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“Do you always kiss strange men like that?”

Sebastian asked with a teasing lightness that gained her instant approval.

“No, but I’ll bet that you kiss all strange women that way,” Laura retorted, recovering some sense of control while still thrilling to the disturbance within.

“None have ever been quite like this,” he assured her in a dry voice.

“That’s good to know,” she murmured and stroked a hand along the strong cut of his jawline.

As the last note of the song faded away, a voice came through the sound system, speaking in Italian. At its conclusion, Sebastian glanced at Laura, regret twisting the line of his mouth. “It’s closing time.”

She released a mock sigh. “And we were just getting warmed up.”
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PART ONE


There’s a promise in the wind, 
A hint of devil-may-care, 
A time for fun and frolic, 
And a Calder wants her share.







Chapter One

The flattering glow of candlelight welcomed the arriving guests to the home of Count and Countess Valerie, a sixteenth-century palazzo on Rome’s Capitoline Hill. Twenty-one-year-old Laura Calder ran an appreciative eye over the frescoes and friezes that adorned the walls and ceilings of one of the palazzo’s many ballrooms, but her attention quickly reverted to her fellow guests.

Not all had gathered in the ballroom. Some, first-timers like herself, were being shown around the palazzo, a tour Laura had recently completed. Virtually all on hand were strangers to her, although Laura recognized several faces, identifying them from photographs she had seen in either the society or business pages. So far she had spotted an Italian film producer, a French dignitary, an American industrialist, a former British prime minister, a robed papal envoy, and a Pulitzer Prize–winning author.

Yet, surveying the throng of notables and glitterati, Laura was half-tempted to unleash a rather raucous “Yee-haw” just to watch the shock waves it would create among such a staid and dignified gathering. She smiled at the thought of all the raised eyebrows and down-the-nose looks that would be directed her way if she did. Perhaps another time, she decided.

“Excuse me—you there, young lady.” Amongst the foreign chatter going on around Laura, the gruff and rather demanding male voice was too distinctively American with its trace of Texas twang not to immediately catch her attention.

When she looked around to locate its source in the acoustically poor ballroom, she spotted an older man in a wheelchair, positioned facing the doors that opened into the palazzo’s inner courtyard. In a glance, she took in the grizzled silver of his hair, the harsh, age-lined gauntness of his face, and the thickness of his heavily muscled torso beneath the fine cut of his suit jacket, a thickness that was so at odds with the atrophied slenderness of his legs.

There was something vaguely familiar about his face, and about the fact that it belonged to a man in a wheelchair, but Laura couldn’t make the connection to come up with his name. Belatedly she noticed that his hard, dark eyes had fastened their gaze on her.

“You there.” He motioned to her, then paused and scowled uncertainly. “Do you speak English?”

Her mouth curved in an easy smile. “I do indeed.”

“An American. Thank God,” the man muttered, half under his breath, then broke eye contact with her and nodded toward the door. “Give me a hand with this door. I need some air.”

Laura caught the note of frustration in his voice and guessed immediately that this was a man who loathed the idea that he required anyone’s assistance. Just like her grandfather, it could make him very irritable.

Certain that he would find any verbal response from her irksome, Laura said nothing and simply crossed to the door. As she pushed it open, she noticed the raised threshold and knew it could pose a problem for him even though the wheelchair was motorized. Without a word, she passed him her beaded evening bag and stepped to the back of his chair. Gripping the handles, she gave it a push and a tilt and wheeled him into the inner courtyard.

With a touch of the controls, the man swung the chair toward her and ran an appraising eye over her, inspecting the sophisticated upsweep of her blond hair, the sculpted fineness of her features, the diamonds that dangled from her lobes, and the silken elegance of her gown, its rich chocolate color intensifying the deep, dark brown of her eyes that contrasted so with the gold of her hair.

“You’re stronger than you look,” he announced, making no effort to return her evening bag.

“I’ll take that as a compliment.” Laura allowed a small smile to play across her lips.

“What’s your name?”

“Laura Calder.”

“Calder, you say. Any relation to the Calders of Montana?” he asked, exhibiting a mild curiosity.

“Chase Calder is my grandfather,” she confirmed, not at all surprised that he should know of her family. While the Calder name meant little in Europe, it was widely known at home.

“Your grandfather,” he murmured and looked at her with new eyes. “You must be Jessy Calder’s daughter, ’cause you certainly didn’t get that blond hair from Chase.” He shot a look toward the ballroom. “Is your mother here? I don’t recall seeing her.”

“No, I’m with Tara Calder. She’s been like an aunt to me.” She was deliberately offhand with her answer, skipping any specific response to a relationship that was difficult to explain, even though it had existed almost from the day she was born. Eyebrows were invariably raised when people learned that Tara Calder had been her father’s first wife. Yet, in many ways Laura was closer to her than she was to her own mother.

“Tara,” he thoughtfully repeated the name, then brightened in sudden recognition. “Of course. E.J. Dyson’s daughter. I remember now; she was married to your father once.” His eyes narrowed on her, an avidly interested gleam lighting them that Laura had seen in others when they made the same connection. “And you’re here with her.”

Laura was too used to fielding such remarks to be bothered by it. She handled it the way she always did, by altering ever so slightly the direction of the conversation.

“Yes. I graduated from college at midterm, but Tara insisted that my education wouldn’t be complete without a tour of Europe.”

He nodded, his expression taking on a faraway look. “Yes, that’s the way it used to be done when a girl came of age. February in Switzerland, March in Greece or the Riviera, April in Paris, naturally, and . . .” He paused before concluding, “Italy in May.”

“Something like that,” Laura admitted, his guess at her itinerary coming close to accurate.

“Must be missing Montana about now,” he surmised.

“I haven’t really had time. There’s been too much to do, to see, and to experience.” And she was loving every moment of it. With his questions answered, it was her turn to ask some. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to appear rude, but—I know I should recognize you.”

“I’m Max Rutledge.”

“Of course.” Everything clicked into place: Max Rutledge, the Texas rancher turned oilman, turned banker; a politically powerful mover and shaker behind the scenes, crippled in a car wreck that claimed his wife’s life—and worth billions. “I’ve heard of you.”

His chin lifted in measured challenge. “What have you heard?”

Laura knew instinctively that she was being tested. “I’ve heard that you have no patience with fools or liberal Democrats.”

With a grin as big as Texas splitting his face, he settled back in his wheelchair and surveyed her with approval. “That’s one and the same thing, isn’t it?” The question at the end was purely rhetorical. “That answer was a bit cheeky. Kinda surprised me.”

Laura smiled, certain now that she knew how to deal with him. “I imagine you are a lot like my grandfather. He can’t stand it when people pull their punches because of who he is.”

“I met your grandfather a couple times. It was some years back, though,” Max Rutledge recalled. “He struck me as a man who knows exactly what he wants. More important, he knows how to keep it.” He studied her thoughtfully. “I get the feeling that some of that trait runs in you.”

“You definitely have met my grandfather.” Laura carefully avoided a direct response. It was something she had learned from her grandfather. Endless times he had told her never to brag about who she was or what she had, counseling her that if someone didn’t know, he’d find out on his own soon enough. It was a lesson that had gone hand in glove with Tara’s teaching that it was more important for Laura to make the right impression than a good one.

“So”—Max Rutledge dropped her evening bag onto his lap and clamped both hands on the armrests of his wheelchair—“are you enjoying this little do?”

“I am. Aren’t you?” she countered.

He harrumphed ever so faintly, with a note of amusement. “Not really. For a man like me, trapped in this thing, I spend half the evening staring at buckles and bosoms.”

Laura laughed, a spontaneous and natural reaction to his irreverent remark. She struggled to swallow it back, not wanting him to think she was laughing at his infirmity. But remnants of it bubbled in her voice when she said, “That offers a very different perspective on what it’s like for you.”

“It’s a view that can have some eye-opening rewards on occasion,” he declared with a naughty twinkle in his eyes.

“I can imagine—vividly.” There was a movement in her side vision as one of the guests passed by the door, briefly blocking the light from the ballroom streaming into the courtyard. It suddenly occurred to her that Tara might be wondering where she was. For that matter, whoever came with Max Rutledge might be wondering the same thing about him. Laura was certain a man of his stature wouldn’t have come alone. “Is there someone with you? I could—”

“Just my son.”

Laura thought she detected a note of impatience, almost disgust, in his rather abrupt reply. “Boone—isn’t that his name?” she recalled, unable to summon up much else about him except a vague memory that this most eligible bachelor from Texas had a bit of a reputation for playing the field.

“That’s right. He’s getting the grand tour of the palace.”

Again she sensed an air of dissatisfaction and decided that Boone Rutledge wasn’t a wise subject to pursue. “The view from the palazzo’s rooftop garden is quite spectacular.”

“So I hear. But these old palaces don’t come equipped with elevators.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Laura admitted with a touch of her mother’s candor.

“No reason why you should,” he replied and once more subjected her to the penetrating study of his gaze. “I like you. You’d make a good wife for my son.”

She arched her eyebrows a little higher at his bold statement. “Thank you, but I think your son may have something to say about that.”

A darkness gave his eyes a steely quality. “Not as much as you might think,” he muttered and looked up when a tall, broad-shouldered figure filled the doorway and threw a shadow across them. “It’s about time you showed up, Boone.” Again his voice had that edge to it as if there was little about his son that pleased him. “I thought I would have to hold on to this lady’s handbag all evening.” He stretched out an arm, extending the beaded purse to Laura.

When she stepped forward to reclaim her bag, Boone Rutledge moved out of the doorway to approach them. Laura slid her glance over him, quick to notice the hint of curl in his dark hair, the hard and manly angles of his face, and the muscled trimness of his physique. When Boone added a sexy smile of greeting to the mix, the result was a package of raw virility that required only a black Stetson to complete the image of Texan manhood. It made her wonder if Max Rutledge had cut a similar figure when he was whole and in his prime.

“I’d like you to meet my son, Boone,” Max said, beginning the introductions. “Boone, this is Laura Calder, Chase Calder’s granddaughter.”

“Chase Calder of the Triple C Ranch in Montana?” Boone glanced at his father for confirmation even as he reached out a hand to Laura in formal greeting.

“The same.” Max nodded.

“I always meant to attend one of the Triple C’s private livestock auctions. And now, meeting you, I really am sorry I haven’t.” He held her hand an instant longer than necessary, conveying his interest.

Laura didn’t feign any false modesty. She was blond, built, and beautiful—and knew it. Dealing with a man’s advances, whether wanted or otherwise, was one of the first things she had learned.

“In that case I’ll make sure that you both receive a personal invitation to our next one.” She made her smile warm enough to encourage his interest.

“If you do, you can count on me being there.” His gaze locked on hers, the darkening light in his eyes adding an intimate message of his own. She recognized the signs of a man used to making easy conquests. Her own reaction was an instinctive desire to rise to the challenge of being the one who held the lead rope.

“Better bring your checkbook,” she replied. “Once you see what the Triple C has to offer, you’ll be glad to pay the high price.”

Max Rutledge barked out a laugh. “By God, Boone, if you’ve got a brain in your head, you’ll marry this gal.”

“Don’t mind him,” Boone said to Laura, a tiny flicker of irritation showing in his expression. “My father is a little brash, but he has good taste.”

“But taste is always a matter of personal choice, isn’t it?” Laura smiled to let Boone know she didn’t take his father’s comment at all seriously.

“You young people these days,” Max grumbled, “you’re a lotta talk and little action.”

“Don’t rush things, Max,” Boone replied without pulling his gaze from Laura. “You don’t want to scare her off.”

“I have a feeling it would take a lot to scare this one,” Max stated, sizing her up again with another sweeping look before firing a glare at his tall son. “And it sure as hell would take more than you.”

A smile continued to curve Boone’s mouth, but Laura observed the tightening of suppressed anger in it as he sliced a look at his father. “You could scare her, though. There aren’t many women willing to tolerate meddling in-laws.”

The friction between father and son was obvious, and Laura suspected it was long standing. Considering that her own relationship with her mother was far from perfect, Laura could sympathize with Boone.

Seeking to smooth away the awkwardness of the exchange and its undertones of bitterness, Laura issued a practiced laugh, a soft and tinkly sound, and sent a twinkling glance at Boone. “Ahh, isn’t the generation gap a pain?”

Gone was that sexy flirting of a man who had made a habit of directing it at any attractive woman within range of his vision. In its place was a searing warmth that made Laura wonder if she was the first to ever be the recipient. She experienced a little surge of triumph as she felt him slipping around her finger.

“A royal pain,” Boone agreed, regarding her with a new and more intimate interest.

Laura didn’t need to glance at the man in the wheelchair to be aware that he was observing the two of them with a good deal of satisfaction.

“There you are, Laura,”

The femininely soft drawl was instantly familiar. Laura turned, watching as Tara Calder moved toward them with her typical gliding grace. She was struck again by the woman’s incredible beauty, a beauty that was stunning and absolutely ageless. Tara’s only concession to her advancing years was a dramatic streak of white in her otherwise midnight dark hair. Whether the streak was nature’s doing or mere artifice, not even Laura knew.

“I looked everywhere for you. What on earth are you doing out—” Tara broke off the question the instant she noticed the wheelchair-bound man. “Max Rutledge. I don’t believe it.” Altering her course, she crossed to his side, first bending to air-kiss his cheeks, then crouching down next to him, the fullness of her gown’s skirt poofing about her. “I certainly never expected to run across you here in Rome. I won’t bother to ask how you are. You’re looking as robust as ever.”

“I look like hell, but you are still the most charming liar I have ever known,” Max declared in a voice that was dry and mocking.

Tara laughed, low and musical, and briefly pressed a hand on his arm. “My daddy told me a long time ago that when you come across something sour, just pile on a lot of sugar.” With a fluid move, she stood erect and turned to Boone. “My, but you have grown into a handsome rogue, Boone. How do you manage to put up with this grumpy old bear?”

“He doesn’t have a choice,” Max inserted, but Tara gave no sign that she had heard his somewhat caustic remark.

Boone dismissed her question with a noncommittal, “You can’t pick your parents.” He warmly clasped her hand, enveloping it in both of his. “You are as beautiful as ever, Tara.”

“Thank you,” she replied with a demure dip of her head, then withdrew her hand and divided her glance between father and son. “Tell me, how did the two of you manage to lure my ward into the courtyard?”

“Sheer luck, I think,” Boone replied as he directed an intimate, warm look at Laura.

“I suspect the luck is all Laura’s.” Tara drifted closer to her self-proclaimed ward, then addressed Laura in pseudo-confiding manner. “You do realize that you are in the company of two of the world’s most sought after bachelors, not to mention that you are practically neighbors—at least in a manner of speaking.”

“Really?” Laura said with some surprise. “Do you own land in Montana?”

“Good Lord, no. It’s too damned cold up there,” Max stated with force.

“Actually,” Tara began, “I was referring to the Rutledge family ranch. The Slash R can’t be far from the old Calder homeplace in Texas that Chase bought from Hattie before they were married, and especially after he bought so much of the adjoining land.” She looked to Max for confirmation.

“We have a boundary in common,” he acknowledged.

“If I had known we had such attractive neighbors,” Boone inserted, smiling at Laura, “I would have paid a visit long ago.”

“Actually I’ve only been to the C Bar a couple of times, and that was when I was much younger,” Laura said.

“Chase bought it for purely sentimental reasons,” Tara recalled, “after learning that the C Bar was his grandfather’s birthplace. For a good many years, he and Hattie used it as a winter retreat to escape the Montana cold, but I don’t think he’s been back since Hattie passed away five years ago. Truthfully, I don’t think he’s physically capable of making the trip any more. It’s hardly surprising, considering Chase is in his eighties.”

“If he ever decides he wants to sell the place, tell him to give me a call. It would be easy enough to incorporate the ranch into my spread,” Max declared.

“I’ll let him know,” Laura promised, although she doubted her grandfather would be interested in selling.

Losing interest in the subject, Tara changed it. “So what brings you two to Rome? Is it a business or pleasure trip?”

“Business, of course,” Max retorted. “And don’t bother asking what kind. It’s my business and none of Dy-Corp’s.”

“Now, Max,” Tara said in a chiding tone. “You know I have nothing to do with running my daddy’s corporation.”

“Not officially,” he agreed dryly, “but you know the right strings to yank when you want something done. There’s a lot of truth in that old saying, the fruit never falls far from the tree. You’re E.J. Dyson’s daughter, all right. Unfortunately, Boone is his mother’s son—all looks and no brains. He’d rather play than work.”

Boone smiled away the criticism. “It’s always bothered him the way I manage to make time for a little pleasure on any business trip. And having two such beautiful women as dinner companions definitely makes this trip a pleasure.” Even though he included Tara in his remark, his attention was centered on Laura.

“You’re being too kind,” she told him in mock protest.

“Kindness has nothing to do with it,” Boone assured her.

“Speaking of dinner, when the hell are they going to serve it?” Max demanded in a sudden surge of impatience. “I suppose we’ll have to wait until the middle of the damned night to eat.”

The words were barely out of his mouth when the musical tinkle of a set of chimes drifted out from the ballroom. “You’re in luck, Max,” Tara said. “I believe that’s the signal that dinner is served.”

“High time, too,” he muttered, as Boone moved to the back of his chair to assist him.

After reentering the ballroom, the foursome joined the flow of the other guests idly making their way to the hall. With the wheelchair rolling along under its own power, Boone left his father’s side to join Laura.

“How long will you be staying in Rome?” he asked. “I don’t believe you said.”

“A day or two, at least. We’ve been toying with the idea of going to Tuscany for a few days, or maybe to the coast. We have a very flexible schedule, totally subject to the whim of the moment. And you, will you be staying long in Rome?”

“Unfortunately no. Just two more days here, then it’s on to London.”

“What a shame. England’s on our list, but not until later.”

“There’s nothing to stop you from making more than one visit, is there?” Boone asked in light challenge. “You did say your schedule was subject to the whim of the moment.”

“I did say that, didn’t I?” The teasing smile she gave him was playfully noncommittal. With a man like Boone Rutledge, Laura suspected it would never be wise to seem too eager for his company.

“Yes, you did.” He leaned fractionally closer, his voice lowering to a volume intended for her hearing alone. “I can promise you dinner, alone, at an intimate little restaurant I know with a great view of the Thames.”

As they reached the wide doorway into the hall, Laura threw him a laughing look. “Ahh, but can you promise me a misty London fog—” She suddenly collided hard with another guest, the sudden impact surprising a small outcry from her. A pair of hands gripped her upper arms, preventing Laura from being knocked completely off balance. She couldn’t say how, but she knew in that instant they didn’t belong to Boone.

“Hey, watch where you’re going.” Boone’s indignant voice came from very near.

“I’m sorry. Did I hurt you?”

It was the second voice, male and distinctively British in its accent, that prompted Laura to lift her head. “No. I . . .” The words died in her throat when she found herself face to face with a fair-haired stranger with hazel eyes, flecked with beguiling glints of gold. The air between them seemed suddenly charged with a white hot current of electricity. Laura felt the tingle of it through her entire body, snatching at her breath and scrambling her pulse.

Something flickered across the stranger’s lean, angular features, erasing the look of concern and replacing it with a deep, heady warmth.

“Hel-lo,” he said, giving each syllable a dazed and dazzled emphasis.

“What happened, Laura? Did you forget to look where you were going?” The familiarity of Tara’s affectionately chiding voice provided the right touch of normalcy.

Laura seized on it while she struggled to collect her composure. “I’m afraid I did. I was talking to Boone and—” she paused a beat to glance again at the stranger, stunned to discover how rattled she felt. It was a totally alien sensation. She couldn’t remember a time when she hadn’t felt in control of herself and a situation. “And I walked straight into you. I’m sorry.”

“No apologies necessary,” the man assured her while his gaze made a curious and vaguely puzzled study of her face. “The fault was equally mine.” He cocked his head to one side, the puzzled look deepening in his expression. “I know this is awfully trite, but haven’t we met before?”

Laura shook her head. “No. I’m certain I would have remembered if we had.” She was positive of that.

“Obviously you remind me of someone else then,” he said, easily shrugging off the thought. “In any case, I hope you are none the worse for the collision, Ms.—” He paused expectantly, waiting for Laura to supply her name.

The old ploy was almost a relief. “Laura Calder. And this is my aunt, Tara Calder,” she said, rather than going into a lengthy explanation of their exact relationship.

“My pleasure, ma’am,” he murmured to Tara, acknowledging her with the smallest of bows.

“And perhaps you already know Max Rutledge and his son, Boone.” Laura belatedly included the two men.

“I know of them.” He nodded to Max.

When he turned to the younger man, Boone extended a hand, giving him a look of hard challenge. “And you are?”

“Sebastian Dunshill,” the man replied.

“Dunshill,” Tara repeated with sudden and heightened interest. “Are you any relation to the earl of Crawford, by chance?”

“I do have a nodding acquaintance with him.” His mouth curved in an easy smile as he switched his attention to Tara. “Do you know him?”

“Unfortunately no,” Tara admitted, then drew in a breath and sent a glittering look at Laura, barely able to contain her excitement. “Although a century ago the Calder family was well acquainted with a certain Lady Crawford.”

“Really. And how’s that?” With freshened curiosity, Sebastian Dunshill turned to Laura for an explanation.

An awareness of him continued to tingle through her. Only now Laura was beginning to enjoy it.

“It’s a long and rather involved story,” Laura warned. “After all this time, it’s difficult to know how much is fact, how much is myth, and how much is embellishment of either one.”

“Since we have a fairly long walk ahead of us to the dining hall, why don’t you start with the facts?” Sebastian suggested and deftly tucked her hand under his arm, turning her to follow the other guests.

Laura could feel Boone’s anger over the way he had been supplanted, but she didn’t really care. She had too much confidence in her ability to smooth any of Boone’s ruffled feathers.

“The facts.” She pretended to give them some thought while her sidelong glance traveled over Sebastian Dunshill’s profile, noting the faint smattering of freckles on his fair skin and the hint of copper lights in his very light brown hair.

Despite the presence of freckles, there was nothing boyish about him. He was definitely a man fully grown, thirty-something she suspected, with a very definite continental air about him. He didn’t exude virility the way Boone Rutledge did; his air of masculinity had a smooth and polished edge to it.

“I suppose I should begin by explaining that back in the latter part of the 1870s, my great-great-grandfather Benteen Calder established the family ranch in Montana.”

“Your family owns a cattle ranch?” He glanced her way, interest and curiosity mixing in his look.

“A very large one.”

“How many acres do you have? I don’t mean to sound nosy, but those of us on this side of the Atlantic harbor a secret fascination with the scope and scale of your American West.”

“So I’ve learned. But truthfully we don’t usually measure in acres. We talk about sections,” Laura explained. “The Triple C has more than one hundred and fifty sections within its boundary fence.”

“You’ll have to educate me,” he said with a touch of amusement. “How large is a section?”

“One square mile, or six hundred and forty acres.”

After a quick mental calculation, Sebastian gave her a suitably impressed look. “That’s nearly a million acres. And I thought all the large western ranches were in Texas, not Montana.”

“Not all.” She smiled. “Anyway, according to early ranch records, there are numerous business transactions listed that indicate Lady Crawford was a party to them. Many of them involved government contracts for the purchase of beef. It appears that my great-great-grandfather paid her a finder’s fee, I suppose you would call it—an arrangement that was clearly lucrative for both of them.”

“The earl of Crawford wasn’t named as a party in any of this, then,” Sebastian surmised.

“No. In fact, the family stories that were passed down always said she was widowed.”

“Interesting. As I recall,” he began with a faint frown of concentration, “the seventh earl of Crawford was married to an American. They had no children, which meant the title passed to the son of his younger brother.” He stopped abruptly and swung toward Laura, running a fast look over her face. “That’s it! I know why you looked so familiar. You bear a striking resemblance to the portrait of Lady Elaine that hangs in the manor’s upper hall.”

“Did you hear that, Tara?” Laura turned in amazement to the older woman.

“I certainly did.” With a look of triumph in her midnight dark eyes, Tara momentarily clutched at Laura’s arm, an exuberant smile curving her red lips. “I knew it. I knew it all along.”

“Knew what?” A disgruntled Max Rutledge rolled his chair forward, forcing his way into their circle. But Boone stood back, eyeing the Englishman with a barely veiled glare. “What’s all this hooha about?”

“Yes, I’m curious, too,” Sebastian inserted.

“Well . . .” Laura paused, trying to decide how to frame her answer. “According to Calder legend, Benteen’s mother ran off with another man when he was a small boy. If the man’s name was known, I’ve never heard it mentioned. He was always referred to as a remittance man, which, as I understand, was a term used to describe a younger, and frequently ne’er-do-well, son of wealthy Europeans, often titled.”

Sebastian nodded, following her line of thought to its logical conclusion. “And you suspect your ancestor ran off with the man who became the seventh earl of Crawford.”

“Actually, Tara is the one who came up with that theory after she found some old photographs.”

Taking Laura’s cue, Tara explained, “Back when I was married to Laura’s father, I was rummaging through an old trunk in the attic and came across the tintype of a young woman. At that time, the housekeeper, who had been born and raised on the ranch, told me it was a picture of Madelaine Calder, the mother of Chase Benteen Calder. I’m not sure, but I think that was the first time I heard the story about her abandoning her husband and young son to run off with another man. Needless to say, I was a bit intrigued by this slightly scandalous bit of family history. And I became more intrigued when I happened to lay the tintype next to a photograph taken of Lady Crawford. Granted, one was a picture of a woman perhaps in her early twenties, and the woman in the other photo was easily in her sixties. Still, it was impossible to discount the many physical similarities the two shared, not to mention that the young woman had been called Madelaine and the older one was known as Elaine. I just couldn’t believe it was nothing more than a series of amazing coincidences. I’ve always suspected they were pictures of the same woman, but I have never been able to prove it.”

“And if you could, what would that accomplish?” Max challenged, clearly finding little of importance in the issue.

“Now, Max,” Tara chided lightly, “you of all people should know that sometimes there is immense satisfaction to be gained from finding out you were right about something all along.”

Max harrumphed but didn’t disagree with her response. Boone remained a silent observer. Something about the way he looked at Sebastian Dunshill spoke of his instant dislike of the man.

“You say there’s a portrait of Lady Elaine displayed at the earl of Crawford’s home,” Tara said, addressing the remark to Sebastian.

“Indeed there is. A splendid one.”

“I’d love to see it sometime.” Her comment had an idle, offhand ring to it. Laura suspected she was the only one who knew the delivery was deliberately calculated to achieve results.

“If you intend to visit England in the near future, perhaps I can obtain an invitation for you.” Sebastian’s glance included Laura.

“As matter of fact, we have talked about flying to London,” Laura admitted and slid a glance at Boone, subtlety letting him know that she hadn’t forgotten his dinner invitation. His expression immediately warmed to her.

A liveried servant approached the group, bowed respectfully to Sebastian and addressed him in Italian. Sebastian responded in kind, then explained to the others, “We are to be escorted to the dining hall where the other guests are being seated.”

“Let’s quit dawdling and go.” With a flick of a switch, Max sent his wheelchair rolling forward.

When they arrived at the banquet hall, the Rutledges were directed to the upper end of the table. Boone had barely taken his seat when Max demanded in a low, gravelly voice, “Where’s that gal sitting? Not next to that Englishman, I hope.”

“No. He’s seated to the left of the contessa. Laura and Tara are closer to the middle section.”

“Good,” Max muttered and nodded curtly to the gentleman seated opposite from him. Then he addressed his son. “Why’d you let that damned Englishman monopolize the conversation like that? You let him snatch her right from under your nose and never said a word.”

“Just what is it you think I should have done?” Boone countered in a voice of tightly controlled anger.

“Good God, do I have to tell you everything to do?” Max shot him a look of disgust. “All you had to do was speak up. Instead you stood there and pouted like some kid that had his new toy taken from him. I swear, sometimes I think the only thing you have for a spine is a wishbone.”

“For your information, Laura has agreed to meet me in London for dinner later this week,” Boone murmured tightly.

“She said that.” Max stared at him with a mixture of surprise and skepticism.

“Yes. I plan on talking to her after dinner to settle on an exact date and time.”

“See that you do.”

“You are actually serious about wanting me to marry her, aren’t you?” Boone realized.

“You’re damned right I am,” Max stated. “I hadn’t talked to her two minutes before I knew she had more sand in her little finger than you have in your whole body. It’s not likely that any of it will rub off on you, but there’s a damned good chance your kids will have it. And that’s just about all I’ve got to look forward to.”

Boone held his tongue with an effort and fought the urge to wad up his linen napkin and shove it down the old man’s throat.

 


 



The multiple-course meal was followed by a private recital performed by a well-known Belgian pianist. It was well after midnight when Laura and Tara emerged from the palazzo and climbed into their hired car.

“What a marvelous party,” Tara declared as she absently adjusted the folds of her satin evening wrap. “And so full of surprises, too. First running into the Rutledges—” She broke off the rest of that thought to glance curiously at Laura. “Which reminds me, I noticed that Boone cornered you after the piano recital. What did he want?”

“For me to fly to London and have dinner with him later this week.”

“How wonderful. It’s little more than a two-hour flight from here. We can arrive in the early afternoon, which will give you plenty of time to get ready,” she stated, as always taking charge. “First thing in the morning, I’ll notify our pilot of our plans and arrange for reservations at Claridges. Or would you rather stay at the Lanesborough?”

“You’re assuming that I accepted the invitation,” Laura replied lightly.

Tara gave her a startled look. “You did, didn’t you?”

“You sound so shocked.” Laura couldn’t help but laugh. “Have you suddenly decided to become a matchmaker?”

“Hardly,” Tara scoffed. “Actually, I was thinking that a quick trip to England would provide the perfect opportunity to see if Mr. Dunshill could arrange for us to view the portrait of Lady Crawford. Did you speak to him at all after dinner?”

“No.” Laura was a bit confused by the disappointment she felt over that. Several times she had caught Sebastian Dunshill looking her way, but he’d made no effort to seek her out. That failure prompted Laura to dig in her heels and refuse to make the next move. Laura knew her pride had been stung. Men had always pursued her.

“Neither did I,” Tara admitted. “I’ll call the contessa in the morning and find out where he’s staying. Or . . . do I need to bother?” She glanced expectantly at Laura. “Did you accept Boone’s dinner invitation or not?”

“Actually, I told him I would call him tomorrow after I talked to you. So my answer was a tentative ‘yes.’ ”

“You don’t sound very enthusiastic.” Tara continued to study her. “I had the impression earlier that you found him attractive.”

“I do. In fact, I’m looking forward to having dinner with him.”

“I shouldn’t wonder. Boone Rutledge is unquestionably a rogue. In the last few years, he’s gained the reputation of playing the field, although I suspect Max might be the cause for that,” Tara added thoughtfully.

It was the kind of remark guaranteed to pique Laura’s curiosity. “Why do you say that?”

“I suppose because Max has been so openly critical of nearly every woman Boone has seen. And when Max doesn’t like someone, he can make things very uncomfortable for Boone, and painfully humiliating for the object of his scorn.” She sent Laura a smiling look of approval. “Fortunately, that’s something you don’t have to be concerned about. In one short meeting you managed to completely captivate Max. What exactly did you say to him before I arrived?”

Laura smiled, feeling just a bit smug. “The kind of things you taught me. Something respectful yet laced with a careful touch of sass.”

Tara’s soft laugh was rich with amusement. “I should have guessed you would instantly pick up on that. Above all else, Max Rutledge despises weakness.” She ran a thoughtful glance over Laura. “You have an innate ability to make a quick read of a person. It’s quite likely a knack you inherited from Chase. It certainly can’t be taught—not by me or anyone else.”

“I’ll take your word for it.” Laura idly watched the other traffic zipping through the streets.

“It could prove to be an invaluable asset to the Rutledges,” Tara mused. “Max doesn’t do as much business entertaining as he should. You could easily change that, though. And the education you could obtain in the machinations of big business would be priceless.”

“Matchmaking again?” Laura teased.

“No, merely fantasizing. And perhaps doing a bit of reminiscing, too,” she added with a hint of melancholy in her voice. “I always knew your father and I together could achieve great things. There really wasn’t any limit to the possibilities we had. I confess, when I imagine you and Boone together, I see a bit of Ty and me. Heaven knows, you are too much like me to ever be content merely becoming some man’s wife and the mother of his children. Obviously, you can always have a career of your own, completely separate from whatever your husband may do. But it can be infinitely more stimulating when the two are combined.”

Laura listened, aware that there was invariably wisdom in Tara’s counsel. But this time Tara’s words seemed only to remind her how unsettled her future was. Sooner or later, this tour of Europe would come to a close, and she had yet to decide what she wanted to do with the rest of her life. The income from her trust fund meant she didn’t have any financial concerns. At the same time, Laura knew she wouldn’t be satisfied for long flitting from one party scene to another. A tension wound through her, making her edgy and restless.

When the car rolled to a stop in front of their hotel, Laura swung her legs out of the car before the doorman had her door fully opened. Ignoring his outstretched hand, she climbed out of the car unassisted and waited by the steps for Tara to join her. She watched with impatience while Tara paused to rearrange the drape of her satin stole.

Headlights caught Laura in their wide beams as a low-slung convertible halted behind their hired car, the sound of its motor reducing to a powerful purr. Laura glanced at the red Porsche, welcoming the distraction of its arrival. An instant later she had her first clear look at the driver’s face when he agilely levered himself out of the car. A deep, heady satisfaction quivered through her at the sight of Sebastian Dunshill.




Chapter Two

Without bothering to open the door, Sebastian vaulted from the sports car and approached them with a long-striding walk. All that edgy frustration that had darkened Laura’s mood vanished under the warm regard of his hazel eyes.

“Mr. Dunshill, this is a surprise,” Tara greeted him, then tilted her head at a curious angle. “Are you staying at the Hassler, too?”

“Not at all. I came to give you this.” He held out a folded slip of paper to them. “When Bianca told me you had left, I realized I had failed to let you know how to contact me when you come to England.”

“We would have tracked you down somehow,” Laura assured him, a knowing smile dimpling the corners of her mouth as she took the paper from him and slipped it into her evening bag. “But this makes it easier. You see, Tara and I just decided to fly to London at the end of the week.”

“You have? Wonderful,” Sebastian replied with an easy show of pleasure. “Give me a call after you arrive, and we’ll settle on a time to view the portrait.”

“We’ll do that,” Laura promised. “We’re both curious to see it.”

“Indeed we are,” Tara agreed, but at the moment her interest was on something else. “You must have known the contessa for a long time to be on a first-name basis with her.”

“I’ve known her most of my life,” Sebastian replied. “She and my mother are third cousins.” Without giving Tara a chance to question him further about his connection to the countess, he changed the subject. “You two aren’t calling it an evening already, are you? Rome is just coming alive at this hour.”

“If that’s an invitation to show me some of the nightlife, I accept,” Laura declared with unabashed boldness and threw a brief look at Tara. “You don’t mind, do you, Tara? I’ve been a dignified lady all evening. Now I’m ready to let my hair down and do something improper.”

“Not too improper, I hope,” Tara admonished lightly. “You two go and have fun. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Laura turned expectantly to Sebastian, an alluring sparkle in her brown eyes. “Well? Was it an invitation or not?”

“It was.” An answering light danced in his own eyes. “If I seem at a slight loss for words, you must forgive me. I thought it would require a great deal more persuasion.”

She laughed. “You thought wrong.”

“To my everlasting delight,” he said and ushered her to his car. After Laura was comfortably settled in the front passenger seat, Sebastian made his way around the hood and slid behind the wheel. Hands on the steering wheel, he asked, “Which nightspots would you prefer—something secluded and romantic, or loud and crowded?”

“Let’s start with loud and crowded,” Laura stated.

“Loud and crowded it is.” The powerful engine roared to life.

As the Porsche accelerated away from the hotel, Laura threw Tara a parting wave and reached up to pull the pins that secured her long blond hair in its confining style. Sebastian darted her a sideways glance when she tossed her head to shake her hair loose.

“You were serious about letting your hair down, weren’t you?” An amused smile tugged at a corner of his mouth.

“I’m a firm believer that when you ride in a convertible, you have to let your hair down so the wind can blow through it. It’s part of the experience.” Laura turned her face into the motion-generated breeze. “A little faster, if you please.”

Chuckling softly, Sebastian stepped on the accelerator and the sports car increased its speed. At a reckless pace, they zipped along the busy city streets, darting in and around slower vehicles, careening around corners with tires squealing.

“You’re going to get a ticket,” Laura warned with laughter in her voice. “You didn’t even slow up at that last light.”

“One of the first things you have to learn about driving in Rome: motorists tend to regard traffic signs as mere suggestions. So, when in Rome . . .” he reminded her of the oft quoted phrase without bothering to finish it, an impish twinkle in his eyes.

Her throaty laugh was hearty and full. “I knew the moment I saw you behind the wheel of this Porsche, you weren’t some stuffy Englishman.”

“I hope you haven’t made the erroneous assumption that it’s mine,” he warned. “I merely borrowed it from Bianca.”

“I’ll bet you had a choice, though.”

“As a matter of fact, I did.” Sebastian paused to glance her way. “Something told me you might favor a sports car.”

“You have sound instincts.”

The car picked up more speed along a straight stretch, and Laura surrendered to the freshened wind, enjoying the feel of it whipping through her hair. It reminded her of the many times she had galloped her horse across the rolling range of her Montana home just to feel that exhilarating rush of air against her face.

“I take it you found Bianca’s dinner party a bit dull,” Sebastian remarked.

Laura dragged a tendril of hair off her cheek and hooked it behind her ear. “Only toward the last. It’s a failing of mine,” she stated without a trace of repentance. “At times, I’m easily bored.”

“It happens to all of us, especially when we’ve had a surfeit of elegant soirees.”

She threw her head back and laughed. “Is that ever the truth. It’s been almost nonstop since we arrived in Europe. Which proves it is possible to have too much of a good thing.”

But as her glance skimmed his leanly chiseled profile, she became aware again of that little buzz of excitement she felt in his presence, and doubted that it would be possible to have too much of Sebastian Dunshill.

“It’s definitely possible to have too much of formal affairs.” His voice was laced with humor.

The smile drew her attention to the manly construction of his lips. From there it was an easy step to wonder what his kiss would be like. Laura was conscious of her pulse quickening in anticipation of that moment. She had no doubt at all that it would come, whether at his instigation or hers.

She was almost sorry when they arrived at a nightclub on the edges of Rome’s city center. A part of her wanted to continue the car ride, just the two of them. Then the loud, driving beat of a bass drum reached out from the club and caught her up in its primitive spell.

“You asked for loud and crowded,” Sebastian reminded her as they entered, greeted by blaring music and a din of laughing, chattering voices.

“It’s wonderful.” Laura declared, already feeling the need to move with the music’s contagious beat.

After a discreet slipping of bills, a waiter led them through the crush of people to a small table near the dance floor. The waiter lingered long enough to take their drink order: a glass of white wine for Laura and a gin and tonic for Sebastian. One song had barely ended before the band struck up another.

“So, do you samba?” Sebastian asked.

“Absolutely.” Taking his hand, Laura rose from her chair. The firm pressure of that hand on her waist, guiding her to the dance floor, started her pulse racing. “I never expected to hear Latin music in Rome,” she said when he turned her into his arms.

“It’s currently riding another wave of popularity here in Europe.”

“I’m glad.” The blatant sensuality of it suited her mood perfectly.

But they hadn’t taken more than a dozen steps before Laura found her movements restricted by her gown’s long, pencil-slim skirt, making it difficult to throw herself into the music as she wanted to do.

She stopped dancing. “Let me have your tie.”

“My tie?” Sebastian drew his head back in mild bewilderment.

“That’s right.” She proceeded to hitch her skirt up until the hem was above her knees. “I need it for a belt.”

Amused, he unknotted the tie and pulled it from around his neck.

Holding her skirt at the desired height, Laura instructed, “Tie it around my waist.”

When Sebastian bent to the task, he brought his head closer to her, close enough that she could make out the shape of some of the faint freckles on his face. With each breath she inhaled the heady, masculine scent of his cologne. She discovered that nearly everything about him stimulated her.

When he tied the first knot to secure the makeshift belt around her waist, Laura cautioned, “Make sure it’s tight,” and she pressed a finger in the center of the first knot, holding it in place while he made the second one. The intimacy of having him fix her clothes brought its own brand of stimulation to the moment, adding to her high awareness of him.

Finishing the task, he straightened. “That should do it.”

Laura placed a hand on his shoulder. “Let’s try it again, shall we?”

In answer, he slid his fingers between those of her free hand and fitted his other hand to the curve of her hip bone directly below her newly belted waist. Without hesitation, Sebastian guided her into the samba’s opening steps.

The passionate music throbbed around them. The samba’s emphasis on eye contact and impression of isolation, along with its exaggerated hip movements, made it an innately sensual dance, but in Sebastian’s arms, it took on an added quality of sexiness that Laura hadn’t experienced before. And she realized that in the past she had always danced to the music, but not really with her partner. The connection she felt with this man, something that was more than merely physical, gave a new dimension to the moment. She felt alive as a woman.

They stayed on the dance floor for song after song, returning to their table only once to take a quick sip of their drinks. As another song drew to a close, Laura leaned into Sebastian’s chest, unwilling to break the closeness. She felt the heaviness of his breathing and the hard beat of his pulse, matching her own. The solidness of him made her feel deliciously weak.

Tilting her head back, she looked up into his downturned face and lifted a hand to touch the sheen of perspiration across his upper lip. “It seems we’re both working up a sweat,” Laura murmured, conscious of her own flushed skin and the pounding of blood through her veins.

“It would be a shame to cool off now.” His words were accompanied by a suggestive look that made everything inside her leap. Just then the band struck up another tune. Hearing it, Sebastian smiled. “I thought they were never going to play something slow.”

Before Laura had a chance to register the tempo of the music, he had molded her to his length, releasing her hand to circle both arms around her to keep her close. Glorying in the sensations of this new contact, Laura slid her hands behind his neck and let her fingers slide into his light red-brown hair. The scent and feel of him was all around her.

As they swayed together with the music, their feet barely moving, her body felt liquid—and molten. He nuzzled the side of her neck and the sensitive hollow behind her ear, sending little shivers of excitement quivering through her.

Passivity was something totally alien to her nature, making it impossible for Laura to allow him to make all the moves. She turned her head, seeking and finding those masculine lips that were creating so much havoc.

It was no tentative first kiss they shared, but one that was hot and tonguing in its demands. It shook Laura to her toes. She felt herself being pulled into the heat of it without first deciding if it was what she wanted. She was scared and excited by the power of it.

Sebastian was the first to break it off, dragging his mouth from hers in obvious reluctance. She saw the quick delving of his gaze, and realized, with much satisfaction, that he had been shaken by the kiss, too.

“Do you always kiss strange men like that?” he asked with a teasing lightness that gained her instant approval.

“No, but I’ll bet that you kiss all strange women that way,” she retorted, recovering some sense of control while still thrilling to the disturbance within.

“None have ever been quite like this,” Sebastian assured her in a dry voice.

“That’s good to know,” she murmured and stroked a hand along the strong cut of his jawline.

As the last note of the song faded away, a voice came through the sound system, speaking in Italian. At its conclusion, Sebastian glanced at Laura, regret twisting the line of his mouth. “It’s closing time.”

She released a mock sigh. “And we were just getting warmed up.”

“Shall we go back to the table and finish our drinks?”

The prospect of spending the next twenty minutes sitting and sipping sounded much too mundane for Laura, especially now when she was on such a sensual high. “Why bother?” she countered with an elegant little shrug of her shoulders. “By now the wine’s flat. Let’s just leave.”

“As you wish.” Sebastian inclined his head in acceptance of her decision and guided her out of the club into the refreshing coolness of a Roman night.

With his tie still belted around her waist, Laura climbed into the low-slung sports car, her movements unhampered by the gown’s slim skirt

As they pulled away from the club area, Laura felt exactly like a cat, alive to the night and purring with the possibilities. She lifted the weight of her hair off her sweaty neck and let the cooling wind dry it.

“Back to the hotel, is it?” Sebastian asked with a side glance.

“Not yet.” She kicked off her shoes and wiggled her stockinged toes. “That fountain. The one you throw coins in. Let’s go there. I definitely don’t want this to be my last visit to Rome.”

“One Trevi Fountain coming up.” Leaning forward, Sebastian peered at an upcoming street sign, slowed the Porsche, and turned the corner. “Feet hurt after all our dancing?” he asked, noting her shoeless feet.

Staring down, Laura wiggled her toes some more. “They don’t hurt at all. They just want some freedom. To borrow that corny phrase from My Fair Lady, I could have danced all night.”

With the Latin music still playing in her head, Laura raised her hands and snapped her fingers to the imaginary tune, moving her shoulders and torso to its rhythm while she da-da-dahed out a mambo beat. Halfway through the song, she remembered.

“Your tie. I forgot to give it back.” Her arms came down, and she worked to loosen the double knot.

She had the first one undone when they arrived at the plaza. She finished the second as Sebastian opened the passenger door for her. Without bothering to put her heels on, Laura swung her legs out of the car and caught hold of Sebastian’s outstretched hand.

He glanced at the sheer stockings covering her feet. “You’ll ruin your stockings.”

“I have more,” she replied with unconcern and stepped out of the car, the hem of her long gown falling to brush the tops of her feet. “Your tie, sir.”

Rising on her tiptoes, she draped it around his neck and hung on to the two ends, giving them a pull to bring his head down, needing to taste the heat of his kiss again. Obliging her, he arched her into him and claimed her lips with bold sensuality. The invasion of his tongue brought with it the taste of gin and the essence of something else. Everything quickened and rose, her pulse rocketing, sending her blood running sweet and fast.

Laura was conscious of hands shaping her more fully against him, increasing the intimacy of his kiss. She strained closer to him, pushed by the building pressure inside. Passion was something she had always known she possessed, but the feeling had never been this intense.

Momentarily unnerved by it, Laura pulled away and ducked under his arm. At a half-run and half-walk, she crossed to the fountain’s perimeter wall, secretly glad that only she knew how shaky her legs felt. Several seconds passed before she heard the scuff of Sebastian’s shoes on the concrete, signaling his approach. He halted on her left and faced the massive fountain. Her whole body tingled with an awareness of him.

“If that’s the way you thank someone for the loan of an item, remind me to loan you something else.” His voice had a disturbed huskiness about it.

She laughed, mostly because she didn’t completely trust her voice yet, and focused on the artfully lit statue of a sea god aboard his shell-shaped chariot being pulled by spirited horses.

“Is he Neptune or Poseidon?” Laura asked in a deliberate change of subject. “I can never remember which is Greek and which is Roman.”

“Neptune.”

“Neptune,” she repeated as if that would somehow help her to remember, and slipped her evening bag’s gold chain off her shoulder, then opened the beaded purse to search its contents. “Will paper money do, or does it have to be a coin?”

“The legend has always referred to a coin.”

“In that case . . .” Laura snapped her purse shut and held out a hand, palm up. “I’ll have to borrow something else from you. One coin, please.”

His mouth slanted in amusement as he dug in a pants pocket and came out with a coin. “Here you go.” He dropped it in her palm.

Her fingers curled over it as Laura turned toward the semicircular expanse of water. “Here’s to my return visit to Rome.” Leaning across the wall, she pitched the coin far into the pool. It hit the water with a faint plop. Small concentric waves radiated out from its landing point. Satisfied, Laura straightened away from the wall. “Now my return is guaranteed.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” Sebastian cautioned on a teasing note.

“Why not?” She tilted her chin in challenge while a smile played with the corners of her mouth.

“I’m not sure it works with a borrowed coin.”

“Now you tell me!” In a mock huff, she turned her back on the fountain and began gathering up her long skirt.

“What are you doing?” A curious frown flickered over his smooth forehead.

“I’m going to go get it, of course,” Laura replied, then paused to cock her head at him, holding her skirt almost up to her hips. “You surely don’t think that I throw away money for nothing, do you?”

“No. I . . .” Sebastian faltered at the sight of the shapely length of leg she had exposed.

“Good, because I don’t.” The material went higher, revealing the lower curve of a cheek. Abruptly she let go of it. “Oh no, you don’t. Turn around.” She waggled a finger in a turning motion. After a second’s hesitation, Sebastian pivoted so his back faced her, his mind still replaying that tantalizing image of womanly flesh. “No peeking, either.”

“So you expect me to cover my eyes as well?”

“If you want.” There was laughter in her voice.

An instant later his imagination ran wild when he heard the gliding whisper of a zipper. The sound was followed by the rustle of material.

“You will tell me when I can look, won’t you?” The want was strong in him, but he was willing to play along with her game for the time being.

Her answer was a laugh, alluringly low and rich with amusement, the kind of laugh that said she knew the things that were in his mind.

With the fading of her laughter, only faint sounds came from behind him, too indistinct to tell him what she was doing. His impatience grew in direct proportion to his curiosity.

A loud splash came from the reflecting pool. Sebastian spun in its general direction. His eyes fell immediately on the nude female wading through the water away from him. He let his gaze travel over her bare shoulders and follow the ribbon of her spine down to the rounded curves of her bare cheeks. With her tawny blond hair tumbling about her shoulders in artfully wild disarray, she looked like some goddess, with a shape as flawless as her smooth skin.

Desire surged through him. He struggled to find his voice. Needing her to turn around, he called out, “You could be arrested.”

She threw him a laughing glance over her shoulder and kept wading closer to the statuary. “Don’t tell me it’s illegal to retrieve a coin?”

“Not necessary for retrieving a coin, but for your attire—or lack thereof.”

“Don’t be silly.” She crouched down into the water and began feeling around the bottom. “Any Italian gendarme who might happen along would be as delighted to see me as you are.”

Amused by her logic, Sebastian could only smile. This woman not only aroused him, she completely intrigued him. The Laura Calder he met at the dinner party had been all elegance and class, a master of the social repartee required at such gatherings, always careful to be no more than discreetly flirtatious, never overly assertive in seeking center stage. In short, she had seemed no different than dozens of other society types he knew.

The woman in the Porsche had come across as the ultimate party girl, out for a good time and wanting nothing more than to dance the hours away. Sebastian knew more than a few of those.

And the naked woman playing about in the reflecting pool had all the earmarks of some madcap heiress, always out to do the outrageous and unexpected. An heiress, she definitely was. According to Bianca, Laura was not only the daughter of a wealthy ranching dynasty, she also had a sizable trust fund of her own.

Yet the madcap heiress didn’t quite ring true, either. The ones he knew would have been cavorting about the pool, splashing and squealing in their invariably desperate bid for attention. But there was Laura Calder, naked as the day she was born, calmly and systematically searching the pool bottom for that coin.

And there was the matter of the clothes. Laura hadn’t left hers puddled on the sidewalk in careless disregard. Her chocolate silk gown, its Armani label partially visible, was carefully and neatly draped across the fountain wall, along with her stockings, a skimpy lace bra and undies.

No, Laura Calder was unlike any other woman in his experience. Certainly he knew of none who possessed that curious blend of elegance and earthiness.

In the reflecting pool, Laura stood up and turned to hold a coin to the light, showing him the classic purity of her profile. After a close examination of the coin, she looked his way.

“This must be it,” she declared and lifted one bare shoulder in a vague shrug. “It’s the only British coin I could find.”

The search over, she started back, and Sebastian was treated to his first frontal view, softly lit by the glow from the statuary lighting. Her breasts were round and firm, perfectly shaped, her waist slenderly concave, and there was a suitable roundness to her hips. With the sheen of moisture on her skin giving it the look of marble, Sebastian was reminded of Botticelli’s famous painting of Venus. His gaze drifted downward to the vee of her pelvic area and the curly mat of pubic hair that proved Laura Calder was a natural blonde.

Stunning, that’s what she was, so incredibly beautiful that she took his breath away and ignited an ache in his loins. Sebastian clamped his teeth together to shut off the groan that threatened to rise in his throat.

“I’m going to need your help getting out of here,” she informed him with an air of absolute unconcern. “Over there would be easiest, I think.” She gestured to a section of the pool near the massive statue some distance from him.

Her words were full of common sense that sliced easily through his lusty thoughts. Sebastian muttered under his breath, strictly for his own hearing, “Better get a grip on yourself, old boy.” Louder, he replied, “Be right there.”

With more reluctance that he cared to acknowledge, he turned away from the fountain and loped back to the Porsche. Trying to be as levelheaded as she appeared, he popped open the trunk and removed a blanket robe that was always stashed in the boot.

She was waiting for him when he arrived at the designated spot.

“Here.” She stretched out a hand to him, the coin held between two fingers. “Better take this before I accidentally drop it.”

He took the coin from her and slipped it in his pocket, then reached down and caught hold of her hand. Her skin was wet and icy cool to the touch. Sebastian waited while she found a toehold. At a signaling nod from her, he hauled her out of the pool. She stumbled and fell against him.

Automatically his arms went around her to catch and steady her. A dozen impressions registered at once: the slippery wetness of her skin and the roundness of her breasts pressed against his chest; the clean scent of her hair and the faint smell of chlorine; and the look of almost rapturous relief in her upturned face.

“Lord, but you feel warm.” Her voice had a slight quiver to it that seemed to echo the first shivers that trembled through her.

“And you are cold and wet,” Sebastian declared.

She laughed in her throat. “I know. They really should heat that pool.”

“I doubt if the Italians thought it would be used for a late-night dip,” Sebastian chided dryly.

“They should have.” Her reply was accompanied by an exaggerated shudder.

The temptation was there to use his body to thoroughly warm her. With more than a degree of regret, Sebastian lifted the folded blanket robe off the wall with one hand while continuing to hold Laura close.

“It’s a bloody shame to do this.” He shook out the folds and draped the blanket around her shoulders, drawing it together in front.

Laura caught hold of the edges and pulled them snugly across her front, overlapping the edges. “And here I thought you’d put your jacket around me. This is much better.” Even as she shivered, there was laughter dancing in her eyes when she glanced up at him. “I didn’t expect you to be so practical.”

“Bianca is the practical one. Truthfully, I have never understood why she keeps a blanket robe in the boot. And I am certainly not going to question it now. Come on.” He wrapped a steering arm around her and guided her toward the Porsche. “Let’s get you in the car.”

Halfway there Laura halted. “My clothes.” Careful not to loosen the blanket, she stuck out one finger and pointed in their direction.

When Sebastian went to fetch them, Laura continued to the car and waited by the passenger side.

“I feel like one of my uncle’s relatives,” she said as he opened the door for her.

“Beg pardon?”

Seeing his puzzled look, Laura explained, “Logan is part Sioux Indian and the local sheriff.”

An eyebrow arched in amusement. “You clearly have a colorful family tree.”

“And you haven’t even heard the stories about my sod-busting great-grandmother or the one about my father being born out of wedlock,” Laura teased, holding tight to the blanket as she climbed into the car.

“As I said, colorful.” A small smile crooked his mouth. After she was comfortably ensconced in the seat, he deposited the bundle of clothes on her lap. “Shall I put the top up?”

Laura shook her head. “Don’t bother. The hotel isn’t very far from here.”
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