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			“Anna.” Soren breathed out her name, making it a half warning but also strange and exciting. Under the heat in his eyes, she sensed a bewilderment as deep as her own and a ferocity that she found unbearably exciting.

			Without breaking eye contact, he moved his fingers higher up the curve of her bare calf, then higher under the fabric as he reeled her in, pulling until her bottom was on the very edge of the sofa.

			Her heart pounded out a heavy beat until she was barely breathing.

			His intense magnetism seemed to be exerting a physical pull, and she found herself leaning in like he was leaning in. She recognized the moment they reached a tipping point, but not who made the final move that connected their mouths.

			The heat that flared was instantaneous, the combustion seeming to consume the oxygen in the room as the slow, shatteringly sensuous exploration deepened.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			THERE WAS NO one at Reception. It was totally silent but for the sound of her own feet on the parquet floor.

			Anna dumped her carefully packed box on the big desk that took centre stage and peered over it, careful to avoid the vase of fragrant garden roses and lavender, and stood back with a sigh of relief before she twisted the leather-bound ledger around to face her.

			Pen in hand, she bent over, pinning the curtain of thick dark chestnut waves from her eyes with her forearm as she signed the visitors’ book, her swirling signature a replica of many before it. You had to go back a lot of pages and many weeks to see any other signature next to the column beside her grandpa’s name.

			One by one his visitors had fallen away and she couldn’t really blame them. Some days she approached her own visits with a sick feeling of dread in the pit of her stomach—she never knew what would await her...would he even know who she was?

			Not that it would ever occur to her to not come. She owed her grandfather everything. Without him her life could have been very different—before he had stepped up to become her legal guardian, social services had been taking a lot of interest in her.

			She huffed out a tiny preparatory breath before she picked up the box, her aching muscles complaining. As luck, or rather lack of it, would have it, there had been no room in the car park conveniently adjacent to the Edwardian building thanks to the shiny monster designer car that was taking up three spaces and attracting an audience of admirers.

			So, courtesy of the ridiculous flashy car, Anna was forced to park at the main entrance the other side of the Merlin’s park-like grounds, and the box that had seemed comfortably light when she had begun the trek had felt as if it weighed a ton by the time she reached the clinic.

			Taking the now familiar route up to the first floor, she reached her grandfather’s suite without dislodging the carefully stacked pile, and she was relieved to see the door to his private sitting room was ajar. Wedging her chin on the photo album on top and shifting the box a little higher, she turned to back cautiously into the room, bumping the door with her bottom as she did so.

			‘Hello, Grandpa, sorry I’m late,’ she called out, wondering with a little ache of her heart if Grandpa Henry would even know who she was today. ‘But wait until you see what I’ve got, some more photos, a lovely one of Dad and—’ Tongue now caught between her teeth as she concentrated on not bumping into anything, she placed the box carefully on the bureau that had once lived in her grandpa’s study at home. ‘And some more of your vinyl collection—’

			‘You are not allowed to touch my collection. That was a very rare recording you scratched. Did you use gloves, Anna?’

			‘Yes, Grandpa.’ The record-scratching incident had happened when she was ten.

			[image: No image description ]

			Soren, who was standing with one hand on the headrest of the chair that held the man he had been searching for over the past twelve years, had turned at the sound of the door being opened. He had watched the entrance of the new arrival, who was totally unaware of his presence, and had seen no reason to alert her.

			When Tor responded to her words, his attention shifted back to the man.

			They were the first words that Tor had spoken.

			He caught the flicker of intelligence in the faded blue eyes for a split second before it was replaced by a cloudy belligerence.

			But it had been there, and it only confirmed Soren’s belief that this was an act; it had to be an act. He would not contemplate another option. For the past twelve years he had never lost the belief that one day he would look into the eyes of the man responsible for the destruction of his family and see fear, see the despair that must have been in his own father’s eyes before he took his own life.

			After years of trails growing cold and with the help of a small select team, he had finally tracked down his quarry and reached him before he pulled one of his vanishing acts. This time there would be no new identity, or new continent.

			And just when you thought you had seen everything this man was capable of, that he could not get any more slippery and devious, he pulled this one out of the hat—dementia!

			But when you thought about it, it made a perfect twisted sort of sense. What did a man like Tor do when he guessed the net was closing in around him and there was no place left to run? He picked out a nice place in the country with a sympathetic staff and waitress service and played his unfit-to-stand-trial card.

			Soren was willing to acquit the clinic of collusion—they and the medical professionals were pawns in this latest scam. They might be unwitting accomplices but my God they had laughable security.

			Soren had walked in without once being asked who he was, and his arrival had hardly been inconspicuous. Security—at least, that was what he assumed the uniformed pair had been—were more interested in his car than him.

			Locating the suite of rooms occupied by Henry Randall had been straightforward too—there were names beside the numbered keys hanging on the wall. It was only when he’d entered the small sitting room that he had encountered any problem.

			An unforeseen one.

			Tor, ever the artiste, was deep in character.

			Soren had been here ten minutes and tried everything he could think of to break through the facade. It was like coming up against a brick wall. By this point he was feeling a degree of sympathy for the professionals Tor had taken in. If Soren hadn’t known what Tor was, he would have fallen for the act himself.

			Totally in character, the con artist had wholly occupied the role he had chosen to play, that of a fragile, innocent, broken old man.

			Struggling against the frustration banging away like a hammer against his temples, he silently berated himself for being overconfident as he dealt with a very different scenario from the one he had envisaged—which had been Tor, shocked by his unannounced appearance, betraying himself.

			His initial ‘Hello, Tor. It’s been a while...’ had drawn no response at all.

			In fact Soren had seen nothing in those watery blue eyes except blankness illuminated briefly by a seemingly genuine confusion, until the disturbance in the doorway accompanied by the soft, husky voice.

			Soren, whose mindset would never allow for the possibility that what he was seeing was not some sort of performance, watched with clinical interest as the figure in the upright chair raised a shaky blue-veined, waxy hand towards the figure with her back turned.

			All part of the act, a good act, he conceded. But following this man over the years had taught Soren that it was a mistake to underestimate the cunning, twisted mind of Tor Rasmusson, who possessed the ability to run several scams simultaneously and always had an escape route. Over the years the man had displayed an uncanny ability to vanish like smoke, leaving carnage in his wake.

			‘I predict that Anna will come top in her exams...’ the shrunken figure said suddenly, looking directly at Soren. ‘All that girl lacks is confidence.’

			The figure with her back to him, and still oblivious to Soren’s presence, sighed. ‘It’s lovely you think I’m brilliant, Grandpa, but you’re the only one.’

			Soren watched as the other man glanced down at an invisible watch on his wrist.

			‘I have a meeting, Anna.’

			Yes, with the fraud squad. Save it, Tor, Soren thought grimly as he waited for the woman to notice him.

			‘I hate tardiness, Anna.’

			The petite figure turned and froze.

			‘I’m here now, Grandpa. Did you have a good night?’

			The voice, pitched low and soft, held none of the wary suspicion that was now being levelled at him from a pair of eyes set in a face that on a screen just thirty-six hours ago he had casually dismissed as almost pretty... The below-the-belt kick that for one split second had nailed him quite literally to the spot when she had turned brought home the truth that real life, and in this case real women, were sometimes poorly served by pixels.

			This was a real woman and Soren was experiencing a very real reaction to her. The flash of heat that settled in his groin was proof that his famed control had limitations.

			The image had accurately recorded the proportions of her face, a face that ought to have been overpowered by a generous, carnally curved mouth and thick dark brows that framed wide-spaced kitten-big green eyes.

			All strong features that should in theory have fought with one another, but instead they melded into a vivid, breathtakingly sensual whole.

			The difference lay in part in the creamy texture of her skin, the forest green of her eyes—the lack of symmetry actually added to the sensual impact.

			He’d have liked to see her in snug jeans, but her wide-legged linen trousers suggested legs that were proportionally long for her height, and the plaited leather belt emphasised the narrowness of her waist. The boxy baggy white shirt she wore was not meant to emphasise her sleek, slim curves but it didn’t hide them.

			A sound of self-disgust locked in his throat. This was not a moment to be distracted by a woman, especially if the woman in question was the granddaughter of his enemy and was probably up to her pretty neck—Soren lifted his gaze from the smooth slender column of her throat, ruthlessly leashing his hormones, before he produced a smile as he stepped forward, hand extended.

			Soren had a wide repertoire of smiles; very few had anything to do with sincerity. Some instilled fear in the recipient, others melted hostility like ice cream in the sun and opened doors, frequently bedroom doors.

			A faint widening of her eyes was the only indication that Anna Randall had even noticed his effort. If anything the wariness she wore like a force field seemed on the verge of tipping over into guard-dog open hostility.
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			Anna looked at his hand, took in the length of the long, tapering fingers.

			The brief war of attrition between the deeply embedded instinct of good manners, and the shockingly shameful heat unfurling low in her pelvis that made the idea of feeling her hand in his far too attractive, ended in a draw.

			Her hand stayed firmly at her side.

			The faintest quirk of his lips and the hint of an ironic gleam in his eyes could have been her imagination as his hand fell away. Relieved she’d had the decision taken out of her hands, she surreptitiously rubbed her sweaty palms against her trousers and kept up the paper-thin pretence that she was immune to the stranger’s cynically confident killer smile.

			[image: No image description ]

			The muscles along Soren’s angular jaw quivered, though the truth was he was more intrigued than offended by her ego-bashing attitude.

			His ego was pretty robust.

			There might be more to Anna Randall than her rotten gene pool and the face. He allowed his glance to skim the fascinatingly unsymmetrical, stunningly sexy features for an indulgent split second too long: the stubborn chin, the wide-spaced intelligent eyes, the smooth high cheeks, the generous carnal mouth that made him aware all over again of a hunger inside him.

			Soren was not a man who avoided the truth, especially when it was staring him in the face, and the simple fact was he was attracted to the granddaughter of his enemy. The acknowledgment did not improve his mood.

			‘Good morning...?’ She paused a split second, adding in a colder voice. ‘Can I help you?’

			The frigid words were polite, the suggestion underneath was anything but, but, God, she had the most incredible voice... Even when it was cold it had an earthy, seductive quality. Having just got his hormones in check, he didn’t want to think about what it would sound like warm.

			‘You must be Henry’s granddaughter...?’ Although he allowed his voice to rise on a questioning inflection, he knew exactly who she was. The only thing about her his investigations had not revealed was just how deeply she was involved in her grandfather’s latest profit-making charity fraud. That she was not involved did not even cross his mind.

			Now that he had met her, he could see how useful a woman who managed to combine innocence and earthy sexiness would be to Tor. Despite the sketchy evidence, his working theory was that, as Tor’s only blood relative, she was being trained to take control of the family business.

			Or she might be as innocent as she appears?

			He dismissed the possibility out of hand. No one related to Tor could be totally innocent. It wasn’t if she was involved, it was how deeply.
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			‘Yes, I’m Anna...?’

			Instead of picking up on her strong verbal cue, to her frustration he ignored the silent question mark and just smiled. She fought the urge to melt and decided that he rarely had to do anything beyond smile to sidestep any question.

			‘I had imagined you being older,’ he responded truthfully, and saw the questioning flicker in her eyes again, though actually he had imagined her looking older. He knew her age was... The exact number had not stayed with him, but she barely looked twenty, let alone mid-twenties. ‘I understand that you have inherited... Henry’s love of books? Librarian, that must be interesting...?’

			She didn’t react to the question but she had dialled down her antagonism a notch or two; he was making the effort but Soren still wasn’t feeling the love.

			‘Are you another journalist?’

			Nothing in his face showed he had noted the another. ‘Do I look like a journalist?’

			‘What do journalists look like?’ Few, she conceded, could have worn the sort of exclusive-looking suit he was wearing. ‘So if you’re not, just who are you exactly?’ Beyond quite obviously the most sinfully good-looking man she had ever seen or even dreamt existed.

			It had initially taken her a couple of startled blinks to take in the superficial details, namely his height, several inches over six feet, the immaculate tailoring, steel-grey suit and a tie a few shades paler lying against a snowy white shirt, which gave an air of steely exclusivity and did not disguise the fact his broad-shouldered frame was lean and athletically powerful.

			Now she was taking in details beyond the way his hair hugged his shapely skull but was long enough to curl against his collar and was worn swept back casually from a broad brow. It framed symmetrical features that were set in a square-jawed face that was all hollows and angles, slanted cheekbones sharp enough to cut, an aquiline nose and a carved mouth that required a blink in its own right, a firm lower lip and a full, overtly sensual upper. But it was his eyes that were the real showstopper—bluer than any blue she had ever seen, not warm sky blue but arctic-ice blue, and were set beneath the dark ebony bars of his brows and framed by crazily long sooty dark lashes.

			Now she was taking in the intelligence in the eyes, the ruthlessness suggested by the firm lower lip and his armour-plated aura of raw masculinity.

			Not that this set her apart from any other woman with a heartbeat; this was a man who no doubt took female admiration as a given.

			Annoyed that she was fulfilling his smug expectations, and determined not to give him the satisfaction of knowing her stomach was quivering violently, she kept her expression still and filed this disturbing fact away for later consideration, swallowing a couple of times to lubricate her dry throat and ignoring how her legs still felt disconnected from her body.

			Luckily they carried her without incident to her grandfather’s side. She smiled down as the claw-like hand caught her own before he reached out awkwardly for the glass of water just out of reach.

			‘So how do you know my grandfather, Mr...?’

			‘Sorry, I thought I had said,’ he lied smoothly. ‘Soren, Soren Vitale, your grandfather was my late father’s...mentor way back when.’

			Aware in the periphery of her vision of the hand extended once more towards her, Anna listened to the inner voice that told her it would be a bad idea to feel those long brown fingers close over her own...mainly because the idea was so attractive.

			Eye contact had just about shredded her nervous system so skin contact was definitely something to avoid, she decided as she carefully pushed the glass towards her grandfather, dragging out the process until hiding behind her hair was no longer an option without looking a little deranged.

			She lifted her head, experienced the grab of those blue eyes, the jolt finally reaching her toes, and she could breathe.

			‘I’m sorry...’

			‘It was a long time ago.’

			‘Mentor?’ Unable to ignore the hand any longer, she allowed her fingers to touch his. By this point she would have been surprised if there hadn’t been the tingle of an electric shock, she decided as she surreptitiously rubbed her hand against her thigh.

			‘When your grandfather had...’ He paused and the blue focus shifted a little to her left. Free of the full beam, she compressed her lips against a sigh of relief. ‘When he had business interests in Iceland. They shared offices outside Reykjavik.’

			‘Iceland...?’ She shook her head, the absurd suggestion tugging her lips into a condescending smile. ‘I think you’re mistaken. You are mistaken. My grandfather has never been to Iceland,’ she told him firmly.

			The dark brows lifted as his hooded eyes watched her. ‘He never spoke of his time there?’

			His intense scrutiny made her shift uncomfortably. ‘I think,’ she began crossly, ‘I would have known if my grandfather...’ She paused, remembering the long unexplained absences, though in truth it was the gifts that always accompanied his return that had stuck in her mind as a child. ‘I suppose it’s possible...’ she conceded reluctantly.

			‘What reason would I have to lie about such a thing?’

			Anna shrugged but didn’t acknowledge he had a point.

			‘How about we go back to the moment you walked in? I can supply character references if you like?’

			His sarcasm and the gentle mocking smile that played across his carved lips made her skin heat. ‘I was surprised. I didn’t know my grandfather had visitors. There were no names in the book when I signed in.’

			An unconvincing look of dismay spread across his face and his smile came with attractive crinkles that fanned out from his spectacular eyes, eyes that held no humour or warmth, just a soul-dissecting intensity.

			‘Oh, dear, have I broken the rules?’

			Oh, yeah, and you’re really going to lose sleep over that, aren’t you? she thought, allowing her gaze to travel upwards from his feet to the top of his attractively ruffled dark head.

			‘They are quite strict here at the Merlin,’ she retorted primly. ‘People staying here are very vulnerable.’

			Soren watched as she planted a protective hand on the back of her grandfather’s chair and thought, Sure, vulnerable like a wolf.

			‘And yet your journalist slipped in...?’

			Unable to contradict this observation—she had sent an email to the management that said as much—she kept her lips clamped tight.

			‘Odd name that for a...place.’ He looked around the room that, despite the half-panelled walls and the antique furniture, still held the clinical paraphernalia of a hospital, including a mobile oxygen tank. He had to admit the window dressing was convincing.

			‘Place?’

			His mobile eyebrows twitched into a straight line above his hawkish nose. ‘Like this.’

			‘Merlin was the original owner’s stage name. Back in the Edwardian era he was a magician, quite famous, he owned several hundred acres, although now there is just the house and gardens.’ She had reached the point where she knew she sounded like a guidebook when she felt her grandfather’s hand go limp in her own.

			She glanced down and saw that he had fallen asleep, his head to one side.

			Her throat ached with emotion and sadness as she pulled her hand free. He looked so vulnerable it was hard to imagine he had until recently been a person with the sort of presence that could fill an auditorium—she had seen it happen and been proud when the people sitting there had been inspired by one of his lectures. She lifted a hand to her mouth to hide the quiver she had no control over.

			‘So how long has he been here?’

			Her head lifted and she found he was watching her with a disturbing intensity. ‘Six months. Sorry if I sounded, as if... The staff caught a journalist in here last week.’ Her anger sparked green flame in her eyes at the memory. ‘People are... He’d hate anyone to see him like this and, actually, no one does,’ she said, unable to keep the bitterness from creeping into her voice.

			‘Your grandfather is not allowed visitors?’

			‘He’s allowed but...he had visitors before his condition deteriorated...’

			He watched as she lifted a hand and, under the cover of brushing strands of hair from her brow, took the moments it required to steady her voice, which was flat and expressionless as she delivered the bleak addition.

			‘He doesn’t recognise people nowadays.’

			If this was an act on her part, it was good, Soren admitted, watching the muscles in her slender throat contract as she blinked to clear her tear-misted eyes and lifted her chin, unwilling to own the emotional vulnerability she was vibrating.

			Soren weighed the possibilities. It could be that she was not privy to her grandfather’s act...? That would, he mused, watching as the emotions she was struggling to suppress played across the surface of her face, explain her seemingly genuine reaction.

			It would require an utterly heartless bastard to put his only blood relative through that sort of hell, but that was not an issue for a man like Tor.

			‘I imagine that dementia scares people, embarrasses them...maybe it makes them conscious of how fragile life is?’ Soren knew all about the fragility of life.

			He stood, head tilted a little to one side, his stance relaxed as, with hands thrust deep into the pockets of his tailored trousers, he watched his words flash shocked recognition in her eyes before she slowly nodded.

			Her wariness remained but she no longer looked likely to clobber him with the nearest blunt object as she turned her gaze to the chair and its occupant.

			There was a gentle snore and Tor had slumped lower in the armchair... It was a sight that would have wrenched the hardest of hearts, but Soren had no doubt that this was part of the act—the authenticity helped by a physical frailness. But then everyone got older.

			Including him. He doubted he bore any resemblance to the seventeen-year-old who had walked into the barn that day and seen... He had no idea how long he had stood guard over his father’s lifeless body before a neighbour had found him.

			‘It does scare them... People who last year worked closely with my grandfather...’ Something about his presence and his vague explanation for it still seemed not right to her.

			The silence lasted for several heartbeats, as did the unblinking regard of those ice-chip-blue eyes. Anna wanted to look away but couldn’t have if her life had depended on it; the mesmerising stare had grabbed her in a vicelike grip.

			‘Iceland is small, population wise, everyone knows one another and for some time your grandfather was almost like one of the family.’

			They had invited the enemy into their home. There had been warm cosy family dinners. Tor had been sympathetic to Soren’s teenage problems, listening when he moaned about his parents. He had always seemed interested and genuine, Soren remembered, making unfavourable comparisons with his own father.

			It turned out that Tor’s only interest had been in emptying his father’s company’s pension fund.

			‘It’s all gone, Soren, there’s nothing left.’

			His father’s words, the sound of utter bleakness, had stayed with him. They would never leave him; they were branded into his memory along with the images.

			His mesmeric blue stare had moved away and she felt her shoulders sag, could breathe again. ‘Vitale? I don’t actually recall...’

			‘Not Vitale... Steinsson.’ The ice-flecked blue eyes were back on full soul-stripping beam as they landed on her face. ‘When I moved to Sicily after my father’s death, I added my mother’s family name.’ Not out of choice—it was part of the deal that made his mother’s future safe.

			Biagio Vitale did not give anything for nothing, and Soren had not been in a strong negotiating position.

			Feeling like a bug under a microscope, Anna shook her head.
OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


		Contents


			

		Cover


		About the Author


		Booklist


		Title Page


		Copyright


		Note to Readers


				Introduction


				Contents


				CHAPTER ONE


				CHAPTER TWO


				CHAPTER THREE


				CHAPTER FOUR


				CHAPTER FIVE


				CHAPTER SIX


				CHAPTER SEVEN


				CHAPTER EIGHT


				CHAPTER NINE


				CHAPTER TEN


				CHAPTER ELEVEN


				CHAPTER TWELVE


				CHAPTER THIRTEEN


				EPILOGUE


		
		Extract


		
			About the Publisher




			


		
		
                Landmarks


                                                             
                            		Cover


                            		Title Page


                            		Contents


                            		Chapter One

                                                                                      
                            		Copyright

                                                                                               
                    


		
	

OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/star.jpg





OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
"{ ¢

awrence
INNOCENT

in the

SICILIAN’S PALLAZZO0

MILLS & BOON

MODERN





