us profitable. And we won’t have to deal with the large exporters.” She paused. “Plus the adoptive parents will be getting some of the purest, most delicious olive oil in Italy.”


    “They can even visit and hug their tree,” Nic said.


    She smiled at him. “And stay at Mamma’s bed and breakfast. They will be like part of the family.”


    Nic looked confident. “Yes. The fact that you ditched Pietro is very timely. I found a grove manager familiar with the program. And he is available.”


    Her mouth fell open. “How did you do that?”


    “My uncle knows him. There is an operation in the Calabria region that supplies restaurants with wine from their vineyards, and they have olive groves as well. That’s how Luca got to know them.”


    Karina perked up. This sounded more and more promising.


    Nic went on. “Unfortunately, the estate was recently purchased by a large corporation. The grove manager could have stayed on, but refused to support what he considers to be the enemy. I didn’t promise him anything, but when he heard there might be an opportunity to work for a family-run business, he was interested. I’m sure you can hire him…if you want to.”


    She gripped his bicep. “Now you’re teasing. Of course I want to. And I need him right away. We can turn the antipathy for the Mafia-run companies and their fake oils to our advantage. And restore prosperity to the estate, but do it ethically.”


    Karina took a moment for it all to sink in. Nic stroked the back of her hand with his fingers, watching her.


    Looking into his sparkling eyes, Karina said, “You’ve saved everything, and fought corruption in the process. I won’t have to worry about the estate, and Mamma will be cared for. And she will be happy. You know how she loves to entertain.”


    Nic pulled her onto his lap and wrapped his arms around her. She kissed him tenderly.


    “My life was nearly ruined. Now—with you, Niccolo—it’s perfect.”


    His warm lips touched hers, only this time the kiss was deep and sensual. Longing stirred inside her, and Karina ran her hands over Nic’s rock-hard muscles. He slid his hand along her thigh and under the hem of her dress, running his fingers over her skin.


    The bustle of people on the street below, or the packed restaurant at the bottom of the stairs, did little to distract Nic from his caresses. Karina thought of nothing but her need for him.


    She whispered. “Can we?”


    His blue eyes shone with desire. “I don’t have to go anywhere. Do you?” He took her lower lip in his teeth and tugged gently. “You’ll have to be quiet, though. Can you do that?”


    Karina saw the gleam in his eye. “Not a peep from me,” she said, and began to unbutton his shirt. Lust filled his eyes, and love flooded her heart. Finally, she had want she wanted. To be with the man she loved.


    *****


    One day the following spring, Nic asked her to meet him at Luca’s after spin class. He sounded excited, and she was looking forward to seeing him. In the past year so much had changed. The estate was thriving under the supervision of the new manager. Rosella had come to life with the creation of her bed and breakfast.


    Angelo, who had once thought to get wealthy at her expense, was facing the penalty for his crimes, and Pietro along with him. Karina’s attorney had told her that Angelo had vied for the alliance of the Mafia, but had fallen into disfavor when he botched the Vezzoni deal.


    Karina had done all she could to assist the authorities, because she didn’t want Angelo to weasel out of being convicted. Now it was out of her hands, and he was out of her life. Since he hadn’t been born to a Mafia family, and they weren’t anxious to claim any connection, Karina had nothing to fear. She was safe, and out of Angelo’s reach for good.


    Early on, Angelo’s attorney had sent a letter. He had begged for Karina’s mercy, and asked her not to produce evidence to the state to aid the prosecution. Her response was simple and direct: “Tell him he should have given more consideration to the consequences of his misdeeds before committing them.”


    Free to devote attention to her own passions, Karina had taken photographs of many new places. She had shared them with Nic, and he had agreed they were unique. It was the special lighting and angle. But most of all, her love for Tuscany shone through.


    Nic had continued to perfect his skill for creating a consistently good espresso, and word had gotten around. Luca’s was as busy as it ever had been. It was even more popular because of the attraction of some of the best coffee in the city.


    When she arrived at the restaurant, Nic took her hand and they went next door. With a grin, he unlocked the place. Stepping inside, Karina could see the space was empty.


    “You got it?” she said.


    Nic nodded. “I was able to secure a lease when the tenant moved out. Luca has always had his eye on this property because it is right next door.”


    She grinned. “Your coffee shop will be open soon, then.”


    He nodded. “Yes, the upgrades shouldn’t take too long. I have some savings, which will be enough to cover the expense. And once I open, I expect to get a lot of business.”


    “I know you will. You’ll do great.” Karina was pleased to see him doing something he loved.


    Nic moved closer and took her hands in his. “And once this one takes off, I’m planning on opening another.”


    She raised a brow. “You are?”


    “Yes, maybe I’ll have a whole chain of them.”


    Karina grinned at him. “Amazing.”


    He squeezed her hands. “And…I’m going to cover the walls with your photographs. You can sell them to tourists. Who doesn’t want a photograph of Tuscany? Especially one as good as yours.”


    “You’d do that?”


    He smiled. “I want to do it. Your work should be seen. It should be shared.”


    “Oh, Niccolo.”


    He pulled her into his arms, then lifted her off her feet and swung her around. Karina giggled. Nic lowered her back to the floor and kissed her sweetly. “Come, let’s walk,” he said.


    They strolled across the bridge to the left bank, and continued along the river. All the while, Karina chatted with him about the new coffee shop. She wanted to know all about his plans for decorating, and what kind of furnishings he had in mind.


    “There is one important renovation I intend to make,” he said.


    “What’s that?”


    He grinned. “I’m having stairs built in the back, and putting in a door to the roof.”


    Karina smiled, and he wrapped his arm around her. “I’ve become very fond of that roof.”


    “So have I,” she said.


    Slowly, they climbed the hill to Piazzale Michelangelo. Spring was the most beautiful time of year, and that day was no exception. From the top of the plaza, Karina could lean against the wall and look down on the city. “I’ve always loved this view.”


    “I know,” Nic said.


    Karina remembered the day they had spent together, the day they had cruised the markets on the left bank and she had told him the story of how her grandparents had met. She had been standing in the same spot she was right then. And told him the romantic tale.


    And though she had never mentioned it to Nic, she remembered another time, way back in that summer so many years ago, when they had jogged up to the top together. There had been a moment when she had thought Nic was going to kiss her. Had he backed away from her, or had she just run off?


    Either way, Karina wondered what would have happened if he would have kissed her that day. Would her life have been different? Would he still have returned to Boston? She would never know. But now, it didn’t really matter.


    Nic touched her cheek with his fingertips, then he kissed her, long and deep. She ran her hand through his hair and placed her palm on his back to hold him close. Karina wanted him more than ever. She sighed against his lips and he pulled back gently.


    There was a look in his eyes she recognized, yet she didn’t. His blue eyes filled with emotion, and her heart skipped a beat. Then he dropped to one knee and held her hand in his. Karina held her breath.


    Reaching into his pocket, Nic pulled out a diamond ring and held it up to her.


    “I love you, Karina. I want to share my life with you. Please, will you marry me?”


    Her eyes filled with tears, and her heart felt as though it would burst.


    “Oh, Niccolo. I love you so much. Yes, I will marry you.” Then she took a closer look at the ring he held. She took it from him and stared, touched deeply by the gesture. Looking into his eyes, she said, “This is my grandmother’s wedding ring.”


    Nic stood. “Yes. Rosella thought you should have it, and asked me to have it fitted for you.”


    Karina choked up with emotion. It was all too perfect. And Nic had just proposed to her high above the city, just as Francesco Vezzoni had proposed to her grandmother on a wooden bridge over the Grand Canal, above one of the finest views in Venice, so very long ago.


    She clutched the delicate ring in her palm, and Nic wrapped his hand around hers.


    He touched his lips lightly to hers. “Now you have another story of true love to tell.”


    Pride and happiness flooded her, and Karina realized it was true.


    He held her close. “I will always love you, Karina. Our love is strong and true.”


    Then Niccolo touched his lips to hers, and she fell into his warmth. Karina knew she didn’t need to believe in true love. It was like believing in the sun, the olive trees, or the countryside. They were a part of her life, and so was her love for Niccolo.
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