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Chapter One
Blue skies dotted with clouds that looked like cotton candy made a canopy above her, rolling green hills--Nature’s idea of wall to wall carpeting--stretched out around her, and brightly colored boats bobbed like jewels on the water before her.  Waves beat against the shore in counterpoint to the beating of her heart.  The sun kissed her skin leaving it warm and lightly gold. The scent of the ocean rekindled some ancient connection in her, echoing a time when the ocean guaranteed survival with food, and work, and trade.  A simpler time.  Not easier--oh, she’d never believe it was easier--but it was simpler.
It was so different from Miami. Miami had sun and beaches, but the city masked the pulse of the land.  It never slept. Neon lights and music had long since replaced the rhythm of the ocean. But there was something about Portofino--the old fishing village rubbing shoulders with the bright lights of the restaurants and cafés--that managed to keep both the old and new alive.
Everywhere Mina looked her art historian eyes found another treasure. There were frescos on shop walls, and churches that took her breath away. Tiny carvings decorated the simplest things.  Art was part of life here.  It was paradise.
Well, it should have been paradise.  And it would have been… if it weren’t for the shouting.
Mina shifted on her lounger and tried to block out the sounds coming from the villa behind her, but it was no use.  They’d been shouting for three days, and every day she got closer to throwing in the towel and hopping the first flight she could catch back to Miami.
“It will not last forever.” 
The voice startled her out of her reverie.  First, it was speaking English--thank God!--and second, it sounded like it was laughing.
Mina took her sunglasses off and looked at her new companion.  Laugh lines crinkled at the corners of dark eyes, and a slash of white teeth grinned at her.  He looked a little older than her, but his expression belonged on a naughty ten year old boy.
“I don’t know about that,” she sighed and the man laughed again.
“Trust me,” he said. “I have listened to them fight my whole life.  Mamma will give in soon enough.”  He sounded almost jealous.  “She always does.”
Mina sat up straight on the lounger, and grabbed a towel from the stack beside her.  Mamma?  That would mean…
The stranger squatted down beside her, dark eyes level with hers. The laughter was still there, but it now had curiosity as a companion. Mina felt her cheeks redden as his gaze took in her too tiny bathing suit and her pile of paperwork.  She must look like Debbie Does Her Doctorate.
“You said Mamma,” she said, trying to get things back on a more even footing.  “I assume that makes you…”
“The younger brother,” he nodded. “Giovanni.”  He stood up, the move graceful even from such an awkward position, and picked up her cover-up.  He shook imaginary dust from it and held it out with a gallant air. “And you must be the mysterious Mina. It is a great pleasure to finally meet you.”
The Mysterious Mina? She choked back a laugh.  She was about as mysterious as non-dairy creamer.  Less, if you thought about it--nobody knows what’s in non-dairy creamer.
She stood and allowed him to help her shrug into the short robe, juggling papers from one hand to another, trying not to lose any in the gentle breeze.  Giovanni’s hands were light on her shoulders and she couldn’t help but notice how different he was from his brother.  Oh he was tall and dark and handsome, but where Marco had hard edges that exuded strength and a raw sexuality that made her heart beat faster just thinking about it, Giovanni radiated a cheerful, fun-loving nature. There was something innately cheerful about him, and Mina smiled.
“I’m hardly mysterious.  I’m here at your brother’s invitation to manage the cataloging and display of your family’s collection of Etruscan art.”  Mina had repeated that phrase so many times over the past few days it sounded like a recording.
The twinkle reappeared.
“Ah, yes.  The collection.  I must admit that Marco’s decision to finally have it displayed is something of a mystery in itself.” Giovanni looked at her, curiosity shameless in his eyes. He cocked his head slightly to one side and raised one shoulder in a Gallic shrug.  “He has denied requests from local institutions for years.  I’m sure you’ve noticed his rather, hmmm… shall I say possessive nature concerning things he values?”  Mina nodded, but didn’t meet his eyes, preferring to focus on gathering her papers and tucking them into their file. “The collezione has been a passion of his for years. “
Mina nodded.  “He is very passionate.”  Giovanni’s eyes widened a fraction and she swallowed. “About the collection.  He’s been very passionate about the collection.”  She knew she was babbling, but she couldn’t help it.  Her relationship with Marco was so new, so different, that she was still very insecure about it, and the collection… well, Mamma Genovese had made it very clear that she didn’t approve of Mina being in charge of anything, especially not the treasured collezione.  At least that’s what it seemed like.  Mina couldn’t be certain because Mamma also made it clear she wouldn’t be speaking English any time soon, either.  If Marco’s brother tried to undermine her as well--well, that didn’t bear thinking about.
She leaned over the lounger to grab her bag--a leather monstrosity she carried with her everywhere--and tried not to think about how much skin she was showing.  Professional, she thought to herself.  Try to look professional.
The blue bikini and strappy sandals that Marco had so approved of this morning were looking like more and more of a mistake.  Her white terry cloth cover-up barely lived up to its name, and she could feel Giovanni’s gaze as it traveled up her legs to where it ended suggestively, allowing glimpses of her cobalt covered bum.
Men.  She sighed.
“May I offer my assistance?” Mina felt fabric graze her calf as he stepped closer, and she shook her head.  “Oh no, I’ve got it.” She gave the bag a tug and it finally popped free, setting her a little off balance.  Giovanni caught her by the elbow and steadied her, his boyish smile beaming with pleasure that he’d saved her from a possible fall, and Mina laughed at the of the situation. So much for professional.
“I guess I should have just let you help in the first place.”  She stepped back, and Giovanni’s hand slowly released her.  The proximity should have bothered her, but she felt no threat from his presence. He made sure she was settled on her feet, and then spoke.
“Helping is nice,” he said, “but being a little bit of a hero is better.” He grinned down at her. “I like being a hero. Maybe I should follow you around and make sure you stay out of trouble.  That would make me an even bigger hero.”  He puffed out his chest a little, and Mina thought he looked just like Ivy’s cat Luci when he’d brought in a newly dead mouse and dropped it on her lap, expecting heaps of praise for his efforts.
Mina slid her sunglasses back on and contemplated the man in front of her. She hadn’t seen many friendly faces since she’d arrived in Italy, and honestly she’d been so worried about everything that she hadn’t realized how much she’d missed easy, everyday conversations.  At the museum, she and Ivy were always up to something, teasing and poking each other until they’d break down into gales of laughter.  It wasn’t that she didn’t like talking to Marco--she did--but most of her conversations with him were heavy with hidden meanings, and sexual tension. She wouldn’t give them up for anything, but laughter was rarely what was on her mind when she was with him. His brother, though… his brother was fun.
She took a moment and tilted her head back, looking at Giovanni over dark rims she allowed to slide down her nose a little. “I don’t know about hero…”  She let the words fade away and a little smile curled her lips.
A flash of surprise crossed Giovanni’s face and then quickly disappeared as he realized she was playing along.
“You wound me.”  Giovanni waved his arm dramatically and then pressed his fist against his chest.  “That such a cruel tongue should belong to such a beautiful woman.” He sighed deeply and raised his eyes to the heavens. “I should have known that no innocent flower could bewitch my brother so.”  He dropped his fist and stepped forward, taking her hand in his. “I can only hope that you simply reserve your sweetness for him, and not that you truly feel such disdain for poor Giovanni.”
Mina laughed at the sheer ridiculousness of the conversation, the silliness breaking through the shadows that had been following her since her arrival at Villa Genovese.
“I’m sure poor Giovanni can take care of himself,” she said, smiling as she pulled her hand free.  “Somehow I doubt that your ego is quite that fragile.”
He gave her a very serious look.  “Never doubt the fragility of the Italian male ego,” he said wagging a finger at her.  “It is well documented that its injury can lead to grave misunderstandings, terrible tempers and even worse poetry.”  He paused and Mina laughed again.  “In this case, though, I suppose you can be forgiven.”
Mina opened her mouth to ask what made this case different, but he shook his head and held up a finger to silence her.
“And there, you see?” He gestured broadly. “Listen.”
Mina looked around confused.  “See what? I don’t hear anything.”
The devilish smile returned to Giovanni’s face.
“Exactly,” he said, taking her bag and turning her towards the house.  “The shouting.  It has stopped.”  He looked down at her, the kindness in his eyes genuine, and his voice gentle. “I told you it wouldn’t last forever.”
 
 


Chapter Two
Another day another 76 euro cents…  
Mina dragged an expensive silver-backed hairbrush through her curls and sighed at the staticky mess it made of her hair.  It was like everything since she got to Italy--beautiful, expensive, and utterly frustrating.
That wasn’t absolutely accurate.  It wasn’t as if things were meant to fail, she just hadn’t been able to make them work.  So, at least part of that had to be her, right?
She never thought she’d miss Miami.  Or her little office.  Or Ivy’s constant nagging.  But… she did.  Now that the sheer stupefaction of being swept off her feet and flown to Italy had worn off, she couldn’t ignore it. 
She was well and truly homesick.
Two more days, though, and she and Marco would be heading back.  Yesterday the last of Mamma Genovese’s objections had been overruled, with Giovanni coming to Mina’s rescue--more than once pleasantly enough--and today Mina had finally been able to complete her arrangements for the collezione. Ruffled feathers had been smoothed, papers had been signed, and if her bottom was a little bruised from the numerous pinches and pats she’d received from every man in the Genovese compound, well that was a small price to pay. 
All she had to do was get through tonight.
And all Hercules had to do was 12 little errands for his boss. Another vicious swipe of the brush and she gave up the struggle to smooth her hair. It wasn’t fair. The weather had been wonderful the whole time she’d been in Italy, but the absence of Miami’s constant humidity wreaked a special kind of havoc on her curls, and tonight--of all nights--she wanted to look her best.  The Villa Genovese was en fête and the family was opening its doors to welcome friends and business associates alike.  Unfortunately, they were Marco’s friends and business associates, and once again she was just arm candy there to make a man look good.
Like he needs help to look any better. Mina let out an unladylike snort. Unlike me.
“Are you sure this dress is okay?”  On their arrival in Italy Marco had taken her shopping. He insisted that since his business required his attendance at several social events, and he required that she attend with him, it was only fitting that he assume the responsibility of providing appropriate evening wear.  Somehow “evening wear” had expanded into almost an entirely new wardrobe, but Mina was so stunned by the beautiful Italian fashions that she couldn’t bring herself to refuse. So, in addition to the troublesome bikini from yesterday, he’d insisted on purchasing a long, halter-style dress in the same cobalt blue, so dark it was almost purple. Marco claimed it matched her eyes, and against it her skin looked luminescent. Intellectually, Mina knew it suited her better than anything she’d ever worn in her life.  Unfortunately the plunging back offset the high-cut front and instead of feeling beautiful, she couldn’t stop fretting over the amount of skin she was exposing.  Again.
She fussed and fretted, turning to get a better look at what felt like acres of exposed back. A shadow moved behind her and she shivered as fingers ghosted down her spine 
 “You look beautiful.” Marco dropped a kiss on her bare shoulder and she watched him in the mirror.  His eyes were dark and his hands gripped her tightly, long fingers hot against her bare skin.  They were the first thing she’d noticed about him and they still fascinated her.  In an almost Pavlovian response, she felt her breathing hitch, desire for him coiling in her belly, and it frustrated her.  This was not the time. She was annoyed, dammit!
“I don’t care about beautiful,” she grumbled, “I just want to make sure your mother doesn’t think I look like some sort of… floozy.” 
The fingers stopped in their silent exploration and Marco met her eyes in the mirror.
“I am not familiar with this word, floozy, but from your tone I assume it is not a good thing?” He cocked an eyebrow at her and she let out a huff of air.
“No, it is not a good thing.” She frowned at her reflection, tugging at the edges of her dress again. “You know… a floozy.  A bimbo.” She saw Marco smile behind her and turned on him, frustration flaring into anger and zeroing in on the nearest target. “A whore.  Maybe you’re familiar with that concept.”
The smile on Marco’s face faded and his eyes hardened.  Mina realized she’d pushed too hard and would have stepped back, but he still had a grip on her shoulders, unwilling to let her retreat. “Yes.  I am familiar with that concept, as you put it. And no, regardless of how you might feel about your situation here, I do not think of you that way. In addition, my mother knows I respect her too much to bring such a creature to this house and she would never assume that you were a whore, no matter how you dressed.”
Regret washed over her.  Marco was right; it was her insecurity that was coloring her feelings, not his actions, or his mother’s.  Even if she obviously didn’t like her, Signora Genovese had never been anything but polite to her.
At least not in any language she could understand.
“I’m sorry.” She sighed deeply and raised a hand, resting it on Marco’s sleeve. “That was totally out of line.  I’m nervous and it’s making me a bitch.”
Mina watched Marco’s face and was relieved to see some of the hardness fade from it.  She could imagine the wheels turning behind his eyes and wondered just what he was thinking.
“You should not say such things about yourself,” he said.  His voice was mild but Mina knew he was serious.  No one got away with talking that way about someone he cared about.  Not even if it was about themselves.
“I’ll stop saying it when it stops being true.”  She straightened her shoulders and looked him in the eye, daring him to argue.  “I realized this afternoon at the museum that I’d been letting things get to me.  I mean, I knew coming here was going to be awkward, but I didn’t realize how much it was going to bother me.”
Hardness crept back to the edges of Marco’s face and Mina felt his hands still on her shoulders. “How much what was going to bother you?”
She couldn’t think of a way to explain--the homesickness, the fear that people thought the only reason she got the collection was because she was sleeping with him, the hurt she felt from being closed out by his mother… even how the time they spent together was limited by her work with the collection and his work’s demands.  It all bothered her.
“Yesterday when I was talking to Giovanni…” Her voice trailed off and she couldn’t find the words to explain without sounding like a baby. “Oh just forget it,” she said, her eyes dropping from his. “It isn’t important.”  She turned back to the mirror and reached up to straighten an earring. Marco was staring at her reflection, his eyes dark, the sharp edges of his cheekbones casting dramatic shadows on his face.
“It is important. You are not happy.”  It wasn’t a question and Mina didn’t answer.  It wouldn’t have made any difference. “I want you to be happy.”
Marco slid his hands down to rest on her hips possessively, and Mina felt the heat of his touch through the fabric. 
“I can make you happy.” His voice dropped an octave, and Mina felt it resonate in her bones.
It was amazing, this response.  Never in her life had anyone been able to make her feel--truly feel--the way Marco did.  It was as if every nerve in her body was electrified; her skin, her eyes, her ears… they were all hardwired into some previously unknown sexuality that he had awakened with his kiss like some carnal Sleeping Beauty. She struggled for breath, not because he was holding her too tightly, but because it felt so right. It took her breath away.
Marco pressed himself against her, the studs of his shirt shockingly cold against her overheated skin, and she fought to regain control of the situation.
“I am very happy,” she said, but Marco wasn’t listening.  His hands had moved, and he wrapped strong arms around her, one above her breasts and the other below, his breath warm and soft in her ear.
“You say that, but there’s a wrinkle between your eyes,” his voice was deceptively gentle, and as he went on his arms tightened, “and I can feel the tension in your body.”  
Mina tilted her head back, watching their reflection in the long mirror.  Blonde curls cascaded down her back in wild disarray, and her eyes reflected the deep blue of her dress.  A dark hand had crept upwards, wrapping lightly around the long column of her throat, feeling her pulse as it pounded there at its base, as the other splayed down over her stomach, pressing her ever more tightly against him.
“I don’t think,” she started, but he cut her off, his voice dark and full of promise.
“Good.  Don’t.”  Marco’s mouth dropped to where his hand had been just before, savoring the fluttering of her heartbeat against his lips.  “Feel.  This isn’t something you can plan or organize.” He nipped at her earlobe and she arched back further into his arms, her breath a faint hiss in the quiet room. “This is just you, and me, and how I can make you shiver and sigh with pleasure.  It’s about letting yourself lose control until all you can do is clutch at my arms and scream my name.”
Her glossily manicured nails did just that--digging into the silk of his shirt and holding him tightly, as if she was afraid he’d disappear if she let him go.
“Marco,” his name came out more breathily than she wanted and he nodded to her in the mirror, “Please.”
 “Yes, Mina mia,” he said. “I please.” His eyes were hot and he looked almost feral. Her insides liquefied at the predatory tone in his voice, and she stiffened for an instant in his hands, the power he had over her both terrifying and tempting.  Temptation quickly won out, though, and she squirmed as the newly familiar heat spread through her body melting her resistance like a snowflake in a furnace.  
Marco’s teeth scraped along the tender tendon below her ear, and she unconsciously shifted when she felt the hooks holding the halter of her dress closed at the nape of her neck loosen. The movement allowed the shimmering fabric to slip down her front and catch at her waist before falling the rest of the way to the floor, and she was shocked at the sudden eroticism of her naked image in the mirror.
Her face was flushed and the color extended down her chest, her nipples a shade darker than what tinged her cheeks.  Her eyes were glazed with desire and Marco’s never left hers, even as his hands explored her newly exposed skin.
“So beautiful,” he growled, cupping her breasts firmly, catching their rosy tips between those long fingers she loved.  Overcome with desire, Mina pushed her ass back and rolled her hips against him in a movement that was so unlike her that she couldn’t help but blush even hotter.  Marco groaned and the next thing she knew he’d spun her in his arms and was kissing her.
It wasn’t a gentle kiss; it was possession and plunder and pure passion.  His tongue plunged between her lips, and then pulled back again, drawing her into his mouth, over and over until they were both gasping for air. Mina buried her fingers in his hair, tugging him closer, moaning deeply in her throat at the sensations racing through her.
Marco abandoned her lips and bent his head hungrily to capture a rigid nipple, swiping his tongue over the puckered tip, sucking on it gently for a moment before releasing it, only to skim across her chest to repeat the actions with its twin.
Mina was clinging to his shoulders, trying to hold herself upright as he ravished her breasts, pulling ineffectually at the cloth covering them.  She was desperate to feel his skin against hers, and a growl of her own escaped her, shocking both of them, as she attacked the buttons of his shirt, pushing the fine fabric down his arms so she could nip and suck at his skin.
Her hands skimmed lower finding the buckle of his belt, working feverishly to open his trousers.
“Need you.” Her voice was harsh with hunger and she heard him let out a rough laugh as he shoved the last lacy scrap of fabric covering her out of the way, wetness smearing along her thigh as her panties were shoved to the floor.  
“You need me?” He asked, hands slipping around to cup her bottom possessively.  Mina wrapped her legs around his hips and buried her face in his neck.
“Ye-e-ss,” she groaned, rubbing her soaking wet slit against him.  “Need you now.”  She punctuated her demand with a sharp nip at his neck and Marco sucked a hissing breath through his teeth.
“You little hellcat,” he sounded almost proud and she arched her back to press her naked breasts more firmly against him.  
“If I am,” she said, her own eyes dark and demanding, “you made me this way.”
It was true.  She’d never been like this before.  Never felt this way before.
Marco rose to her challenge shifting his weight and turning with her in his arms until he could drop both of them on the king sized bed behind them.
The impact knocked the breath out of her and Mina let out a little yelp of surprise as she found herself splayed out across the mattress. The cool cotton sheets felt icy against her overheated skin, and she hissed at the sensation.  Marco took advantage of her distraction and slotted himself between her legs, pressing against her dripping core.
“This is what you want.” He dipped the head of his cock between her pussy lips, his way made easy by the font of wetness there.  Again and again he teased, pushing forward an inch or two and then retreating, until she was squirming beneath him, begging for more.
“Yes!  That’s what I want.  You’re what I want.”  She knew how desperate she sounded, but didn’t care.  She wanted him--this part of him, and every other--and while it was hard to admit sometimes, passion always stripped away her fear and only left her longing.
A sound of masculine satisfaction echoed in her ear and Mina dug her high heeled sandals into the back of Marco’s leg, encouraging him to give her more, deeper, faster.
Marco set his own pace, though, her slickness allowing him to slide almost frictionlessly into her, the slow pistoning of his hips driving her closer and closer to the edge.
“You say that, but I sometimes wonder,” he murmured, speeding up his movements.  “I’ve sensed,” he rotated his hips and hit that magic spot inside her, dragging a groan from her, “reluctance in you lately.”
This is reluctance? The thought brought a hysterical bubble of laughter to Mina’s throat.  She’d never given this much of herself to Ethan--to anyone.  It was so new and different that the strength of her feelings still frightened her.  And he wants more?
Conscious thoughts were driven from her head as Marco demanded all of her attention, snapping his hips forward quickly, fucking her hard and deep.  He wanted everything from her and he was taking what he wanted.
“Is that funny?” His voice was low and raspy with some unfathomable emotion, and he plunged so deeply into her that Mina moaned under the onslaught. “Maybe I should stop.  Maybe you want to leave.  Go back to Miami.”  Each sentence was punctuated with a slow thrust of his hips, his cock so deep she couldn’t imagine the emptiness she’d feel if he stopped.
Her eyes opened and she searched for his, trying to focus on him through her pleasure induced haze.  Golden light streamed across the bed, but it cast Marco’s face into shadow, and she shivered under him. Sometimes it was hard for her to forget how dangerous he was--to her life and her heart--but it was rarely this close to the surface. Something was wrong.  Very wrong.
Marco watched her, his movements slowing to a cruel crawl.  His possession was just as thorough, but the pace felt like a careful insult.
“Imagine my surprise this afternoon,” he said, eyes burning in the darkness, “when my brother,” he pushed even deeper, “took me to task for not attending to… your… needs.”
Mina tried to follow the conversation, but it was hard to separate thought from sensation.  His brother?  Giovanni?
“I don’t understand.” Mina licked dry lips and tried to concentrate.  “What does Giovanni have to do with anything?”
The moment she said Giovanni, Marco’s control snapped.  The careful pace he’d set was blown away as whatever devil was driving him lashed him into a frenzy.
“Exactly,” he said, “what does he have to do with anything?” He grabbed her wrists and held them over her head, pinning them with one huge hand.  The other hand found a nipple, tugging and tweaking it until it was an angry rose.  Each movement sent a current through her until she was arching up off the bed into him, her body bowed in pleasure.
“You’re mine, Mina,” he growled as he pulled her forward, his breath hot in her ear. “Your needs are my concern, no one else’s--not Ethan’s and certainly not Giovanni’s.”
Possessiveness and anger laced the words, and understanding crashed through Mina like lightning. My God!
He’s jealous! But the thought barely had time to register before she found herself swept up in Marco’s arms.  He lifted her as if she weighed nothing, arms wrapped around her tightly as he raised their joined bodies, kneeling beneath her, his cock buried as deeply as possible inside her.  He covered her in biting kisses, from her lips to her nipples, never releasing his grip.
“Tell me,” he demanded, her nipple slipping from his mouth with a wet pop, “tell me that you belong to me, only me, Mina mia.”
An insistent finger found the spot where their bodies were joined and she whimpered as he pressed on the little knob of nerves there.  Mina felt the callous on his finger rubbing against her sensitive skin, each rasp pushing her higher until she felt she must throw herself out into space or plunge into the abyss.
A tiny voice in her head wailed that it wasn’t fair, that he was using the responses of her body to force an answer, but it was drowned by a chorus of “yes, yours, please, please, please.” She knew she needed him, and now she knew he needed her--even if just for a moment.  It was enough.
She leaned into his embrace, wrapping her legs around his hips, snugging herself even more tightly against him.  Her heels caught in the expensive duvet and she groaned as he continued to rub her clit with the hand she’d trapped between them.
Resting her forehead against his she wrapped her arms around his neck and looked into his eyes.  The anger that had flared there so recently was gone; Mina hoped it was gone for good.
“I don’t want you to stop.” She shifted, rolling her hips a little to show him what she wanted.  “I don’t want to leave.  I don’t want Miami, or Ethan, or Gio-fucking-vanni.”  She let her own anger move her as she gripped his shoulders and levered herself against him, rising and falling on his still rigid cock.
“All I want,” she forced the words out even ask she felt her orgasm bearing down on her like a freight train, “is you.”  
Marco’s hands were on her ass, guiding her up and down in the motion they both needed.  Mina’s fingers left bloody little half-moons where her nails dug into his shoulders but Marco continued to fuck her through the tight-fisted sucking of her cunt around him, stroking into her relentlessly until she keened through a second orgasm.
Her orgasm pulled him over the edge with her.  He flipped them over and pounded into her, his rhythm becoming more and more erratic as he approached his own climax. Words spilled from his lips, a jumble where “mine” was the only word Mina could recognize in a litany of Italian, as Marco came deep inside her, his body throbbing and jerking in release.
Heavy in completion, he pinned her to the bed and Mina stroked a shaking hand down his back as they caught their breath.  She looked down at the back of the dark head lying on her breasts and knew that nothing was ever going to be the same.
“I am sorry.”  Marco’s voice was muffled against her skin and she sighed.
“You should be.”  There wasn’t any venom in her voice, but she wasn’t going to let him off the hook so easily.  She’d done nothing to make him think she was paying attention to anyone but him.  Hell, she’d put up with his mother, and with the male chauvinist dominated Italian culture without complaining--he shouldn’t doubt her so easily.
Marco pulled back, his eyes taking in her body as it lay before him.  Her legs were still splayed wide, their mixed fluids smeared across them.  Her breasts were pink, rasped raw by the faint stubble on his cheeks, but her eyes were bright and full of questions, but free of accusations.
He was a lucky man.
“Are you going to explain what that was all about?” Mina pulled herself gingerly to the edge of the bed trying to make sure she didn’t trip herself by getting tangled in the bedclothes.  She stood on unsteady legs, grimacing as wetness dripped down her legs.  “I need another shower.”
Marco stood quickly, holding her tightly against him.  “No.” He kissed the line of her shoulder, before turning her face and dropping a tender kiss on her lips.  “I love seeing you like this.  Seeing the evidence of our lovemaking on your body.”  His eyes darkened again as he dragged a hand up from her hip, sliding up her side, cupping her still swollen breast. “Stay like this.” He kissed her more intently.  “For me.  Please.”
The “please” was her undoing.  She shook her head, disconcerted by both his demand and at her impulse to comply.
“I have to clean up a little,” she said finally, only willing to go so far to fulfill Marco’s need to mark his territory.  “I’m not going to make a spectacle of myself in front of everyone tonight.”  Especially your mother, she thought with a mental eyeroll.
Unembarrassed by his nakedness, Marco led her through to the en suite bath and leaned her gently against the vanity.  Standing there silently, Mina watched as he wet a cloth with warm water and wrung it out before lifting her leg and rubbing it along her skin, wiping away the most noticeable evidence of their lovemaking.  She watched the muscles flex and move under his skin, his naked body a thing of beauty, and she wondered at her own lack of embarrassment as he washed the traces of his come from her thighs. 
“No one else will know,” he said, his voice so low it was hard for her to catch it.  “But every time I see you dance with another man, I’ll know that your pussy is still filled with my come, and every time you feel the wetness you’ll remember that no one makes you feel the way I do. No one.”  A final swipe of the now cool cloth against her still swollen labia sent a new round of shudders through her and Marco smiled at her response.
“So beautiful.  So responsive.” He pulled her into his arms and she melted against him, her nipples hard against his bare chest, her breathing staccato in the quiet room.  “And all mine.”
There was no point in arguing.  “Yes.  All yours.”
Marco swept her up into his arms and carried her back to the long mirror.  Efficient movements had him dressed in moments before he turned to help her into her dress.  Her underwear were past salvaging and when she opened a drawer to pull out a new pair Marco stopped her.
“You won’t need them,” he said.  Kneeling beside her he carefully lifted one high-heeled foot slipping her dress over it, followed by the other.  A shake and twist and she was covered again, the collar hooks fixed and her hair smoothed, her dress surprisingly undamaged by their abuse of it. She looked at herself in the long mirror, sensory overload making her feel slightly dazed. Her earlier concern about her exposed back now seemed ridiculous.  She was naked except for a layer of cobalt silk, her nipples hard, her pussy soaked--who was going to care about a her bare back?
She was still in a fog, allowing Marco to tend to her, when an insistent knocking jerked her back to reality.
“What’s keeping you two… ?” A friendly voice accompanied the knock, the bedroom door swinging open suddenly.  Giovanni Genovese took one look at the pair of them and immediately stepped back into the hall.
“I beg your pardon,” he said, eyes flitting from Marco’s stiffening shoulders to Mina’s wide eyes and kiss swollen lips.  His gaze traveled further, taking her unsteady stance, and flickering over the wildly mussed sheets on the king sized bed. “I didn’t mean to intrude.”
Marco put himself between Mina and his brother’s gaze, a low rumble in his chest the only warning necessary.  Giovanni raised a hand to calm him and shook his head.
“Do not blame the messenger,” he pointed to himself, “but Mamma sent me to remind you that you have guests arriving and that since she is not your wife,” his eyes flickered to Mina over Marco’s shoulder, “it is not her job to entertain your clients.”
Marco allowed his stance to relax and nodded once at his little brother.  “Thank you, Gio.” He shook his head once as if to clear it.  “It seems I have lost track of time. Tell Mamma I apologize for the delay and that we’ll be right down.”
Something passed between the brothers that Mina didn’t understand, but finally Giovanni nodded.  “Don’t worry about it. I’ll greet your guests.” He nodded in Mina’s direction.  “You take whatever time you need.  Mamma can wait.” Suddenly he winked and gave the smile Mina remembered.  “It will probably be good for her.”
Marco returned the smile, if a little less enthusiastically.  “Yes, but I doubt it will be good for me.”
“Oh I know it won’t be good for you,” the grin widened. “But then again, you always were her favorite.  She might forgive you.  In a year or two.”  He shut the door, his laughter fading as he headed down the hall.
“It’s me she’s going to blame,” Mina said quietly, stepping away from Marco’s protective position.  “She’s never going to like me.”
“Don’t be so certain.”  Marco slipped his tie around his neck and quickly knotted it, every movement elegant and efficient.  “She told me yesterday that she was amazed that you’d put up with me for so long.”
Mina doubted that was the extent of the comment, but she didn’t push.  She leaned forward and tried to smooth her curls into some sort of order that didn’t scream “just fucked,” and sighed.  
It was going to be a long night.
 
***
 
Marco’s mother lied.  
When Mina and Marco finally made their way into the large salon, cocktails were being served and Bianca Genovese was expertly handling the influx of guests, air-kissing some and embracing others, every inch the hostess she denied being.
She cast a gimlet eye over her elder offspring and turned away without acknowledging him, tilting her head to catch something being said to her by a handsome man who looked like he’d like to get to know her much better. She laughed and it was a rolling, sensual sound, causing Mina to look twice.  That wasn’t a sound she expected from the rigid woman she’d encountered all week.
The crowd was larger than Mina had expected.  Marco said it would be a few investors and some local businessmen he’d convinced to support a new resort and spa he was building in the foothills just north of the city.  Golf wasn’t the passion here that it was in the States, and he’d already pared his plans down some, but this evening’s festivities were to celebrate the finalization of plans that he’d been working towards for almost a year.
Business was business the world over, but this Genovese business party put anything that Mina had ever experienced to shame.  She recognized a few people milling about--Marco, and Giovanni, and their mother of course.  She saw Signora Genovese’s personal secretary, Elena, standing guard behind her employer, ready to swing into action at a moment’s notice in case someone was going to die due to a lack of dictation.  Marco’s secretary, a beautiful silver-haired woman named Cinzia DiPaolo, was there as well, but instead of hovering she was mingling and smiling, greeting each guest as if they were personal friends.
Hell, maybe they were personal friends.
Mina took a glass of sparkling wine from a passing waiter and tried to find a quiet corner to hide in.  It wasn’t that she wanted to hide, but there was a limit to how many times she could say, “Mi dispiace, non parlo italiano” before she wanted to beat someone over the head with an English to Italian dictionary. To top it off, she’d used up most of her patience dealing with the team of movers Marco had brought in to pack the largest pieces of the collection for shipping back to Miami.  She’d been prepared for their “hands on” approach to women--something she was told was a normal occurrence in Italy, especially for a blonde American woman--but she wasn’t prepared for the sly looks and the elbowing and laughter that happened every time Marco’s name came up.  The last thing she wanted was an evening full of suggestive comments and knowing looks, even if she was going commando.
 “It seems that every time I see you, you seem,” a familiar voice cut through the party chatter, “preoccupied.”
Giovanni stepped around a pillar and smiled.
Mina jumped, her reflex sending a spray of wine into the air.  She tried to move to avoid it, but it was no use--her beautiful blue dress was now a la spumante.
“Don’t do that,” she said, searching fruitlessly for a way to clean up the mess.  Giovanni laughed and waved his hand at one of the waiters and instantly there was a cloth, a person wielding it, and a new glass of
wine to replace the one that had died so ignominiously. 
“Don’t do what, Dottoressa?” His eyes sparkled and Mina glared at him half-heartedly, but there wasn’t any real venom in it. 
“Well, don’t sneak up on me and scare the wits out of me, for starters,” she said, frowning over the dark splotches on her dress. “And don’t call me Dottoressa.” She held her wine glass up, stopping any argument. “No--I told you before: I didn’t go to University here, so Italian rules don’t apply. No titles, no honorifics…  I’m just plain old Mina Hemingway, thank you very much.”
 
All week she’d felt like a fraud when people assumed that since she was handling the exhibit for the museum she must have degrees out the wazoo.  Why else would she be given such an honor?
Why else, indeed?
Mina sighed and shook her head. It wasn’t like she asked for this--this was all Marco’s doing.  Let them tell him his choice for Curator was wrong.  She was right out of it.
“It isn’t an insult you know.” Mina’s mental calisthenics jerked to a stop.  “The title, I mean. People recognize that you’re a scholar--a very beautiful scholar, but a scholar, nevertheless.”  Giovanni’s tone surprised her. She’d never heard him so serious, but he just didn’t understand.
“It isn’t something you just see in people,” she said.  “I mean, it isn’t like I have anthropologist tattooed across my forehead.”
Maybe I should try that, she thought.  At least it would be better than Marco’s Mistress.
“No,” Giovanni agreed, “you don’t. You have curiosity in your eyes, and intelligence in your questions.  You have care in your hands and passion in your heart.” He turned to face her square on.  “No one watching you handling the artifacts could mistake it.” He paused. “I could tell as soon as I met you--there you were in the Italian sun, wearing a bikini and a frown, practically drowning in diagrams and reports.  Only someone who loved it would do that.”
Mina laughed.  “You sound like you have some experience with it--have you dated many Dottoressas in your day?”
He paused and looked at her, a corner of his mouth finally quirking into a little smile.  “You might say that.” He grinned down at her, the seriousness gone. “But none of them looked quite like you do in a bathing suit.”
They stood laughing together for a moment, until a wave of motion caught their attention.
“I thought you said your mother wasn’t going to play hostess.” Mina murmured under her breath as she watched the Genovese matriarch glide across the parquet floor towards them. She took a quick sip of wine to fortify herself, and shifted a little uncomfortably, hoping the bland expression on the older woman’s face was an accurate indicator of her bellicosity.
“Mamma always plays hostess,” Giovanni answered, turning slowly to greet his mother, his arm under Mina’s elbow. “She was simply sending Marco a message, just not that one, in particular.”
I’ll bet she was, Mina thought, a pretty, counterfeit smile pinned to her face. Something along the lines of “cross me and die.”
“Here you are, Giovanni.” Bianca let her eyes drift over the two of them, lingering where his arm wrapped around Mina’s. “It seems, Signorina Hemingway, that you have managed to catch the attention of both of my sons.  You must tell me how you do it,” she stared at her son for a moment before turning dark eyes on Mina, “I cannot seem to keep either of them in line.” Her tone made it clear that she didn’t approve of either of their interest in her, but that wasn’t anything new.  Giovanni wasn’t happy with her tone though. 
“Mamma…” Giovanni began, but Mina squeezed his arm. He looked at her for a second and nodded, allowing Mina to handle the situation herself.
“They are both credits to your parenting skills,” she said finally, her tone careful but not too deferential. “They have been very kind to me as both a foreigner and a guest.” 
Unlike some people I could name….
“They are good boys,” Bianca nodded.  “Usually.”  A glimmer of satisfaction shone in her eyes for a moment before drifting down over Mina’s dress, landing on the still dark wine spots splattering the skirt.  “Have you been conducting one of your experiments again, mio figlio?” She raised an enquiring eyebrow at Giovanni and he shook his head. 
“No Mamma, no experiments, just an unfortunate accident.  I managed to spill my drink earlier, but la dottoressa kindly forgave my clumsiness.” 
Mina squeezed his arm again in thanks.  It was bad enough to be a mess, but to be a klutz who couldn’t keep her own drink under control? Well, she didn’t want to think what Mamma Genovese would say to that.
Dark eyes turned to her son. “That is what happens when you spend all your time locked up in one of those laboratories of yours.  You forget how to behave like a civilized human being.” 
Giovanni sighed dramatically, playing the joker again. “Mamma’s right--it’s a terrible sight. Physicists are so uncivilized. White coats askew, sniffing whiteboard markers, smashing particles left and right.” 
Mina could tell it was an old argument, but Bianca wasn’t playing.  She lifted her chin and sniffed delicately before turning her back on Giovanni.
“Since my son refuses to tend to his duties as host, please allow me to escort you to your rooms so that you can change.” She raised a perfectly manicured eyebrow and took a less than complimentary look at Mina’s ruined dress. “With all of Marco’s guests here you wouldn’t want to look…” she paused a little too long before finishing, “underdressed.”
Two spots of color burned on Mina’s cheeks. “Yes, of course,” she untangled her arm from Giovanni’s, not meeting his gaze. She didn’t need his sympathy; she just needed to make her escape. “But there is no need for you to accompany me, Signora.  I can take care of myself.” She gathered her skirt in her hands and nodded as gracefully as she could to the woman in front of her. “Perhaps we can continue our discussion after I’ve made repairs?”  She stood straight and proud, refusing to look like she was running away even if she was.  A little. “If it wouldn’t be an imposition, of course.”
Bianca gave her one last calculating look and nodded her agreement. “I look forward to your return.”
Strangely, Mina believed her.  She watched the older woman walk away through the crowd, her back straight, her black hair shimmering with threads of silver, and felt a weight lift from her shoulders. Maybe there was a chance for her to be accepted after all.
Giovanni was strangely tense beside her, and she smiled at him impulsively.  “Don’t worry--I’ll only be a minute.  Will you still be around?”  Mina was already casting through her mind for another suitable dress--with underwear this time--when he answered.
“Perhaps I should walk you upstairs.” A faint line appeared between his eyebrows and Mina thought how nice it was of him to be concerned for her.

“No, no…  I can find my way.  You could do me a favor, though.”  She looked around the room, but couldn’t see Marco anywhere.
“Certainly. What can I do?”
“Let Marco know what happened.” She rolled her eyes a little at the necessity. Damn possessive Italian men.  “I don’t want him to go looking for me and be angry that he can’t find me.” 
Giovanni nodded once, understanding clear on his face.  “I’ll make sure to let him know where you are if I see him.”
With another smile, she was off, wandering through the crowd of unfamiliar faces.  She made it through the lounge and the hall, she ducked through a side door to avoid a rotund little man who smiled a little too broadly at her as she approached, and then, with a sigh of relief she realized she’d made her way around to the main entry hall.  A flight of stairs and a dash down the hall and she would be home free.
“Tesoro mio,” a voice sounded behind her, coming from the door to Marco’s office, “perché non mi baci come prima?”   The feminine voice was low, and throaty, and Mina shook her head in disbelief--there was no getting away from these Latin lovers.  Had they no shame?  It was Marco’s office for Pete’s sake, and some woman was in there talking about kisses. 
What did it say about Italy that kisses was one of the few words she’d come to recognize?
She’d taken two steps up the stairs when a second voice sounded.  Marco’s voice.
Marco’s voice? Mina stopped dead in her tracks, her head swinging back towards the office door.
The spate of Italian that fell into the hallway was way beyond her understanding, but there was no mistaking that voice. Mina crept back down the stairs and around the corner, approaching the open door. The woman was speaking again, her voice now a purr, Marco’s name clear amidst the foreign phrases.  
One step, and then another, and Mina could see into the room.  The leather bound books still lined the shelves, and the desk still dominated the room, but there was a disconnect somehow. She knew it was the same, but her mind wouldn’t accept it. She’d spent hours there over the past week, head bent over Marco’s desk with him, making plans, stealing kisses.  The same kisses this woman was asking for.
Her head swam.
She forced herself to take another step towards the door.  A beautiful woman--tall and elegant--dressed in amethyst silk, stood so closely to Marco that no light passed between them.  Her auburn hair curled gently around her heart shaped face, framing topaz eyes.  
Mina had never seen anyone so beautiful in her entire life.
She stood there in the doorway, time a concept that had no meaning, and watched the two of them.  The strange woman had her hand on Marco’s arm, familiar and possessive, and Mina could hear her heart pounding in her ears as she watched that delicate hand caress the arm, and then the shoulder, of the man she’d come to think of as hers. She met the gleaming topaz eyes over Marco’s shoulder and watched as a feline grin crept across the beautiful face.  
Mina must’ve made a sound because suddenly both sets of eyes turned to her, Marco’s widened in surprise and the woman’s narrowed in dislike.  She leaned in to Marco’s body, pressing her curves against him, and he looked down at her, only to have her reach up and catch his lips in a kiss.
That was all it took.  The spell that had fallen over Mina was broken, and Time crashed back into place.  She lifted her skirts, turning and running back the way she’d come, back through the crowd, back into the lounge until she ran headlong into Giovanni’s broad back.  She imagined that she heard Marco call her name, but she didn’t want to speak to him, to hear his excuses, she just wanted to get away.
“Gio,” Mina started to explain but the words failed her.  She gazed up at him, desperation in her eyes. “I have to go. Something has,” she swallowed thickly, “well, something’s come up.”
A flash of concern crossed Giovanni’s face.  He looked in the direction she’d come from and saw Marco and the redhead come into view.  Mina grabbed his arm, pulling him towards the other door. “Please.  I need to go.  Now.” Understanding lit his face, and then morphed into something that looked uncomfortably like sympathy.
“Of course you do,” he said, without question. “What do you need me to do?”
Mina looked across the lounge and caught Bianca Genovese’s eye.  She saw the satisfaction, brutal and clear, on her face and realized that she’d known Marco was with another woman when she’d sent Mina upstairs to change.  It was a beautiful set-up--as elegant as the woman herself--but Mina couldn’t blame her for it. It only worked if Marco was already guilty.
She took an unsteady breath.  What was she going to do?  There was a commotion at the lounge door, she saw Marco standing there, larger than life and angry as the Devil himself.  She met his eye across the crowded room and purposefully looked away, turning back to the man standing beside her.
“Do you think you could take me to a hotel?” Mina swayed. Her voice sounded miles away, and she squeezed her hands tightly together to fight off the dizziness that threatened to bring her down.  Giovanni glanced back and forth between her and Marco, watching as his older brother strode across the floor, ignoring everyone in his path.  He straightened and pushed Mina behind him, setting himself between her and the whirlwind, his face hard as he answered. 
“I think I can manage something.”
 
 


Chapter Three
“No, Dr. Peabody, there’s no problem.  The artifacts should be arriving as scheduled, and I will be returning at the end of the week.  I have a few details here to wrap up,” Mina’s voice cracked a little and she cleared her throat as she shifted the phone to her other ear, “but it shouldn’t take long.”
Not long at all, she thought sadly, thinking about flying home.  She wasn’t going to bother with the few things she’d brought to Italy.  She’d have to replace her laptop and her phone, but it was better than the alternative.  She’d bought a few things--jeans and t-shirts mostly, but they were a comfort after her foray into haute couture--but once she got back to the States… well, she had to move all her stuff back out of Marco’s apartment, and that was going to be a pain, but at least she wouldn’t have to replace anything.  
Except maybe her heart.
She listened with half her attention as her mentor rattled through his excitement over the first round of crates that had arrived.  Mina knew the first shipment had gotten to Miami safely--she’d already spoken to Ivy--and the technicians were unpacking them and preparing them ahead of her return.  The second shipment was arriving today, and the last few items had been shipped out this morning under Giovanni’s watchful eye.
Mina knew it was cowardly to send him in her place, but she didn’t have the strength to face Marco yet.  Everything was still so raw.  Every time she closed her eyes she saw him kissing that strange woman, saw his angry eyes as she hid behind his brother, saw his mother’s gloating face as he stormed out of the room.
She’d deal with him--the exhibit required it--but not yet. 
“Yes, Dr. Peabody. Yes I’ll call, Dr. Peabody,” she sighed.  “As soon as I land.  I promise.”  He was worse than Giovanni.  The past two days had been nothing but, “Are you okay, Mina mia, are you hungry Mina mia, is there anything I can do for you, Mina mia?”
Mina mia was about to scream.
She heard the front door open and sighed again.  Speak of the devil.
Giovanni wandered into the living room and she raised her hand to indicate for him to give her a minute and she’d be right off the phone.
“Okay, then, I’ll see you Monday,” she pointed at the phone and rolled her eyes, “Yes. Monday.  No, I won’t be jet-lagged.  Yes, Dr. Peabody.  Oh, Signor Genovese has just come in. I have to go!  Yes.  Ciao!”
She punched the off button and tossed the phone on the couch.  She scrubbed her hands through her hair, pulling the curls through her fingers and groaned in frustration.
“Dear God, you’d think that man had never opened a new exhibit before.  He’s going absolutely mad!” She flopped down on the couch next to the phone.  “I’ve never seen him like this.”  She shook her head a little.  “I don’t know what’s gotten into him.”
Giovanni plopped down on the sofa next to her and patted her leg.
“He‘s probably just excited,” he said, leaning back and stretching his long legs out to rest on the coffee table. “It isn’t every day that a private collection of this size goes public.”
Mina nodded.  It was true.  This was going to be a coup for the Oppen.  It would very likely make national news.
It was sad she wasn’t excited about it anymore.
“Well, Cinzia and the Direttore were both very helpful.  They assure me that the last of the collezione was couriered to the airport this morning. So, it’s finished. You have nothing else to keep you here.”  
Bleakness crept over the world and Mina felt her shoulders sag. She didn’t know what she expected--she’d seen Marco kissing that woman--but some tiny part of her had held out hope that he would come after her, would tell her it was all a terrible misunderstanding, and that he’d never betray her like that… not for a beautiful woman, nor for his mother.  
“Did Marco say that?” Her mouth felt like it was full of sand. She didn’t want to hear the answer, but she couldn’t stop the question.
Giovanni stopped patting.
“Actually, he wasn’t there.”  His voice was carefully neutral, and he watched Mina’s reaction closely. “Cinzia handled everything.”
Mina’s eyes flew wide. He wasn’t there? Why wouldn’t he be there?  Her mind flew through possibilities--he’d forgotten the final arrangements, he’d been called away on business, he’d been abducted by aliens--but she couldn’t help but come back to the obvious answer: he didn’t want to see her.
A shudder ran through her like a shock wave. He wasn’t even there. It didn’t seem possible. She’d been prepared for persuasion, or temper.  She’d role played through conversation after conversation where she explained that they had to go back to being just business associates. They were too different. She couldn’t be with a man who put so little value on their relationship.
She just never believed he put that little a value on it.
He knew she had to finalize the last of the shipments.  Knew the insurance forms had to be filed, and the security people had to be briefed.  He knew…
“Cinzia told me she hadn’t seen him since the party.  He left a message with her to handle everything--that he’d be out of touch for a few days--and that was the last she heard from him.”
Mina’s heart slammed back to life in her chest. Maybe…
“Have you heard from him?” She held her breath, not sure what she wanted him to say.
Giovanni let out a strangled laugh. “You mean after he took a swing at me in front of Mamma and lo sindaco?” He shook his head and rubbed his jaw in painful memory. “No, Mina.  I told him to stay away, and he has.”  He leaned forward and took her hand in his.  “If you’re going to address this, I think you’re going to have to make the first move.”
Mina squeezed his hand but didn’t speak.
Make the first move, she thought.  You mean put myself back in the line of fire?
Yeah, because that makes so much sense.  
She tuned back into what Giovanni was saying.
“It isn’t like him, this silence.  Marco has never been one to sit back and let someone else dictate the action.” He laughed. “He’s always been more likely to block all the exits and flank his opposition so they have no choice but to do what he wants them to.”
Like going to a museum and offering someone the opportunity of a lifetime--just to convince them to give him a chance. Mina bit her lip.  Hard.
“And he’s always been almost devoutly monogamous,” Giovanni’s train of thought carried him further afield. “Mamma and Babbo had more than a few questioni di fedeltà when we were growing up. It bothered him, I think. It certainly affected his relationships.  Once he was involved he never strayed--and he had no patience for others who did.” He looked at her face and realized what he’d said. “Or at least that’s what I thought.  But then, what do I know?  I’m a physicist, not a psychologist, right?”
Mina didn’t answer and he sighed, his expression apologetic. “I’m sorry, Mina, truly I am.  I just don’t understand any of this.  Marco and I have had our differences in the past, but this?” He shook his head. “This is so far from the brother I know, that I can’t help but question it.” He looked at her intently. “Serafina hasn’t been in the picture for months--almost a year!  And while Mamma and Serafina weren’t happy about it, I never got the impression that Marco regretted ending that affair.”
The fact that Marco had been involved with someone as stunning as the aforementioned Serafina just made Mina more certain that she had no place in his life.  How could she compare with that?
“I saw what I saw, Gio.  And it wasn’t finished--not by a long shot.”  Mina scrubbed a hand over her face. “It isn’t like he couldn’t have told her to stop it, or even push her away if he wanted to.”  She pushed herself up from the couch and forced herself to stand up straight.  “She was clinging to him like a poison ivy vine, and he wasn’t doing anything to stop it, so I have to assume he was a willing participant.”
“That’s just it,” Giovanni said. “It’s all an assumption--a hypothesis, if you will.  Doesn’t Marco deserve a chance to explain?  Isn’t whatever was between you two worth fighting for?”
They were all arguments she’d had with herself: Do you want him? Is he important to you? Is he worth fighting for? And the answers were all easy enough--yes, yes, yes!  The harder questions came after, though: Do you trust him?  Do you love him?  Do you deserve him?  The answers to those questions were usually: Let me get back to you on that.
“It isn’t that easy, Gio.”  Mina headed towards the kitchen.  Giovanni’s apartment was almost spartan in comparison to the Genovese compound, but what it lacked in size it made up for in style.  She stopped in front of an enormous lithograph--an artist’s interpretation of an atom, the solid center surrounded by particles, never stopping circling.
“That’s you, you know.” Giovanni stood behind her and pointed at the picture.  “At the center you’re complex, positive, stable, maybe a little boring even--but around you is nothing but a storm of negative effects.”  He placed his hands on her shoulders. “You’ll never be able to connect with someone else until you let some of those negative things go.  Or at least share them with someone.  They’ll keep you isolated until you decay, becoming less and less until you’re unrecognizable.”
Tears had threatened to overwhelm her when he started, he was so serious and caring, but she couldn’t get over how ridiculous it all sounded and she ended up snorting in disbelief.
“This is your idea of motivation?” She rolled her eyes and grinned half-heartedly at him. “Dr. Phil does physics, the newest show to take Italy by storm.” 
She turned her back on him and made it the rest of the way to the kitchen. She opened the freezer and grabbed some gelato with a disgusted face.  “You’d think in a country obsessed with love and food that you all would have better break-up ice cream.”  She opened a drawer searching for a spoon and the doorbell rang.  She pried the lid off the carton and waved the spoon in the direction of the door.
“You’d better get that.  I’m busy.”  
Giovanni watched her stab the gelato and shook his head, but he knew better than to get between a woman and her comfort food.
“Are you expecting a delivery?” He called, and she made negative noises around a mouthful of strawberries. “I didn’t tell anyone I was staying here.” 
When he pulled the door opened Mina half-expected it see his mother standing on the doorstep, ready to drag her baby boy away from the terrible influence of the American floozy.
It wasn’t.
“Buon Giorno, Signor Genovese. I am sorry to drop in on you like this, but my name is Ivy Fielding. I’m a friend of Mina’s.  May I come in?”
 
 


Chapter Four
“What do you mean he’s in the car waiting?” Giovanni’s voice rose to a volume that Mina had never heard from him. Red edged his cheekbones, and his hands clenched and unclenched in what appeared to be an effort not to shake the woman in front of him.
Ivy wasn’t impressed. She stood ramrod straight, barely reaching Giovanni’s chin as he towered over her, and refused to let him intimidate her. Their dark heads were almost identical in color--one curly, on straight--but that was where the similarity ended.
“I convinced him it would be better if I came in first.  I was afraid he would not receive a very warm welcome, and if your reaction is anything to go by, I was right.”
Ivy’s tone was perfectly even, but Mina could hear the “screw with me and I’ll rip your face off--politely” note that she reserved for the absolute lowest of her acquaintances.  Like Ethan.
Giovanni opened his mouth to yell some more, but Mina held up a finger to stop him. When Ivy got like this yelling never got you anywhere.
“Ivy,” she said, digging deep to find a shred of calm to hold onto, “it isn’t that I’m not happy to see you, I am.”  She leaned forward and tried to meet Ivy’s eyes through her protective sheet of hair. “You have no idea how happy I am to see you, Ive, really.”  Her earnest tone soothed some of Ivy’s ruffled feathers, but she couldn’t stop there. “The thing is, I talked to you two days ago, and you were in Miami.  And now, you’re here.  With Marco.” Mina’s throat closed around his name and she had to clear it to continue.  “It’s a little hard to follow.”
“And even harder to understand,” Giovanni stuck in mulishly, unwilling to be relegated to the sidelines. “I thought you were her friend!”
Ivy’s posture became even more rigid, if possible.
“How dare you! I travel halfway across the world to try to save her from making the stupidest mistake she’s ever made,” she turned to glare at Mina, “and you’ve made some doozies, let me tell you,” and then snapped back to Giovanni, “and you, you testosterone drowned asshat, have the nerve to question whether I’m her friend?”  Ivy rarely lost her temper, but it had slipped its lead and was long gone. Her chest was heaving with indignation, and bright pink spots colored her cheeks under exhaustion induced dark circles. Giovanni turned to Mina and mouthed “asshat?”, but she wasn’t paying any attention to him.

 
“The stupidest mistake I ever made was signing on with Mr. High and Mighty in the first place.” She set her lips in a stubborn line.  “If you’re here to stop that, you’re a little late.”
Ivy rolled her eyes and groaned in frustration.
“Of all the hard-headed, narrow-minded, short-sighted…” she stopped exercising her vocabulary of insults and took a deep breath.  
“First, think about this:  how did I get here?”  When Giovanni opened his mouth to answer she shushed him. “No, I don’t mean by car or plane or boat, I mean… how did I get here?” She waved her hand to indicate the apartment.
Mina looked at her and shook her head.  “I’m not sure.  I’m assuming Marco told you where I was.”
Ivy gave a satisfied nod, and Mina felt like a kindergartener who’d just gotten a gold star for coloring Clifford the Big Red Dog. 
“Now, since I was in Miami, how did Marco tell me this?”  She raised her eyebrows in anticipation and Mina frowned at her.
“I don’t know--telephone?  Skype? E-mail?”
Ivy made a show of looking disappointed.  “Try again.”
Mina thought about it--how Cinzia hadn’t seen him for two days, how Giovanni hadn’t talked to him, how he hadn’t been at the offices for the final museum arrangements.
“He flew to Miami?” She looked at Ivy and got a nod in return.
“Good!  I’m glad to see that brain hasn’t completely melted in the Italian sun.”  Ivy leaned forward. “He arrived on my doorstep Saturday afternoon.”
Saturday afternoon?
“But that means he left first thing Saturday morning!”  Wheels within wheels began turning in her head. “Why would he have done that?”
Ivy pulled the throw pillow off the chair behind her and threw it at Mina.
“Because he loves you, you moron!” 
Ivy was yelling.  Ivy never yelled.  Ivy was always calm and cool and collected--the voice of reason in a world of idiots.
“But he was kissing someone else!” The words came out in a cry, her pain almost palpable. “I saw them, Ivy--with my own two eyes!  They were in his office, up against his desk.  She was practically in his lap!”  
Tears welled up in her eyes.
“I can’t do that again, Ive.  I can’t.  It was bad enough with Ethan--I didn’t really love him, I know that now, so the hurt of him cheating on me didn’t last. But Marco? I …”  
Her voice faded away and Ivy slid forward to kneel on the floor at her feet.
“You what, sweetie?”  
Mina knew the look on her face.  She wasn’t going to let her out of it.
“It’s different.”  Silence filled the space between them. Mina twisted her hands together, and Ivy clasped hers around them.
“It’s different because you actually love him.”
The words were said softly, but they hit Mina like a hammer.  Her heart slammed painfully in her chest, and her breath was uneven.  
“I can’t…” she whispered, begging Ivy to understand, but Ivy was relentless.
“You have to.”  Her hands tightened and she forced Mina to look at her.  “You have a chance--a beautiful, terrifying chance--to fulfill every dream you’ve ever had.  A true happily ever after! All you have to do,” she raised a finger, tilting Mina’s chin, “is trust him.”
She made it sound so easy--trust him.  Like she could just flip a switch and all her worries would disappear.
“It isn’t that easy.” 
Ivy gave her a serious look.  “It is, actually.  He’s out there waiting.  He wants to explain. Hell, he explained to me, and I believed him, and I don’t even know him.”
She stood up.
“I’m going to open that door, and you are going to swallow your pride and your fear and you are going to sit and listen to what the man has to say.  If, after that, you still don’t believe him I will drop the subject and never revisit it.  If, however, you do not listen to him, I swear on my black cashmere trench coat that I will make every day of the rest of your life an utter misery. For both of you!”  She stabbed a black-manicured finger at Giovanni and he retreated as far as the couch would let him.  “And don’t you think I couldn’t do it.”
“You’d better listen to her, Mina mia,” he said, a glimmer of his old twinkle lurking in his eye.  “I don’t think either of us would survive very long with this virago after us.”
Ivy nodded once in satisfaction at his agreement, and then turned back to her friend.
“You’ve run away from him twice, Mina,” she said, rising from her chair.  “I don’t think you’re going to get a third chance. ”
Mina stared at her.  Ivy was the one person she had always trusted.  Scary smart, hard-working, and snarky, she hid the biggest heart in the world under seventeen layers of black.  She was no one’s fool, and had said, “fuck off” to more than one pretty face, but she wouldn’t steer Mina wrong if she could help it.
“You believed his story?” Her voice was soft but steady, and Ivy nodded.  “I did.”
Mina stood up and straightened her shoulders.
“I guess I’d better to talk to him, then.” 
As soon as the words escaped she wanted them back.  Her bravery was tissue thin, but fear pressed down on her like a mountain.  Her heart was beating erratically, and her hands were shaking.  Marco was sitting outside, waiting--something he didn’t do well at the best of times.  Fifty feet separated them--fuck, the streets here were so narrow it was probably more like twenty--but she wasn’t sure she could make it.
Ivy was standing across from her, watching her closely.  Probably getting ready to trip her if she ran.
She is in for a world of payback.  Mina met her gaze and Ivy smiled. “I’d like to see you try it, Hemingway.  I can outplot you seven days a week, and you know it.”
Mina laughed in spite of herself.  “Yeah, but you know me.  Queen of Ignoring the Obvious.”
She stepped forward and gave her a quick hug.  “Thanks.  No matter how this works out.”  She looked down at Giovanni and said, “Keep an eye on her, okay? There’s no telling what kind of trouble she’ll get into now that she’s here.”
He looked up at her, his face serious again.  “If you want me to go out…”
Ivy poked him, “Stop that!  She doesn’t need you sticking your big nose in the middle…”
Mina turned away from them, letting the squabble fade away behind her.  One step… two…  It seemed to take forever to reach the door, but she finally made it.  Blood pounded in her ears and she forced herself to take a deep breath and open the door.
The street looked so normal--apartments and cars and a fat orange tabby cat sitting on the patio wall watching her suspiciously.
Yeah, I’m not sure why I’m here either, bud.
She walked down the three steps to the street and saw him immediately.
He was standing in a beam of sunlight, leaning against the bumper of a low-slung Italian sports car she didn’t recognize.  His eyes were fixed on her and her breath hitched in her chest at what she saw there.
He looked wonderful and terrible, his dark eyes full of longing and anger, and she wondered if she looked as conflicted as he did.
She forced herself to put one foot in front of the other, every instinct screaming to turn and run the other way, and before she thought it possible she was beside him.
They stood there like there for what seemed like forever.  She soaked in his scent, the heat of him so familiar and comforting that she had to fight the urge to lean into him to let it thaw the ice that had swallowed her for days, and she wondered that she’d ever thought she could have abandoned that feeling forever.
“You haven’t been sleeping.” He sounded accusing and she shook her head. It was pointless to deny it.  “No.  Not much.”
More silence.  She looked up at him and made herself speak
“Thank you for bringing Ivy here.” It wasn’t what she expected to say, but it was true. Marco looked at her, and she could see him trying to gauge what she was thinking.  Good luck with that, her inner voice mocked, if you figure it out, make sure to let us know. 
“It was no trouble,” he said stiffly. “I was returning and there was more than enough room.”
Mina sighed.  This wasn’t working.
“So, the only reason you brought her along was because you had extra carry-on space?” 
Marco looked frustrated, a tinge of red creeping into his skin.  “Of course not.” Irritation clipped his words and she could tell he was angry. “I thought,” he looked down at her, “you might need a friend.”
The bitterness in his voice surprised her.  He expected her to believe that the only reason he brought Ivy was for her? And what about why she needed a friend?  Was he going to address that?  Anger masked heartache, and she lashed out.  
“Sure.  I get that.” Mina stepped away a fraction and nodded sagely. “The best lever is the one that’s already in place, right?  You bring someone I care about and let them make your excuses for you.  Perfect.” Sarcasm oozed from every pore.  “Well, we all knew you were a master manipulator, but it’s good to see that you haven’t lost your edge.”
Marco growled low in his throat and Mina had a moment to gloat over drawing first blood before he grabbed her wrist, pulling her hard against him as an ancient Citroën made the turn and rattled past them. Her yelp of surprise melted into a groan as he held her in his arms, the position a perfect storm of emotional triggers. Just having his hand on her set her nerves buzzing.  She could feel his heartbeat and smell the coffee on his breath--it was absolutely intoxicating.
The muscle at the corner of his jaw clenched and relaxed, and she watched mesmerized as he fought his temper for control. He shifted his grip on her arm, and his eyes fell on red marks that his grip had left under his fingers. He stood there for a long moment staring at them, and then his mouth twisted.  He pulled her closer making sure not to hurt her again, and placed a breath of a kiss against the injured skin.  Mina sucked in a breath as his lips touched her, sighing as Marco released her arm, leaving it to rest on his shoulder.
“I am not trying to manipulate you.” He sounded exhausted.  Mina couldn’t imagine he’d slept much more than she had, although for different reasons. He’d been traveling almost non-stop for seventy-two hours, with two trans-Atlantic flights and God knows how many miles traveled.  “I just wanted to talk to you.”
Mina curled her hand along the back of his neck.  She felt his hair tickle her and she couldn’t help but thread it through her fingers.  Marco wrapped his free arm firmly around her waist and held her there, almost as if he were afraid she’d run away.  Again.
“You could have called.” She knew she sounded flippant, but she was too hurt to tread carefully.
“Called where?” The frustration was back.  “You weren’t in our rooms, you weren’t at the office.  Mamma said that Gio had put you on a plane, so I flew to Miami, but when I got there you weren’t there either.”  Marco glared at her, accusation clear in his eyes.  “You disappeared. No word.  No warning--just gone.”
Mina put a little space between them so she could look at him. 
“Hang on a second--you’re not putting this on me,” she said, trying to pull away, but Marco refused to give an inch, and she refused to give him the pleasure of struggling. “I didn’t disappear. I left.  With good reason, too, in case you’ve forgotten.”
Marco loosened his grip and Mina pushed until she was as far away from him as possible.  
It wasn’t far enough. 
He was standing there, less than a foot away, and yet she felt like they were still worlds apart.  How could he blame her for not calling, not explaining?  He was the one who needed to explain, but no, that would never occur to him.  He’d never admit that he was just as bad as Ethan, just as guilty as his father, stringing women along.  Making promises and then breaking them, leaving a string of bleeding hearts in his wake.
Hurt flashed through her, and she grabbed it, slashing out at him with its razor edge.
“How is Serafina, anyway?” Mina showed her teeth in the semblance of a smile. “You didn’t lose her, too, did you?” She made a tsking sound.  “You really should be more careful with your toys.  Someday you’re going to break one and not be able to get a replacement.”
Marco’s eyes narrowed in the sunlight, dark hair falling over a frowning brow, and Mina shivered as she watched the emotion fade from his face. The stony expression was more unnerving than his temper ever could be.
“Serafina can go to the Devil for all I care,” His voice was flat and inflectionless. “If you’d stayed and let me explain instead of running off with Giovanni, you’d know that.”
Again with the blaming.  Really?
“Of course!  It’s my fault because I ran off with Giovanni.  Did you forget the part where you punched Giovanni in the face trying to get to me?” She threw the words at him.  “You’ll forgive me if I didn’t see that as an invitation to a civilized conversation.”
“I’ll tell you what I remember: I remember a conversation where you promised--promised--not to run away again.  You promised to stay and deal with things instead of throwing everything away because it was the easy way out.”  He sneered down at her, and her temper flared again.
“Easy?  You think this has been easy?”  Her voice was so shrill she was surprised the neighbors hadn’t called the cops on them for disturbing the peace. “I haven’t slept for three days.  I couldn’t eat.  I spent four hours Friday night crying until Gio thought he was going to have to take me to the hospital for dehydration.”  Her eyes burned with tears. “This wasn’t about easy, Marco--it was about survival.  It was about getting out with my skin intact, because it was clear that was the best I was going to get.”
The hands holding her let go so suddenly that she lost her balance, grabbing for the car for support.
“I told her this wouldn’t work.” Marco ran one hand through his hair as he threw the other up in the air. “I told her you wouldn’t listen. Fam!” He turned away from her, slamming both hands on the roof of the car.  His breath was coming like he’d just run a race.  Mina had never seen him so agitated.
“Told who I wouldn’t listen?” She latched on to what he said.“Serafina? I’m sure she was really happy to hear that.”  Marco looked at her and shook his head. “Again you’re not listening.  Ivy.  I told Ivy you wouldn’t listen.”
That was unexpected. And offensive.
“Why would you tell her that?  I listen.”  Mina stuck her chin out. “I always listen.”
Marco let out a stream of Italian and raised his eyes to heaven.
“English, please,” she snapped.  Damn she hated not understanding what was going on. Marco looked at her over his shoulder. “You didn’t care what I was saying Friday.”
Mina stopped for a moment, but it still didn’t compute.
“What do you mean, what you were saying Friday? You didn’t say anything Friday.”  Every minute of that night was burned into her brain; she was pretty certain he never spoke Italian to her.
“In the office,” Marco turned to face her, his expression carefully blank again and Mina watched him, trying to figure out what he was getting at. “When I was with Serafina  I was speaking Italian.  You didn’t want to know what I was saying then.”
She thought about it for a minute--the scene crystal clear in her mind--and nodded slowly. They had been speaking Italian, but that didn’t explain why that woman was pressed up against him, or why they were kissing.  They’d known she was there. Serafina certainly knew, she thought sourly.
“I don’t see what understanding Italian has to do with it. Kissing is pretty universal.” Even saying the words left a bad taste in her mouth.  “You don’t normally need subtitles with that.”
Marco leaned toward her, casting a shadow across her face.
“Really?  Because my understanding of what happened seems to be very different than yours.” He sounded too calm.  It made her nervous.  
“I may be inexperienced,” she said wryly, aware that she could chalk almost all of her experience up to what she’d learned from him, “but it was pretty obvious to those of us in the audience what was going on.”
A light glimmered in Marco’s eyes, and he looked hopeful for a split second, before his expression shuttered again.
“It’s odd that you used that word. Audience.” 
“Odd? Why?  You two were certainly putting on a show.”  She couldn’t help the bitterness in her voice. She drew a circle on the roof of the car with her fingertip, around and around and around.  Just like this conversation.
“Actually, only one of us was putting on a show.”  
Mina looked at him and her finger stopped moving. Dark eyes bore into hers and she shivered at the intensity she saw there.  
“Wha-at do you mean?” She felt like Demosthenes with his pebbles, trying not to stutter. “What show?”
“What does it matter?” Marco took a deep breath and gave her a twisted little smile that hurt. “It won’t change anything.  You’ll just find another excuse, another sin, and you’ll run again.  Maybe you should just go now.”
“What show?” She demanded.
He stared at her for a long moment and she feared he wasn’t going to answer, and she needed that answer.
“Please.” Her voice was quiet in the busy street, her throat sore from crying and yelling, but she knew he heard. A second passed, and then another until something fell into place and he nodded in answer to some internal argument.
“Will you listen?”  The words were simple, but there was a world of meaning in them.  She knew that if she agreed she was committing herself to something bigger than this conversation in the street.  She knew it could hurt, but she was already hurting more than she’d ever imagined.
What did she have to lose?
“I’ll listen.”  The decision made, her bravery returned, faint but real, and she opened the car door.  “Let’s go somewhere we can talk.”
As she slid into the leather seat she glanced back up at Giovanni’s apartment.  Ivy was standing in the second story window watching, and Gio’s head was just visible behind her.  Ivy smiled and nodded, giving Mina a thumbs-up as she slammed the door, and Mina could only hope her friend was right.  Otherwise, she’d just gone from the frying pan back into the fire.
 
 


Chapter Five
Marco drove in silence, and Mina watched the scenery as it passed.  Giovanni’s apartment was in Genoa--a bigger city than Miami--but Portofino was tiny. She’d explored the area in between as she’d wandered her way through the local museums, and pretty soon she realized they were headed back to the villa. Back to the beginning.
Or the end.
She couldn’t stand the silence.  They’d spent hours on these roads, all of them more comfortable than this one.
At least they could talk about work. “The last of the collezione shipped out this morning.”  
“You went to the office?” He sounded surprised, and she felt a little redness warm her cheeks.
“I sent Gio.” She didn’t know why the admission embarrassed her.  She’d already explained that she hadn’t wanted to see him--this was no different.
“I thought you’d be there,” she shifted in her seat, “and I wasn’t ready to see you.”
Marco shot her a confused look. “How could I be there? We didn’t arrive at the airport until two” he looked at his watch, “and a half hours ago.”
She shook her head, “Think about it. I didn’t even know you were gone.  How could I know you hadn’t gotten back?”
The conversation stalled and Mina zoned out watching fence-posts as they zipped past.
“You didn’t know I’d flown to Miami?”  There was an odd note in Marco’s voice and she turned in her seat to look at him.
“No idea,” she shrugged her shoulder a little. “It didn’t even occur to me that was possible.  I mean, no matter what else was happening, the collezione had to be dealt with.  When I left the villa I asked Giovanni to find me a hotel.  It wasn’t until later that he offered to let me stay at his place since it was convenient to the main offices in Genoa and I didn’t have a car.” A stormy look crossed his face and she rolled her eyes. “Don’t look like that. He was a perfect…”
Marco gave her another look and the words died in her throat.
“We will talk about Giovanni later,” he said, and she shivered at the edge in the words, “but right now I have another question. Did you leave a message for me Saturday morning?”
The impending conversation was forgotten and she shook her head.
“Message?” Mina gave a little snort. “No. I had a lot I wanted to say, but I didn’t leave any messages. I thought you’d call, or come by, or something, and I could say it to your face. ” She realized how pathetic that sounded and wished she could take it back, but it was true.  She’d been hurt and angry but underneath it all she’d been certain that he would track her down and they’d have another knockdown, drag-out fight that would probably end up with them in bed. Shows what she knew.
You expected him to prove himself.  Again. Mina squirmed but the voice in her head refused to back down.  Apparently it was in league with Ivy. 
“When you didn’t contact me I thought…” She let the statement fade off without finishing it. It was too embarrassing to admit that she believed he was bored with her and didn’t call because he was glad she was gone.
“I can imagine what you thought.” The words came out in a snarl, surprising her. “Three days.  Wasted.” His hands tightened on the steering wheel, anger in every line of his body.
She didn’t know what his problem was but she refused to be blamed for this. “I’ll have you know I haven’t wasted any time. I kept my part of the bargain,” even if you didn’t, she thought. “Every artifact, every contractor…  I took care of all the…”  Her indignant response was cut short as a heavy hand reached over and rested on her knee.
“No, Mina darling, not you.  Me.”  He looked at her and she could see emotions warring on his face.
“I have wasted three days--three very frustrating days--on what was apparently a wild goose chase.”  The anger was still there, banked beneath the surface, but he wasn’t directing it at her. His hand tightened on her leg. “You see, I was told that you left for Miami, Mina.  Told that you quit your work with the collezione, and that you never wanted to see me again.” 
The words hung in the air between them and Mina tried to make sense of what he was saying. “Never wanted to see…?” she stopped mid-sentence and stared at him. “I never said that.  You had to know I would never say that.”
Did he? The Ivy-voice asked.  You ran away before.  Why wouldn’t he believe you’d done it again?
She refused to dignify that with an answer. 
Marco’s hand felt hot through her jeans and she couldn’t help remembering how it felt against her bare skin, how it caressed her, and held her… and how it looked against Serafina’s shoulder.
The memory stung her pride and she sat straighter in the leather seat. 
“I am a professional. I wouldn’t abandon my responsibilities to the Oppen no matter how much my feelings were hurt.”
There, she thought, see what he makes of that.
His fingers patted her leg gently. “I should have realized your honor would never let you do that.  But I,” he let out a rough laugh, “Well, I wasn’t thinking particularly clearly.”
There was some cold comfort to be had from that, she supposed. She’d hate to think she was the only one royally screwed up over this. 
“Well, whoever told you I left was either messing with you or full of wishful thinking.” As soon as the words left her mouth she realized their importance.  She met Marco’s eyes across the car and was taken aback at the blazing anger she saw there. She was thankful it wasn’t aimed at her, but it made her wonder who was the target.
“Who told you that anyway?” 
He turned the steering wheel and guided the car down the long drive to the Genovese compound, his face blank. “It came straight from my dear Mamma, of course.”
The wheels in Mina’s head were turning faster than the ones on the car.  His mother told him she’d run back to Miami?  That made no sense. She wanted her out of the picture, and she got that when she ran out after seeing what was going on in the office in the first place.  Why send Marco chasing her halfway across the world?
She probably believed he’d be too angry to chase her.  That made more sense.  It would never occur to Bianca Genovese that Marco might actually care enough to pursue someone so beneath him.
Bitch.
“Amazingly helpful woman, your mother. She’s the one who made sure I saw you and your friend,” she said sarcastically. “It’s impressive. Between slapping me in the face with your infidelity and sending you on a wild goose chase, I can’t imagine how she can manage her busy social schedule.” 
Marco gave a short laugh and pulled the car into the cavernous garage.
“You don’t know the half of it. She’s also the person who invited Serafina the other night, and the person who informed her that I would be interested in rekindling our relationship.”
Marco was focused on parking, each move controlled and efficient, but Mina could hear the bitterness in his voice.
“I didn’t recognize what she was up to right away.” He got out of the car and came around to her side to open her door.  She didn’t want to be that close to him, but there was no way to avoid it without looking like she was afraid of him.  
It wasn’t him she was afraid of, though, was it?
 She took a deep breath and let him help her out of the car. He gripped her elbow, guiding her gently towards the door to the courtyard. “It isn’t normal to see a conspiracy around every corner, but after the past few days I cannot come to any other conclusion.”
They crossed the paved walk and entered the shadowed cool of the entry hall and she turned on him.
“You expect me to believe that this whole thing--Serafina, the kissing, the messages--is a set up?  By your mother?” Disbelief was thick in her voice. “I know she doesn’t like me, but that’s hard to believe.”
Marco’s grip on her elbow tightened.
“Harder to believe than me being involved with another woman?  Harder to believe that after all my support and promises that I would betray you, in public, in front of my family, my partners, and my political contacts?”  He forced her to face him. “You said I should know that your honor wouldn’t let you abandon your work.  I hoped that you’d know my honor wouldn’t let me abandon you.”
She wanted to believe him so badly, but she had so many doubts. 
“It would be easier to believe if I didn’t have to ignore what I saw with my own eyes.” Tears thickened her voice. As she was looking at him, she was seeing something else--the comfortable closeness between Marco and his ex, her beautiful face, the rightness of the two of them together--and emptiness filled her heart.  He deserved so much more than she could give… someone who understood his world, and fit with his family. 
Not her.
“I don’t care what your eyes saw.” Marco grabbed her with both hands, forcing her back to the present. Mina felt her breath hitch in her throat . “I want to know what your heart thinks.”  He leaned closer, his face barely an inch from hers. “What your heart knows.” He kissed her and she felt the familiar lightning flash between them, her heart slamming in her chest as she gave herself to the feelings he unleashed in her.  His lips demanded a response and she gave it to him.  
“Amore.” His voice was low, the single word cutting through her resistance like it was made of gossamer.  Love… he’d never called her Love before. She froze, the promise in that word more than she could contemplate. More than she’d ever dreamed.
Sex with him was incredible--books could be written about how good--but his love? That would be cataclysmic.  
Desperately she tried to remind herself of all the reasons why this wasn’t a good idea, why she should be running away from him, not towards him, but her body refused to move.
“Mina mia.” Her bones were melting under her skin. If she didn’t get away she’d liquefy in his hands.
He caressed her skin, holding on but not restraining her. She could pull away if she really wanted to, but what she really wanted was more. She felt her heart against her breastbone, her pulse racing as she shivered in his hands.
She couldn’t meet his eyes or he’d know how close to the edge she was.  He’d made it clear that the next move was hers, and while he’d never force her to accept his touch, he wouldn’t hesitate to force her to make a decision. One push and she’d fall, and there’d be no going back. Ever.
“I need something.” The voice didn’t sound like her own, it was thick and rough, but she knew it was hers.
Marco paused, his hands stilling on her back, and his eyes glittered down at her. “Anything.”
Mina imagined a cliff and she knew she was speeding toward it.  She slowly, intentionally looked at the face above her and threw herself over the edge.
“You told me that what I saw in that room,” she paused. The words were awkward extensions of her thoughts, but she had to make him understand. “You said it wasn’t real.” 
Marco shook his head with such force that it was a full-body denial. “It wasn’t.  None of it was real.” He slid roughly up her arms and cupped her face, lifting her chin in his hands. “I swear to you.  I want no one but you.”
She wet her lips and watched Marco’s eyes follow the path left by her tongue.  “Prove it.”
Black eyes snapped to hers, his body suddenly still. “Prove what? That I want you?” He pulled her closer and she felt the heavy hardness of his erection as it pressed against her.  “Isn’t it obvious?” 
Mina’s feminine ego basked in the attention, thrilled at how open he was about her effect on him, but that wasn’t what she was aiming for.  She rolled her hips against him, feeling another flash of satisfaction as he closed his eyes, and she watched control himself by sheer force of will.
“That’s part of it,” she admitted, “but not nearly enough.” She took his hand and led him further into the house.  Silent steps carried them along the same path that she remembered from the last time she was here… through the foyer, through the hall, towards the stairs, and finally…  into his office.
It looked the same, but there were papers scattered on the floor, and the chair that sat behind the desk was pulled out where he must have pushed it when he chased after her.  It was more proof of his story, that he followed her, wanted her, cared for her…  loved her… but every time she thought of this room she thought of her pain and she refused to build a shrine to it.  She would knock it down and replace it.
She dropped his hand and crossed the space towards the desk.  She dragged a finger across its polished surface, a twist of her lips the only sign of how she felt.  “Every time I thought of you in here with her it started with the kiss I saw, but it turned into more.” She looked at him across the expanse of mahogany. “I imagined you in here with her, leaning over her, kissing her,” she forced herself to say it, “fucking her.” 
She walked around the desk and took a stand. “We’d spent so many hours behind that desk making plans for the exhibit. I cherished the time we spent in here and it was ruined--by her.” Anger made the words easier. “She took something from me, and I want it back.”
Marco watched her carefully, a glimmer of understanding beginning to shine.
“If I am going to be in this house, in your life, I don’t want that to be what I think of--what you think of--when we step into this room.” She looked him in the eye, the challenge clear.  “I want you to erase it.  Erase it and make me forget it ever happened.”
Mina could have lit a match with the heat that flared between them.  The wariness that Marco had been watching her with was tinged with disbelief.  He took one step, and then another, until he had her pressed back against the edge of the desk.  His eyes were dilated, the pupils huge and black, and she had to fight from losing herself in them.
“You want me to make you forget?” His words were mild, but they shook her to her soles.  She gave an awkward nod, “Yes.  Prove she didn’t mean anything.  Make me believe it.” She swallowed hard. “I need to believe it.”
Marco’s breath was hot on her cheek making her shiver, and her head lolled back, suddenly too heavy for her neck to support. The opportunity was too much to ignore and she jumped as he lowered his mouth to the fluttering pulse at the base of her throat.  His tongue pressed against it, teeth grazing against the tendon protecting it, and she let out a hissing breath.
“Oh yes,” the whispered words washed across her, his desire an almost physical force, “I will make you believe.”
Mina shuddered in his arms, and relaxed into his embrace, trusting him in a way she’d never trusted anyone.
“Do you want it to be slow and gentle?  Shall I worship your body--stretch you out and burn the truth into you one kiss, one lick, one consuming inch at a time?” His hands closed over her breasts, his thumbs rubbing over her nipples, and she moaned deep in her throat. “Or should I take you hard and fast, pounding the doubt from you, imbedding myself into your every pore?”  
There was gravel in his voice and Mina felt his erection hard against her thigh.  The sensation of him pressed tight against her front and the unforgiving surface of the desk against her back was an incredible juxtaposition--one force hard and hot, and the other hard and cold, both pushing every nerve ending to its limit. 
“Which should it be?” He pushed her t-shirt up over her stomach, the muscles there rippling as his fingers glided over them, and flicked open the front clasp of her bra.  The cold air of the room made her already hard nipples tighten even further.  He cupped her breast in his hand and watched her face as he replaced his fingers with his mouth.  One suck, then another, the sensation bordered on pain as he pulled her further into the hot cavern of his mouth, until she was balancing on the razor’s edge, and then he released her. “Gentle hasn’t convinced you yet,” there was no bitterness in it when he said it, but she knew it was true. “So hard it is.”
Before the words could register he’d pulled her upright, stripping her shirt and bra in one movement, his vaunted control a thing of the past.  
His hands were everywhere, squeezing, pinching, stroking, and Mina felt her emotions building up along with the sensations. Her pants joined the rest of her clothes on the floor and Marco moved between her legs, his body spreading her legs as he stared down at her.
His eyes were black as coal and burned as they traveled over her, possessiveness in every line of his face.
“You have no idea,” he whispered, his voice raw with need, “Now idea how I’ve dreamed of having you spread out like this, so I can take every piece of you.” He peppered her body with kisses, his fingers burning trails across her breasts. “I didn’t want to frighten you--wanted you to want me as much as I wanted you, but there’s no time for that now.”
He slid one hand down, past her belly, over her hips, until he could slip it between her legs. Mina felt it settle there and let out a gasp of pleasure as Marco pressed it against her.  It was so close to what she wanted, but not enough--not nearly enough.  She wanted his mouth on her, his fingers inside her, and she squirmed against him with a wordless plea for more.
“Nothing else matters--Mamma, Giovanni, the collection… they can all burn in Hell for all I care--the only thing that matters is that you are here and mine!”
He slipped a finger between her swollen labia, and dragged the wetness he found there higher until he could paint her clit with it.  With a rough laugh he moved down and rested his head against her inner thigh, his breath hot on her aching flesh.  Mina panted, arching up against him, the cold wood of the desk searing against her feverish skin.  
“Please,” she begged, pushing against him as he held her open.  Another rumble of satisfaction came from him and when Mina finally thought she’d scream from frustration, he closed his mouth on her and plunged his wandering finger deep inside.
The sensation was overwhelming, and her body bowed, arching up off the desk as a tidal wave of sensation and emotion burst over her.  Marco never stopped, his elegant fingers plundering her depths, his tongue latched onto her, sucking and licking as she bucked against him.  His eyes never closed, and she knew he was watching her responses, drinking in her abandon as he drank her essence.  His whole attention was fixed on her--all that mattered was her. She felt her muscles clenching in waves, leaving her aching with the need to have him fill her emptiness.
“Need you.” Her voice was ragged, her breathing so heavy that her mouth was completely dried out.  She forced herself to swallow, and tried again. “I need you. Please.”
Marco didn’t answer, his eyes still focused on her body, watching as her pussy spasmed around his fingers. He worked them in and out, occasionally reaching out and swiping against her over-stimulated
clit with his tongue.
“You wanted to know,” he said. “You wanted to understand how I felt.”  He pulled away, his lips glistening with her wetness.  “We’ve only scratched the surface.”
His eyes were wild and she let out a shriek as he pulled her forward, sliding her to the edge of the desk, papers and things flying everywhere.  Mina reached out and grabbed for him, trying to get her balance, but he moved too fast and she found herself flipped and bent over the edge of the desk.
“What are you doing?” He’d never pushed her like this; never seemed so out of control. 
“What am I doing?” She heard the clink of his belt buckle as he unfastened his pants, and she felt the head of his cock as it pressed between her pussy lips.  Her muscles were still spasming from her orgasm and she could feel them pulling at him, sucking him deeper, and she moaned at the sensation. “I am making you forget.”
He thrust deeply, sheathing himself completely and Mina let out a keening cry.  Marco filled her, stretching her fully, setting off shockwave after shockwave as he pumped through the echoes of her climax.  He held himself there, touching places so deep inside her that she felt like they were one person, until she felt the undeniable fire begin to burn again.
“Do you know how many times I thought of this over the past three days?” Marco’s voice sounded like it came from far away, but it was just because all her attention was focused on where he was buried in her pussy.  “Every minute that passed, every dead end I ran into…” he pulled his cock out and rocked his hips, dipping the head back in, teasing her with its width, “I thought about you leaving, about never waking up with you beside me, never hearing you say you love me.” 
He slammed into her hard, forcing her against the desk, the unforgiving edge digging into the tops of her thighs. Her breasts were pressed tight against the cold surface, but she barely noticed.  Marco reached around her hip, pulling her back and moving her feet wider apart so he could reach the little knob of her clit.  He plucked at it and tugged on it, flicking his finger back and forth against it until she was rocking back against him, rolling her hips in a silent invitation as her muscles clamped down on him like a vise.
“I fell asleep on the flight to Miami.” He sounded breathless, and Mina sobbed with the sensations that were coursing through her. “I dreamed of you, dreamed of wrapping my arms around you, your body heavy with our child, my ring on your finger. I swore when I woke and I realized it was only a dream, that I would make that dream come true.” His movements were becoming erratic and she clung to the sides of the desk to get enough leverage that she could push back against him, chasing the glorious climax that was just out of her reach.  Marco rolled her clit between his fingers and pinched it, making her scream as the world shattered around her, her muscles flexing and undulating around him.  He couldn’t hold back then, and began to thrust into her, fucking her as hard as her pussy would allow, hammering into her until the heat of her body and the waves of her orgasm became too much for him to bear.
He came, his back bowing, his body shuddering. A hoarse cry tore from his throat and Mina felt the tips of his fingers dig into her hips as he gripped them, pulling her tight against him. He stood there, suspended in motion, and then collapsed, his body lying heavily across her, his heart pounding against her back, his breath ragged in her ears
He rested there against her back, kissing her shoulders and the back of her neck as their orgasms began to fade, until he slipped from her body.  He lifted his weight off her and stood, gently helping Mina to stand on wobbly legs, a look of concern on his face.
“I hope I did not hurt you.” Marco’s eyes took in all the marks on her skin, his lips tight as he saw the bruises he’d left where he’d grabbed her roughly.  Mina shook her head, her head still spinning. “I’m fine.  Really.”
She looked around at the chaos in the office--everything that had been on the desk was on the floor, the chair had been upended, her clothes were thrown haphazardly across the room.  Her clothes!  She hadn’t even registered she was standing there naked! 
She tried to push past Marco to get dressed, but he swept her up into his arms.
“You’re trembling.” He said, holding her tightly against him.  His hands were gentle, but when she tried to get him to put her down, unrelenting. “Shhhhhh,” he said, dropping a kiss on her brow, “you’re exhausted.”
“I’m also naked,” she said, raising an eyebrow at him. Marco gave her a dazzling smile. “You say that like it is a bad thing.”
Mina couldn’t help smiling back at him.  Held in the cradle of his arms, the agony of the past three days seemed like a half-forgotten nightmare.  A yawn cracked her jaw and she blushed and buried her face in Marco’s chest.
“Maybe I am a little tired.” They were moving before the words were out of her mouth, her drooping eyes barely registering the doors as they passed, and the stairs that were climbed.  
The downy comforter was soft and she snuggled into it, the scent of Marco on the pillow faint but noticeable.  She was back in his bedroom--their bedroom--and she reached out for him, pulling him into her arms as she drifted off to sleep for the first time in days.
This time she wasn’t letting him go.
 
 


Chapter Six
If life were more romantic she’d have woken up to streaming light and chirping birds. As it was, she really had to pee. 
Mina shifted in the bed, her body sore but her heart finally whole again, and soaked in the feeling of Marco’s arms, heavy and tight, wrapped around her. He was holding her possessively, with one arms around her waist and one hand tucked between her thighs, his need to claim her even obvious in his sleep, and she smiled. She could get used to that.
 After she peed.
She wriggled out of his grip, trying not to disturb him too much, but she wasn’t surprised when she looked up and saw dark eyes watching her.  She leaned in and dropped a kiss on his cheek and smiled again.
“Hello handsome.” Her bravery tanks were full to overflowing, and she nuzzled the soft area beneath Marco’s ear. “If I promise to come back will you let me up? Nature is calling.”
He released her slowly, sleep and want fighting against her request, but after deciding she really wasn’t a flight risk, he pulled his hands away and she was free.
“If you’re not back in five minutes I’m coming after you.” The words were teasing, but Mina knew the truth in them. 
“I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
Another quick kiss and she was up, padding naked across the carpet to the connected bath.
It took only a minute to satisfy her body’s needs, but by that time she was wide awake. The catharsis she’d felt earlier had not only erased her doubts about how Marco felt, but had somehow repaired the damage of two days in emotional hell.  She felt light, and happy.  
And naked.
She walked back into the bedroom.  All her things were still there, the clothes Marco had bought to dress her in, but she knew she’d never wear them again.  She was a jeans and t-shirt kind of girl, and Marco wanted her anyway.  That was good enough.
She looked back over her shoulder and grabbed a robe off the closet hook.
“I’m going to run down to the office and get my clothes.”
An eyebrow lifted but he didn’t question her decision.  “I hope I didn’t ruin them. I was in something of a hurry earlier.”
Bright spots flared on Mina’s face as she remembered his hurry and she thought a ripped shirt would be well worth the price.
“I should still get them.” She laughed a little ruefully.  “I’d hate for someone to come in and see the wreck we left down there.”
“Fuck the wreck.”  Marco’s voice was thick and sleepy and he shifted under the covers to get comfortable again. “Just come back quickly. The bed is cold without you.” 
The bed might be cold, but the words warmed Mina’s heart.
“Couldn’t keep me away,” she said, and meant it.
She headed out the door and down the hall, her bare feet silent on the Oriental runner, and she looked around her with new eyes.  It was a beautiful place, a contrast of dark woods and windows, and she understood Marco’s fondness for it, even though his childhood here hadn’t been ideal.
She descended the stairs lightly, and she realized she’d never been this comfortable in the house before.  The weight of her uncertainty had made her an outsider, regardless of reality, and she hoped that it was gone for good.  There would be days when she didn’t fit in, and there’d be a steep learning curve for dealing with Marco’s world, but it was her world too, now, and it would be a challenge she looked forward to.
The office was as bad as she expected.  Papers were everywhere, a pen cup had been thrown across the room spilling its contents across the floor, but Mina couldn’t help but be a little embarrassed by the silent testimony of her clothes.  She found her shirt and bra hanging on the back of an armchair, and her jeans in a crumpled pile beneath the desk.  Her panties?  Well, they were around somewhere, but…
“You are back.”
Mina raised up quickly from her search and hit her head on the bottom of the desk with a crack.  Bianca Genovese was standing in the door, her back ramrod straight and an oddly curious look on her face.
“I will be honest, I doubted you would  return.”
The embarrassment she’d felt at being caught searching for her underwear faded quickly as she confronted the woman who’d tried so hard to chase her out of Marco’s life.
“What is it they say?  Climate is what you expect and weather is what you get?” Mina straightened the clothes in her arms. “Well, it looks like the weather has rained on your parade.”
The older woman looked at her for a moment, obviously trying to follow the English, and Mina wished for the millionth time she spoke Italian.  It was much easier to yell in Italian.
“My parade. Yes.  I think I understand.” She nodded and looked at the clothes in Mina’s arms.  “I assume that Marco has returned as well?”
There was no anger in her voice, no accusation, and Mina nodded warily.  “He brought me back.”
Bianca walked into the office.  She walked across to the fireplace behind the desk and lifted a pair of black cotton panties from the poker handle.  She held them out and Mina took them from her with an embarrassed, “Thank you.”
The silence between them was so thick you could spread it on toast, but Mina knew there was no advantage in arguing with her.  Nothing she said would change this woman’s opinion of her.
“I do not expect that you like me very much.” 
There’s a news flash, Mina thought. She nodded, a polite admission, but didn’t say anything.
“I wouldn’t like me very much either, if I were in your place.”  
The admission was a surprise.  Marco’s mother sounded almost apologetic, and that couldn’t be right.
“When Marco told me that he was handing the family’s heritage, the collezione, over to a total stranger I was furious. Then, when I realized he was using it as leverage to get into your bed, I was even more so.”  A tight line developed around her mouth. “I did not raise my son to buy the attentions of women, and any woman who allowed herself to be bought, well…” she made a noise in her throat and Mina winced.
“As if it wasn’t enough for him to be sending his heritage off to some American museum, he had the nerve to bring you here.  To his home.  To me.” She turned away and stared out the window.  “It was intolerable.”
Mina stood silently, every word hitting her like a little splash of alcohol in a paper cut. Superficial, but excruciating.  A special kind of torture.
“I saw you and I knew you were a gold digging little puttana.”  Finally there was anger in Bianca’s voice.
I knew she knew what a whore was, Mina thought bitterly.
“I called Serafina Mazza, the woman you saw in the office with Marco, and told her that he was back in the country. I told her that he wanted to marry, to settle down, and take up his family’s responsibilities here in Portofino.”  Bianca gave a twisted little smile. “I thought it was better to have the devil I knew, instead of the devil I didn’t.”
Black eyes fixed on Mina, and she braced herself for another attack.
“I was wrong.”
It was so far from what she was expecting that she swayed on her feet, her resistance unnecessary.
“Wrong?” It wasn’t smart to ask--there were too many ways she could be hurt by this woman--but she couldn’t help herself.  She needed to understand.
“I watched you that night.  I saw the pain on your face, and I felt guilty that I had put it there, but I didn’t regret it. But then…” Bianca’s voice broke, something Mina had never heard before, and it took a moment for her to regroup. “Then I saw Marco.”
“He struck his brother.  I couldn’t believe it. Never, not through their entire childhood, did he ever raise a hand to Gio.  Gio was brilliant, and stubborn, and enough to drive a saint to madness, but Marco knew he was bigger and stronger.”  She remembered something and laughed. “Oh they fought, cats and dogs those two, but it was never physical.”
“At first I thought it was temper finally catching up to him, Italian men are famous for it, but then I looked in his eyes.  It wasn’t temper,” she looked at Mina, her face solemn, “it was fear. He was afraid of losing you.”
Mina swallowed the lump that had formed in her throat, but she could find no words. She was stunned into silence by what she was hearing.
“That evening, after he figured out what Serafina and I had done, he turned on me as well. It was as if someone had replaced him with a caged animal, and at that point I was afraid of losing him.”
It was easy to imagine.  Marco had always had something of the predator about him, but without something to stalk, without prey, what is a predator?
“So you lied to him.” The words were out before she could stop them.  It was never wise to call someone a liar, especially someone like Bianca Genovese.
The woman didn’t seem to mind, though.  She met Mina’s eyes squarely and nodded.
“Yes. I knew you would need time and space before you’d be willing to listen to what he had to say,” she said. “I know how it hurts when one you love betrays you, and you obviously felt betrayed.”
“And Marco was furious with you--blindingly, so.  I didn’t realize until he explained later that you had walked away from him once before--yet another proof to me that you weren’t the woman I thought you were--and your leaving opened a wound in his pride that hadn’t yet fully healed. If he had found you that night, or even the next day, he would have yelled at you, pushed you harder than you could take.  It would have ruined everything, so I sent him away.  I pricked his ego, told him you never wanted to see him, knowing that would send him flying after you. Tale è l'uomo.” She gave a little Gallic shrug, as if the logic of it all was plain as day.
“Such is man, eh?” The voice from the doorway made them both jump.  Marco stood there, barefoot and shirtless, jeans slung low on his hips and Mina’s was amazed again by how beautiful he was. “So it was all part of your plan? Send me halfway around the world, all the time knowing she was less than an hour away.  Manipulating us, like you tried to manipulate me and Serafina? Didn’t you learn your lesson with that disaster?”
Bianca pulled herself to her full height and glared at her son.
“If it was a disaster and I was the cause, wasn’t it my place to fix it?” Her eyes glittered fiercely. “I wasn’t going to let you finish destroying what I had already damaged.  So yes, I lied to you.  I am not sorry, and I would do it again.  It was for your own good, and I love you enough to suffer your anger if I know it will mean your happiness in the end.”
Mina’s head was spinning. She looked at the woman she’d blamed for everything and began to see her in a new light. 
“So you don’t mind that I’m back?” Her bravery tanks were less full than before, but with Marco standing beside her she felt she could handle the answer.
“No, Mina,” Bianca said her name for the first time, “I am grateful you have returned.  You hold my son’s heart, and with him is where you belong.”
Marco stepped up and wrapped his arm around her waist.  He looked across the room at his mother, and Mina could feel the tension still in him.
“I hope that in time, you will come to understand an old woman’s motivations.  I only wanted what was best for him.”
The fight had gone out of the matriarch and she suddenly seemed old and frail.  
“Mamma,” Marco started but Mina cut him off.
“Signora, I think I understand now.  I would do anything to make sure the ones I love are happy as well.”
Dark eyes searched hers, looking for something.  She must have found it because she nodded.
“I believe you would.” There was respect in her voice for the first time. “I am glad for that.”
Marco refused to be kept silent.
“I’m going to marry her,” he announced, and he and his mother shared a silent conversation. 
Bianca nodded. “I am counting on it.”
Married? Mina twisted in Marco’s arms to look up into his face.
“Whoa!  Hold on a minute there, Casanova, haven’t you forgotten something?”
Marco’s grip tightened on her as she squirmed and he shook his head.
“No, Amore, I remember everything.” He looked down at her, a fierce love on his face. “I swore I’d make my dream come true, remember?”
Mina remembered.  The ring, the baby, the promise.  She also remembered what it was like without him, and she knew that fighting him would be fighting her own happiness.
“I remember,” she said, turning and giving a wink to his mother. “It’s just that a girl doesn’t like to be taken for granted.”
Bianca gave a rare smile and waved a hand at them.
“I will leave you to resolve this argument on your own.” She looked at Marco and raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think even you are talented enough to screw this up.”
She closed the door as she left and Marco turned Mina in his arms.  The quiet in the room was no longer a space between them, and Mina buried her face in his shoulder, wondering at how she’d ever made it to this point.
“So,” Marco started.
“So?” she asked, knowing the question but wanting to hear it.
“Will you marry me, bellisima mia?  Even with my manipulative mother, my Galahad brother, and my terrible need to have you all to myself?” His voice was carefully undemanding, but she could see the hope flaring in his eyes.
Mina’s imagination filled in years of family dinners, of yelling and making up, of children and grandchildren, and she couldn’t imagine a better world.
“Well, given the situation,” she kept her voice low and serious, and then when she saw a wrinkle crease his brow she took pity on him, “yes! A thousand times yes!”
Marco let out a breath, relief clear on his face, and his arms tightened almost painfully around her.
“I thought,” he started but Mina cut him off with a kiss.
“That’s a bad idea,” she said, her eyes glowing mischievously. “No more thinking. We work better when we just go on instinct.”
She kissed him again, instinct telling her that he needed proof of her love as much as she’d needed proof of his. Long minutes passed, and when they came back down to Earth Marco grinned, his devilish smile taking her breath away.
“Instinct?” He swept her up in his arms and made for the door, his long legs eating up the distance back to their bedroom.  “I can work with that.”
Mina dropped the clothes she’d been clutching all this time and flung her arms around his neck.  
So could she. 
 
The End
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