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			Billionaire’s Baby of Redemption

			Michelle Smart

		

	
		
			Claiming his heir is nonnegotiable

			The decision will be life-changing...

			When Spanish tycoon Javier Casillas learns his explosive night with Sophie Johnson left her pregnant, he’s adamant they wed! But not even the red-hot pleasures of their marriage bed can thaw the ice around Javier’s dark heart... Until warm, compassionate Sophie demands more. To truly claim his wife and unborn child, can Javier accept that giving them his all is the key to his redemption?

			Get swept away by this powerful and emotional secret baby romance!

		

	
		
			This book is for Jennifer Hayward, Pippa Roscoe
and Nic Caws, who all made the writing of
Javier and Sophie’s story an utter joy. xxx

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			JAVIER CASILLAS KEPT his eyes fixed on the wide corridor ahead of him, jaw clenched, feet working automatically. He could feel the eyes upon him; had felt them all evening in the private box he shared with his twin. He’d steeled himself for it. His wildly infamous parentage meant the media spotlight was something he’d learned to endure but the past two months had magnified that spotlight by a thousand.

			He would give them exactly what he had always given them. Nothing.

			He had not allowed a flicker of emotion to pass his face throughout the performance.

			Inside, the rage had built. He’d watched Freya, the woman he’d intended to marry, put on the performance of her life, listened to the rapturous applause, and all he had wanted to do was go home and beat the hell out of his punching bag.

			Tonight was the culmination of a long-standing dream between Javier and his twin brother, Luis. A decade ago they’d finally had the funds to purchase the crumbling Madrid theatre and ballet school their prima ballerina mother had spent her childhood learning to dance at, buying the ballet company with it. They’d renamed it Compania de Ballet de Casillas in her memory and set about turning it into one of the most eminent ballet companies in Europe. They’d then bought another parcel of land close to it and built on it a brand-new state-of-the-art theatre and ballet school. Tonight was its grand opening. The world’s media was out in force, but instead of focussing on the theatre and ballet company and celebrating Clara Casillas’s memory, their focus was on Javier and his ex-fiancée.

			The whole damn world knew she’d left him for his oldest friend.

			What the whole world did not yet know was that Benjamin Guillem had stolen her in a sick game of revenge and that Freya had been happy to be stolen.

			They were welcome to each other. Freya meant nothing to Javier. She never had.

			The corridor he walked through on his way to the aftershow party forked. About to turn left with the group he was with, which included members of the Spanish royal family, Javier felt a hand settle on his shoulder and steer him firmly in the other direction.

			No one other than his twin would have dared touch him in such a manner.

			‘What’s the matter?’ Javier asked, staring at his brother with suspicion as they walked.

			‘I wanted to talk to you alone,’ Luis replied.

			There was something in his brother’s tone that lifted the hairs on the nape of his neck.

			Tension had simmered between them since his twin’s foolhardy trip to the Caribbean. How Luis thought that marrying Benjamin’s sister would restore their reputations was still, well over a month on, beyond Javier’s comprehension. Although wildly different from him in both looks and personality, his brother usually had excellent judgement. His opinion was the only one Javier ever thought worthy of consideration.

			Fortunately his brother had seen sense at the last minute and returned to Madrid as a single man but things had not been right between them since.

			Luis was his only constant. It had been the two of them, facing the world and everything it could throw at them, together, since they had shared the same womb.

			Luis waited until they were out of anyone’s earshot before turning to him. ‘You knew we were ripping Benjamin off all those years ago, didn’t you?’

			The rage that had simmered in Javier all evening blazed at the mention of his nemesis’s name.

			Seven years ago the Casillas brothers had invited Benjamin to invest in a project they were undertaking in Paris, the creation of a skyscraper that became known as Tour Mont Blanc. They had invited his investment only because the seller of the land, to whom they had paid a significant deposit, suddenly told them they had until midnight to pay the balance or he would sell to another interested buyer. They didn’t have the cash. Benjamin did.

			‘We didn’t rip him off,’ Javier reminded him icily. ‘He was the fool who signed the contract without reading it.’

			‘And you should have warned him the terms had changed as you’d said you would. You didn’t forget, did you?’

			Javier might be many things but a liar was not one of them.

			Luis had been the one to invite Benjamin onto the project. His investment was worth twenty per cent of the land fee. In the rush of sealing the deal Luis had told Benjamin it meant twenty per cent of the profits. Their lawyer, who drew up the contract in record time, had been the one to point out that the Casillas brothers would be doing all the work and that Benjamin’s profit share should be only five per cent, a point Javier had agreed with.

			The contract had been changed accordingly. Javier had emailed it to Benjamin expecting him to read the damn thing and negotiate if the new terms were not to his liking.

			‘I knew it.’ Luis took a deep breath. ‘All these years and I’ve told myself that it had been an oversight on your part when I should have accepted the truth that you never forget. In thirty-five years you have never forgotten anything or failed to do something you promised.’

			‘I never promised to email him.’ Javier never made promises he didn’t intend to keep. People could say what they liked about him—and frequently did, although never to his face—but he was a man of his word.

			‘Not an actual promise,’ Luis conceded. ‘But look me in the eye and tell me it wasn’t a deliberate act on your part.’

			Luis had asked him to give Benjamin a heads-up about the changes in terms when Javier emailed the contract. At no point had Javier agreed to this request and Luis should be thankful for it. Benjamin’s failure to read the contract before signing it had made the Casillas brothers richer to the tune of two hundred and twenty-five million euros. Benjamin had still made an excellent profit—profit—of seventy-five million and all he’d had to do for that substantial sum was transfer some funds. That he’d had the nerve to sue them over it was beyond the pale. That Benjamin had refused to accept the court’s judgement when the judge had thrown the case out, and then stolen Javier’s fiancée from him, was despicable.

			And the world thought he was the bad man in all this?

			Blind, prejudiced fools, the lot of them. He knew what they all thought. The world looked at his face and saw his murderer father.

			‘For what reason would it have been deliberate?’ he asked coldly.

			‘That is for your conscience to decide. All I know for sure is that Benjamin was our friend. I have defended you and I have fought your corner—’

			‘Our corner,’ Javier corrected, his limited patience right at the point of snapping.

			Now his own twin was questioning his motives?

			What happened to the loyalty that had always bound them together?

			‘I assume this burst of conscience from you is connected to that damned woman.’

			He’d had a sense of foreboding in the pit of his stomach since spotting Chloe Guillem, Benjamin’s sister, in the audience that night.

			Chloe had betrayed them as greatly as her brother had; had aided and abetted his plot to steal Freya and was, unquestionably, the cause of all the tension that had hung between Javier and Luis since Luis’s return from the Caribbean.

			A darkness rarely seen on his brother’s face suddenly appeared, and before Javier had time to blink, Luis had grabbed him by the collar of his shirt. ‘If you ever speak about Chloe in that way again then you and I are finished. Do you hear me? Finished.’

			‘If you’re still defending her to me then I would say we’re already finished, brother.’ He spat the last word directly into Luis’s face.

			Javier knew in his bones that something had happened between Luis and Chloe. Luis had always had a roving eye for the ladies but never had Javier had cause to suspect a shift in his brother’s loyalty from it.

			If Luis wanted to be with that bitch after what she had done to him then Luis could get the hell out of his life. Loyalty counted for everything and if Luis had lost sight of that then he was no brother to him.

			Eyeball to eyeball, they glowered at each other, the venom seeping between them thick enough to taste.

			Then Luis released his hold and stepped back.

			Javier stared at the man he had shared a womb with, had shared a bedroom with, had fought with, had protected, had been protected by, had grieved with, the other side of the coin that was the Casillas twins, and watched him take backwards strides until he turned his back on him.

			Breathing heavily, his hands clenched into fists, his hardening heart thumping, Javier watched Luis collide with a petite blonde woman in his haste to get away from him.

			In all their thirty-five years neither of them had ever turned their back on the other.

			It would be the first and last time Luis walked away from him.

			In the periphery of his vision he saw the woman his treacherous brother had bumped into come towards him, but with his gaze on Luis’s retreating back, it was only when she stood a few feet from him that her features came into focus.

			Javier stared at the face he had last seen two months before when he had shown her to the door of his house.

			Big pale blue eyes stared back, apprehension shining out of them.

			The rage inside him ratcheted up another notch. Any higher and there was real danger he would combust.

			This was a face he had never wanted to see close-up again.

			‘You should be at the aftershow party,’ he snapped.

			Sophie Johnson was part of Compania de Ballet de Casillas’s corps de ballet and had a contractual obligation to attend the aftershow party.

			Colour flamed the pretty heart-shaped face, a pained crease forming in her brow. ‘I quit the company two months ago.’

			His heart thumped to hear that surprisingly sultry voice again.

			Sophie had the sweet looks of an innocent but a voice that evoked thoughts of dark red satin sheets and dim lighting.

			She had quit the company...?

			He had hardly looked at the stage during the performance.

			‘Then what the hell are you doing here?’

			But he knew. The pressing weight in his already tightly crushed chest told him the answer. He did not want to listen to it.

			Her throat moved.

			He’d kissed that throat...

			‘I need to talk to you.’

			‘Now is the worst time to speak to me.’ And she was the last person he wished to see or speak to. Not now, when he could feel the fabric of his life dissolving around him.

			He stepped past her and nodded a dismissal. ‘Excuse me.’

			He’d taken no more than two paces when she said, ‘It’s important.’

			His heart began to thrum wildly, every nerve ending standing on edge. Memories of their brief interlude surfaced in a wave, memories he’d not allowed himself to think of since showing her out of his home.

			Pinching the bridge of his nose, he half turned to her and inhaled deeply.

			‘No,’ he told her harshly. ‘This is not a conversation we are going to have now. Go home.’

			‘But—’

			‘I said no.’

			The vehemence in Javier’s gravelly tone made Sophie recoil.

			She watched him stride down the long corridor, clenching her jaw so tightly it stopped the threatening tears from splashing over her cheeks.

			She had shed enough tears these past two months.

			She staggered on shaking legs to the nearest chair and sank down into it.

			Covering her mouth, she forced deep breaths into her choking airway and drew on all the ballet training that had been instilled in her since early childhood to stop her frame collapsing.

			A glamorous couple strolled past her, hand in hand, the woman giving Sophie a sideways glance.

			She tried to give the smile that normally came automatically whenever she met another person’s eye but could barely move her cheek muscles.

			She had once thought herself in love with Javier. Fool!

			The stories about him being a cold-hearted bastard had all proven themselves to be true.

			That she had ignored them, convinced that his was a soul in torment and that his reputation was not formed from a heart set in stone, was her own fault.

			Sophie had taken one look at Javier when he’d paid a visit to the ballet company almost a year ago and felt her heart move and all the breath leave her body in a rush.

			It had been a visceral reaction unlike anything she had experienced before.

			Unlike the sculpted men of the ballet world, Javier was a bone crusher of a man, enormously tall and broad with a presence that made everyone look twice. He wasn’t handsome in the traditional sense, his nose too wide and with a bend to it, his light brown eyes too hooded and with a permanent look of suspicion etched in them to ever be considered a pin-up, but he had a magnetism that turned those flaws into something mesmerising. He had mesmerised her in more ways than one. Always attuned to others’ emotions, the pain she had sensed in Javier had reached deep into her.

			She had spent months longing for a glimpse of him. The times she did—and they were rare times, his involvement with the day-to-day running of the ballet company minimal—her heart would soar. She had known it was a crush that would go nowhere. Javier Casillas was the co-owner of her ballet company, a property magnate with a net worth she could scarcely comprehend, an arrogant, aloof figure who conjured fear and admiration in equal measure. He would never look twice at her.

			But he did look twice at Freya.

			Freya was her oldest and closest friend, the reason for Sophie being in Madrid dancing for the company that had made Freya a star. Freya was beautiful. Freya was a dancer with the world at her pointe shoes, a dancer who stole the heart of everyone who watched her perform.

			Sophie had never shared her feelings for Javier with Freya. It had been too personal and unlikely to share with anyone.

			Javier’s marriage proposal and Freya’s acceptance of it had devastated her.

			For months she had sat on her despondency, determined to support her oldest friend even if she did have grave misgivings about their forthcoming loveless marriage that had nothing to do with her own breaking heart. She even gamely agreed to be their bridesmaid.

			Then, the week before they were due to exchange their vows, Freya had run off with Benjamin Guillem, leaving Javier for dust. A media frenzy had ensued.

			Sophie had been trying to do a good deed when she’d gone to Javier’s home. She’d been packing Freya’s stuff for her from the flat they shared and had come across a copy of Freya and Javier’s prenuptial agreement and a file of other pertinent legal documents. Freya didn’t want them, so, not knowing what else to do, Sophie had decided the best thing would be to let Javier decide. She was pretty sure he wouldn’t want the documents to reach the public domain.

			The day after Freya and Benjamin married, Sophie had braced herself and set off for Javier’s home.

			His house was a secluded villa that more resembled a palace than a home. She’d had to speak into a camera before the electric gates had slowly opened and admitted her into his domain.

			She remembered walking the long driveway, sick to her stomach with pain for him. He might not have loved Freya but he must be shattered that she had left him for his oldest friend and in such a public fashion too.

			The whole world knew about it and had put the blame squarely on Javier’s shoulders without knowing even a basic fact—even she didn’t know a fact about it, Freya’s only communication being the one asking her to pack her belongings together—and was seeming to revel in portraying him as a monster in disguise. Sophie’s heart had twisted to hear the vile rumours about him.

			Expecting a member of his household staff to open the front door for her, she had been surprised to find it opened by Javier himself.

			What followed had been even more unexpected.

			That was when she’d understood his ruthless reputation had been based on truth.

			If he’d even given her a single thought since, he would have known she’d left his ballet company, left Madrid and returned to England. In the vain hope he would seek her out she had left her forwarding address on the company files. He could have found her without any effort if he had wanted to.

			He hadn’t even noticed her absence from the stage that night.

			She’d used those two months of silence to come to terms with the reality of her situation and get herself in an emotional place where she could face Javier again.

			She would seek him out again tomorrow; seek him every single day until he was willing to have the conversation they so desperately needed to have.

			Only when she was certain she could get back to her feet without her legs crumpling did she stand up, inhaling deeply.

			Concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other, Sophie headed back the way she had come. The theatre’s wide corridors were almost deserted now.

			When she reached the top of the ornate red-carpeted stairs that led down into the foyer, her heart skipped to see Javier striding up to her, his long legs taking the steps two at a time.

			She held tightly onto the gold railing and stared at the emotionless, menacing face fixed on her.

			When he reached the top, he inclined his head for her to follow him, leading her to a secluded section of the corridor.

			He stopped walking and gazed down at her, breathing heavily through his nose.

			‘Why now?’ He ran a hand through his hair. ‘Why did you choose tonight of all nights to tell me? Why not approach me in private?’

			She kept her gaze steady on him. ‘Because after the way you treated me, I didn’t trust you would agree to see or speak to me.’

			He had gone from blazing passion to ice-cold in the whisper of a second.

			He had escorted her out of his home.

			His face twisted. ‘You are carrying my child?’

			How she kept her composure to answer him without bursting into tears she would never know. ‘Yes. We’re going to have a baby.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			HOT DARKNESS FILLED Javier’s head, swimming like a blood-red fog through him.

			He’d known the moment Sophie had come into focus why she was there but his already overwhelmed brain had fought to deny it.

			He was going to be a father.

			But the mother wasn’t the perfect woman he had sought to bear his children but this waif-like creature who had ignited something in him that should never have been allowed to breathe.

			He wanted children. He and his treacherous brother had adopted their mother’s surname the moment they could legally dump their father’s and he wanted to carry that name on to the next generation.

			He’d waited his entire adult life for the perfect woman to come along and bear him those children.

			Freya had been that woman. Beautiful, coldly perfect Freya, who would have given him beautiful, perfect children and who had not elicited the smallest glimmer of desire in him and shown no desire for him either. Perfection in all ways.

			Javier knew the danger of passion. His orphaned state was living proof of those dangers.

			The dangerous blood that had swirled in his father lived in his own veins too. It pumped hot and strong inside him, a living thing he was reminded of every time he looked in a mirror.

			He should never have allowed Sophie, this warm-blooded, sensitive creature, to come anywhere within his orbit.

			She sighed and pulled a business card from the small black bag she carried. She held it out to him with those tiny fingers that had caused such mayhem to his skin when she had touched him.

			‘This is the hotel I’m staying at,’ she said quietly. ‘Take the time to process what’s happening and then come and find me when you’re ready to talk.’

			‘What is there to talk about?’ he asked roughly, not taking the card, not willing to risk touching her in any way.

			He knew what he had to do. There was no point in wasting air discussing what was a foregone conclusion.

			He’d walked away from her with his head reeling and the weight of the world crashing down on him. He’d intended to work all the stress out and bring himself to a point where he could trust himself to have this difficult conversation without exploding.

			He’d got as far as his car when the implications had really hit him and he’d known that to leave her there would make him as big a monster as the world believed him to be.

			‘We’re having a baby, Javier. I would say there’s a lot to talk about.’

			‘Not for me there isn’t. If you’re carrying my child then there’s only one thing that needs to be decided on and that’s the date of our wedding.’

			She blinked. ‘You are willing to marry me?’

			‘My child will bear my name and if you want any kind of financial support from me then you will agree to it.’

			Sophie was naïve. Damn her, she’d been a virgin, a fact she had neglected to mention when they’d been ripping each other’s clothes off.

			If she had any illusions about him or their future relationship let her have them dispelled now. If she didn’t already know what kind of a man he was—and his failure to seek her out in any form these past few months must have given her some clue—then let her know now.

			She would never know it but he was doing her a kindness.

			To his surprise, a small smile curved her pretty lips. ‘You don’t have to threaten me. I want us to marry.’

			That took him aback. ‘You do?’

			Her throat moved as she nodded.

			He laughed, a guttural sound that grated to his own ears. For all her naivety and surface sweetness, Sophie was already making the financial calculations of how being his wife would significantly improve her bank account.

			But there was no returning laugh from Sophie. Her eyes did not flicker or leave his face. ‘Our child is innocent. It did not choose to be conceived. It deserves to know and be wanted by both its parents.’

			He made no attempt to hide his cynicism. ‘If that is true then why wait so long to tell me? You must have known for weeks.’

			He was no pregnancy expert but he had studied biology at school and knew the ways a woman’s body worked.

			‘I knew within a week,’ she said steadily. ‘I could feel changes happening inside me. I took the test the day after my period was due, so I have known for certain for six weeks. Technically I’m ten weeks pregnant as the due date is taken from the date of my last period. I waited before telling you because I needed my head to be in the right place before I faced you again.’

			‘Did you have to research the best ways to leverage cash from the situation?’ he mocked brutally. He had never met a woman who didn’t have cash signs ringing in her eyes.

			Having more money than he could spend in a thousand lifetimes was good for many things but leverage was its greatest gift. He’d used his wealth to buy Freya and she, the coldly perfect prima ballerina that she was, had been happy to be purchased. It was what had made her so ideal for him. ‘Is that why you have set your path on marriage to me?’

			But, again, there was no flicker in Sophie’s pale blue eyes. ‘I want nothing but what is best for our child.’

			From the corner of his eye he saw two security guards approach. They would be making a sweep of the theatre before locking up for the night; the aftershow party taking place in a basement conference room.

			If there was one thing Javier despised it was people knowing his business. His family had been fodder for the world’s consumption since before his birth.

			He might still be trying to process that he was going to be a father but already he knew that he would do whatever it took to protect his child.

			Rubbing his jaw, he took a deep breath. ‘Whatever you say your motives are, our unborn child is the only thing that matters.’

			‘Yes,’ she interjected softly.

			‘It is late. This is something that needs to be discussed when we have fresh minds. I have had an incredibly difficult day.’ She couldn’t begin to understand how difficult it had been. ‘My driver will take you to your hotel. Get some sleep. You look tired.’

			That made her eyes flicker.

			‘I’ll have you brought to me in the morning,’ he continued, now walking back to the stairs. He kept his eyes focussed straight ahead of him, no longer wishing to look at the woman who had just detonated a bomb into his already turbulent life.

			The bomb was of his own making, he accepted grimly. He was the damn fool who had failed to use a condom for the first and only time in his life.

			He was the fool who’d invited her into his home.

			Their baby was the consequence of that foolhardiness and, as Sophie had already pointed out, an innocent in all of this.

			She remained silent as she kept pace beside him, silent all the way down the stairs and through the foyer. Only when they reached the exit door did she turn to him and say, ‘What time will your driver collect me in the morning?’

			‘Arrange that with him.’ He stepped out into the warm night air and strode to his waiting driver.

			‘Take Miss Johnson to her hotel,’ he said, then, without a word of goodbye or a second glance at her, set off for his home.

			He could feel Sophie’s gaze upon him but kept his sight fixed ahead, increasing his pace.

			As he power-walked the three miles to his home, the memories he’d spent two months suppressing came back to him with crystal clarity.

			He’d woken that fateful day to the news Freya and Benjamin had married and a barrage of hate mail. Someone had leaked his personal email address online and keyboard warriors had had an excellent time aiming their poisoned ire at him. So angry had he been that he’d dismissed his household staff for the day.

			His rage was best kept private. It was safer that way. For everyone.

			And then his intercom had rung and he’d looked through the monitor to see Sophie standing there, a thick folder in her arms, which, she had claimed over the intercom, contained private documents of his.

			He’d recognised her immediately. Freya’s dance colleague and flatmate. The wallflower who had never met his eye on the few occasions he’d been in her presence. If anyone had inside information on Freya and Benjamin’s treachery that he could use to his advantage it would be her.

			It had been a baking summer’s day. She’d been dressed in a thin pale grey shirt dress, her long light blonde hair tied in a loose plait. When she’d removed enormous sunglasses to speak to him and fixed huge pale blue eyes on him, he’d seen compassion shining from them.

			Not once in his adult life had he stared anyone in the eye and not seen a glimmer of fear shine back at him. Grown men, titans of industry and power brokers would shake his hand with a nervous laugh; glamorous, self-confident women would give him the come-to-bed eyes with excitement-laced fear.

			This young English woman, a petite ballerina with the appearance of a waif, had turned up at his home and displayed not an ounce of fright.

			The rage that had been bubbling so furiously inside him had suddenly reduced.

			She had given him the sweetest, most sympathetic smile he’d ever been on the receiving end of. ‘How are you holding up?’ she’d asked softly.

			In the week since Benjamin had stolen Freya from him, Sophie was the first person to have asked him that. The most he’d received from his twin had been a stoical slap to the shoulder.

			He’d invited her in, made her a coffee, led her to the dining room, sat beside her at the huge table with the documents between them and quizzed her.

			When she’d professed her innocence in the matter of Freya and Benjamin, he’d been surprised to find he believed her.

			This belief had disconcerted him.

			She had disconcerted him with those non-judgemental eyes and her subtle yet obvious compassion.

			He’d found himself trying to get a rise out of her, asking if she’d read the documents, making it sound like an accusation.

			She’d been unfazed and unabashed. She’d nodded and said, ‘Yes, I read through them with Freya. I won’t be sharing them with anyone, so don’t worry.’

			‘You won’t share the details with the media?’ he’d asked cynically.

			‘If I wanted to share anything with them I would have done so by now. They’ve been camped outside my apartment block all week.’

			Something had crept into his veins at that, something he’d never felt before.

			That this petite young thing should be harassed with no one there to protect her had set the anger boiling again.

			Of course, he knew her waif-like frame belied a physical strength all ballerinas had but that didn’t change what his eyes saw when he looked at her.

			Dios, he’d been unable to tear his eyes from her. He had never seen such naturally pink rosebud lips before...

			A new kind of tension had sparked to life.

			Sophie’s eyes had kept flickering to him, then darting away, pretty colour flushing across her pretty cheeks.

			She really was incredibly pretty. How had he not noticed it before...?

			He’d found himself leaning closer to her, catching a whiff of a light, floral perfume that had delighted his senses.

			‘Speaking with the media would boost your profile,’ he’d pointed out.

			A burst of antipathy had glittered in her eyes. ‘I don’t care. I’m not going to add to the frenzy and make things worse for you.’

			Again, he’d found himself believing her but also curious...

			Worse for him?

			She didn’t even know him.

			Professional dancers spent their lives fighting to get to the top and when you were as driven as that any advantage for name recognition would be snatched upon. His own mother had been shameless in her quest for media attention.

			Sophie had ducked her head and refused to answer questions even when it would have seen her face plastered over the tabloids as a bit player in the biggest scandal Spain—indeed, most of Europe—had had for years.

			What was her agenda? Everyone had one, so what was hers? Why go out of her way for him?

			He’d leaned even closer and dropped his voice to a murmur. ‘Why are you here?’

			The colour already staining her cheeks had darkened, the pale blue eyes darkening with it. It had been the most beguiling sight.

			She had cleared her throat, the pink rosebud lips opening and closing as if she were trying to get out words that did not want to be revealed.

			It was sheer impulse that had led him to kiss those lips.

			What happened next had been utter madness.

			Javier increased his pace and inhaled the Madrid autumn night air deeply to counteract the blood thickening all over again at the vivid memories.

			She had kissed him back.

			And then he had hauled her out of her chair and into his arms.

			For a few brief moments all his torment and anger had been dispelled and forgotten.

			Sophie’s kisses had been the sweetest he had ever tasted and instantly addictive.

			Desire like nothing he had ever experienced had pulsed through him. Heady, hungry and utterly consuming.

			He tried to throw the memories off him now, not wanting to remember any more, disgusted with himself for the manner in which he’d used her hot, willing body.

			That was his only saving grace, he thought grimly.

			Sophie had been utterly willing.

			There had been nothing one-sided about it.

			In that moment, the madness had lived in both of them.

			He’d spread her flat on his dining table, drinking in her hot, sweet kisses as he’d plunged into her that first time. He’d felt the resistance of her body and known in an instant what it had meant.

			Her eyes had widened.

			He would have pulled out there and then if she hadn’t then smiled at him, put her hands to his face and kissed him so deeply that he had lost all sense of himself.

			But as soon as it was over the only thing he’d been able to taste was revulsion, at himself for his actions and at Sophie for throwing away her virginity in such a seedy way and on a man such as him.

			But mostly at himself.

			They hadn’t used any protection.

			He hadn’t used any protection.

			He’d needed her gone before he said or did something he regretted.

			He felt no pride in remembering how he’d coldly walked to his front door and held it open for her.

			She would never know it but he’d been saving her from herself.

			And now she was pregnant. Sweet, sweet Sophie was pregnant with his child.

			Damn it all to hell.

			Javier had experienced only one day worse than this. The day his father had murdered his mother.

			* * *

			Sophie waited until the driver opened her door before stepping out in front of the imposing Tuscan-style villa that was Javier’s home.

			The first time she had been there she had been filled with so many emotions she had hardly taken anything in other than its titanic size.

			Now there was an array of sights and smells filling her senses. She’d noticed that increase in her perceptions during the first week of her pregnancy. It was like discovering secrets of the world, an unexpected symptom that warmed her.

			She needed all the warmth she could get.

			She’d lain in her hotel bed telling herself over and over that she was doing the right thing. Not telling Javier about the pregnancy had never been on the cards. He was the father. He deserved to know and deserved to be involved if that was what he wanted.

			She was glad for their child’s sake that he did want to be and that he’d come to the decision of marriage so quickly. For once, it hadn’t been the anguish she always felt at the thought of disappointing her adoptive parents, good, loving, decent people who believed strongly in the sanctity of marriage, but for her child. Her child deserved nothing less.

			Sophie often thought of her biological father. Had he ever known of her conception? Had he been party to the decision to abandon her? Or had he spent twenty-four years unaware he had a daughter out there, being raised by people who were strangers to him?

			These were just some of the many questions that had haunted her life. She had long stopped seeking answers for them—they all led to dead ends—but had never stopped wondering. She would wonder about the man and woman who had given her life for ever.

			Her child would not. Whatever happened between Sophie and Javier, her child would know who both its parents were.

			Stepping onto the marble stairs that led to a wrap-around porch, Sophie followed the driver, who had insisted on taking her suitcase, to the front door.

			Everything about Javier’s home looked so much richer and more palatial than her first and last visit. Private and secluded from the bustle of Madrid’s busy streets, it screamed opulence. This was the kind of house any self-regarding billionaire would be proud to call home.

			Marble pillars flagged the wide oak door that opened before the driver could raise his hand to knock.

			Javier stood there, casually dressed in an olive-green shirt unbuttoned at the neck and black jeans that showcased the muscularity of his thighs. Thick stubble covered his jawline. His hooded light brown eyes met hers for the briefest of moments before he nodded his thanks at the driver and dismissed him.

			‘Refreshments are being made for us,’ he said as he led her through the grand reception room twice as high as a normal room and adorned with ancient Egyptian relics, including a bust of a sphinx almost as large as Javier himself.

			The first time she had been there she had been too overawed at being invited in by the man she had mooned over for so long to pay much attention to anything, but now she was determined to keep an analytical head and pay attention to everything.

			‘Is it okay to leave my suitcase in here?’ she asked.

			He stopped and turned, a frown creasing his forehead, fleshy, sensuous lips pulling together. ‘Why have you brought your suitcase with you?’

			‘I checked out of my hotel.’

			Now his eyes narrowed. ‘I hope you are not expecting to move in today.’

			‘I’ve checked out of the hotel because my reason for staying in it is done—you know about the baby. I’ll fly back to England when we’ve finished discussing everything and set a game plan out.’

			Disconcerted, Javier ran his fingers through his hair. He could read nothing but honesty in Sophie’s wide gaze and he didn’t trust it an inch.

			The dreamless sleep he had hoped for had proven fruitless. He doubted he’d had more than an hour of solid sleep.

			Sophie was pregnant with his child. The puffiness of her eyes was proof she must have found sleep as elusive as he had, but where his stomach was knotted with thorny barbs she had a calm serenity about her.

			She’d had a head start on getting her head around being a parent, he reminded himself grimly. She’d known for certain for six whole weeks and had kept it to herself when she should have told him immediately.

			Dios, his head felt ready to combust. All these betrayals, it was like a sickness. Benjamin’s refusal to accept his own negligence and then stealing Freya from him had been only the start, culminating in the disaster that had been the night before, the night when he and his twin celebrated their mother’s memory with a world determined to remember her torrid death rather than her magnificent life, now tainted for ever. Luis, his own twin, had betrayed it and had betrayed him so greatly it felt as if he’d been sucker-punched. The business they had built from nothing would have to be split, the brotherhood that had driven his life rent apart with one gross act of disloyalty.

			And he was going to be a father. He was going to marry a woman so far removed from his ideal of what a suitable wife for himself should be that she could be from Venus.

			‘Let us discuss our game plan now,’ he said icily, leading her through to one of his four living rooms, his least favourite for relaxing. He would never allow himself to relax again around Sophie. It was too dangerous, especially for her.

			Initially he’d planned for their meeting to take place in the dining room but when he’d stepped into it a powerful memory of making love to her on that table had sent a thrill of desire racing through him, so, with a click of his fingers, he’d ordered the documents to be moved.

			He indicated the sofas arranged in a square around a coffee table. ‘Take a seat.’

			She obeyed his command by sitting gracefully and crossing her legs.

			He wished she hadn’t. Until that moment he had refused to pay any attention to her attire but now his eyes focussed on the athletic but decidedly feminine figure clad in fashionably ripped jeans and an oversized thin sweater that fell off the shoulder. She’d left her long blonde hair loose.

			A member of his staff entered the room carrying the refreshments he’d ordered and he was glad of the diversion.

			He waited until the drinks and pastries had been laid out before seating himself opposite Sophie and pouring himself a coffee. ‘Help yourself.’

			Again, she obeyed. Soon she had a palmier on a plate on her lap and was sipping a glass of fresh orange juice.

			He allowed himself a slight breath of relief. So far she was displaying all the signs of obedience. Things would be much easier if she were to fall in with his plans without questioning them. He knew little about Sophie but the impression he’d formed before he’d stupidly made love to her had been of a shy woman who had little in the way of spine or gumption.

			He’d climbed out of his bed that morning knowing he needed to learn something concrete about the woman he was going to marry, so he had woken the ballet company’s human resources manager, ordering her to email Sophie’s employment file to him. It had been a quick but illuminating read. Sophie had been educated at the same ballet school as Freya, worked for a provincial English ballet company upon her graduation, then followed Freya to Madrid. She’d had no starring roles in any ballet production of note and was described in the file as warm but shy.

			It had been illuminating in that it had confirmed his prior thoughts about her.

			She was probably so relieved he’d agreed to marry her that she would now agree to anything to keep him onside.

			Perfect.

			He downed his black coffee and poured another, then waited until she had bitten a delicate amount of pastry before saying, ‘Those documents on the table are for you to read through. They’re the prenuptial agreement you’ll need to sign before we can marry.’

			Her eyes remained on his face as she chewed slowly. When she swallowed, a flicker of pink tongue popped to the side of her mouth to lick a stray crumb.

			Javier inhaled deeply and forced his attention back to the documents she now leaned forward to pick up, only to be confronted by a glimpse of cleavage as her sweater dipped.

			He clenched his hands into fists and commanded his loins to stay neutral.

			Sophie was only a woman. There was nothing special about her, nothing that should make his loins twitch and his veins heat. He would not allow the memories of their one time together to trick his body.

			She leaned back and casually flicked through the documents he’d woken his lawyer at six a.m. to produce, right after he’d called the human resources manager.

			After a few minutes of silence she put the file back on the coffee table and stared at him. ‘This is the same contract you signed with Freya.’

			‘With a few modifications.’ Namely the section on children being in the future at a time of his wife’s choosing. That was an issue now taken out of both their hands. ‘Everything about how our marriage is to proceed is laid out in black and white. There will be no ambiguity and no need for us to argue about any issues at any point in the future because they are all set out in this. You will see that you are also generously provided for.’ He would treat her fairly and well. She would be his wife and the mother of his child and he would respect her for both those roles.

			Something undefinable sparked in her eyes. ‘Your provisions are generous but the rest of it... I’m not signing this.’

			He fixed her with the stare that had been known to make an entire conference room of business people freeze. ‘If you want me to marry you, you will.’

			She shook her head slowly. ‘No.’

			No. A simple one-syllable word rarely uttered in his earshot and even more rarely directly at him.

			He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his thighs. ‘Then let me explain it like this. If you won’t sign the contract I will not marry you and I will take custody of our child. If you want to be a mother to it then you will sign. Otherwise you can leave right now and stop wasting my time.’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			SOPHIE STARED INTO the light brown eyes fixed on hers with such hooded cruelty and experienced an unexpected wave of compassion for him.

			She didn’t want to feel anything for Javier, but right then, how could she not, even when she knew it was her compassion towards him that had got them to this point?

			This was a man who had lived through the worst thing a child could live through: the murder of his mother at the hands of his father. Judged and feared by the world, was it any wonder he hit back at it by encasing his heart in steel? She had felt his pain from the first moment she had set eyes on him and fallen under his spell.

			He folded his arms across his chest, his stare menacing. ‘Well?’

			Her heart thundering painfully beneath her ribs, Sophie got to her feet.

			Not giving herself time to reflect on what she was doing, she walked around the coffee table and stood before him. Javier was such a tall man and she so short that they were the same height with him seated.

			She put her hand to his and locked her fingers around his wrist, feeling him jolt with surprise at her forwardness. His surprise was to her advantage, enabling her to pull his arm free from across his chest and place his hand on her belly.

			She tried not to shiver as the heat of his hand permeated through the fabric of her sweater and sent shocks of sensation travelling through her bloodstream.

			She had to ignore it.

			She should wish she had ignored it two months ago but that would mean wishing her unborn child away and she would never do that.

			He tried to pull his hand away but she refused to let go, holding it tightly to her abdomen, grateful for the first time for the physical strength all the ballet training she had endured through her life had given her.

			‘I know you can’t feel it yet but, under your hand, our child is growing inside me,’ she said quietly. ‘It is over an inch long and has eyes and ears and a mouth. Its fingernails are beginning to grow and it can already bend its arms and legs. You can’t feel it but I can. My body’s changing because of this little kumquat, and our little kumquat is wholly dependent on me. As it grows, it will learn the sound of my voice. If you are by my side it will learn your voice too and when it’s born it will recognise both of us. It is innocent of everything and needs us both, so I beg you, please, do not use our child as a weapon to threaten me with. I won’t sign that contract because I disagree profoundly with the reasons behind it and I disagree with every one of the clauses you have in it. If we are going to marry then it should be a real marriage.’

			Not the cold business arrangement he had made with Freya. That was a marriage Sophie could never tolerate for either herself or her child.

			Javier wrenched his hand from her hold, his movement so sudden that Sophie stepped back in shock, straight into the coffee table. She would have toppled backwards onto it if his reflexes hadn’t kicked in and the hand he had just snatched from her hadn’t flown forward to grip onto her elbow and pull her to him.

			She gazed into the eyes holding her with such loathing, greatly aware of the heavy thuds of her heart and the melting of her insides as his tangy scent crept into her senses.

			His chest rose and fell at speed, his tanned throat moving, his lips pulling together, nostrils flaring.

			For the wildest moment Sophie felt a compulsion to take the one step forward needed to become flush with him.

			How could she still react to him like this? He had made love to her, then escorted her out of his home moments later as if she were the carrier of a disease. He had made no effort to contact her when he knew there was a danger he had impregnated her. He’d cared so little that he hadn’t noticed that she wasn’t on the stage at the theatre opening, had not cared to discover she had left his ballet company.

			She should not react like this to him but she would not lie that a part of her wasn’t glad she still felt this desire for him. If she was going to get her way and forge a proper marriage with him then they needed a glue to keep them together other than their child.

			Javier did not scare her. He probably should. He was a ruthless, coldly arrogant, wildly rich control freak. He’d threatened her with the removal of their child.

			But he was human. She had experienced his human side, glimpsed the pain in his eyes and knew in her heart that his own heart wasn’t so far gone in the dark that his humanity could not be reached.

			She would never love him, not now she knew the depths of his cruelty, but, whether they married or not, their unborn child meant they would always be in the other’s life.

			Javier stared into pale blue eyes with a thousand emotions churning through him. Where had this woman with her calm, compassionate logic that could neuter his arguments come from?

			And why the hell was his body straining towards her...?

			Disgusted with himself, he released his hold on her elbow, got to his feet and strode away from her.

			‘I do not want a real marriage,’ he told her as he paced. ‘What you are asking for is impossible. I like my solitude.’

			‘We both need to make sacrifices. Speaking on a personal level, you are the last man I would wish to commit my life to but this is not about you or me, this is about our child, who deserves the best life can give. It deserves to be raised with a mother and father who are united. If you’re worried that I’m after your money then I am happy to sign an agreement that protects your wealth if we divorce.’

			He pounced on her words. ‘You are already thinking that far ahead!’

			He’d known she couldn’t be as self-sacrificing as she was making herself out to be, her words all a script designed to make him feel like a bastard for wanting to protect her from the dangers he posed.

			Dios, how could she be so naïve? There was a reason he had reached the age of thirty-five without a single long-term relationship to his name. For a woman proving herself to be far more intuitive than he had credited, she should surely be able to see it.

			‘If we both enter marriage with open minds we can make it work for our child, I truly believe that,’ she replied, following him with her eyes. ‘But I am not stupid. The odds are against us and we should work together to protect our child against every eventuality. I will be glad to sign a contract that states that should we divorce the only thing I get from you is a home of my own here in Madrid so we can share custody of our child. I don’t want a war with you, Javier, and I absolutely do not want our child to be a casualty of it either. I would have thought you of all people could appreciate that.’

			For a moment he stopped pacing to stare at her, stunned.

			No one—no one—ever alluded to his parents, not to his face.

			His parents’ marriage had been fodder for the press long before his mother’s death. His father, Yuri Abramova, had been a ballet dancer from Moscow from the days of the USSR and had defected to New York in the seventies. Clara had been a Spanish prima ballerina, much younger than her famous husband, whose own fame had soared with her talent until she had eclipsed him in all ways. Their marriage had been volatile and filled with infidelities and jealousy on both sides. Lovers had popped up like cockroaches to sell their stories to an eager press who had known stories of the most famous marriage in the ballet world always sold out its print run.

			In the midst of all this toxicity had been two boys who had both suffered but who had got through it by sticking together and protecting the other.

			If someone had told the young Javier that his twin, his only confidant, would one day betray him for a woman he would have laughed in their face.

			But now their brotherhood was dead, as dead as the mother Javier had worshipped but who had always preferred Luis and as dead as the father who had worshipped Javier and hated Luis.

			His entire past was gone. The grandparents who had raised him and Luis after their mother’s death and father’s incarceration had died within a year of each other a decade ago. Louise Guillem, his mother’s closest friend, who had been like an aunt to them, had died seven years ago. Benjamin, Louise’s son and Javier and Luis’s oldest playmate, was alive and kicking but effectively dead to him.

			They were all gone and yet...

			Inside this woman who stared unblinkingly back at him, life grew. A child. His child.

			An unexpected stab of guilt plunged into his guts.

			Sophie was right. Their child was innocent, just as he and Luis had been innocent. His child deserved more than to be used as a weapon before it had grown bigger than his thumb.

			Staring hard at the mother of his child, he could see in her eyes that already she loved it enough to fight for its best interests in any way she could. As a child he would have given anything to have been on the receiving end of that kind of love from his own mother.

			Was that how Sophie had found the nerve to allude to his childhood and not flinch? How else could she look at him and not recoil in fear at the man who stood before her?

			But she hadn’t been scared when she had turned up at his door with the same documents he’d had remade early that morning in her name...

			Coldly perfect Freya had never displayed any overt fear for him either, but that had been understandable because coldly perfect Freya had never shown any emotions other than on the stage when she came alive in her dance.

			Why wasn’t Sophie scared of him?

			He dragged his fingers down his face and contemplated her some more before nodding slowly. ‘Bueno. I do not know what your expectations of a real marriage are...’

			‘One that doesn’t give the husband a licence to take a mistress for a start,’ she interjected drily.

			He gaped at this unexpected glimpse of humour. ‘You expect fidelity?’

			He’d had the clause put in that he could take a mistress if he chose as a black-and-white warning that he was committing to a marriage only on paper. Freya hadn’t blinked an eye at it.

			‘My only expectation is that we both try to make things work.’ She expelled a long breath of air and sat back on the sofa. Taking hold of her glass, she gave him a rueful smile. ‘All we can do is our best. To be faithful, to be honest, to just...try.’

			How could he argue with that? he thought, anger mixing with incredulity.

			Sophie had flipped everything on its head and made it all sound so easy.

			Did she not see that she was asking the impossible? Javier had no idea if he was capable of fidelity; he’d never had a relationship run long enough for him to find out.

			But honesty he could do. He was always honest.

			‘Do not expect the impossible,’ he warned her darkly. ‘You know the kind of marriage I had envisaged for myself. I like solitude. I always have and always will. I suspect your idea of a real marriage differs greatly from mine.’

			She shrugged. ‘The contract makes clear the kind of marriage you want, my refusal to sign it makes clear it’s not the marriage I want. We’ll both have to make compromises. I’m willing to try if you are.’

			For the first time in his adult life Javier found himself in the uncomfortable position of having to bend to someone else’s will. With Luis there had been much compromise in the way they ran their business but they had been so in tune with each other’s thoughts it had never been an issue. Besides, Luis was his twin. It was a different scenario.

			Sophie was only...

			The mother of his unborn child.

			Damn her, being so reasonable, leaving him little room to manoeuvre.

			The thought of sharing his daily life with another person made his skin crawl. The thought of sharing it with this woman made his chest tighten and his stomach cramp.

			He made sure her attention was fixed on him before giving a sharp nod. ‘Bueno. We will try it your way, but I warn you now, keep your expectations realistic. I live my life to please myself. This is my home and it is run to suit me. I will make accommodations for our child when it is born, but if you want to enter a marriage where the small details of our lives are not already agreed on then you must live with the consequences when you find the reality not to your liking.’

			* * *

			For the third time in as many months, Sophie approached Javier’s front door. This would be her last approach as a visitor. When she stepped through it this time, she would be staying.

			This beautiful villa was going to be her home.

			This was the best course of action, she told herself firmly, for what had to be the hundredth time.

			The past fortnight had passed in a whirl of activity, Sophie busy packing and making arrangements for her new life. She had lived and worked in Madrid for eighteen months but it had never been permanent and she’d lived a minimal life there, always intending to return to England for good when her ballet career was over. Now, embracing that the rest of her life would be spent in Madrid whatever happened in her marriage, she was moving her entire life over.

			She had no idea what Javier had been doing since their short meeting where they had thrashed out an agreement that suited neither of them but was best for their child.

			She would give their marriage her best shot and she would force him to give it his best too. He had agreed to try. She had to hold onto that even if his actions since she’d returned to England had been less than positive.

			He’d politely declined her offer to go to the hospital with her for the first scan, claiming he was too busy, so she had gone with her mother.

			Her mother, bless her gentle heart, had been enthralled with the image on the screen. Her father had spent an age staring at the grainy picture she had given him of it. It had broken Sophie’s heart to tell the loving couple who had adopted her at eighteen months that their grandchild would be raised in Spain, but she had been able to offset their disappointment by promising lots of visits. She knew it had comforted them to know she would be marrying, although it had been another disappointment to them that they wouldn’t meet the groom before the wedding day.

			Her poor parents. They’d masked their disappointment at her unplanned pregnancy well but she’d seen the pained glances they’d exchanged before embracing her and offering their full support.

			Her parents had both been virgins on their wedding day. Sophie had never expected to stay a virgin until her own but she had been waiting for the thunderbolt they had both told her about, that certainty that she had found ‘the one’, the man she would spend the rest of her life with. She would never willingly disappoint them with anything less.

			Javier was the only man she had looked at and felt her heart and pulses soar.

			She had emailed the scan to him but received no response, either positive or negative. His next message to her had been to confirm the date of their wedding, written in the style of a business memo.

			The man who had threatened to take full custody of their child if Sophie didn’t comply with his demands had so far shown zero interest in it.

			She would force an interest. By the time their child was born in six months, she was determined Javier would be as excited for its arrival as she was. She didn’t expect miracles. She doubted he would be a hands-on father—the thought of that towering inferno of a man changing a nappy evoked hysterical laughter in her—but for their child’s sake she wanted Javier to reach a place where he could open his heart and love it.

			She had to believe he was capable of love. She had to.

			To be fair to him, he hadn’t abandoned her completely. She’d arrived back in the UK to find a chauffeured car waiting for her at the airport, the driver informing her she had him at her disposal until her return to Madrid. When they had settled on the date for her to move in with him, Javier had insisted on sending his private jet to England to collect her. He’d also arranged for a company to collect and transport all her belongings. They should have beaten her here, her stuff all ready for her to unpack in the house she very much hoped would soon feel like home.

			Her heart thudded painfully as she took the heavy knocker in her hand, not yet ready to simply walk into this mansion as if she belonged there. She had barely moved it when the door opened.

			A thin man in a sober suit greeted her with a nod. ‘Miss Johnson, please, come in,’ he said in impeccable English. ‘I am Julio, Mr Casillas’s butler. I run the household staff.’

			Sophie tried to stop her eyes popping out of her head.

			Javier had a butler? Wow.

			On her previous two visits she had seen only one member of staff and had thought little of it. But now she did think about it and realised there was no way a house of these proportions and of such magnificence could be maintained by only one person.

			‘How many staff are there?’ she asked curiously.

			‘Nine. Three of us live in. Can I get you any refreshment?’

			‘I ate on the flight over, thank you.’

			He smiled. ‘Then shall I show you to your room so you can get comfortable?’

			‘Is Javier not here?’

			‘Mr Casillas is in a meeting. He will be back this evening.’

			She forced a smile to hide the pierce of disappointment.

			Javier hadn’t said he would be at home to meet her. She had made an assumption that he would want to greet her and make her feel welcome because that was what decent men did for the women carrying their child.

			She had a feeling this was a deliberate act on Javier’s behalf, a throwing down of the gauntlet, a reminder that this marriage was not how he wanted it and he would not have his space encroached.

			‘Then show me to my room,’ she said with artificial brightness. ‘Has my stuff arrived yet?’

			‘It was delivered last night,’ he confirmed, leading the way up the grand staircase that spread like wings at the top for the two long sections of the house. He turned right and strode down the wide landing lined with chaises longues and cabinets filled with ancient artefacts until he reached the furthest door at the end and opened it for her.

			Sophie stepped inside and immediately sucked a breath in.

			The room was beautiful.

			‘I hope you don’t mind but we took the liberty of unpacking for you,’ Julio said. ‘If you are not happy with where your possessions have been put then we will put them where you think more suitable.’

			She grinned, her sense of humour tickled at the butler’s gravity. ‘I’m sure wherever they’ve been put will be fine and if it’s not then I can move them myself.’

			‘As you wish but please remember we are here to serve. Whatever you require, it is our job to provide it.’

			Slowly she gazed around the fabulous room with its three high, wide windows overlooking Javier’s beautiful garden, the furthest revealing a glimpse of a swimming pool. She opened a door to find a bathroom bigger than her childhood bedroom, another that revealed a dressing room as large as the living room of the flat she had shared with Freya.

			Everything was so soft and clean and feminine...

			Narrowing her eyes, she stared harder and walked back into the bathroom.

			There was not a single masculine product to be found.

			As casually as she could manage, she turned her attention back to the butler, who now stood formally by the bedroom door. ‘Where’s Javier’s room?’

			‘At the end of the west wing. Would you like me to show you around the rest of the house?’

			It placed a great strain on all her facial muscles to pull a smile to her face but she managed it. ‘No, thank you, Julio. I’m sure you have work you need to be getting on with. I’m happy to explore on my own.’

			‘If you are sure?’

			‘I’m sure.’

			After asking once again if she required anything and giving instructions on how to contact the staff for when she did, he left the room, closing the door quietly behind him.

			When she was alone, the smile on Sophie’s face dropped and she folded her arms protectively around her belly.

			So much for them creating a real marriage. Javier had stuck her as far away from him as he could get her.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			JAVIER SENSED SOPHIE’S presence the moment he stepped through the front door.

			There was nothing of her in his eyeline, everything in the same spotless order it was always in, but he could feel her there nonetheless, as if she had arrived and imprinted herself on the walls. If he closed his eyes he could smell her perfume.

			All day there had been a tight feeling of impending doom playing in his guts that had distracted his thoughts from the important meeting he’d been holding with his lawyer.

			Separating his business interests from Luis’s was proving to be much harder than he’d anticipated, almost as hard as wrapping his head around the fact he would be sharing his home with the Englishwoman who carried his child.

			In the two weeks since he’d seen her he’d carried on as normal. Apart from booking their wedding, that was.

			He’d lodged all the necessary paperwork and arranged for the officiant to marry them here in his home. The ceremony itself would be short and without any fanfare.

			In six days’ time he would be a married man.

			Losing his single status meant nothing to him. He’d always known he would marry when he found the right woman to breed with and continue the Casillas line. Freya had been that right woman, not Sophie. Freya, who would have recoiled at a ‘proper’ marriage as much as he did.

			Not the seemingly sweet, compassionate blonde woman who appeared to have a spine made of much sturdier stuff than he had initially credited her with.

			He had never thought about Freya in his private time. Yet Sophie...

			She was all he could think about, and as hard as he tried to push her from his thoughts, the harder she pushed back, those wide pale blue eyes staring straight into his whenever he closed his eyes.

			She had refused to sign a contract that would have given her an abundance of money each month.

			How could anyone be that selfless? It was not possible. Surely it had to be an act?

			If it wasn’t, if Sophie really was as sweet and giving as she portrayed herself to be, then she would be fragile with it. Sweet things broke easily.

			He did not want to break her but she had to understand that he could. The contract he’d wanted her to sign would have protected her as much as him. A person knew where they were with a contract. You signed it and abided by it, something Benjamin had failed to understand when he’d accused Javier and Luis of defrauding him. Benjamin had signed that contract. Javier could not be held responsible for his failure to read it.

			Without a detailed contract to knit their marriage together, they would have to forge their own path. Sophie spoke of compromise but that was a meaningless word in itself if both parties looked at compromise with different markers.

			He would not allow her to get close to him. Whether she liked it or not, their marriage would never be real in the sense she wanted it to mean.

			He looked at his watch and decided to take a shower before dinner and give himself a few minutes of solitude before he had to face her. He would be undisturbed, his staff knowing not to seek him out. Julio ran his household with military precision. Everyone knew their job and did it well.

			Treading heavily up the stairs, he loosened his tie from round his neck. He opened his bedroom door, went to step inside and came to an abrupt halt.

			Sophie was sitting on the ottoman at the end of his bed, her hand frozen on a stocking she was halfway through rolling up her bare leg.

			After a moment’s pause she turned to him and smiled. Only the stain of colour on her cheeks betrayed any nerves or fear she might have. ‘Good evening, Javier. Have you had a nice day?’

			A swell of rage punched through him, which he did not bother to disguise. Propping himself against the doorway, he growled, ‘What are you doing in here?’

			A small crease formed in her brow. ‘It’s moving-in day. You sent your private jet to collect me, remember?’

			‘What are you doing in my bedroom?’ he clarified through gritted teeth.

			The crease deepened. ‘Getting ready for dinner. As it’s our first night I thought I would make an effort.’ Then she smiled brightly. ‘I’m afraid there was a mistake and my stuff had been put in a room on the east wing. I could see how busy your staff were, so I moved it over myself. It didn’t take long. I found some empty space in your dressing room to put my clothes in; don’t worry, I didn’t touch any of your stuff. I’ll find space for my books and other bits and pieces tomorrow.’

			He had to inhale three times before he could be certain of speaking without hurling obscenities. ‘There was no mistake.’

			‘Yes, there was.’

			‘No mistake. My staff put you in the room I designated for your use.’

			‘Oh, I do apologise for the confusion. I didn’t mean your staff had made a mistake in where they put me. I meant you had made a mistake.’ Then, dropping her eyes from his gaze, she rolled the stocking up over her knee and to her thigh, then patted the lacy top of it to keep it in place. ‘I’ve never worn hold-ups before,’ she added conversationally. ‘I normally wear tights but they’ve started getting a little tight around my belly and I’m not ready for maternity wear yet. I hope they don’t fall down.’

			Her nonchalance, her nerve, were astounding.

			Javier gritted his teeth even tighter and cursed himself for allowing his eyes to take in the milky-white thigh now encased in black lace.

			Sexy lingerie had never done anything for him and he could not believe his blood was pumping harder to see it on her.

			But, Dios, she was sitting on his antique ottoman, her cherubic looks and hair reminiscent of an angel, her blood-red dress, modestly cut though it was, reminiscent of a vampire. His grinding teeth were taken with the compulsion to sink into the milky flesh still exposed over the top of the lacy hold-ups...

			He clenched his hands into fists.

			This stopped right now. Whatever game Sophie was playing ended here. She had tempted him once, dressed only as a waif, had driven him to a place he had never gone before and which he had regretted the moment it was over.

			Healthy desire was good. Sex was good. Choosing the right person to have sex with was what made it good, a person you desired on a physical level, who made your loins tighten but with whom your heart kept its normal beat. A woman you could walk away from and never have to think about or consider again. A woman with whom wearing a condom was at the forefront of your mind, not a cursed afterthought when it was all over.

			‘This is my bedroom,’ he said tightly. ‘My private space. You have been given your own bedroom for your own private space.’

			‘Your house is big enough for us to both host individual parties without disturbing the other, so I would say there’s plenty of space to escape to if we get on each other’s nerves.’

			‘Do not be flippant,’ he snarled.

			Sophie got to her feet and smoothed the red dress she had donned because it was her only decent dress that still fitted properly with her growing breasts, praying he didn’t notice the tremors in her hands and that he couldn’t see the beats of her frantically beating heart.

			Why did he have to walk in when she’d been putting the hold-ups on? Julio had told her Javier was expected home at seven p.m. but he had arrived back half an hour early. She’d wanted to be ready for him, be sitting on the light grey sofa that backed along the far wall, fully dressed.

			She still didn’t know how she’d found the nerve to move her stuff over to his bedroom. She had sat alone for almost an hour mulling over her options on how best to proceed. Should she stay in her designated room at the furthest point from his and hope that at some point in the future she would be allowed to join him in it? Or should she fight from the start for the marriage she wanted and which he had promised to try for?

			The latter had won and now she had to brazen it out.

			Standing as tall as her five-foot-nothing frame would allow, she stared up at his towering six-foot-plus form. ‘I know you and Freya were only going to share a bed one night a week but that is not something I can contemplate. That is not a marriage.’

			She remembered feeling sick to read that contract when it had been designed with Freya in mind, the flash of jealousy that had wracked Sophie to imagine her best friend in the arms of the man she had developed such strong feelings for. To see it replicated in her own contract had filled her with despair.

			‘I am aware you work long hours and travel a lot for your business, so the evenings are often going to be the only times we share together,’ she continued. ‘How can we form any kind of bond if we’re in separate wings of your house?’

			‘If it’s sex you require then I can accommodate that without you moving into my personal space.’ His eyes flashed dangerously as he finally crossed the threshold of the huge, luxurious bedroom and kicked the door shut behind him. Walking towards her in slow, long strides, like a big cat stalking towards its prey, he put his hands to the buckle of his belt. ‘If it is relief you are after then take your dress off and I will satisfy it for you.’

			‘Sex is a part of it,’ she answered, refusing to be intimidated by this power play instinct told her was designed to frighten her, ‘but I’m talking about intimacy.’

			He stopped a foot away from her, his face contorted. ‘I do not do intimacy.’

			‘But that’s what a real marriage entails. If you won’t share a bedroom with me then it proves you’re not willing to try like you promised you would and, if that is the case, I might as well have our baby in England, where I will get the support I need—’

			‘You dare threaten me?’ he cut through her, his incredulity obvious.

			‘I would never threaten you,’ she said, horrified he would think her capable of such a thing.

			‘You just threatened to return to England with our baby.’

			‘Only until it’s born.’ She sat back on the ottoman and threaded her fingers through her hair as she tried to explain her thoughts without getting so emotional that the tears started falling.

			Javier was so ice-like that it felt as if she were trying to get through to a sculpture.

			‘I haven’t made this move for my sake but for our child’s. If I was thinking only of my own interests I would have stayed in England and had my parents’ support throughout the pregnancy. I don’t expect miracles, but if you won’t share a bed with me when that’s the most basic part of a marriage then what’s the point? I made it very clear that I want a real marriage and this for me is it. Sharing a bed. Getting to know each other, and getting to a point that when our child is born we’re comfortable together and united. That’s my red line. I need you to prove your commitment. Either we share a bed or we forget about marriage because it will be far more damaging for our child to be born in an unhappy home than be born to two separate but content homes. Our child can still have your name because I know that’s important for you. I’ll be happy to live in Madrid after the birth so we can share custody. You can still be a father even if you won’t be a husband.’

			Javier listened to Sophie speak knowing she’d outmanoeuvred him again with her damned reasonableness.

			She was giving him a way out of their marriage and if he had any sense he would take it.

			‘Do you know what my experience of a real marriage is?’ he asked harshly, sitting on the edge of the bed so she was only a blur in the corner of his eye. ‘My parents.’

			He heard her suck an intake of breath. ‘I know that to call your childhood hard would be an understatement but I don’t want our baby to suffer for it. I’m not asking you to commit emotionally to me, Javier. I am asking you to commit emotionally to our child.’

			He thought of the scan she’d emailed to him the week before. He’d stared at it for so long his eyes had blurred.

			Their baby. Their innocent baby, who had no idea what kind of a father it had been burdened with.

			He’d been prepared to leave the raising of any child he had with Freya in her hands. Sophie, he suspected, would want him to be involved.

			Sophie, who wanted him to share a bed with her every night. To share a space.

			Dios, he hadn’t shared personal space since he and Luis had left their grandparents’ home when they’d turned eighteen to set out on their own, determined even at that young age to earn themselves a fortune. They had rented a small two-bedroom apartment and for the first time in his life Javier had found himself with a room to call his own. The freedom had been like learning to breathe for the first time.

			He thought hard before rolling his neck and taking a sharp breath. ‘Bueno. You win. We will try it your way and share a bedroom but only here in this house. I have made it very clear what my own red lines are. I need my solitude. I am a loner and I will never change. I dislike company. When I travel on business, you will not be invited to accompany me, so don’t waste your time thinking of arguments for why you should. I have no need for a confidante, so do not expect me to pour my heart out to you. If I wish to go out for an evening on my own do not expect me to take you with me. If I tell you I need space then I expect you to respect that.’

			‘I will respect all of that,’ she promised.

			‘Good.’ He nodded tightly and got to his feet. ‘Excuse me but I need to shower before dinner.’

			He strode to the bathroom before she could object, needing to get away from Sophie and that floral fragrance she wore that had already permeated the walls of his bedroom.

			She might have inveigled herself into it but he was damned if he would let her get a foot in any other aspect of his life.

			He could manage nights with her, he reasoned. After all, night-time was for sleeping.

			He would dine out more frequently, he decided. Work even longer hours than he already did, hit his personal gym with more vigour, exhaust himself so greatly that when he did rest his head beside hers he would not care that Sophie and her sinfully tempting body lay there. He would simply fall asleep.

			* * *

			‘Is Luis going to be your best man?’ Sophie asked when she could bear the silence no more.

			They’d finished their first course of cured meats and accompaniments and were now eating their main course. They’d been sitting in the dining room for half an hour and Javier had hardly exchanged a word with her. Her every attempt at conversation had been met with monosyllabic answers and grunts.

			To make the tension in her stomach even worse, this was the very table he had made love to her on.

			It felt so long ago now it could have been a different life but being in here with him brought back memories and feelings that had been smothered under the weight of the fear she had carried with her since, from the horrifying realisation they had failed to use protection to the terrifying realisation she was pregnant with his child.

			His lips tightened but he didn’t look up from his phone, which he was typing on with his left hand while working his fork absently between his food and his mouth with the other. ‘No.’

			His own twin wasn’t going to be his best man? ‘Who is, then?’

			‘I’m not having one.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘I have no need for one. We do not need guests. Our wedding ceremony will be quick and serve a function.’

			Not need guests? What kind of a wedding would it be without them?

			‘I’ve already invited my parents.’

			‘Un-invite them.’

			Sophie put her fork down, folded her arms across her chest and stared at him for so long that eventually he noticed and flickered his eyes at her.

			‘I am not getting married without my parents,’ she told him flatly. ‘It wouldn’t be fair. They’ve already booked their flights.’

			His jaw clenched. ‘Have you told them they can stay here?’

			Do I look stupid? she wanted to retort, settling instead on ‘They’re booked in a hotel.’

			He stared at her for so long tumbleweed could have crossed the huge dining room twice. ‘Have you invited anyone else without consulting me?’

			‘I didn’t realise I needed permission to invite my parents to our wedding.’

			‘Consultation is not the same as permission.’

			‘I quite agree, which is why I think it’s outrageous you’ve decided we should have no guests at all without any consultation with me.’

			She did not drop her stare. Respect worked both ways and he needed to learn that.

			A pulse throbbed in his temple.

			Javier, she realised, was so tightly wound that to pull him any tighter would make him snap.

			It didn’t scare her. Javier needed to snap. It could not be healthy keeping everything bottled inside him all the time.

			‘I am very close to my parents,’ she told him in a gentler tone when he made no effort to respond. ‘It would break their hearts if I married without them.’

			His lips pulled together before he finally inclined his head.

			‘Bueno, your parents can come.’

			She bit back the words of thanks she wanted to say. Gratitude on this would make her look weaker than he already thought her to be.

			The sooner Javier came to regard her as his equal, the better.

			She had a feeling that with the exception of his brother, he rarely saw anyone as equal to him. Freya had gained his respect, she thought with a pang that felt suspiciously like jealousy, but then Freya was the female version of Javier; single-minded and driven.

			If Sophie could cut through Freya’s walls then she could at least chip away at Javier’s.

			By the time their child was born she would have chipped away at enough of it that he could be the loving father their child needed and deserved.

			Taking her cutlery back in her hand, she cut a bite of the delicious pork fillet and added some of the red pepper and chorizo sauce.

			Eighteen months in Madrid had given Sophie a great appreciation of its culture but its food had been something she’d limited herself with, her ballet diet too strict for her to dare eat out much. It had been safer to prepare all her own tried and tested meals and ignore the tantalising aromas that had greeted her whenever she’d stepped onto Madrid’s bustling streets. She had missed out on so much but what surprised her was how little she had missed dancing since she’d quit.

			She’d been so ashamed of what she’d done with Javier that she had left the company the next day. By the time she’d taken the pregnancy test she’d known she would never dance professionally again. Without the drive of constant performances and tours to keep her in top condition and with the tiredness that had drained her in the early weeks of pregnancy, her exercise regime had gone from seven intense hours a day minimum to hardly anything. And she didn’t miss it at all. She found it liberating in a way she’d never anticipated. She could eat the wonderful salt-baked new potatoes that made her taste buds tingle in delight without an ounce of guilt.

			The magical food Javier’s chef had created deserved to be appreciated much more than Javier currently was appreciating it, his attention again back on his phone.

			‘Is Luis coming to the wedding?’ she asked before popping the fork into her mouth.

			Start as she meant to go on, she reminded herself. This was their wedding. She’d been happy to leave the arrangements in Javier’s hands but she would not exchange her vows blind to everything.

			He didn’t look up. ‘No.’

			‘Is he too busy?’

			His shoulders rose and his nostrils flared before he answered. ‘Luis and I are finished, as brothers and business partners, and if you would stop asking me inane questions I could respond to this email my lawyer has sent me about it.’

			The Casillas brothers were finished? Had she really heard that correctly?

			The tightness of his features proved she had not misheard.

			‘What’s happened?’ she asked quietly. She would not allow his bad temper to push her into silence. Sophie had dealt with temperamental dancers and choreographers her entire life and had long ago stopped being silenced by anger.

			Anger always went hand in hand with pain, something she had learned at the age of nine when her paternal grandmother had died. It was the only time her father had ever lashed out. A normal Sunday dinner in the weeks after the funeral became a memory of a plate full of food smashing into the wall, her father offended by the lack of seasoning, ranting, face red and furious, shouting obscenities Sophie had never heard before. Her mother had watched in silence, then had gone to him and taken him in her arms.

			The howl of pain her father had given as he’d collapsed into her mother’s arms was a sound Sophie would remember for the rest of her life.

			Javier’s sharp eyes suddenly found hers again ‘Luis’s engagement to Chloe Guillem was announced a week ago. Is that explanation enough?’

			‘Benjamin’s sister?’ Not just Benjamin’s sister but a costume maker employed by Compania de Ballet de Casillas.

			He nodded and took a drink of his water.

			‘Didn’t you say she’d been involved in Benjamin stealing Freya away from you?’ She was sure he had, right before they had made love on this table. He had made her coffee and asked her the questions she’d guessed had been playing on his mind for a week. She’d been sad for him that she couldn’t answer them but, in truth, she’d been as surprised as he’d been by what Freya had done.

			Freya didn’t love Javier but she’d been desperate for the money marrying him would have given her, which she had planned to spend on an expensive experimental treatment for her mother, who had a rare neurological disease. The treatment wouldn’t have saved her life but there was a chance it would extend and improve the quality of it.

			‘Chloe conspired with her brother to make Luis and myself late for the gala, which enabled Benjamin to pounce and steal Freya away to his chateau in France.’

			‘And Luis is now engaged to her? How does that work?’

			His eyes glittered with menace. ‘My brother’s loyalty has transferred to the Guillems. I’m surprised you haven’t read about it. The press have loved reporting that latest twist in the saga.’

			‘I’ve been avoiding the news since I went home to England,’ she admitted. ‘That doorstepping left a very unpleasant taste in my mouth.’

			Javier stared at her, suddenly remembering the strange protective feeling that had raced through him when she’d spoken of the press harassment. And with it came the memory of how his eyes had been unable to do anything but drink her in.

			He could keep his eyes fixed to his phone as much as he liked but every nerve ending in his body was aware of the woman seated opposite him and every muscle remembered with painful intensity the sensation of being burrowed deep inside her.

			‘Luis is a traitor,’ he answered flatly, speaking aloud the fury coiling like a viper inside him for the first time.

			It was not the press Sophie needed protecting from, it was him.

			Sophie needed to know who she was marrying.

			‘I have protected him since childhood and carried him through the business and he repays me by defending and choosing to marry the woman who conspired with her brother to destroy us. He is dead to me and I would thank you not to mention his name in my presence again.’

			Her eyes widened, whether at his tone or his words he did not know or care.

			When it came to his brother, there would be no compromise.

			Luis could rot in hell.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			SOPHIE LAY IN Javier’s huge bed fighting to keep her eyes open. She must have lain there for an hour waiting for him, thrills of different shades racing through her: terror, excitement, nausea, until eventually they all melded into one that tasted of disappointment.

			When she had climbed into the bed, she had thought he would soon follow. They’d finished their first meal together with him telling her to go up and make use of the bathroom before he joined her. She’d thought he was being considerate and giving her a little privacy. She didn’t need to tell him she’d never brushed her teeth around a man before or taken a shower near one. He would know.

			She sighed.

			It was only her first day there. She had to remember that. Javier had huge adjustments to make, fundamental ones that, she suspected, went far deeper than her own.

			Building a bond would not happen overnight. It would take time. He was not a man who trusted easily and he was having to cope with a heck of a lot; the humiliation of Freya leaving him for Benjamin, Sophie being pregnant with his child, marrying her and now the destruction of his relationship with his twin.

			She wished she had known about that. It would have made her think twice about asking about Luis.

			She sighed again, the sigh turning into a wide yawn. Her eyes were getting really heavy. Much longer and she’d be asleep.

			Pregnancy had brought about many changes in her: weight gain, the sudden appearance of breasts, the softening of muscles that had always been hard, but the tiredness had been the biggest challenge. Usually she had bagfuls of energy. In the early weeks she’d found herself nodding off so frequently she’d done an Internet search asking if narcolepsy was a pregnancy side effect. The tiredness had got better in recent weeks but she wasn’t back to her normal energy levels yet. She’d had a full and busy day, physically and emotionally, and now her body craved nothing but sleep.

			Five more minutes.

			She would try to stay awake for five more minutes...

			* * *

			Javier stood at his bedroom doorway and breathed deeply.

			The air felt different. The only illumination, which came from the dim bedside light on Sophie’s side, the side he usually slept, felt softer.

			Treading onto the carpet, he felt the thick ply beneath his bare feet in a way he’d never felt it before.

			How could the bedroom he’d slept in for five years feel so different?

			There was no movement from the mound burrowed under his bedsheets.

			She’d fallen asleep, just as he’d hoped.

			To be sure, he went to her side and peered down. If she was awake he would ask her to move over to the other side.

			The sheets swaddled her, her pretty face peeking out, locks of blonde hair spread in different directions over the pillow.

			She breathed deeply, the serene sleep of an innocent, oblivious to him staring so intently at her, unaware of his hand hovering closer...

			He shoved his hand into his pocket, turned on his heel and, his heart thundering, went into the bathroom, locking the door behind him.

			He’d been seconds from stroking her face.

			The hour he’d spent pounding his punching bag and running on his treadmill had done nothing to dent his awareness of her.

			Her mere presence at the dining table had dragged what should have been a relatively simple email exchange with his lawyer over the entire meal, Sophie snatching his attention even when she wasn’t pulling him into conversation.

			He’d felt the blood pumping through his veins in a way he had never felt it before, still there, racing through him, alive, with every beat of his heart.

			His awareness of the waif-like ballerina was becoming torturous.

			Dios, awareness of a beautiful woman was one thing, a healthy thing, but this was something else entirely, as if something with its own heartbeat had infected his blood.

			The thought of climbing into bed with Sophie with all this awareness simmering in him had been unthinkable.

			He cursed under his breath.

			When they made love, he needed to approach it as he always did, from a place of detachment, make it the mechanical exercise sex had always been for him.

			‘Detached’ was not a word to describe how he felt with Sophie under his roof.

			Sex with her had not been a mechanical exercise.

			It had been mind-blowing. He had carried the feelings it had brought about in him for weeks after, even when he’d refused to allow Sophie herself into his thoughts.

			It was only because she’d caught him at such a low point, he reasoned grimly as he brushed his teeth. It had been the perfect storm. An empty house. A beautiful woman with a sympathetic ear and compassionate eyes. What man wouldn’t have reacted in such a manner in that situation and with a woman who had melted at his first touch?

			Those feelings had gone eventually, and the feeling of new life in his blood would disappear eventually too.

			What else could he do to speed up the detachment? He’d worked out, taken a cold shower in the basement changing room he’d had installed next to his gym, and it had done nothing.

			He stripped off his clothes with the exception of his boxers. He always slept nude but tonight that would not be an option, not until he’d got a grip of all these...feelings.

			He cursed again.

			Feelings were dangerous. Especially for him.

			* * *

			Sophie opened her eyes.

			Something had woken her.

			Then she heard faint sound coming from the bathroom and her heart began to pound.

			Javier was in there.

			He had finally deigned to join her.

			Yawning, she groped for her phone to check the time, blinked and looked again.

			She’d been alone in this bed for two hours.

			In her heart she knew he’d intentionally waited all this time. He wanted her to be asleep.

			For the first time it occurred to her that the reason Javier didn’t want to share a bed with her was nothing to do with his craving for solitude but because he simply did not fancy her. She’d been nothing but a convenient, willing release for him with huge unintended consequences.

			The bathroom door opened. She squeezed her eyes back shut and held her breath.

			She sensed rather than heard him tread to the bed.

			There was only the slightest of dips as he climbed into it, then settled himself down with his back to her, keeping a distance that could only be breached deliberately. A moment later the room plunged into darkness.

			How long she waited for him to do or say something she could not guess. Time lost its meaning in the dark.

			There was no movement from him as the time dragged on. No sound either. Nothing. It was like lying beside an empty vessel.

			While she had tried hard to stop herself assuming anything about what the night would bring, she’d been unable to stop herself making the fatal assumption that he would hold her in his arms and, at the very least, touch her stomach holding their growing child within its secure confines.

			‘Goodnight, Javier,’ she whispered in the darkness.

			There was no answer.

			* * *

			The following five days passed in a flash. It was a passage Sophie would remember as being a time of blurring nothing.

			She spent the days themselves wandering around Javier’s villa and gardens, familiarising herself with everything, trying her hardest to feel comfortable within the spacious halls and learn more about the man she was soon to marry. This was her home, she constantly reminded herself. She should not feel like an unwanted trespasser.

			The only things she learned about the man himself were that he had a penchant for ancient artefacts and no need for mirrors. In this villa that contained eleven bedrooms and twelve bathrooms, the reflective surfaces were confined to internal glass walls and doors, and shaving mirrors. The only bedroom with a full-length mirror was the one she’d been initially designated.

			Things would be easier to manage and cope with if Javier didn’t continue to keep her at arm’s length. He left for work early and on three of the evenings failed to make it home in time for dinner, leaving her to dine alone. He would make a point of saying hello to her when he arrived back but would then disappear, joining her in the bedroom when, she knew, he hoped she would be asleep.

			He made no effort to touch her. Sophie would find herself lying wide awake in the darkness psyching herself to turn over and put a hand to the cold shoulder facing her.

			She didn’t think he slept either. He was just too still.

			If she had more confidence she would say something but every time she opened her mouth her throat would close. She didn’t know the words to say without making herself sound like a needy nymphomaniac.

			He was doing as she’d asked and sharing a bed with her. If he didn’t desire her she couldn’t force it.

			Or was it something else? It hadn’t been just the contract he’d wanted her to sign that stated they would share a bed only one night of the week, but the contract he’d drawn up for Freya too.

			Could it be simply that Javier had no interest in sex?

			The conception of their child proved the lie in that, not just its conception but the way it had been conceived. Sophie had been a virgin but she had also spent her life in the hotbed of the ballet world, where passions always ran high. She knew passion when she saw it and in Javier’s arms she had felt it, had tasted it in his kisses.

			Whatever lay behind his reluctance to touch her and however many times she told herself that it was early days and to give it time, Sophie’s hopes of creating a bond with him were fading.

			The arrival of her parents brought some happiness into her heart and she spent the day before her wedding with them, plastering a smile to her face, keeping up the pretence that everything was fine and that this was a marriage she was entering with high expectations that it would last.

			Luckily, Sophie was a pro at convincing her parents that everything was rosy. Their love and pride had given her the focus to get through ballet school and work like a Trojan to succeed in the ballet world. Her first concrete memory was of her mother clapping her hands in delight to see four-year-old Sophie perform in her first ballet recital. Her pride had filled Sophie’s heart and been the kick-start to the rest of her life.

			Through dance she could make the woman who had given her a home and showered her with love beam with happiness.

			The nights when she would lie awake yearning for the path her heart wanted would be put aside when the morning came. She would fix the image of her parents in her head and drag herself out of bed to start another day.

			On that last day as a single woman, she was enjoying a meal out with them when her phone rang.

			She would have been less surprised if it had been the Spanish prime minister calling.

			The restaurant being too loud to hear, Sophie excused herself and went outside to call Javier back.

			‘Where are you?’ he asked, picking up on the first ring.

			‘In a tapas bar with my parents,’ she answered, surprised to hear what could be interpreted as brusque concern in his voice.

			‘Where?’

			She named the street and district. ‘Do you want to join us?’

			‘No. Why didn’t you use my driver?’

			‘I didn’t know I could. I took a taxi. Why do you sound so cross?’

			‘I’m not cross.’ He sounded affronted at the mere thought. ‘When will you be back?’

			‘Tomorrow. I’ve checked into my parents’ hotel. They’ve brought the wedding dress over, so it makes sense for me to stay with them.’

			‘I should have been consulted on this.’

			‘It was only decided today. I was going to call you later to tell you.’ She looked at her watch. It was eight thirty.

			‘Tell me?’ he said dangerously.

			Sophie rolled her eyes at his double standards. ‘Considering you do as you please with no consultation with me, you’re hardly in a position to moan when I do the same.’

			The line went silent until he said tightly, ‘So this was punishment for me working hard?’

			A wave of weariness washed over her and she took a seat on a nearby bench. ‘No, Javier, it wasn’t a punishment. You haven’t been home earlier than nine o’clock these past three nights. I didn’t want to disturb you while you were working. I was trying to be considerate.’

			Another lengthy pause. ‘Next time, disturb me or message me.’

			‘Okay. But if you want me to account for my movements, it’s only fair if you do the same.’

			A grunt played into her ear before he said, ‘Message me the details of the hotel. I’ll send my driver to collect you in the morning.’

			‘Not too early,’ she interjected. ‘My mum says it’s bad luck for us to see each other before the ceremony.’

			The grunt he gave this time had a tinge of impatience to it. ‘He will collect you at eleven. Enjoy your evening.’

			‘What are...?’

			But she never got to ask him what his own plans for the evening were because the line had gone dead.

			Sophie put her phone to her chest and closed her eyes, the beginning of a smile forming on her lips.

			It had never occurred to her that Javier would come home at a decent time and that he would be worried to find her missing. She’d thought the only thing he would feel was relief to have the place to himself.

			Her legs felt much lighter when she walked back into the restaurant. Her chest felt lighter too.

			Javier had worried about her, and even if his concern had been because she was the vessel that carried his child, it still meant that, in his own way, he was beginning to care.

			* * *

			Javier splashed the remnants of shaving foam off his face, then turned his back on the small mirror and patted his face dry as he walked into the empty bedroom.

			He could not believe how heavy his limbs had become. His chest felt as if a lead weight were compressing it.

			He dressed methodically, underwear, white shirt, charcoal trousers, navy silk tie, then sat on the unmade bed to put on the hand-stitched shoes he’d had buffed and polished.

			He’d expected to sleep well without Sophie lying beside him and catch up on all the sleep her presence had denied him this past week.

			He could curse. With or without her fragrant body beside him, sleep had become a foe.

			The one good thing was he’d been able to reclaim his usual side of the bed but that had turned into a bad thing because the sheets hadn’t been stripped and so he’d spent the night inhaling her perfume that clung to her pillow. Chucking the pillow on the floor and using his own had done nothing to help because by then her scent had crept into his senses and stuck there. He’d still been able to smell her when he woke after a few snatched hours.

			At least he hadn’t felt compelled to lie like a statue all night. He could spread his limbs out, roll over, all the usual things a person did in the comfort of their bed without having to worry about accidentally finding a part of himself brushing against Sophie’s silky skin.

			Dressed, he went back in the bathroom to tame his hair. Usually he made quick work of it, never meeting his own eye.

			Today, he dipped his fingers into the pot of wax and stared hard at the reflection he despised but which his father had delighted in.

			His father would stand beside him at a mirror and smile with satisfaction at the similarities.

			‘You are my son,’ he would purr in the Slavic accent Javier had come to detest.

			If Javier had more closely resembled his mother as Luis had done, would his father still have purred? Or would he have despised him as he had despised Luis?

			His father’s love of him had been superficial at best, a form of narcissism, its value worthless. It hadn’t stopped his father beating Luis, even in the younger years when Javier would cry and beg him to stop. His tears had only made his father hit harder.

			He had trained himself not to cry, to hold the emotion in and concentrate his energy on keeping his troublemaking twin out of the escapades that always evoked their father’s wrath, his punishments delivered with a gleam that had made Javier sure he enjoyed dispensing them.

			And his, Javier’s face was the face his father had delighted in looking at, Javier the son he’d felt the affinity with, the child he’d believed was just like him.

			How could Sophie look at that face and not recoil? Was she so blind she couldn’t see the danger in it?

			There was a knock on his bedroom door.

			‘Come in,’ he called out brusquely.

			Julio appeared. ‘The officiant has entered the grounds.’

			Javier nodded and worked the wax into his hair. ‘And Michael?’ he asked, referring to his driver.

			‘At Sophie... Miss Johnson’s hotel.’

			He gave his reflection one last look.

			It was time to get married.

			* * *

			Sophie thanked whoever or whatever had looked out for her since her birth for her parents. Their excitement on this, her wedding day, was infectious and did much to curb the nerves chewing in her belly.

			As Javier’s driver pulled up outside the villa, her mother practically squealed with excitement. ‘This is your home?’

			Unable to speak, Sophie nodded.

			The excited chatter between her parents fell to awed silence when they entered the house. Julio and one of the maids greeted them with smiles that didn’t quite meet their eyes. If anything, their smiles could be interpreted as sympathetic, which sent alarm bells ringing in her.

			Her father holding her arm tightly, they followed Julio through the house, aglow with autumn sunshine pouring through the beautiful intricate skylights, until they reached the orangery.

			The orangery was one of Sophie’s favourite rooms and she’d been delighted when Javier had suggested they marry in it. More a giant conservatory than anything else, when its doors and windows were open the most wonderful scents from the garden filled it.

			She’d not allowed her expectations of what the orangery would be transformed into for this day run away with her but neither had she allowed herself to think about stepping into it and wanting to burst into tears.
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