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			“How dare you?” Amalia burst out, that clear, well-modulated voice not so clear or so well modulated any longer but vibrating with a low, husky rage.

			“In front of the entire country! In front of Matias and my father! How dare you even touch me!”

			Rafael didn’t reply. Sometimes saying nothing said more than a hot tirade, so he calmly picked rose petals from his suit, letting her shout at him until she finally ran out of steam.

			Then he lifted his head and met her furious blue gaze. “Have you finished?”

			“No!”

			He ignored her. “Good, now it’s time we had a little talk.”

			“A little talk? A little talk about what?”

			“About your pregnancy,” he said. “About the fact that you’ve been trying to hide it for months. Specifically, from me.”

			“You?” Her chin lifting, she demanded, “And why on earth would I try and hide it specifically from you?”

			Rafael stared at her. She was trying to brazen it out, that much was clear.

			“Why?” he echoed coldly. “Because that baby is mine, Lia. Why else?”
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			CHAPTER ONE

			‘STOP.’

			The voice came from behind, an avalanche of dark sound, crashing through the cathedral and silencing the bishop utterly.

			Amalia De Vita, in the middle of the aisle, on her way to the altar, froze, her heart thudding in her ears.

			He knows.

			The thought was fleeting, icy, causing her hand that was resting on her father’s arm to twitch, nearly going to her stomach in an instinctive protective movement. Luckily, she caught herself at the last moment.

			It was impossible. He couldn’t know. No one did. Not even Matias, her fiancé. She’d kept that precious secret all to herself and she was sure she hadn’t let it slip.

			At the altar Matias stood, tall and dark and dapper in his expertly tailored morning suit. He was frowning in her direction, presumably at the owner of that dark, terrible voice.

			But Lia didn’t turn. She knew who owned that voice already.

			Fear crouched like a prey animal deep inside her.

			You should have told him.

			The silence in the cathedral was complete, every one of the hundreds of people in attendance staring at the ornate oak doors.

			‘This wedding is cancelled,’ the voice said, the weight of authority in his tone crushing everyone flat. ‘The woman, if you please, De Vita.’

			Beside her, Lia’s father, the previous King’s most trusted advisor, swung around, his whole body stiff with surprise. ‘Your Excellency?’

			‘Rafael?’ Matias said at the same time, taking a step forward from the altar. ‘What is the meaning of this?’

			There was no reply.

			Footsteps came from behind her and someone took her arm in a gentle, but very firm grip. A royal guard.

			No.

			Lia trembled as denial coursed through her and she’d ripped her arm from the guard’s hold before she could think better of it, her heart nearly beating its way out of her chest.

			Her father was looking at her now and she could feel his shock. And no wonder. She was Amalia De Vita, the chosen bride of Matias Alighieri, heir to the throne of Santa Castelia. Why would the royal guard be coming for her?

			‘Lia?’ There was confusion in her father’s blue eyes as he looked at the guard and then at her.

			Of course he’d be confused. But she hadn’t been able to bring herself to tell him the truth. His disappointment in her would have been more than she could bear.

			He’ll find out anyway now.

			Yes, he would.

			Lia stayed silent, staring out through the fine gauze of her veil, tension crawling through her.

			Perhaps if she didn’t move this all might go away. He might go away.

			Matias was drawing closer, anger written all over his handsome face. His groomsmen were standing at the altar, muttering among themselves while the bishop looked on disapprovingly.

			Whispers, amplified by the magnificent acoustics of the cathedral, moved like a wind through the assembled aristocracy of Santa Castelia.

			A scandal in the making. They’d think all their Christmases had come at once.

			Then the whispers died, another profound silence falling.

			A footstep echoed. Definite. Unhurried. As if whoever was coming towards her had all the time in the world. As if he didn’t care one bit that the attention of the entire nation was centred on him as he interrupted the wedding of the century.

			But then he wouldn’t care, would he?

			Matias might be the Prince and heir, but it was his older half-brother who ruled.

			Rafael Navarro, the Spanish bastard. Prince Regent of Santa Castelia.

			Don’t turn around. Don’t look at him.

			She couldn’t. She didn’t dare. Because the minute she did, the second he saw her face and looked into her eyes, he’d know.

			She’d never been able to hide anything from him.

			Your father isn’t the only one who’s going to be disappointed.

			A tremble shook her and she swallowed, trying not to give into her fear.

			She was Santa Castelia’s Crown Princess, the title she’d been given when her betrothal to Matias had been formalised.

			She was pure and good. Well behaved. Respectable. No hint of scandal touched her. No unseemly emotions were evident.

			She was above reproach in every way.

			The footsteps behind her halted.

			Lia still couldn’t bring herself to turn. She concentrated instead on the stained-glass rose window above the altar, all blue and red and green.

			‘Praying to God, Lia?’ That voice was much closer now, sounding like a night full of shadows and dark dangerous things waiting to rip her to shreds. ‘I wouldn’t. I’m not sure he’s listening. Not to you, at least.’

			She said nothing, unable to hear anything over the frantic beat of her heart.

			‘Your Excellency,’ Gian repeated.

			‘Silence,’ Rafael said casually, his tone bordering on insulting.

			Her father knew better than to argue and shut his mouth.

			Lia’s heart ached and ached. But she still didn’t turn. She didn’t have the courage. Not here, not now. Not with her father present.

			‘I see,’ Rafael continued. ‘So it’s to be like this, is it?’

			Slowly, footsteps circled her and Lia was filled with the insane urge to turn away and keep turning like a ballerina in a music box, so she’d never have to see him. Never have to look at his face. Never have that rapier-sharp gaze meet hers, cutting everything away, uncovering all her secrets, all her shame.

			Not that he didn’t know that shame already. There was no other reason for him to stop a wedding that had been years in the planning.

			Rafael Navarro might hate scenes and scandals, but it seemed that even he had a line. And she’d just pushed him over it.

			What did you expect? That you could hide this from him?

			Yes, that’s exactly what she’d expected. How foolish of her.

			She could sense him now, approaching from her right side, and soon he’d be in front of her. Soon he’d see her. Soon he’d know everything.

			There was no hiding from Rafael, she knew that now.

			Her only hope was to pray that she was wrong, that he had some other reason for stopping the marriage of the heir to the throne in full view of an entire nation. A reason that didn’t have anything to do with her.

			Keep telling yourself that...

			She braced herself, clutching her bouquet in a death grip, and lifted her chin. At least the veil offered her some protection; she’d be grateful for small mercies.

			Rafael stopped in front of her, blocking her view of the altar and Matias, so that all she could see was the wide expanse of his chest.

			She swallowed, trying not to shake.

			She’d forgotten how tall he was. How massive. How...immovable. He was a man built out of the most adamant of materials, granite and steel and iron. A man who could withstand any shock, any disaster. She’d been a teenager when he’d come to take his place as Regent and everyone had been terrified of him.

			His background had been as a CEO of a multi-billion-dollar company, but he’d never looked like a CEO. He’d looked like a general, a warlord. A leader of armies. Dark, frightening, and dangerous, he made the palace guards seem like children merely playing at being soldiers.

			He’s not like that, though. Not really.

			But that was her stupid heart doing the talking. The heart that had been somehow fascinated by the much older brother of the man she was supposed to marry. The heart that had nothing to do with the lovely, well-behaved daughter of Gian and Violetta De Vita, who’d been brought up and moulded to be the perfect queen. A heart that was dangerous, rebellious, passionate...

			And stupid.

			Lia stared at that chest, the dove-grey material of his morning suit stretched as it was over rock-hard muscle and bone.

			Something quivered inside her.

			She didn’t want to look up, but if she didn’t that would signal she had something to hide and he’d know. Then again, he already knew that passionate, dangerous side of her, so what did she have to lose?

			You’re a coward.

			Yes, she’d been that, too. But maybe not today.

			Lia took a breath and then lifted her gaze to his from behind her veil.

			The air in her lungs froze solid.

			He wasn’t handsome, but then handsomeness was an irrelevant term when it came to the Regent of Santa Castelia. His black hair was cut short and close to his skull, his face all rough planes and hard angles that somehow came together in a way that was both utterly compelling, yet terrifying at the same time.

			A man with charisma and an authority that made people want to obey simply through the sheer force of his presence alone.

			But it wasn’t his face that struck the fear of God into her heart.

			It was his eyes.

			Deep-set below winged black eyebrows, they were a light, crystalline grey. Like silver. Like the edge of a sword or a scalpel, sharp enough to cut. To draw blood.

			Impossibly beautiful eyes.

			Eyes that saw the truth.

			Lia couldn’t breathe.

			Rafael lifted his hands and grasped the fine silk of her veil, drawing it up and over her face, taking away that last barrier. So there was nothing between herself and the sharp edge of his gaze.

			Nowhere to run.

			Nowhere to hide.

			The expression on his face was impossible to read. But his eyes...they blazed like molten mercury.

			‘Did you think you could get away with it?’ His voice was quiet and somehow even more terrible than when it had been louder. ‘Did you think I wouldn’t notice?’

			Lia couldn’t have spoken if her life had depended on it. There was a roaring in her ears. All the air in the cathedral had vanished, as though she was standing in an airlock and someone had opened it straight into a hard vacuum.

			There was nothing but darkness and ice, and that relentless silver gaze cutting into her.

			‘Rafael,’ Matias said from behind Rafael’s massive shoulders, clearly oblivious to his brother’s frozen rage. ‘What is happening? You were supposed to be here two hours ago.’

			But Rafael didn’t turn. He didn’t acknowledge his brother in any way. He only looked at Lia as if he’d like to crush her where she stood.

			‘You will come with me,’ he said in that same casually arrogant tone. ‘And you will come without a fight.’

			She swallowed, desperately trying to find her voice. ‘But I—’

			He leaned in slightly, looming over her, his mouth near her ear, that terrible voice dropping even lower, so she felt it in her chest. ‘Unless, of course, you wish all of Santa Castelia to know that the baby you’re carrying isn’t my brother’s.’

			Lia nearly let go of her bouquet of white roses, a rush of the most intense heat flashing through her, closely followed by a wash of ice.

			Did you really think you could keep it a secret for long?

			No, not for long. Just until the wedding. Just until she could tell Matias, who would be surely understanding. Theirs wasn’t a love match after all, but something arranged between her father and King Carlos, a long time ago when they were children.

			But it was too late for that now.

			She felt dizzy, sick. Her brain struggled through a morass of shock, trying to figure out how she’d let it slip, or whether the doctor she’d crossed the border into Italy to see had somehow told someone...

			More whispers were rustling through the cathedral, people getting restless, wanting to know what was going on. Why had the Regent so abruptly called a halt to the wedding? And why was he talking to the bride? What terrible, delicious thing could it be?

			You have no choice. You have to go with him. No one else can know your shame.

			She could feel her father next to her, feel his shock and his confusion. He’d want to know what was happening, too, and what would he think when he found out? What about her mother? What would they say when they discovered how badly she’d let them down?

			Her cheeks were burning and she wanted to cry, but somehow she found the strength to look into those terrible silver eyes.

			She’d deny it. She’d tell him that he was wrong. She’d demand a test, get him to prove it—

			‘No.’ The word was an anvil, crushing all her fight before she’d even had the chance to speak. ‘There will be no denial. Just as there will be no escape. There is nowhere you can run to and there is nowhere for you to hide. Not from me, princesa.’ He smiled and it turned her heart into a block of ice. ‘I am inevitable.’

			

			Rafael Navarro had never considered himself a good man. Good wasn’t really in his nature. What was in his nature was a certain facility—some would say genius—with money, impeccable attention to detail, and the iron will required to run a tiny, mountainous nation sandwiched between Spain and Italy with relentless efficiency.

			Oh, and he preferred to get his way in all things.

			He was also a man who hated shocks, despised surprises and loathed plans that did not proceed in the direction he wished them to go, and right now he was furious, even though fury was not something he customarily allowed himself. Then again fury was the only logical response to the past two hours.

			Two hours that had contained nothing but shocks, surprises and seemingly his entire life upended and very much not according to his plan, and all because of the woman standing in front of him.

			A small, delicate woman wearing an eye-wateringly expensive confection of a bridal gown that he knew the price of down to the last euro, made of the finest white silk, hand-embroidered with silver thread and tiny crystals. He knew the price of her embroidered gossamer silk veil and the circlet of diamonds on her glossy black hair, the Alighieri ruby on her hand and the small hand-made silver slippers on her feet.

			He knew the price of this entire wedding fiasco and the price of its cancellation, too.

			Her fault.

			It was she who’d upended his perfectly ordered life, she who’d ruined it, and he should have known from the minute he’d laid eyes on her that she would end up costing him.

			And now he would make her pay for it.

			It’s not entirely her fault.

			An inconvenient thought that he ignored, watching instead with some satisfaction the fear that glowed in her deep blue eyes.

			She should be afraid. There would be a reckoning and it would be now.

			Her face was white, the make-up that was supposed to highlight the serene perfection of her features unable to hide her sickly pallor. Even so, she was beautiful. Delicate, black arched brows and lush, silky black lashes. A sinful mouth tinted the prettiest shade of pink. A pointed chin that he knew from experience could be forceful and stubborn.

			She was not the good, quiet, well-behaved girl she was reputed to be and he’d known that the night he’d caught her in her father’s office, drinking his whisky and smoking one of his cigars.

			He should have informed Gian then, but he hadn’t.

			Matias had been due to take the throne in six months and Amalia De Vita had spent her entire life in training to be his wife. There hadn’t been another woman more suitable to be Santa Castelia’s queen. The De Vita family was an ancient lineage, bringing nobility and pedigree to a throne sorely damaged by the antics of Rafael’s father, King Carlos, and Rafael had agreed early on that no other woman would do.

			This marriage was supposed to be his last gift to the country that had never warmed to him even as they’d begged him to rule after his father had died.

			A lesser man would have used the opportunity to teach them a lesson in being grateful, but Rafael had never been a lesser man. He was above such petty concerns as revenge.

			However...

			Cold fury shifted inside him as he looked down into Amalia’s deep blue eyes, even as it warred with a grudging respect.

			She was afraid, yet that forceful little chin was lifted and set. ‘There is no need for all the theatrics, Your Excellency,’ she said in that low, well-modulated voice that he knew wasn’t hers. ‘If you want me to come with you, then I will. I just don’t want to be dragged out of my own wedding by a palace guard.’

			Gian De Vita’s face was a mask of very real confusion. It was clear Lia hadn’t told him anything, which was probably a small mercy. He’d never approved of Rafael, even if he’d been the one to beg Rafael to be Regent until Matias came of age, and this would not endear him to Gian any further.

			Too bad.

			He had nothing to lose. The wedding was in ruins now. He’d worked hard for the past six years of his regency to keep the peace in Santa Castelia, to make up for the decades of scandal and profligacy that had characterised his father’s reign.

			He’d wanted to set an example of restraint and decorum, and he had.

			Only for it to end like this.

			No, he had nothing to lose. The crown had never been his and it never would. And now he’d caused the kind of scandal he would have abhorred even a week ago.

			But everything was different now.

			The pure, good girl wasn’t quite so pure after all and she’d been hiding a secret. A secret from him.

			Well, she couldn’t hide it any more.

			He’d broken his own vow and he’d done so spectacularly by coming here. Might as well end it in the same way, in the time-honoured fashion.

			‘In that case,’ Rafael said, ‘if you don’t wish to be dragged from the cathedral by a guard, you shall be dragged from the cathedral by me.’ And before anyone could move or say a word, he picked her up, flung her over his shoulder and strode down the aisle to the doors, her veil drifting out behind them, leaving the entire cathedral in an uproar.

			At the kerb, the limo that had brought him here was still waiting as instructed, the driver standing with the door open.

			Anton didn’t appear in the least bit fazed to see the Regent striding down the cathedral steps with the bride over one shoulder. He simply waited until Rafael had deposited Lia inside and got in himself, then shut the door.

			Rafael made a mental note to give his driver a substantial raise as the limo took off.

			Lia sat on the seat opposite him in a drift of sparkling white tulle, her veil tangled, her diamond circlet hanging lopsidedly over one ear.

			She wasn’t pale any more and neither was she afraid.

			Her cheeks were red with outrage and fury burned in her blue eyes.

			Dios, she was beautiful when she lost the veneer of manners that her parents had drummed into her.

			She said nothing. She only lifted her bouquet and threw it at him.

			He caught it before it hit him in the face, the roses showering white petals all over his morning suit. If anyone looked through the windows of the limo now and didn’t know who they were, they would have seen a beautiful bride and her new husband, perhaps having a fun game.

			They were not having a fun game.

			Rafael gently laid the bouquet down on the seat beside him. ‘What were you saying about theatrics?’

			‘How dare you?’ she burst out, that clear, well-modulated voice not so clear or so well-modulated any longer, but vibrating with a low, husky rage. ‘In front of the entire country! In front of Matias and my father! How dare you even touch me!’

			Rafael didn’t reply. Sometimes saying nothing said more than a hot tirade, so he calmly picked rose petals from his suit and arranged them in a pattern beside the bouquet, letting her shout at him until she finally ran out of steam.

			Then he lifted his head and met her furious blue gaze. ‘Have you finished?’

			‘No!’

			He ignored her. ‘Good, now it’s time we had a little talk.’

			‘A little talk? A little talk about what?’

			‘About your pregnancy,’ he said. ‘About the fact that you’ve been trying to hide it for months. Specifically about the fact that you’ve been trying to hide it from me.’

			‘You?’ she demanded, her chin lifting. ‘And why on earth would I try to hide it specifically from you?’

			Rafael stared at her. She was trying to brazen it out, that much was clear.

			‘Why?’ he echoed coldly. ‘Because that baby is mine, Lia. Why else?’

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			LIA SAT VERY still, every part of her trembling inside with rage and fear. Rage that he’d picked her up in the middle of the cathedral in front of Matias, her father, the bishop, the entirety of Santa Castelia’s aristocracy, not to mention the rest of the country viewing the wedding via a live broadcast, and thrown her over his shoulder as if she weighed nothing. Then had carried her off like a...marauder.

			Fear about what he would do now he knew what she’d been hiding from him for three months. What she’d felt she had no choice but to hide from him, because what else was she to do?

			She’d made a terrible, terrible mistake and there had been consequences, and all of it was her fault. And even though her instinct was to keep denying it, tell him she had no idea her baby was his, she knew she couldn’t.

			He knew the truth about her, he always had.

			It took a tremendous amount of effort to shove down both her rage and her fear, but she’d had years of practice at keeping her wilder emotions in check and so she managed. Throwing her bouquet at him had been a stupid loss of control and she couldn’t afford another.

			It didn’t help that she could still feel the imprint of his hard, muscular shoulder against her stomach, the heat of his body penetrating every layer of her bridal gown. Making her remember that night three months ago when there had been nothing between them but bare skin and raw, aching passion...

			No, she couldn’t think of that. Not now. Now with his icy silver gaze on her, fury burning coldly in the depths.

			‘What?’ He went on in that insultingly casual way she so hated. ‘Not going to deny it again? Perhaps you’re going to tell me that you didn’t know it was me in bed with you that night? Perhaps you thought it was a stranger, since that’s clearly preferable to sleeping with me. Come, princesa, tell me. I’m all ears.’

			Her voice wouldn’t work. She wanted to wind down the window, get some of the snowy winter air into the car just so she could breathe. Because she felt as though she was choking while he just sat there and stared at her the way he’d always stared at her. As if he could see inside her, right down to her soul.

			‘I have a paternity test,’ he continued when she didn’t speak. ‘If you’d like to see it.’

			A paternity test. He’d done a paternity test.

			‘Why?’ The word was hoarse, part of her irrationally furious at him for needing proof. Even though she hadn’t even told him about the pregnancy. Even though she’d acted as though their night together had never happened. She’d had to. They’d both had to.

			He didn’t move, that terrible silver gaze glittering. ‘Because I didn’t know whether I was the only lucky recipient of your midnight visits. I had to be sure the child was mine.’

			Lia had been brought up to be poised and graceful in all things. To be serene and ladylike. Well behaved and unfailingly polite. Yet in that instant the control that had been drummed into her every day of her life broke apart and shattered like delicate crystal.

			All the fear and distress that had been her constant companion over the last three months, all her agony and rage suddenly rose up in a choking wave. She wanted to cry, but crying would solve nothing. And it wasn’t really him she was angry at, but herself.

			She should have told him the instant her pregnancy test had come back positive. She should have found the courage to face him, to take responsibility for the mistake she’d made. And to face the consequences.

			Or better yet, she should never have allowed her anger to get the better of her and gone to what she thought was Matias’s room in the first place.

			But she hadn’t...

			

			Lia couldn’t sleep. She’d been staring out of the window of her bedroom for hours, her heart nothing but a ball of barbed wire in her chest. It had been a couple of weeks since Rafael had stopped coming to those meetings in her father’s study and she missed him. She missed him as if she was missing part of herself.

			He was avoiding her and she didn’t understand why. All she knew was that it hurt.

			Behind her on the bed in a pool of deep blue silk was the gown she was supposed to wear tomorrow night to the ball where her engagement to Matias would be formally announced.

			She couldn’t even look at it. Every time she did, all she could see was her future laid out before her. Her future as the wife of a man who didn’t love her and whom she didn’t love. Her future as the virtuous Queen of Santa Castelia.

			A future that felt like the bars of a cage closing slowly around her.

			It was him. He was the problem. He was the reason she couldn’t bear that future now and she didn’t know what to do about it. Not that there was anything to be done.

			She was the Crown Princess. She’d been promised to Matias since she was a child and her role was set in stone. Her father had always been very clear that after the excesses of King Carlos’s rule Santa Castelia needed a firm and steady hand. Matias would be that hand and she his steadying influence.

			Together they would steer Santa Castelia out of the storms of scandal and greed and corruption, and into calmer waters.

			She was her parents’ late-in-life child. Their IVF miracle. Much loved and much wanted, and she shouldn’t complain, especially when some children never got to be loved at all.

			But sometimes the weight of all that expectation was a burden. Miracles were supposed to do wondrous things and her parents had certainly expected wonders from her. She would be a queen because of the work her father had put into negotiating a betrothal with Matias, not to mention all the effort her mother had put into schooling her behaviour and moulding her into the perfect choice of a royal bride.

			They expected all their hard work to pay off and she couldn’t let them down.

			Yet tonight was a night when she didn’t feel like a miracle. Where she felt weighed down by all the expectations placed on her, crushed beneath them, and the ache in her heart, the longing that wouldn’t leave her no matter how hard she tried to ignore it. The desperate and confusing desire for a man she could never, ever have, not when only one man was permitted to her.

			She turned and stared at the gown, the anger she always tried so hard to keep control of licking up inside her.
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