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Chapter One
 
   Vitaly Antonov sipped his drink, his eyes absently scouring the crowd.  He was bored.  Sighing, he wondered how many more minutes he would have to endure before he would be able to make some excuse to leave.  Normally he would not have cared, but the woman who had organised the event relied on him, and the charity was one close to his heart.  Nobody in the room – the richest of the rich in the Italian city – would ever understand just how close.  Helping street orphans in countries around the world might seem a strange charity for a single, childless billionaire to support, but then again, none of them knew his past.  Nor would they.  He had spent a great deal of money conjuring up one more suitable to the rich, elitist circles he travelled in, and none of them would ever know his humble beginnings.  They could certainly never understand them, his mouth tightening slightly.
 
   “How about fifteen?”  The soft voice behind him brought his thoughts back to the present, Vitaly spinning around, smiling at the woman before him.
 
   “Fifteen what?”, he asked, the woman smiling even more broadly.
 
   “Fifteen more minutes.  You are wondering how soon you can escape this dull evening are you not?”, her eyes twinkling, full of mischief.
 
   Vitaly laughed, the sound full of genuine humour.  At over sixty, Susan Worthington not only still showed the regal beauty she had been known for in her youth, but was as sharp as ever, and the only person who knew of his past.  This woman had been more of a mother to him than his own, and he owed her much, and cared for her even more.  “You are a scary broad Susan”, he grinned as she took his arm.
 
   A soft sigh left her lips.  “Look around you Vitaly.  The room is full of single beautiful women.  Surely there is one here who can catch your eye”, her tone growing sadder and full of meaning, “Maybe one who could mean something more than a one-night stand.”
 
   Inwardly, Vitaly groaned.  Many women had sidled up to him, a smile on their perfect lips, their interest in him clear in their eyes.  None had tempted him, but he knew that this was not going to stop Susan’s yearly ‘It’s time to settle down’ talk.  At 30, Vitaly was everything any gold digger could hope for, including the advantages that he was still young and handsome.  Standing over six feet, he still had the body of a man who worked out regularly, and thick dark hair, which while perfectly cut, still would fall over one eye.  Dark grey eyes, sometimes described as brooding, watched the world keenly, many women unable to take their eyes off him, not all because they knew who he was.
 
   Lifting her hand, the skin still soft, though weathered, he kissed it reverently, “There is not one here who can raise a candle to you Susan”, her eyes rolling, though her mouth curved in genuine pleasure.
 
   “Charmer”, she chuckled, her hand tightening on his arm, “But wasted on an old ‘broad’ like me.  Now maybe on an another…”
 
   Tensing, he sensed the ‘talk’ coming just as her eyes drifted to something over his shoulders, her eyes sparkling, a smile playing on her lips, “Oh, there is Summer and her parents”, her tone becoming a little harder.  “The Bianchis are awful bores, but Summer is a delight.  Come meet them”, adding in a voice full of innuendo, “Especially her.”  Unable to do anything else, as she hooked her arm around his, he moved with her, telling himself ‘Only fourteen minutes now’, this thought bringing a smile to his sensuous mouth.
 
   The Bianchis gripped his hand as they were introduced, their faces full of the usual pleasure at meeting the billionaire, Vitaly recognising the greedy light which lit Salvatore Bianchi’s eyes.  No doubt the man would try and interest him in a ‘not to be missed’ business deal later, Vitaly holding back the laugh knowing that in fourteen minutes he would be gone.
 
   “Please meet our daughter, Summer”, the older, still-stunning woman, Ana Bianchi, gushed as she reached out to grab the arm of a woman with her back to them talking to another.  Vitaly held back the sigh at the way yet another daughter was about to be offered to him, but as she turned around, his stomach did a full 360 degree flip.  Summer Bianchi was gorgeous, but it was not just that she was stunning – she was angelic.  Her eyes, the lightest blue he had ever seen, were filled with genuine warmth, red sweetheart lips curved in a large smile and blonde hair, almost white in its purity, pulled up in a knot on top of her head.  Her figure was no less perfect, although she was dressed far more demurely than most of the women in attendance.  Shaking himself, chastising himself for his fanciful notions, he became aware that he was staring, his hand flying out to take hers as he quickly pulled himself together.  Perhaps he could stay longer after all.
 
   Summer regarded the man before her with interest.  So this was the great Vitaly Antonov.  He was certainly good-looking.  He was also the man responsible for most of their funding, her lips widening into a genuine grin.  She was very much aware of the man’s reputation, many of her friends having talked about nothing else for the past month.  All were in awe of the billionaire and the myths which surrounded him.  He was said to be from Russian aristocracy, his family having been deposed in the revolution.  He was also said to have single-handedly dragged himself from the humble life his family was reduced to into the enclaves of greatness by his sheer force of will and cut-throat business dealings.  There was even talk of him having spent his younger years in the Russian Special Forces, her eyes quickly flitting down him.  He certainly looked like he could take care of himself.
 
   Thrusting out her hand, she grinned, “It is a pleasure to meet you Mr Antonov.  Susan has spoken of you often”, her eyes flitting to the older woman, a devilish light coming to them before once more turning to him, “But, I promise only to believe half of what she says.”
 
   Beside her, her father dragged in a gasp, his mouth tightening at his daughter’s inappropriate comment.  However, Vitaly, gripping her hand, laughed, the sound full of genuine humour, “I would truly appreciate that”, he responded, still holding her hand as he twisted it and lifted it to his lips.  “Perhaps I will have the pleasure of helping you find out which half.”
 
   Summer blushed at his obvious line, her head nodding softly, “Well, I imagine that would be most informative, but ultimately deadly”, another cheeky smile lighting her lips, “The fly should always avoid the spider’s web.”
 
   Again he laughed, his eyes approving.  She was beautiful and smart, a most enticing combination.  “Well, in that case perhaps you would dance with me instead?”
 
   Given that he still held her hand, and her parents were fixing her with eyes almost full of expectancy, she gave him a small nod, “Of course.  I would enjoy that.”
 
   Once on the dance floor, Vitaly took her loosely in his arms, her hand resting on his shoulder, her elbows ensuring that he maintained some distance between them.  “So how do you know Susan?”, his question seeming to remove the wariness in her features as she smiled, her body relaxing.
 
   “I volunteer at the charity headquarters.  She is an amazing woman.  More life in her than some people half her age.”
 
   Vitaly looked down at her with surprise, “You work at the charity?”
 
   Her face scrunched up into an adorable laugh as she nodded, “’fraid so.  Sorry to disappoint you.  I don’t lead the exciting life of some of my friends who are models.  I am just doing my dissertation for my Masters at university, so I hope to be in a position to do much more than I have been up till now, but it’s great experience, and I really love it.  Especially working for Susan.”
 
   Vitaly shook his head, his lips quirking, “I assure you I am not disappointed.  The world has more than enough models.  What are you studying?”
 
   Giving a small grin, she began telling him about her studies in law, Vitaly impressed when discovering that she had, as a result of her experience with the charity, changed her specialty to child law.  She was most definitely an interesting woman.  When the music came to an end, he had been surprised at the level of his disappointment, his arm not moving from her waist as he gave her a disarming smile, “Another?”
 
   However, she stepped back, breaking their contact, Vitaly once more surprised at the loss of her against him.  “Thank you for the dance Mr Antonov.  However, I really should be mixing.  Susan relies on all of her volunteers to go around and push the cause.  I really enjoyed our dance.”
 
   Moving harder against her once more, he again gave her one of his most dazzling smiles.  “What if I were to promise to double what I normally give, if you promise to be my dance partner for the rest of the night?”
 
   Freezing, she stared back at him, her small body rigid, a strange light in her eyes, “Why not cut to the chase.  You could triple it if I promise to sleep with you.”
 
   Another smile curved Vitaly’s lips.  He was not one to pay a woman for sex, but technically this was not paying her as it would be going straight to the charity, and his body was definitely interested in knowing hers better, “I think that could be arranged.”
 
   This time, her chin rose, a hardness coming to her large eyes, the warm blue turning glacial in an instant, “I guess sarcasm is lost on you Mr Antonov.  The charity could really do with your donation, but there are some lines that I for one am certainly not about to cross.  I will not negotiate my body for anything.  Excuse me.”  With that she spun on one foot, moving stiffly away from him.  Groaning, his hand rubbed against his chin.  Damn.  He definitely wanted to know Summer Bianchi better.
 
   He stayed for another hour, surreptitiously watching the young woman as she moved around the room.  She spoke to many, danced with some also, her large smile evident to all.  He could tell that she was well-liked, welcomed into every circle.  When she talked, she talked with passion, Vitaly wondering what that kind of passion would feel like in bed.
 
   “She is an angel isn’t she?”, Susan’s voice broke through his thoughts, Vitaly laughing.  How strange – did everybody see her that way?  He did not even try to pretend that he did not know who she was talking about.  Susan was a bloodhound, and he respected her too much to try and lie to her.  “Yes.  She is quite a woman.  Though very different from her father.”
 
   Susan huffed out a derisive snort.  “Yes, thank goodness.  Though he is not such a bad man really, just set in his ways. Old-fashioned would best describe him.  Salvatore I think truly cares for her, he just thinks that a woman’s place is in the home, bringing up the children”, a soft, sad sigh leaving her, “She is such a sweetheart, I worry that he might push her into something that will make her very unhappy, especially as he has no control over his other daughter.”
 
   His interest piqued, his look fell to the older woman, “She has a sister?”
 
   Nodding, Susan’s mouth curved, “Yes, Isabella.  Very different from Summer.  She is a nice girl, though wild, not interested in charitable work.  Believes in her own satisfaction, though the two are close.  She is travelling in Europe I believe.”
 
   He looked once more back at Summer, her nose scrunched up as she laughed at a joke, his voice  musing, “What do you think her father has planned for her?”
 
   Chuckling, Susan gave him a knowing look.  “What does every old-school, Italian father want for his daughter?  He wants her to marry some useful partner for his business.  Someone he thinks will provide for her and give him lots of lovely little grandchildren.”
 
   This time Vitaly was the one who smiled.  “Good luck with that.  I don’t think Summer Bianchi is the type to be pushed into any kind of relationship she did not want.”  Hearing her sad sigh, he turned to face her, “Am I wrong?”
 
   “Summer has a heightened sense of responsibility.  Her father knows this.  I fear he will manipulate her in some way.  I really like that girl Vitaly and I would hate to see her talents wasted in some cold marriage, she reduced to running some man’s house and raising his children.  I think it would destroy her; it would definitely destroy her spirit.”  Vitaly took another sip of his drink, frowning.  Why did that thought sit so badly with him too?
 
   As expected, Salvatore Bianchi finally sidled up to him, a smile on his gruff face.  The fact that Summer was such a sweet woman was most definitely not due to the man before him, Vitaly seeing the hardness in his harsh features.  He was not a man who would ever be described as ‘sweet’.  “Mr Antonov, it is a pleasure to meet you”, the two men shaking hands, “My wife was wondering if you would be interested in dining with us tomorrow.  I understand that you are in town for the week, and hotels can be most monotonous.  I have the best cook in the city and my daughter has promised to make her delicious chocolate cake specially.”
 
   While he had been refusing similar requests all evening, he smiled at the man, nodding his head, “That sounds delightful Mr Bianchi.  Tell your wife I appreciate her most generous offer.  Shall we say seven?”  He was not about to pass up the chance to spend more time with Summer.
 
   Across from him, the other man beamed, nodding his head as he handed over a card with the address.  “Splendid.  We look forward to receiving you then”, before he moved away, triumphant that he had managed to lure the billionaire to his home.
 
   Finishing his drink, Vitaly smiled.  He could wait to begin his assault on Summer.  No woman had ever turned down Vitaly Antonov, not when he really turned his attention on them.  With one last look at Summer and a wink at Susan, he left.  He was certainly going to enjoy chasing and ultimately claiming the young beauty.
 
   The next evening, exactly at seven, Vitaly stood at the door of the Bianchi house.  It was nestled within a pleasant-enough estate, an oversized fountain filling up most of the front lawn.  In the small car park, his bodyguard remained in the black Bentley, his eyes constantly scanning the area for trouble.  The man had to learn to relax, they were no longer in Russia, Vitaly grimacing, knowing that when there Bruno most definitely had cause to worry.  With his wealth and powerful associations he was a target for many.
 
   It was Summer who answered the door, Vitaly staring at her.  The day before, he had thought her gorgeous, like an angel, but today her long blonde hair fell around her like a shimmering halo, words fleeing him.
 
   Aware that she was staring at him, her brows furrowed in concern, he stepped forward, managing a smile, his, “Summer, nice to see you once more”, an understatement.  Just the sight of her was doing very strange things to his body, his insides flip-flopping in a manner so foreign to him.  Pushing one hand out he offered her one of the two bouquets of flowers he held, her eyes lighting up as she smiled widely, “Thank you Mr Antonov”, another smile pulled from her as he interrupted.
 
   “Vitaly.  Please call me Vitaly.”
 
   “Vitaly”, she offered sweetly, stepping inside to allow him entry.  
 
   Both Salvatore and Ana, who must have been waiting, stepped forward, the man extending his hand, “Welcome, to our home.”
 
   Vitaly’s eyes flicked around the room.  Everywhere he looked the place was decorated with oversized pieces of furniture which would not have looked out of place at Versailles, the French design not one he cared for, finding often that those who did were pretentious.  Passing the wine he held into the same hand as the remaining flowers, he shook hands with the man, dragging a polite return smile to his features, “Thank you.  You have a lovely home”, the pleasure in the man’s eyes evident.  Turning to Ana, he offered her the flowers.  “For you madam”, before turning back to Salvatore and offering the wine.  He was assured that as well as being Italian it was also incredibly expensive, rewarded to see the way his host’s eyes widened with approval.
 
   “A fine wine Sir.  It is not often that visitors have such exquisite taste”, his look briefly lighting on his daughter, “However, I see that you do indeed.”  Vitaly held back the smile seeing the small blush which rose to Summer’s cheek.  So she felt uncomfortable with this too.  Good to know.
 
   Taken into the dining room, he was quickly seated beside Summer, her parents taking up seats opposite the two.  For the next hour, he was served dish after dish, the food deliciously adequate, Salvatore monopolising the conversation as he talked business.  Vitaly was happy to let the man speak, preferring to talk to Summer when the two were alone.  He had spent the night trying not to stare at her, his body aware how close she was, his imagination running wild with fantasies of running his hands through her thick mane of platinum blonde hair which shimmered with every move she made.  He definitely had a proposition to make to her.  As they cleared away the main course, he looked across at the young woman by his side, his lips quirking, “I understand that you were going to be press-ganged into making chocolate cake”, rewarded to see the way her lips twitched into a smile.
 
   “I hope that you have a strong constitution Vitaly.  I fear that my skills do not lie in the kitchen… They most definitely lie elsewhere, but yes, I did make chocolate cake.”
 
   His smile was only for her, a wicked gleam in his eyes, which she seemed to pick up on, another blush rising to her cheeks as she pushed her chair back, scurrying into the kitchen, her look averted from his.  He only just managed to hold back the laugh at her reaction.  She really had not realised the double meaning of her words.  Very sweet.
 
   She had not given herself enough credit – the chocolate cake was light and delicious.  Putting down his fork, his praise was sincere, “Well, if your talents do not lie in cooking Summer, then you must be a most gifted person in other aspects of life.”
 
   Salvatore bellowed out a loud laugh, his look approving as it fell to his daughter, before turning to Vitaly.  “She is indeed my friend.  She works with the children’s charity because she loves children.  And of course, she is smart.  Children should always have a mother who is intelligent, do you not think so?”
 
   Vaguely nodding his head, he murmured something suitably noncommittal, not wanting to encourage the train of conversation.  This was certainly not his first diner party with parents with a daughter to marry off, his eyes once more flicking to Summer.  No matter how enticing the daughter was.
 
   “But as good as her chocolate cake is, she was certainly not lying”, Salvatore continued, adding, as though to cover his daughter's earlier inappropriate words about her own abilities, “Her true gift is music.  Summer can sing like an angel”, his eyes lighting up as though an idea had just come to him, Vitaly sure that it was well planned.  “In fact, why don’t we take our coffee in the other room, and Summer can entertain us with a song?”
 
   Summer seemed to shrivel up at the suggestion, her eyes half-closing in dread.  Vitaly was speechless, not sure what was going on as Salvatore stood, leading them all into another room, he given the largest of the easy chairs, which co-incidentally happened to be closest to the grand piano.  As coffee was served, Salvatore turned to Summer.  “Play for us.  Play what you performed at the charity event the other week”, looking briefly over at Vitaly, “It had everybody in tears.  ‘Salvatore’, they all said.  ‘You are a blessed man.  Your daughter has the voice of an angel’.”
 
   Summer cringed.  Was it not bad enough that she had been forced to cook for this man, this man who was only really interested in one thing, though for the life of her she could not fathom why.  He certainly had plenty of offers the night before, finding herself straining her ears to listen as her parents drove home.  Her father had been in a fine mood, his hand caressing her mother’s, she smiling.  While her father was known for driving a hard bargain and not suffering fools easily, he was also a fair man and he loved her mother with everything in him.  Somehow, despite his tendencies to try to bully her and control her life, this made her more patient with him.  He really did think that he was doing the best for them all.
 
   “Did you see those women throwing themselves at him?”, her father had laughed, Ana nodding, a knowing smile on her mouth.  “Fools.  Can they not see that he is at an age when he needs to settle down, take a wife?  He has no interest in easy women, he is looking for one who will be his partner in life”, a loud guffaw leaving him as he squeezed his wife’s hand, “He took one look at our Summer and he was smitten.” His eyes travelled to his daughter, his look full of fun, “It is good that you took your looks from your mother Summer, not your old father.  Then Vitaly would have run for the hills.”
 
   Summer had laughed, holding back the comment about his real intentions.  Her father recently was seeing suitors in every man who looked twice at her, she not wanting to ruin his good mood by telling him of his offer to sleep with her.  No, Vitaly Antonov was most definitely not looking for a wife, just another woman to bed.
 
   Now she looked over at the billionaire.  The whole evening he had been courteous and polite, listening to her father’s dull stories, laughing in all the right places.  He talked knowledgably about business and also the charity she held dear.  After only a short time, her body relaxed, the stiffness at being close to him disappearing.  Perhaps she had read him wrong.  Perhaps he had only been joking, and she had blown it out of proportion, soon finding herself laughing and chatting back happily with the easygoing man.  Groaning, feeling the colour rising to her cheeks she gave him an apologetic look as she moved past him to the piano, his eyes meeting hers momentarily, those dark blue/grey eyes full of understanding, that moment somehow connecting them both.  Taking her seat, she let her fingers rest on the keys and began to play.
 
   Vitaly sat, feeling somehow as though he had been transported back to some Georgian time, like a Bronte book, the suitor, played by himself, being presented with a would-be bride, her talents paraded for him.  He felt both uneasy and more than a little out of his depth.  What did he care about a woman’s talents, unless they were those between the sheets?  He tried to hold down the groan, hoping that having Summer fumble her way through some song would not take away from the way his body still yearned to feel her under him.  However when their eyes connected as she moved to the piano, it sent the strangest jolt sizzling through him.  In that moment there was just the two of them in the room, the moment intense.  When she sat and played the first note, he sat back, fighting for self-control.  What the hell was happening to him?  Now he was glad that he would have a moment to pull himself together, hearing her sing would bring her crashing back to Earth, prove that she was just another woman, just a mortal ordinary woman, not some celestial being.
 
   However, the moment she began to sing, he was mesmerized.  Her father had not lied – she sang beautifully.  Her voice, soft and sultry wrapped around him holding him transfixed and fascinated.  He was not aware as his eyes widened, his body leaning slightly forward, enraptured by the sound of her.  As the last note filled the room and then all was silent, he was still staring.  Only the sound of Salvatore and Ana clapping brought him round, his own hands rising and clapping also.
 
   “Do you not think she sings well?”,  Salvatore’s booming voice washed over him, finally pulling his eyes from Summer as he found his voice.
 
   “Yes.  Better than well”, his look once more returning to the woman still seated behind the piano, pleasure in her smile, “You have an amazing voice.  You truly could sing for a living.”
 
   Laughing, she shook her head, slipping from the instrument, “No, I have a problem with high notes.” Her lovely eyes twinkling with mischief, “But it is nice to know that I had you fooled.”
 
   Vitaly laughed with her, nodding his head, “Well, hand-on-heart, I truly did not hear a note wrong”, his voice becoming more serious, “You are an amazing woman Miss Bianchi.”
 
   Behind him, Salvatore grinned, giving his wife a knowing look, Summer groaning seeing it.  He would be impossible to live with now.
 
   Aware that Vitaly was talking, she pulled another smile to her face, focussing on his words.  “Summer, I have tickets for the theatre tomorrow”, his look flicking briefly to Salvatore as though seeking permission, before returning to her, “Would you care to be my guest?  I could take you for dinner first”, his lips twitching with humour, “It seems only fair as you have been so giving of your culinary and musical talents.”
 
   Before, she could utter a word, her father stepped forward, a big smile on his face.  “Excellent idea.  Summer, you love the theatre, and Vitaly has been so generous with his time, the least you can do is give him yours.”
 
   Trying not to laugh, she found herself nodding, strangely looking forward to her ‘date’ with the man who only 24 hours ago she had thought so little of.  It was true what Isabella said: Never be too quick to judge someone.
 
   With a date in the bag for his daughter, Salvatore wrapped up the evening, looking at his watch.  “Well, my friend.  It has been a most enjoyable evening.  I for one did not realise just how late it had gotten.  A sign of a good night I think”, walking Vitaly to the door as they talked.  They agreed a time for him to pick Summer up the next day, and then Vitaly found himself on the other side of the door, bemused.  He had never been hustled out of a house before.  Strangely, he did not feel insulted, his mouth curving.  How could he?  Tomorrow, he would have Summer to himself, and he did not intend having her home too early.  Walking to his waiting car, he whistled softly to himself the tune she had sung, once more the memory sending the strangest sensations through him.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Two
 
   The next day he arrived at five.  This time Ana opening the door for him.  She smiled widely as she stood aside for him to enter, the two exchanging small talk on the city.  As Summer moved down the stairs, his mouth dried up – she looked stunning.  Wearing a full-length cocktail dress, her hair was again piled high on her head, but this time the dress was a little more daring, strapless, allowing him to admire her creamy shoulders.  A simple necklace adorned her neck, a single diamond on the end of a gold chain.  He wanted to replace it with a row of diamonds, to watch as they shone nearly as brightly as her eyes.  She should be draped in diamonds.
 
   Becoming aware that Ana was talking, he pulled his eyes from the vision descending towards him, Salvatore moving behind her, “Vitaly!  Good to see you my friend.  I understand that you don’t just have any tickets, but for the opening night.  Summer is most excited”, his booming voice full of mirth as he looked over at his daughter as she descended.  “Even managed to talk her mother into a shopping trip”, his eyes proud as he smiled, “Definitely worth it.”
 
   Vitaly could not help but agree, a smile lighting his lips as he bowed his head slightly, “You look wonderful Summer”, the woman they were talking about flicking an embarrassed smile at her father, before allowing her eyes to fall on him.
 
   “You look very good too”, she offered, his lips quirking.
 
   She did not seem used to compliments, seeing the unease in her as she fidgeted nervously.  He however, was very experienced at giving them.  “Well, I have made sure I look better than any man who will be there.  I have you on my arm.”  While Salvatore and Ana smiled, liking the line, he felt his lips twitch seeing the way her eyes rolled.  Not so much not used to receiving compliments, just not a big fan of those who were too free with them.  Noted.
 
   He had made a reservation at one of the finest restaurants in the city, Summer suitably impressed, her eyes wide as they were seated at the best table in the room.  After ordering, he chatted with her, impressed with her ability to parry words with him; he liked the way she seemed to enjoy arguing with him.  Most of his dates were not as knowledgeable as the lovely blonde before him, and those who were never argued with him, Vitaly finding battling wits with her strangely enjoyable.  She would certainly make an excellent lawyer, he finding himself mesmerized with the passion she talked with.
 
   As their car took them to the opening night of the theatre production, Summer stared at him with open mouth, “I had no idea this was a red carpet event”, she breathed, her blue eyes full of nervous trepidation.
 
   Taking her hand, he leant in.  “It’s just a carpet Summer.  Red, yellow, green…  What’s the difference?”, her eyes flying to his with disbelief even as photographers rushed forward to shout at him, demanding to know who his date was.
 
   Summer flinched as the cameras lit up the night around them, her voice becoming sarcastic, “Well, point taken – I’m blinded now, so who knows what colour it is?”
 
   Vitaly spluttered out a laugh as his arm moved around her shoulder, guiding her into the theatre.  “See, knew you would come to see it my way”, her indignant snort only making him laugh harder.
 
   The show had been wonderful, Summer sitting transfixed, enjoying every moment.  Vitaly would turn to watch her, fascinated with the way she seemed to lose herself in the production.  While he would go, he had never really appreciated them the way she so obviously did and for a moment he envied her.
 
   With the last swish of the curtain, the audience rose, filing out into the foyer, where tables with champagne were strategically placed around the small area, the cast and crew mingling with the invited audience.  Entwining his fingers with hers, he led her around the room, introducing her to the many guests, Summer impressed with how easily he mingled with the famous faces she saw everywhere.  She was strangely thankful to have him keeping her as close as he did, given the way many men stared at her, their eyes not hiding their interest in her, Summer uncomfortable with the attention.
 
   Finally though she gasped, looking at the time, “Vitaly, I really have to go.  My father will worry.”
 
   He frowned before smiling disarmingly at her, “You could phone him if you like.  I could arrange a hotel room for you.”
 
   Her features broke into a large smile even as her head shook, “No thank you.  I appreciate that, but believe me, my father would not stand for it.”
 
   Vitaly cursed inwardly.  He hoped that she would agree.  He would have booked her a room, but planned on sharing it with her.  There would have been some music, dancing, some kissing and then moving to her bed.  All evening he had watched her, every moment wanting her more, disappointment flooding him.  Seemed he would not be enjoying her that night after all, his body growing uncomfortable.
 
   Pulling a smile to his mouth, he nodded his head, “Of course.  We will go now.”
 
   Patience.  Slowly, slowly catch the sexy little songbird – she will be worth it.  Once more in the car he lifted her hand to his mouth, kissing each of her knuckles.  Summer stared at him, the blueness of her eyes darkening as her mouth parted in a soft ‘o’.  As their eyes met, he leant forward, his hand now cupping her cheek, angling her towards him, “I had a wonderful night Miss Bianchi”, his eyes dancing with hers.
 
   “I did too”, she whispered before her eyes dropped to look at his mouth, their heads now inches apart.  That was the sign he was waiting for, her permission, his mouth dropping to cover hers.  She remained still, her eyes closing as his tongue ran across the velvety softness of her lips.  She tasted sweet, perfect, her tongue flicking out and momentarily touching his, the effect so strange to Vitaly.  Sound seemed to vanish, his entire focus zooming in on her as her mouth slowly flowered open to allow him to surge in, his shaping with hers.  Never before had a kiss affected him so much, the moment one of perfection as he sucked in her bottom lip, running his tongue over it, the small hitched sound from her the most enticing he had ever heard.  Growing more sure, he pulled her gently to him, laying her over his lap as he kissed her, her arms twining around his neck, the two losing themselves in the other.  Time seemed to stand still as the kiss grew.  When had a kiss made him feel so close to a woman?, he never wanting it to end, dragging her harder against him.
 
   The car jerking pulled them apart, the moment lost as sound swooshed in, Summer pushing herself from him, embarrassment sitting on her as she looked over at him, her eyes mirroring the confusion he was sure were in his.  He knew one thing: he had to have Summer Bianchi.  “I... I’m sorry.  I have no idea what happened there”, her voice bringing his thoughts back as he let his hand once more take hers, a smile playing on his mouth.
 
   “Don’t be sorry.  I sure as hell am not.  That was amazing”, rewarded to see the relief in her eyes as she dropped them shyly.
 
   “I’m not in the habit of throwing myself at someone”, her tone embarrassed as he chuckled.
 
   “I don’t think that you were doing much throwing, I was certainly hoping to do some catching”, his voice becoming more sombre.  “But if it means anything, I didn’t want it to stop”, his eyes locking with hers, “I want to see you again Summer.”
 
   She swallowed nervously, her lips tugging up into a smile.  “I would like that.”  Relief washed over Vitaly, not sure why he should have worried.  After all, her father was not about to let a billionaire wriggle off his daughter’s hook – he would still have hopes of reeling himself in a rich son-in-law, not that that was ever going to happen.  Still, he was not ready to give up on a night with the blonde bringing such disruption to him.
 
   “Have dinner with me tomorrow.  The head chef of La Cage himself will prepare his specialty.”
 
   Summer’s features scrunched up in the most delightful giggle, her eyes flashing brightly at him, “You are such a name dropper”, she knowing only too well that La Cage was the most exclusive nightclub in Rome.
 
   Vitaly found himself laughing with her, his voice alive with it, “Well most people are impressed with that.  Makes me look like I made an effort.”
 
   Summer grew quiet, her face still smiling, though an intensity in her eyes, “I would be happy to have dinner with you Mr Vitaly Antonov, and I would be happy to have it at McDonalds.” Her look grew shyer as she added, “I like you.”
 
   Vitaly could only stare at her for several seconds, strangely moved by the sincerity of her words.  Lifting his hand, he let his fingers gently stroke her cheek, before his mouth curved wickedly, “OK.  Then have dinner with me and I will have Ronald McDonald himself prepare it.”  Summer could not hold back the spluttered laugh as she giggled, finding herself snuggling into the man beside her.  She really did like Vitaly.
 
   Hearing that Summer was to attend La Cage with Vitaly the next night, Salvatore had flicked a knowing smile at his wife.  “The man certainly has taste.”
 
   His wife nodded, “Yes, and lots of money.  That place is incredibly expensive.”
 
   Salvatore snorted.  “He can well afford it.  Why should our little Summer not enjoy some of the finer things in life?”  His look landed on her, a warning light deep in his eyes.  “So long as she does not get carried away.  Men like Vitaly sometimes have expectations; it would not do to have him think of you like those women he normally deals with.”
 
   Chuckling, she rolled her eyes at her father.  “It is dinner papa.  Nothing more.  What do you think he is going to do in a room full of strangers?”, her father laughing back as he nodded.  What indeed?
 
   The next day, right on time, once more Vitaly arrived.  To her surprise, this time he drove himself, Summer sitting in the sports car, her look flicking to him full of fun.  “You drive too?”, his mouth curving as he nodded.
 
   “Not very well”, his brows wriggling, full of mischief.
 
   However, he drove skillfully, managing to find his way around the clogged streets of Rome almost like a native, not something many from outside the city could do.  As they drove into the more illustrious part of town, she frowned, the realisation hitting her that they were not heading to La Cage. Questioning him, he flashed her a mysterious smile, his words, “Wait and see”, not sitting well with her.
 
   Reaching the guarded compound of the rich and famous, his car drove through unimpeded, Summer now feeling concern, her body stiffening.  “Where are we going?”, the words bitten out between gritted teeth.
 
   Surprised, he pulled his car into the underground car park, Summer feeling alarmed now.  Turning, he pulled a grin to his handsome features.  “I promised you dinner.  I am taking you to dinner.”
 
   Stiffening, she looked warily around herself.  What was going on?  Her eyes were angry daggers of accusation, “You said we were going to La Cage.”
 
   Vitaly moved from the car, walking around to open her door, his hand extended for hers, Summer pausing not sure what she should do as he gave her another disarming smile, “No.  What I said was I would have the head chef of La Cage cook his specialty for you.  He is preparing it right now, in my apartment.”
 
   Taking his hand, she still felt the unease within.  Being alone with the man in his apartment was not something she had anticipated, her body rigid.  Perhaps she should call the date off.  As though he sensed her thoughts, he turned with her, pressing the elevator button.  “Summer.  I promise that I am not in the habit of attacking women.  If I were, I would definitely not do it in my own home”, his eyes flashing with fun as he pulled out his cell phone, his fingers sliding over a few buttons before holding it up to her.  She could see an image of what appeared to be a kitchen, a man in chef’s clothes, his face familiar to her, moving around the area.  “I know you will recognise him, but he is in my kitchen”, his voice softening, “This is all aboveboard Summer.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, she finally nodded, moving with him into the elevator.  It took little time to reach the penthouse suite, the elevator opening right into his apartment.  Stepping into the area, her eyes took in the opulent surroundings.  No expense had been spared decorating, her eyes widening at the beauty of it.
 
   “You like?”  His question brought her head round, a small wary smile on her lips as she nodded.  Who could not like it, although it was perhaps a little more masculine than she would have chosen.  She jumped as he took her hand, leading her down the long hallway, pointing out the different rooms as they went.  Reaching the kitchen, she felt relief wash over her seeing Chef Bernard, the man she had seen in the video, bustling around busily.
 
   Seeing the two, he stopped, a large smile on his face, his arms opening wide in welcome, “Ciao, my friends.  Your timing is perfect.”
 
   Summer sniffed the air, her earlier misgivings fleeing as she smiled back, “It all smells wonderful”, the chef before her giving her an approving nod.  “Just wait till you taste it”, before he was once more turning to the stove to deal with a pot.
 
   A middle-aged woman stood near the corner, a friendly smile on her face as Vitaly introduced her, “Summer, this is my housekeeper, Daniela.  She will be serving us this evening”, Summer giving her a return smile.  So the apartment was not empty then.
 
   Chuckling, Vitaly tugged on her hand, leading her into another room, the small table set for two, the setting intimate and romantic, soft music playing and candles everywhere, the light dimmed for best effect.
 
   Looking around, her mouth quirked “Wow.  This is quite something.  You go all out to impress a girl.”
 
   Grinning, he pulled her chair back for her, his head brushing against hers as he leant forward to push the chair in, his whispered words sending the strangest tremor skittering down her spine, “Is it working?”
 
   Summer laughed softly once more, nodding slightly, “Oh yes.  Consider my head turned.”
 
   Seating himself, he poured them both a glass of the red wine already breathing in the decanter.  Assuming that he planned on not driving her home himself, she clinked glasses with him, his toast of “To a magical evening”, bringing another smile to her lips.
 
   It was not long before the appetizer arrived, Summer digging into the delicate dish with relish, savouring every bite.  It was delicious.  As always conversation between the two flowed easily, both laughing with their one-liners.
 
   The arrival of the main course had her eyes opening wider, her praise for Chef Bernard profuse, the man coming out himself to thank her.  Vitaly was once again surprised with Summer’s ability to enjoy things, and even more so when the two began talking, Summer telling the celebrity chef about an upcoming event for the children’s charity, the kindly man offering to make an appearance.
 
   As he once more returned to the kitchen, Summer was bursting with excitement at the chef’s offer.  “Susan is going to be delighted”, she proclaimed, Vitaly shaking his head with a grin.  He had gone to all this trouble, and she had been more interested in the charity.
 
   With dessert out of the way, Summer gave a contented little purr, declaring that she would not eat again for a week, the two sitting back to drink their coffee.  Pulling a box from his jacket, Vitaly slid it over to Summer, his eyes catching her surprised look as she frowned at the jewellery box. “What is this?”, her soft words making him laugh.
 
   “Open it and find out”, surprised as she flicked an uneasy look at him before opening the long thin velvet box.
 
   Gasping in a breath of shock, she stared at the diamond tennis bracelet, the stones catching the light of the candles making it shimmer.  It was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen.  However, closing it, her look rose to his.  “What is this for?”, wariness in her tone.
 
   Shaking his head Vitaly leant over, opening the box once more and removing the bracelet from within.  “Why are you always so suspicious?  It is a small gift, just to let you know how much I have enjoyed our time together”, his voice lowering seductively, “And how much I look forward to spending more with you”, his hand wrapping it around her wrist before securing it.  Lifting her hand, he kissed her knuckles, Summer holding her breath at the way the bracelet caught the light, her skin almost glowing.
 
   Groaning, she lifted her look to him.  “Vitaly, I can’t accept this.  It… it’s too much.  We hardly know each other!”
 
   Shaking his head, he laughed, rising as he pulled her from the chair.  “No – it is nothing.  Come dance with me.”
 
   She allowed him to pull her into the middle of the room, the music wrapping around her as his arms held her against himself.  Sighing softly, she allowed her arms to drape around his shoulders, leaning in closer to him, his aftershave pulling a small satisfied sigh from her.  It would not hurt to dance for a while.
 
   Neither spoke as they moved together, both seemingly happy just to be holding the other.  As the music changed, his hands began to caress her waist, his mouth moving to kiss the top of her head.  Summer lifted her face to him, their eyes locking as they stared at each other.  Then they were kissing, their mouths fused together in mutual need, that need raw and primitive, Summer never having felt so out-of-control.  Her head felt fuzzy, time seeming to stand still as she explored his mouth, her tongue parrying with his.  When he pulled back slightly, his mouth against her ear, she shuddered, his voice raspy, “Come to bed Summer.  I can make you feel so good.”
 
   It took a moment for the words to fully sink in, Summer stiffening, pushing herself from him as she stared at him in horror.  “W… What did you say?”, her eyes wide.
 
   He frowned back, surprise in his look,  “I said come to bed.”
 
   Stumbling backwards, she began pacing back and forth in agitation, her eyes angry daggers as she glared at Vitaly.  “Unbelievable.  This is all you wanted all along isn’t it?”
 
   Scowling, an anger came on him too.  “What is wrong with you?  We were having a great time.  What is your problem with moving this into the bedroom?”
 
   Staring back at him in disbelief she pointed a shaky finger at him. “I am such a fool.  You actually had me believing that you were not the man I first met, but you really, really are.  You have been playing a game with me and my family all this time”, contempt in her features, “The flowers, the theatre, the wine, so ‘considerate’, but you have only been interested in getting me into bed.  Well I am not interested and I’m done.  I am going home.”
 
   Now he stepped closer, his eyes narrowed angrily.  “Grow up Summer.  OK, I get it.  Daddy wants you to marry yourself a billionaire, but that isn’t going to happen, but it doesn’t mean we can’t have a good time.  We get along, we like each other and we are both consenting adults.  Isn’t that enough?”, his voice becoming more soothing, “What is wrong with the two of us spending some time together, no strings, no expectations?  I can take care of you, and you will not regret it, and your father doesn’t have to know.”
 
   However, Summer was in no mood to be appeased, his kiss still causing unwanted feelings to jolt through her.  With words bitten out in disgust she glared back at him, her fingers clawing at the bracelet.  “Not interested.  You disgust me Vitaly.  I am not about to lie down and let you ‘look after me’.  I am more than capable of looking after myself”, her fingers finally freeing the piece of jewellery before she threw it onto the nearby sofa.  “I have no interest in going behind my father’s back because you can ‘make me feel good’”, scorn in her voice, “I am going home.”
 
   With that she lifted her purse, turned and marched up the hallway.  Vitaly strode after her, his hand grabbing her shoulder and pulling her around, surprise deep in the depths of his eyes.  “This is ridiculous Summer.  You are blowing this all out of all proportion.  Sit back down and let’s talk.”
 
   Shaking his hands from her, she stepped into his space, her eyes flashing angrily.  “Blowing this out of proportion?”, disbelief in her tone.  “No.  You are a manipulative, using, egotistical son-of-a-bitch.  I would rather spend time in a room full of a thousand scorpions than another minute in a room with you.  At least I know they are deadly.  You hide your true intentions behind a mask of civility, when all you really care about is your own damn satisfaction.  Well go to hell.  I am not for sale.”  Now her finger was prodding his chest with every word, Vitaly stunned as he frowned back down on her.  “I never want to see you again.  Do you understand?”  Finished, she spun around once more, again making for the elevator.
 
   “Fine.  I will take you home.”
 
   His low rumbled words made her glare back at him, her finger stabbing the button to call the elevator.  “Like hell you will.  I will call a taxi.”
 
   She tensed as his hand pressed the stop button, anger making her small hands fist by her side.  Turning, she came face-to-face with him once more, only now his features were stony cold, a simmering anger in them.  “Don’t worry Summer.  I have no interest in pursuing this evening anymore anyway.  I really detest spoilt little brats throwing temper tantrums”, his hand once more starting the elevator.  “My car will be downstairs waiting.  It will take you home.  And don’t worry.  I am leaving for England tomorrow so you will not have to see me ever again.”  Turning from him so that he would not see the way she shook, she stepped once more into the elevator, only looking back at him as the doors slid closed, seeing as he stood, his body as rigid as hers.
 
   As the metal doors fully closed, Vitaly released a long sigh.  Damn.  How had the night gone so wrong?  His body hummed from the need in him, the need for her.  Not even the fight could stop the way he wanted her, his mouth firming.  She would wait a long time if she thought that she could lure him into marriage, her virginal put-upon act not fooling him for a second.  He was sure that her father would have her calling him back that night to apologise, or at the latest the next day, his hand stroking his jaw as he stepped back into his living room.  Damn, but she drove him crazy.
 
   As promised, the car was indeed waiting for her, the driver silent as they made the journey back to her home.  Her parents had asked how the food was, her mother asking about the club.  Answering that the food was everything it was meant to be, she side-stepped the question of the décor, not wanting them to know that she dined at his home.  Instead, she effused that Chef Bernard had agreed to help out at one of the charity events, her father congratulating her, but moving quickly on to when she would be seeing Vitaly again.
 
   Making for the stairs, she shrugged.  “Oh, I have no idea.  He is going to England tomorrow”, her voice becoming vague, “Maybe he will call if he is in town again.  He is good company.”  As she ran up the stairs, she could almost feel the surprise from her parents.  There were definitely some things they did not need to know.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three
 
   Two weeks later, Summer returned home.  She had spent the day working at the charity, a feeling of impending doom sitting on her, the only reason she could think of to explain her unease the fact that she had not heard from Isabella for several days now, concern for her hot-headed sister growing.  The last she heard, she was in Romania.  Huffing out a sigh, she tried to shake off the feeling.  Isabella was a free spirit.  No doubt she had run out of battery, or there was no signal, her lips twitching, head shaking.  She sounded like some kind of mother hen.
 
   Stepping into the foyer, she paused, her stomach flip-flopping seeing her mother hovering near her father’s study.  She looked tense, fearful, Summer quickly rushing to her, “Mama, what?  What’s wrong?”
 
   Ana stared back at her, desolation in her look, her voice shaky, “It… It’s Isabella.”
 
   Summer could feel the way her legs felt like they would buckle under her, not aware as the colour drained from her features also, just as the door of her father’s office opened.  A man she vaguely recognised stepped out with her father, the two men shaking hands, both their faces solemn.  “Thank you for coming my friend”, her father managed, “I will wait to hear more from you”, the other man nodding back before inclining his head at the two women and leaving.
 
   “Father!  What is going on?”, Summer cried out, her voice fearful.  Salvatore opened the door of his office wider as he indicated for both women to enter.  Taking his wife’s hand, he pulled her closer to him, both clinging to the other for a few seconds as though they were drawing strength from the other.
 
   Sitting, the three faced each other, Summer shocked to hear the helplessness in her father’s voice.  “Antonio is Margarita’s father.”  Summer knew the name, Margarita one of Isabella’s oldest friends, and one of the group who had gone travelling to explore Europe together.  “Antonio has links to the military, and he heard, unofficially, that the group somehow got over the Ukraine border.  Nobody knows if it was deliberate, or an accident”, his voice growing slightly angry, “But knowing your sister, it might not have been an accident”, a groan leaving him as once more his voice grew tired, “There are unconfirmed reports that the group was kidnapped by some kind of terrorist group.  He has very few details, but we must prepare ourselves for the fact that there may be a demand for money.”
 
   She could see as her mother gripped her father’s hand tighter, tears sliding down her face as Salvatore pulled her in tighter.  “We will find the money Ana.  We will get her home.”
 
   Summer sat rigid, disbelief and shock filling her.  Isabella was in trouble, not the kind of trouble resulting from smashing a window, or dinging the car, but real life-threatening trouble.  Her hands lifted to her mouth as she began to shake.  Dear God, help her sister.
 
   For three weeks, Vitaly had gone about his usual business.  He had thrown himself into his work, still reeling from having heard nothing from Summer.  Having told himself she would eventually contact him, he finally came to the realisation that she never would.  Telling himself that it was her loss, he grew angry.  She could have done well on his arm if she had only been prepared to play the game, he finally giving up on her.  There were plenty of willing women in the world.
 
   However, his body had not seemed to get the memo, nobody enticing him in the three weeks since he last saw her.  Once more looking out of the window of his office, he groaned.  Maybe he had come on a little heavy-handed.  She did seem more innocent than most.  Perhaps she just needed more time spent on her.  With his talks drawing to a close, he was already planning on returning to Rome, already planning on having another shot at Summer, certain events making this something he could do with more than just a minimal chance of success.
 
   The sound of his private cell ringing made him sigh, it turning to a frown, the number unrecognised.  “Who is this?”, his clipped tone demanded.  Only certain people had his private number, he not liking the fact a stranger might have somehow found him.
 
   “Vitaly?”, the soft voice on the other end sliced through him.
 
   His body instantly stood to attention, his voice softening, “Summer?”, a big smile filling his face.  So there was still a chance.
 
   “I… I’m sorry to interrupt.  Susan gave me your number, please don’t be cross with her.  I need to talk to you.  I’m in London, could we meet?”  Frowning, he paused for a second, her soft voice pleading on the other end, “Please.  It is really important.”  Giving her his address, he quickly agreed to meet with her that day, before ending the call.  He stared at the phone, his mouth curving into a smile.  Most unexpected, but most welcome.
 
   Summer entered his office, her body still shaking.  She knew she was entering the devil’s lair, but she was out of options.  If the rumours were true, then Vitaly might be able to help.  Might be able to find some information about Isabella.  She had to try.
 
   The room was huge, large floor-to-ceiling windows flooding the area with light.  Everywhere she looked the trappings of wealth were obvious, from the expensive paintings on the walls to the solid furnishings.  Vitaly, certainly did not scrimp.
 
   Movement to her side brought her head round, Summer finding Vitaly only feet from her, her hands rising as she jumped, covering her heart.  Why did this man make her so nervous – so uncomfortable, while her body seemed to leap to greedy attention whenever he was close?  “Vitaly, sorry you scared me.”
 
   He gave a half-smile, his head inclining in apology, “Forgive me, it was not my intention.  May I get you a drink?”
 
   Shaking her head, she managed to stammer out a “No.”
 
   He fixed her with eyes which seemed to scrutinise her.  “Summer, this is indeed a surprise and a pleasure, although the last time we talked you made it clear that you wanted nothing more to do with me.  So what is it that brings you here?”
 
   Closing her eyes, she groaned.  He was angry about their last words.  Not that she blamed him, she had been more brutal than the situation warranted.  Opening her eyes, she pulled herself to her full height, her small tongue flicking out to run along her top lip, aware as his eyes followed this slight movement, a heat flaring deep within them. “I am sorry for our last encounter.  I assure you that I did not mean to be so… mean.  You just… Well, you just caught me off-guard”, the last words spoken almost inaudibly before she pulled herself together once more. “I came to ask for your help.”
 
   Vitaly moved to sit on one of the large leather sofas, his hand sweeping to indicate that she should sit on the other.  She however, stood nervously, her hands wringing by her side.  “My sister was travelling with a group through Europe, and somehow they ended up in Ukraine”, her voice full of anger.  “She is headstrong and stupid”, adding more gently, “But young.  She slipped illegally over the border with some friends, and she was taken prisoner, we think by a small terrorist group.  They have not made any demands yet, but I am sure they will.  My father is trying to put money together, but I am not sure that he will be able to come up with enough”, pain deep within her voice, Vitaly knowing that there was more to this. “And I fear for her.”  Pausing, she turned to look at him, he seeing the desperation in her eyes.  “That is all I know.  The government refused to help.  They say that they are not in the habit of negotiating with terrorists and they keep telling me that I should wait, that maybe she just lost her way.”  This time her eyes rose to look at the ceiling, he seeing the way her body trembled, “But I don’t think that is the case.  She is in real danger Vitaly.  If I can prove that she is really being held, perhaps they will do something.”
 
   Leaning forward, he poured himself a glass of water, lifting it to slowly sip the contents before speaking, “And why do you think that I might be able to help?”
 
   Once more she began to pace back and forth, “I heard that you have links to the military.  I… I just thought you might have ways of finding out.”  Stopping, she fixed him with eyes which were awash with tears, “I need to help her Vitaly.  If there is anything you can do – anything, then I would be eternally grateful.”
 
   Groaning, he stood, putting his glass down as he reached out for her.  She allowed him to pull her against him, the tears flowing as she sobbed into his chest.  When the noise turned to small sniffles, he pulled her down onto the seat beside him, his hand reaching out for tissues, pressing a few into her still-shaking hand.  Softly, reaching for her hand, he spoke, “I know where your sister is Summer.”
 
   Summer froze, hope flaring in her as she turned to stare at him, her lips breaking into the large smile that had so attracted him the first time they met.  “Y... You do?  Where?  Is she OK?”
 
   Shaking his head, his features were sombre.  “She is fine at the moment, but like you said, she is being held by an extremist group.  They are so radical most other groups will not deal with them.  She is far from safe.”  Seeing the way the little colour that was left in her cheeks drained away, he lifted his glass and pushed it into her hand.  “Drink.”
 
   Summer obeyed unquestioningly, the cold water seeming to revive her slightly.  “So the government will have to act now.  They would not let a civilian come to harm…”, her voice tapering off, “Would they?”
 
   This time, Vitaly grimaced, shaking his head.  “As you said, she slipped into the country illegally.  This is not something the government is going to want to touch.”
 
   Another sob was ripped from her lips, her eyes staring at him helplessly, “So there is nothing to be done for her?”
 
   Standing slowly, Vitaly moved over to lean on his desk, his eyes never leaving her.  “I have a team that could go in and get her out.  They already know where she is.  They could extract her before nightfall”, adding in a softer tone, “If I gave them the order.”
 
   Now Summer’s eyes narrowed, sensing trouble, her voice wary, “And what would get you to give that order?”
 
   “I’m a businessman Summer.  What you are asking will be expensive and not without danger, so what is in it for me?”
 
   Frowning, she looked down at her lap, “I... I have some money…”, his derisive laugh making her head snap to him.
 
   “I don’t need your money.  I have more than enough.  What else do you have?”
 
   She shrugged helplessly.  “Nothing.  I don’t have anything else”, her hands coming together in silent prayer.  “Vitaly.  I am begging you.  Please.  I will do anything… Please.”
 
   For a few seconds he watched her before crossing his arms.  “Once you told me that there was a line you would not cross.  That you would not bargain with your body.  I want you Summer, I have made no secret of it from the moment we met, but you were never interested.  Tomorrow I leave for my estate in America - Florida.  If you promise to join me, to be at my beck and call, then I will make the call right now.”
 
   Shock thudded into her, Summer staring back at him with disbelief.  “W… What?”, jumping to her feet, “Are you kidding me?”, anger now coming to her, “My sister is in danger, and you can help and you want to put strings on this?  What kind of man are you?”, her words cried out at him.
 
   Nonplussed, he continued to watch her, his expression inscrutable, Summer sure that he would be a bad person to play poker with.  “Like I said, I’m a businessman Summer.  And I see this as a business deal.  You have something I want and I can provide a service you need – business, pure and simple.”  Standing, he drew himself to his full imposing height.  “Now as much as I have enjoyed seeing you again,  I need an answer, as I have another appointment”, adding softly, “As you say, perhaps your government can help.  I am prepared to give you the information on their whereabouts, and wish you the best of luck.”
 
   Summer stood, rooted to the spot, her look sliding to the window before she dragged in a deep breath.  Like her, he knew that they would get no help from the government.  She had a chance to save Isabella.  Was her body and her morals really worth more than her sister’s life?  With her mind finally made up, she dragged in a deep breath “OK”, her only answer, still not looking at him.
 
   She heard as he lifted his phone, his tone sure, while inside she felt every part of her tremble, her gut twisting with self-revulsion.  She had just prostituted herself, but at least her sister would be alive. “Send in the team.”  She heard his words, her brows furrowed.
 
   Turning, her eyes were full of accusation, “You already had them ready?”, his head nodding.
 
   “When you phoned to meet up, I knew that there had to be a reason.  I am where I am Summer because I am prepared”, his shoulders shrugging, “And in this instance, it means that you will have less time to wait before being reunited with your sister.”
 
   Nodding her head, she swallowed down the nervous nausea which threatened.
 
   “Come here”, his instruction was growled out on a low authoritative command, Summer slowly moving towards him on legs which shook so hard she was not sure if she would make it.  Time to pay the piper.  Did he plan on taking her here in his office?  Not aware as her eyes filled with fear, she reached him, his hand moving out to slide over her hip, pulling her in closer to him.  His one hand hooked under her chin, angling her head up to him, his eyes flicking down her face.  “A car will pick you up from your hotel tomorrow.  We fly out early.  Be ready.”
 
   “Once my sister is safe, what is to stop me from not turning up?”
 
   Her question seemed to amuse him, as he ran a finger down her cheek.  “If you renege on our deal, then you are not the woman I think you to be Summer.  That plus, from your earlier words, I sense that your father might be in financial trouble.  I would hate to have to take my annoyance out on him”, an edge coming to his voice, “And you know I could.  Now, I think you should go back to your hotel and pack.  Pack light.  Anything else you need can be brought in.”
 
   She nodded, biting back the anger that she had given him more information to use against her.  Vitaly was sharp.  However, the fact that he was giving her instructions for the following morning meant there would be no office quickie, relief washing over her.  Just about to move, his fingers tightened.
 
   Unable to stop himself Vitaly swooped forward, his mouth claiming hers – claiming his prize.  Susan had phoned to ask for his help earlier, the real reason he knew about her sister.  He had already sent in his team, the lie a ruse to bend her to his will.  He would never have allowed Isabella to come to harm, but Summer’s arrival had given him an opportunity he never imagined.  He wanted her, and now he would have her.  She was not the kind of woman who would get involved in a casual affair, and he was not the kind to offer her more.  This way part of her would always hate him.  When their affair ended, she would not pine for him, she would be glad to walk away.  Normally, he avoided women like Summer, preferring those who understood the game.  He could provide well for his mistresses, but women like Summer cared little for money, they acted with their hearts.  Well now he had ensured that she would never expect or want anything more.
 
   She tasted sweet, like angel cake, his other hand moving up cupping her face.  As her lips parted, he surged in, his tongue sliding along hers, a small hitched sigh slipping from her, the sound the most erotic he had heard in many years, as she swayed falling harder against him.  His body tightened, demanding satisfaction.
 
   Briefly, his eyes flicked to the large sofa, the image of her draped over it as he kissed down every delectable inch of her almost more than he could take.  There was a time and place to enjoy her.  This was neither.  She had been a hard-fought prize, and he wanted to enjoy her fully.  Pulling his mouth from her, he moved her slightly from him.
 
   Summer was aware of his kiss stopping, her eyes slowly, very slowly opening, the fuzzy cotton wool feeling in her head clearing as realisation hit her.  She had not wanted him to stop.  She had wanted more.  Like cold water sloshing over her, she jumped back, her hand rising to push back strands of her hair.  What the hell just happened?  Revulsion once more flooded her.  Was she really looking forward to this?  Had she really encouraged this despicable man?  Turning, she fled to the door, crying over her shoulder, “I will be ready”, before almost running from his office.
 
   Falling back to lean against his desk, Vitaly exhaled a calming breath.  Summer Bianchi was hell on his self-control.  From the moment he first laid eyes on her she had been, a smile curving his mouth.  She might well play the blushing virgin, but he had felt the return passion from her.  She wanted him every bit as much as he her.  Frowning, he wondered about his choice of phrase.  Was she a virgin?  Shaking his head he mocked himself.  Nobody as beautiful as Summer could reach the age of 24 and remain a virgin – it was just not possible.  However, an unease filled him.  There was an innocence about her that defied any other explanation.
 
   That night, Summer sat in the dark of her hotel room, her mind focussed on her sister.  What was going on?  Had the rescue attempt succeeded?  Fear of all the things that could go wrong made her stomach churn.  What if Isabella was hurt in the fighting?  What if they had already hurt her?
 
   The ringing phone made her jump, her taut nerves almost at breaking point.  Lifting the receiver, she sobbed out a cry of relief as Isabella called out her name.  She was safe.  Vitaly had kept his word, he had rescued her.  For half an hour the two women spoke, Summer relieved to hear that while her captors had kept her in a room by herself, they had not touched her.  While she was shook up and terrified, she was OK, surprised to discover that Vitaly had arranged for her return home to Italy that day.  She smiled hearing this.  She would be safe in Italy.  Hearing that the rest of her group had been rescued at the same time brought a smile to her lips.  While looking for information on Isabella, she had met up with several of the parents of the rest of the group, all as desperate as she to find out information on their loved ones.  It felt good that this had as happy an ending as it did.  Placing the receiver down, she released a deep sigh.  There was still a price to be paid, and she was the one being asked to pay it.
 
   That night she slept little, visions of Isabella dead constantly pulling her from her slumber.  Only when her mind turned to Vitaly did she finally drop into sleep, his dark eyes boring deeply into her, his mouth whispering against hers words he had spoken nearly a month earlier, “I will make you feel so good.”  Somehow she knew this had not been an idle boast, and that terrified her even more.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Four
 
   When the call from the front desk came through the following morning, she was ready.  As the door to the large black car was opened for her by the driver, she was surprised to see Vitaly already seated within.  For some reason she expected him to meet her wherever they were going, his sudden appearance sending strange tremors through her.  “G… Good morning”, she managed, aiming for a neutrality she did not feel.  During the night she had come up with a plan.  Men like Vitaly liked women with experience and a willingness to please.  She had neither.  If she remained aloof, he would bore of her quickly, then he would be only too glad to get rid of her.  Sliding in beside him, she stared ahead.  She could do this, she could be one of the femme fatales she watched on the black and white film noirs she loved so much.  Adopting a Lauren Bacall pose, she slipped into her role, her eyes looking straight ahead.
 
   His fingers on her chin had been a surprise, her new persona slipping as she squealed, his hand pulling her head around, his mouth covering hers.  She wanted to let him kiss her, to stay still and unmoving in his hold, but as though her traitorous body had not received the script, she felt herself melting against him, her lips parting as his tongue slid against their velvety softness.  His kiss was sinful temptation itself, a brand of ownership which she welcomed.  God, she was doomed.
 
   Pulling back, Vitaly’s eyes locked with hers, the darkness lit with some internal fire.  Still holding her chin, his lips not quite touching hers, she felt enveloped by him.  He whispered into her mouth, “This is how I will choose to say good morning to you”, before his eyes trailed over her face, taking in her pallor, his look narrowing, “Did you not sleep?  You look tired.”
 
   Surprised that he would notice, she swallowed nervously, “I… I had bad dreams… My sister…”, her look falling to his mouth.  Why did she want him to kiss her again?  It felt good, safe, when he did, a shiver running through her.  So much for Plan A which turned out to stand for ‘A walkover’ not ‘Aloof’.  
 
   Giving her a sympathetic smile he released her.  As tired as she looked, her pallor only somehow adding to the haunted light still clear in her large beautiful eyes – she still looked as angelic as she ever had.  Confusion ripped through him.  How could he think of her as a heavenly being while planning to do some very decadent things to her body?  Frowning, he looked back over at her, she staring down at her hands, lost in thought.  “Perhaps you can sleep on the plane.  It’s a long trip.”
 
   For the next half hour, she sat in silence, saved from having to talk as his phone rang constantly.  Each time he would talk with a decisiveness that she envied, along with his ability to switch languages with ease.  As the car pulled onto a private airfield, he switched his phone off, dropping it into his pocket, his thumb and forefinger rubbing his eyes wearily.  For the first time Summer really looked at him, noticing how tired he too looked.  She wondered how many hours of work he put in a day, sympathy filling her.  Even in his car he was working.  Did he ever get a chance to relax?  Every time she had seen him, he had been working in some context or other.  Even when having dinner with her family, he had been forced to take some calls.  He looked like he needed a rest.  “Perhaps you can sleep on the plane too.  You look exhausted as well.  What kept you awake?”
 
   Her soft voice brought his head around, surprise in his look, before the corners of his lips tugged up slightly, “A 2:00 video meeting.  I never got to bed till 4:00.”
 
   Looking at her watch, it read 8:00, and as he must have been up by at least 6:00 that morning, he had only had two hours sleep.  His eyes softened at her concern, his hand taking hers as they exited the car.  “Maybe you are right.  Sleep might do us both good.”
 
   Presenting their passports to the official at the foot of the plane’s steps, Summer held down the smile.  No queuing for billionaires it seemed.  Moving onto the plane, her eyes widened in wonder.  The interior resembled a home, not an aircraft.  The main area they entered was a living room, complete with sofas and large leather Lazy-boys, the only difference to those she was familiar with being that they also came complete with seatbelts.  She could see the large home theatre system, sure that it was top-of-the-range.  A well-stocked oak bar took up one corner of the area, with a dining table that would have looked good in any stately home close by.  Flicking her look around, she could see that a small corridor led to other rooms, Summer assuming that one must be the bedroom he spoke of.  The thought of a bedroom made her throat constrict.  Did he have expectations of sex on the journey?  She felt his hand on the base of her back, realising that she had come to a halt as she stared around the plane.  Giving him an apologetic half-smile she moved forward.
 
   “I make this trip once a year after the fund-raiser.  With the money raised, Susan buys a great deal of provisions and my plane delivers them after dropping me off.”
 
   Taking her seat on one of the Lazy-boys beside him, she gave him a surprised “Oh” before approval lit her eyes.  “That is very good of you.  I know how much shipping costs.”
 
   Shrugging, he secured his belt.  “Not really.  I can write it off as a charitable donation, so everybody wins.”
 
   Turning back to the window, she bit down the caustic remark on the tip of her tongue.  So no good turn really did go unrewarded, reminded again that this man was all about business and business deals.  After all, she was just one more business deal he made, her stomach churning with nerves.
 
   Watching her, Vitaly cursed himself.  Why had he done that?  Would it have killed him to allow her to think nicely of him, rather than go out of his way to ensure she continued to see him as some conniving bastard?  Her concern for him in the car had been genuine, he knowing that she really did have a giving and soft heart.  His mouth hardened.  Yes – the last thing he needed was Summer Bianchi softening too much to him.  Women like her could never understand a man like him, and she sure as hell would never get a chance to change him which is what she would want to do.
 
   It had not taken long for the plane to be in the air, the delicious smell of breakfast soon assaulting Summer’s nose, her head lifting as she groaned.  She had not eaten anything since the previous afternoon, too nervous to eat after their meeting, and not having time that morning.  When the stewardess announced breakfast was ready, she found herself darting eagerly out of her chair, Vitaly looking up at her in surprise before his mouth broke into a grin, “Not often somebody beats me to the table.”  Summer could not help the way she laughed back, the tension between the two lessening slightly.
 
   Summer enjoyed the spread provided, the eggs the fluffiest she had tasted in a long while, the fruit so fresh she was sure it must only have been picked that morning.  Full, she sat back, a content smile on her lips.  Vitaly chuckled, his brows rising, “Now there is a lovely smile.”
 
   Grinning back she scrunched her nose at him, once more forgetting her Lauren Bacall cloak, her expressive eyes flashing with humour.  At that moment the stewardess once more appeared, giving Summer a huge smile as she turned to her, her voice full of sincerity, “Please give my compliments to the chef.”  With all of the plates cleared, she could not hold back the yawn, unsuccessfully trying to hide it behind her hand.
 
   Giving her a sympathetic look, Vitaly pointed to a nearby room.  “Why don’t you go and lie down?  We still have six hours of flying time, plenty of time for a sleep.”
 
   Straightening herself, she shook her head determinedly, “No thank you.  I’m fine.  I… I couldn’t sleep.”
 
   Rolling his eyes, he fixed her with a look which seemed to be laughing at her, Summer having to grit her teeth not to say anything.  “You really have nothing to worry about.  I truly had no plans to initiate you into the mile high club”, a lazy smile filtering over his features as he added softly, “Not today anyway.”
 
   Pushing herself from the table, she moved stiffly to one of the large armchairs, feeling the heat on her cheeks, deliberately averting her gaze from him as she curled up on the chair.  Lifting a newspaper to read, her tone was cold, “Good to know.  I’m really not big on joining clubs full of moronic idiots with bragging rights issues.”
 
   Vitaly’s appreciative laughter only made her teeth grit harder together, her eyes darting a sideways look, hearing as he too rose.  With relief she saw as he took another seat, his cell phone once more in his hand as he seemed to turn his attention to emails, silence once more falling on the cabin, save for the occasional rustle as she turned pages.
 
   For the next half hour Vitaly lost himself in his work, only finally looking up when he became aware of no longer hearing the sound of sheets being turned.  Smiling, he shook his head.  She lay against the arm of the chair, sound asleep, curled up on it like a kitten.
 
   Putting his phone away, he moved to squat down beside her.  Even in sleep she was beautiful, her features relaxed, her long lashes sweeping over her pale cheekbones.  He could not hold back the small laugh remembering her words: ‘bragging rights’.  Only summer would think that.  Normally women were desperate to drag him into the bedroom to join ‘the club’, he only considering it one hell of an aphrodisiac, another laugh escaping him.  Maybe she was right, his finger smoothing a strand of her hair which had fallen over her eye.  Damn shame Summer had no interest in joining, his body growing hard.  He would really have enjoyed helping her.
 
   Sighing, he stood frowning down at her.  If she remained like that she would be stiff by the time they landed.  Exhaling a breath, he dipped, scooping her up into his arms, Summer so deep in sleep she did not even stir.  Striding into the bedroom, he placed her onto the soft sheet, the covers pulled back by his staff earlier.  Looking down on her sleeping form his eyes slid down her.  He should at least make her comfortable.  Pulling her shoes from her small feet, he unhooked the button on her skirt, sliding it down her long legs.  Holding back the smile, he was not surprised to see that she wore cotton panties, Summer a woman who would prefer serviceable over sexy, though even this sight ramping his libido up to uncomfortable.
 
   As though aware of her lack of dress, she finally moved, her features momentarily frowning as she curled onto her side, Vitaly holding back the groan as he was now able to see her covered bottom, his libido now overshooting the ramp.  Swallowing hard, he pulled the covers over her.  Why did this woman, obviously one not schooled in the ways of enticing men, affect him more than others?
 
   He felt his body slump, fatigue filling him, his look once more falling on her.  Maybe she had the right idea, a smile lighting his lips, remembering her concern for him earlier.  He was tired.  Stepping into the en suite bathroom, he retrieved the silk bed pants he kept there.  Slowly undressing, he carefully placed his suit and clothes away before donning the soft pants.  Wearing nothing else, he slipped into the other side of the bed, unable to resist the urge to kiss her head softly.  A couple of hours sleep would not hurt.
 
   Summer blinked awake, her body stiffening.  Where was she?  Her eyes scanned her unfamiliar surroundings.  She turned on her side, only a wall visible before her.  Something had woken her, she not sure what, her mind still fuzzy from sleep.  Panic slammed into her as she felt something move against her, her body leaping forward as she fully woke in an instant.
 
   She did not get far however, a squeak leaving her as an arm tightened around her, pulling her back to where she had been.  Instantly she became aware, her body growing stiff, as her head turned.  Vitaly lay beside her, his arm wrapped around her waist, his head nuzzled into her neck.  He stirred, his eyes opening as he too looked confused, before a smile spread over his sensuous mouth, his head moving slightly forward to kiss the nape of her neck.  “What time is it?”, his sleepy murmur making Summer lift her arm, her voice shaky.
 
   “2.30”, she managed.
 
   A groan left him as he seemed to want to just nuzzle back into her and go back to sleep, regret deep in his voice,  “We land in half an hour.”  Trying unsuccessfully to extradite herself from him, she finally moved within his arms onto her back, Vitaly rising slightly, to rest his head on the palm of one hand, his eyes fixed on her as he grinned down, the smile full of seduction, “Good morning.”
 
   With as matronly a voice as she could muster, she glared back at him, “Not morning.  Afternoon.”
 
   Vitaly laughed at her prickly answer, his own smooth, “Au contraire little Miss Bianchi.  You need to put your watch back five hours.  It’s only 9.30 in the morning.”
 
   Pursing her lips in annoyance she ignored his words.  “How did I get here?”, her brows creased in thought, “I was reading the paper…”
 
   He nodded.  “Yeah.  I thought that I would save you the pain of a crooked neck, so I carried you in here.”
 
   Now glaring at him, her eyes trying not to stare at his naked chest, she bit out, “That does not explain why you are here… Dressed like that.”  He laughed again, just as her eyes flew wider, the realisation hitting her that she was not wearing her skirt.  Now both anger and embarrassment caused her cheeks to flush, her eyes daggers of accusation. “Who the hell undressed me?”, shock in her eyes. “W… What did you do?”
 
   Frowning, Vitaly’s good humour seemed to leave him.  “I undressed you, because again, I thought you would be more comfortable.  And what the hell do you think I did?”  He could see as her eyes closed softly, dread in her features as he gave an exasperated sigh.  “Really?  You think you could sleep through something like that?  Hardly.  Just so we are clear Summer.  I put you into the bed, made you comfortable, and then I decided to have a sleep too.  Believe me, when we have sex, you WILL know about it.”
 
   Once more her eyes opened, this time her look unsure as she gave a small uncomfortable cough.  “Sorry.  I just…”, the rest of the sentence lost as she hitched her bottom lip with her teeth.
 
   Vitaly was now starting to recognising this as a sign of discomfort and stress with her, his tone growing softer, “Forget it.  You just woke.  I am guessing you are not that used to waking with a man.”
 
    For the first time, humour flashed in her eyes as she shook her head, “No.  I have never woken with a man in my bed.  Unless you count Mr Snuggles.”
 
   His look of confusion brought a grin to her lips, “My cat.”
 
   A laugh left him as he shook his head, “Seriously, you called your cat Mr Snuggles?”
 
   Her lips quirked as she laughed back, “Well I was twelve when I named him!  It seemed to fit.  Think of my poor father having to run around the house calling after Mr Snuggles all the time – he was not amused.”
 
   Vitaly was not able to stop the burst of laughter once more leaving him at the thought of Salvatore Bianchi doing just that.  Staring back down at her, his hand rose to gently caress her cheek, his thumb sliding over her lips.  Instantly all laughter left the two, Summer looking back at Vitaly, a hitched moan leaving her before her eyes fell to look at his mouth.  That was all it took for him to surge forward, to claim her lips.  His kiss was soft, gentle, exploratory, Summer’s hands waving softly at her sides as she fought with the urge to wrap them around his neck or to push him away.  As his tongue slid between the seam of her mouth, her body shuddered, her own tongue slipping out to taste him.  His hands moved, one to cup the back of her head, angling her to him, the other to wrap around her chin.  She felt enveloped by him, the sensation strangely safe, her hands finally rising to hold his arms, as her mouth opened to give him entry.  He did not hesitate, surging in, claiming her, his tongue caressing hers as her soft sigh was swallowed up by him.
 
   She was not aware as her hands moved down him, her fingers following the contours of his chest, hesitantly to start, growing bolder as he shivered.  Pulling his mouth from her, his dark eyes seemed to glow more warmly.  Staring wordlessly at him, her head flew back as his mouth dropped to nip the raised nipple visible through her shirt.  She could hear the low growl from him, his fingers unbuttoning the shirt until the sides fell to reveal the lacy bra, her chest rising as she panted, not sure why she seemed so out of breath.
 
   His eyes caressed her, real appreciation in them, Summer quivering, willing him to keep going.  “You are so gorgeous Summer.”  His words were raspy, husky, his hand pulling the slight material under her breasts, heat exploding in the depths of his eyes as he took in her perfection.  A similar heat seemed to pool within her legs, Summer groaning at the unfamiliar sensation, the sound morphing into a gasp as his head once more dipped, his mouth covering one engorged nipple.  She arched to him, as his tongue flicked against her, Summer whimpering softly.  She did not want him to stop, her hands finding his head, pulling him harder to her, the small whimpering sound turning into a loud cry as his hand slid down her belly, sliding under her panties and between her legs.  Reason seemed to flee Summer, her body writhing against him, Vitaly seeming to know exactly how to tease reactions from her that she never knew she was capable of.
 
   The loud knock on the door followed by the muffled voice of the stewardess saw both fly apart.  “Thirty minutes to landing Sir.”
 
   Both stared at the other for several seconds as though they were struggling to understand what happened, before Vitaly began to laugh,  “Dammit.  So close to initiating you into that club for morons.”  Summer’s lips twitched as she too was unable to hold back her laughter, though Vitaly could see that she was very, very confused.  Throwing back the covers, he stood, needing to put some distance between them, before he was tempted to tell his pilot to make a change to his flight plan and circle the airport a couple of times, Summer rising more slowly.
 
   Wordlessly, she began to rebutton her shirt as Vitaly retrieved their clothes, draping them onto the bed, his consideration at hanging her skirt bringing a small “Thank you” from her.  However, as his fingers hooked the sides of his pants, her eyes grew wider, Summer spinning around a fraction of a second before he dropped the only clothing he wore, her head raised to the ceiling as her hands covered her eyes, despite the fact that she was turned.  “Oh my God”, her loud exclamation, making him regard her in surprise.  “C… Can’t you do that in another room?  I’m still here!  Y… You’re naked!”
 
   Laughing, he watched her with fascination.  Had her other boyfriends dressed in the dark?  “Tell you what Summer.  You see anything different then let me know.  Not as if you haven’t seen a man naked before”, his voice growing wary, “Haven’t you?”  For a second, his body stiffened, everything slotting together.  She had always seemed an innocent to him, the same naivety he would expect from a virgin.  Could she possibly be?  His stomach nose-dived as he waited for her answer.
 
   Summer seemed to take a second before she gave a choked half-laugh, still not looking his way, continuing with buttoning her shirt, Vitaly aware that her hands trembled, “Of course I have”, she spluttered, “Just… Not before… You know…”
 
   Relief swamped him as he laughed, “Well we very nearly did ’You know’, so not sure why you are so reluctant to look”, his voice growing into a content purr.  “I know I am certainly enjoying the view.  You have a lovely butt Summer.”
 
   Summer spun around, her mouth open to yell at him, before her eyes once more took in that he was naked, her mouth and eyes closing tightly shut as she turned once more, her hands waving, hearing him laugh again. “Just… Dress”, the words bitten out through clenched teeth, her hands grabbing her skirt as she dragged it quickly back on.
 
   Vitaly shook his head.  Well, she may not be an innocent, but she was not far from one. His mouth curved in amusement.  It was going to be fun watching her grow into the sexual little vixen he knew she could be.  If nothing else those few moments in the bed had told him that.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Five
 
   From the private airfield, they were collected by yet another expensive car which drove them the few miles to his estate.  Despite her reservations about being with Vitaly, Summer could not help but lean forward, her attention focused on the countryside.  It was not as green as Italy, but there was water everywhere.  Seeing a large alligator sunning itself by the side of one waterway, her hand reached for him, her voice alive with excitement as she pointed out the large predator, her eyes wide with wonder.  Vitaly leant against her, his nose sniffing the scent of her, strangely enjoying her excitement.  Normally his guests would sit, sipping the expensive wine he provided, paying no heed to the passing scenery.  Seeing the alligator, he too could not help but be impressed.  Why had he never really looked?
 
   As they continued, her eyes remained glued to the window, he holding back the smile, knowing that she was hoping to see more, this confirmed as she breathed in wonder, “How amazing to see such a creature just… Just sitting out in the open.”
 
   Chuckling, he nodded.  It really was, before he regarded her thoughtfully.  “Have you never been to Florida?”
 
   This time she did turn, her head shaking, regret in her eyes.  “No.  I always wanted to, you know, explore the theme parks, but my father did not believe in them.”
 
   “So where did you go on holidays?”, his question full of genuine interest as she looked down, a sad sigh leaving her.
 
   “We would go out of Rome in August”, a grin leaving her, “Everybody does.  Place is too hot and full of tourists otherwise.  We’d spend a month at the beach”, her shoulders shrugging, “It was nice, I guess.”
 
   “Have you travelled much?”
 
   Her head shook as she gave him a wry smile, “My trip to see you in England was the first time I was even on a plane.”
 
   Vitaly stared, shocked.  “You have never travelled?”, his tone full of the surprise he felt.  How in this day and age could a person not have travelled by the time they were 24?
 
   Lifting her small shoulders again, a sad smile flitted over her features.  “Isabella is the one with the need to travel.  I was at university, and volunteering.  I planned on travelling when I graduated.”
 
   Watching her for a second, her attention once more dragged to the view as another alligator came into sight, his hand lifted to stroke down her arm, Summer stiffening, but not moving.  “Tell you what.  Before you go home I will take you to a place full of alligators.  Thousands of them.”
 
   She snickered, turning to him an impish smile on her face, “You planning on feeding me to them?  Easier than returning me to Italy?”
 
   He laughed back shaking his head, “No, though might keep that in mind if you get too mouthy”, his lips twitching as her eyes narrowed playfully in warning.  “Place called Gatorland.  I have always meant to go”, the last words spoken in a thoughtful voice.  He really had always meant to go, so why had he not?  He answered himself just as quickly.  That was easy – nobody else would have wanted to go with him, his look resting on Summer.  She would though.  Turning onto a dirt road, she looked over at him, her eyes questioning as he grinned.  “Not really the kind of place you put up walls.  The wildlife takes exception.  Her eyes grew wider as she stared once more out of the window.
 
   “Is this your estate?”  His head nodded in confirmation, Summer peering ahead before turning to him once more.  “Is there a house anywhere?”
 
   Laughing, he shook his head.  This woman made him laugh.  There was nothing pretentious about Summer Bianchi, and he liked the way with which she looked at things with wonder.  Life had not jaded the woman before him.  Not yet anyway.
 
   Turning the corner where a large group of trees grew, finally the house came into view, Summer gasping, her eyes turning to him, “It’s beautiful.”
 
   The colonial-style house, with its large wrap-around porches and verandas fitted the environment perfectly, the white colour blending into the sky as though it was always meant to be there.  Turning, she could not hold back the giggle, “I feel like Scarlet O’Hara”, her hand fanning her face as she mimicked the star, “Why I do declare”, in her best southern belle voice.
 
   Vitaly laughed as he joined in, his brows wriggling, “Frankly my dear, I don’t give a damn.”
 
   Summer gave him a large appreciative smile before looking back to the view.  “You’re a very lucky man.”  Silently his eyes fixed on her.  He could not agree more.
 
   Moving into the house, their luggage was taken ahead, as Vitaly introduced Summer to the housekeeper, explaining that she and another woman kept the large home looking as good as it did.  As they climbed the sweeping curved stairs, her eyes trailing all around the area, he talked about the other staff on the estate, Summer too enraptured with her surroundings to really take most of it in.
 
   Entering a bedroom, she felt herself start to shake.  So this was to be their bedroom, her mind returning once more to that morning.  Since that moment, she had been confused.  Had they not needed to land, she knew without a shadow of a doubt that she would have allowed the billionaire to make love to her, her body jumping with awareness at the memory of the way he had touched her.
 
   Walking around the sumptuous room, Vitaly pointed out the closet and the large en suite, before smiling at her, “I hope this room is to your liking.  Mine is down the hall.”
 
   Surprise filled Summer, her eyes widening, “I get my own room?”
 
   Vitaly paused, surprise in his features, “Of course – do you not want your own room?”
 
   Rushing forward, a relieved smile on her mouth, her head nodded, “Yes, of course.  I just… Well I thought…”
 
   His lips curved once more, “No.  I prefer my own space.  I don’t see why our agreement should impede either of our privacy.  You are free to do as you wish.  If you need anything my staff will be only too pleased to provide for you.”
 
   “What happens now?” her voice nervous, wary.
 
   Raising a brow in surprise he shrugged, “Do whatever you want.  I have some business matters to deal with.  When I need you I will call for you, until then as I say my staff will be happy to cater to all your needs.”
 
   Summer froze, her brows snapping together, her tone dripping with disdain.  “Cater to my needs – a fitting phrase.  They cater to most of your needs, and I am here to cater to the rest.”  Her head rose, eyes meeting his in challenge.  “So, until then I am put away in my box, out of sight, until you’re ready to take me out and play with me?  So I am just here for what?  To satisfy some bodily function… Like a sandwich when you are hungry?”
 
   No woman had ever talked to him like this.  Vitaly stared back at her in disbelief before he burst out laughing, “A sandwich?  Did you really just liken yourself to a sandwich?”
 
   Across from him Summer raised herself to her full height, her small hands fisting angrily by her side as pink suffused her smooth cheeks.  “How else would you describe this?  Isn’t that what you are doing? You compartmentalise everything”, her voice mimicking someone making a list, “Stove in kitchen… Check.  Big-assed TV in living room… Check.  Living sex doll in bedroom… Check.  You are just filling your house with the right accessories – and you are treating me like one.  ‘You stay here until I call for you?’  How else should I see it?”
 
   Vitaly stopped laughing, his eyes narrowing, “Perhaps I am just giving you a chance to settle in.  Many would see that as considerate.”
 
   Lifting her chin she gave him a scornful snort, “Yeah, right.  You are so considerate”, pausing as she tried to calm herself, pull herself together.  “So how exactly does this work?  Do we meet for dinner, make some small talk and then I fall into bed with you, swooning over your prowess between the sheets till your body is satisfied?  Then you toddle off to your own bed and enjoy your ‘privacy’?” Her eyes grew even wider as another thought came to her.  “Or do you just kick me out of yours and send me back to my pretty little box until I am needed… When you ‘call for me’ again?”, her eyes full of contempt.
 
   His mouth tightened, even as the unpleasant tendrils of guilt twisted around him.  It had not even been his intention to eat with her, he planning on visiting her later that night, anger from his own guilt making him step closer to her.  “You are not my girlfriend Summer.  We have an arrangement.  I provided a service to you…”
 
   “And I service you in return.  Spare me the fine print, I know the deal Vitaly.”
 
   Her eyes flashed with anger as he glowered down on her.  “What the hell is this all about Summer?  Nobody forced you into this deal.  You agreed to it.”
 
   Shaking her head, she stepped back, pain in her eyes.  “Of course I was forced into it.  What were my options Vitaly?  Let you sleep with me or watch harm come to my sister?  Yes I agreed to it, but no, I never really had a choice.”
 
   Sucking in a deep breath, he stared back at her, “So what?  You don’t want to keep up your end?”
 
   Summer shook her head.  “I never said that.  I just… I didn’t think you were going to be so cold about it.”  Dropping her head, she bit down on her plump lower lip, turning to hide the way tears inexplicably rose to her eyes, not understanding her reaction.  She had known the deal.  She had agreed to it, so why now was she being so emotional about it?  Huffing out a half-laugh to hide her hurt, she picked up her case, lifting it onto the huge bed, fighting to gain control, managing to keep her voice from shaking.  “I’m sorry.  I’m just a little nervous.  I am sure that this is common in your world, but I am not used to these kinds of business dealings.  As you said, I will wait for you to call for me.”
 
   Vitaly watched her, not sure what to say.  Had those been tears in her eyes?  His brow furrowed.  This was a mistake, Summer was not the kind of woman he usually dealt with.  Those women knew the rules.  They provided him with their company and he provided them with recognition and personal gain.  Everybody got something out of it.  He should return her home – this was playing with fire.  His eyes slid down her back once more, her head bent, only the curve of her cheek visible.  The memory of the plane and her reaction once more slammed into him, he silently dragging in a deep breath, pushing away his own foreboding.  It would be fine.  She would come to see that being his lover could open doors for her.  She would come around.
 
   “I will see you for dinner”, he finally managed.  He could at least meet her half-way.  He did, after all, have to eat sometime, so why not with her?  Not turning around, she nodded as he silently turned on his heels and left the room.
 
   Hearing the door click shut, Summer allowed herself to sink onto the bed, a long groan ripped from her lips.  So much for femme fatale.  She had meant to be cool and sophisticated – instead she had come off as a flaky wackadoodle, her lips twisting in a self-deprecating sad smile.  On the positive side, he might realise she was more trouble than she was worth and put her on the next flight home, her fingers playing with the soft sham.  What home?  When she told her father that she was going to be spending time with Vitaly on his private estate, he had been furious.  While he wanted the man to see her as a potential wife, he was incensed to discover that she was going to be living with him as his mistress.  When she refused to change her plans he had declared her a slut and told her she was not welcome at his house - that she had brought dishonour to their family.  She was still reeling from being called such a vile name, especially knowing how unfair and untrue it was.  She knew her father was upset, angry, but hearing him turn on her like that had been painful.  However, despite his fury, she could not tell him about her deal - he would never have allowed it.  But she was prepared to save Isabella at any price.  Now, while she knew that her sister was safe, it was unlikely she would ever be allowed to see her again.  Her whole world was in turmoil, and she felt lost.
 
   Swiping the tears which slid down her cheek, she stood, dragging in another breath.  No, she would not wallow.  She had saved Isabella – that was all that really mattered.  The two of them would find some way of communicating; Isabella was as stubborn as she, and she cared for her.  She would finish her education and she would do good things with her life.  She had a little money left, her teeth hitching her lip once more.  Very little.  It would pay for her last semester, and maybe leave a little to live on, but she would need to find a job.  
 
   Who knew how long Vitaly expected her to stay?  It might be a day, a week, maybe even a little more, a small laugh bubbling up within her as the memory of her outburst caused her to shake her head.  If that was anything to go by, she might not make it past dinner.  With decisiveness, she pushed away the self-pity which temporarily draped over her.  She had her health, intelligence and a little money.  She was a whole lot better off than most, standing with renewed purpose as she put away the clothes she had brought with her.
 
   Moving around the large bedroom, she stepped into the huge en suite bathroom, the décor and fixtures the last word in luxury.  Looking at the marble floors and countertops, she quirked a grin.  She knew that these were not cheap off-cuts, like those her father had fitted her small bathroom with.  The shower was bigger than any she had ever seen, Summer staring at it before shucking off her clothes and stepping inside.  After the flight, the feel of the jets of water was welcome, a relaxed sigh leaving her.  For what it was worth, she had no complaints about her box.
 
   Finished, she pulled one of the large fluffy towels around herself, stepping into the main room.  She could quite happily stay up here for her entire visit.  The room came complete with an area which held a three piece suite and large television.  Yep, as boxes went, this one was pretty sweet.
 
   Stepping to the window, she looked out at the wondrous view.  The estate ran as far as the eye could see, Summer making out what appeared to be water in the distance, along with small threads of rivers in amongst what looked like partial marsh.  It looked stunningly beautiful in a naturally wild way.  Having been cooped up in the airplane for so many hours, and also having slept, she felt restless, in need of exercise.  Pulling on shorts and a t-shirt, finding more suitable walking shoes she moved from the room, grinning at the thought of herself daring to move from her box.  Holding back the chortle she wondered what happened to living sex dolls that dared leave the box.
 
   As she strode down the stairs, a young woman dusting the hallway stopped, surprise on her features.  “Miss Bianchi.  Is there anything I can get for you?”  Summer gave her a wide smile, genuine warmth in her eyes which the other woman, older than her reacted to, a return smile on her face.
 
   “Please, call me Summer, and no thanks.  I thought I would just go for a walk.  I’m stiff from the flight.”
 
   Nodding, the woman gave a small laugh before stepping to a drawer.  Pulling what looked like a walkie-talkie on a lanyard from within, she handed it to her.  “My name is Rachel.  It’s easy to get lost, and there can be some very unfriendly characters near the water.  It would be best if you follow the trails, but if you get lost or tired, just give us a call and someone will come and get you.”
 
   Summer’s eyes widened as she whispered.  “Do you mean alligators?”
 
   The other woman nodded, “And snakes… But if you stay on the path, it will be fine.”
 
   Draping the device around her neck, she gave Rachel a large grin.  “Stay on the path.  Got it.”  With that, she stepped out of the house, quickly finding the path.  For an hour, she wandered around the estate, taking her time, the heat oppressive, yet invigorating at the same time.  Leaving Italy in winter to come to this little slice of heaven was certainly another advantage to her situation.  Idly, she wondered how far away from Disney they were.  Her whole life she wanted to visit, but her father considered it a waste of time and money, not seeing any value in giving his daughters fond childhood memories.  Holding down the chuckle she wondered if Vitaly had ever been.  No – like her father, he would find such pastimes frivolous.
 
   Looking at her watch, she sighed.  She should return to the house.  It did not do to overdo it on her first day in the Florida heat, she thankful that she had thrown in a hat and glasses when packing.  Turning a corner, she jumped seeing the young man walking towards her.  He was gorgeous – the typical all-American hunk.  Tall, with a muscular body showing well in the vest top he wore, his tanned torso shimmered in the sun.  His blue eyes widened seeing her walking towards him, surprise deep within their depths as he stopped, a large smile breaking over his handsome features, his thick blond hair moving slightly in the gentle breeze.  “I’m sorry.  This is private property.  Are you lost?”
 
   Summer came to a halt, not quite sure what to say as she shook her head, a small blush rising to her cheeks.  “N… No.  I was just heading back to the house”, laughing slightly as she realised that was no explanation at all.  “I mean, no.  I am here with Mr Antonov.”
 
   She could see the disappointment fall over the man before he gave a small sigh, stepping forward, his arm outstretched.  “You must be Miss Bianchi.  My name is Dan Rodgers, and right now I envy Vitaly more than you will ever know.”
 
   Despite herself, Summer could not hold back the genuine laugh at his crestfallen look, her hand taking his.  Dan Rodgers was smooth.  “Please, call me Summer, and you have nothing to envy.  I doubt I will be here long.”
 
   Dan’s eyes slowly slid down her, a sensual smile on his lips.  “Sweetheart, if that man has any sense he will never let you go.  Though if he was that stupid, I would be more than happy to put you up.”
 
   Pulling her hand free, she shook her head, a devilish look crossing her features.  “Mr Rodgers, I was told all the carnivorous creatures were closer to the water.”
 
   Dan laughed, his eyes creasing up, as he turned to walk with her, “So, not a dumb blonde then.”
 
   Summer’s lips twitched.  “Nope.  Though I am here, so perhaps not the smartest either.”
 
   Now walking side-by-side, his look flicked sideways to her, interest in his tone, “From what I understand, many women think that being with Vitaly was the best career move they ever made.  You, however, do not feel the same way, I think.”
 
   Growing silent, not prepared to answer, she walked beside him for a few steps, changing the subject.  “So who are you Dan Rodgers?”
 
   Dan grinned as he matched her speed, “I like to watch over the wildlife on the estate”, adding mysteriously, “And the one next door.  All of this is protected land and is deemed an area of outstanding natural beauty, and I like to ensure that it stays that way.”
 
   Summer looked around herself, taking in a long appreciative breath, before she gave a large smile, not aware how her whole features seemed to glow, Dan staring at the woman beside him.  She was stunning. “You have a great job Dan.  It must be wonderful to do something that you know to be worthwhile.”
 
   His charming mask seemed to slip as he gave her a truly genuine return grin, nodding, “Yeah.  It is pretty amazing.  Vitaly is a good guy.  He believes in preservation, which makes my job a whole lot easier.”  Summer made a vague answer, not ready to compliment in any way the man who had to all intents and purposes blackmailed her to accompany him.
 
   Dan continued to walk with her, she changing the subject to that of the work he was doing, finding herself fascinated.  He spoke with passion about the wildlife that he had a large part in protecting, she mesmerized by his words.  Reaching one area, his hand came up to stop her, his body stiffening, a slow lazy smile spreading over his handsome features.  “You want to see something amazing?”  Summer nodded, her eyes widening as he pointed to a small tree beside the edge of the swamp.  “Do you see the bird?”
 
   She craned her head, her eyes staring into the undergrowth, seeing nothing, her head shaking slightly, “No.”
 
   Dan moved up closer behind her, one arm across her shoulder, his finger pointing to a specific point in the tree.  Summer was not sure if she should move, he so close, when the small movement caught her eyes, her body stiffening, as her voice dropped to a whisper.  “I see it… Is that a kestrel?”
 
   She could feel Dan’s head close to her own as he nodded, excitement in his tone, “Not just any kestrel.  That is a Southeastern American Kestrel, they are on the endangered species list.  I need to report finding one to the commission, it looks like it’s protecting a nest.  This is so exciting.  Vitaly will be thrilled.”
 
   From behind a voice, low and cold, broke the two apart, “And why will Vitaly be thrilled?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Six
 
   Vitaly had placed the receiver down.  Why did these idiots try to double-cross him?  They must be aware of his reputation.  They thought they had him in a position that he could do nothing but agree with their new demands, but he was not a fool.  He always had contingency plans.  Now Marco was sweating.  Let him.  He would wait until his third call before resuming talks, then he would have them cut down their price by ten percent – that would be a lesson not to mess with him again.
 
   With his business finished, his mind went back to other matters, his lips tugging up at the memory of his argument with Summer.  She was definitely not boring, a laugh escaping him.  What other woman would compare herself to a sandwich?
 
   Sitting back, his finger rubbed his lip thoughtfully.  She was different – she had fire, and she made him laugh.  Had any other woman done that?  Sighing, he knew that none had.  His entire adult life, he had been careful about the women he became involved with.  He liked those who were worldly-wise, who knew how to excite and entice a man while remaining aloof, not needing constant attention.  Frowning, he considered her words, ‘Put back in her box.’  Was he treating her like that?  The other women would have been glad of their own space and only too happy to explore the pool and enjoy the hospitality his staff would provide.  Once more his image of her turning from him, her eyes larger with unshed tears, tugged at him.  Summer was different, why should he expect her to be like the others?  She was not there because she had sought him out, gone out of her way to attract him, quite the opposite.  Would it kill him to spend more time with her?  Somehow he knew that to really enjoy her, he would have to have her feel closer to him.
 
   Looking at his watch, he pushed back the chair.  The rest of the work could wait.  After all, he came here to relax, so why was he working?  Rising, he moved from his office, smiling as Rachel appeared.  “Vitaly, your guest went for a walk.  I gave her instructions to stay on the path and a walkie-talkie, but I noticed she did not have water, and it has been over an hour.”
 
   Frowning, he nodded, thanking her before moving quickly up the stairs to change into jeans and t-shirt.  The marshland was not the best place to wander around in an Armani suit.  Changed, he reached the door, smiling as Rachel hovered nearby, handing him two bottles of ice-cold water.  She really was a caring person.  Taking the bottles with thanks, it was not long before he was moving along the path.
 
   After 30 minutes, he was starting to become concerned, his phone pulled from his pocket.  Perhaps it would be best to have Rachel try the walkie-talkie, unease settling on him.  Summer was not used to the environment of Florida.  What if she came off the path, wandered down to the water?  Coldness seeped into him.  While it was unlikely, what if she came across one of the many alligators that called the area home?  Would she know what to do?
 
   Just about to call, he felt relief wash over him, hearing her laugh, before scowling.  Who the hell was she laughing with?  Clearing the large bushes on either side of the path, he froze in disbelief, anger surging within.
 
   Summer stood about twenty feet from him, Dan’s arm around her shoulder, his head against hers.  What the hell!  The two seemed to be peering intently at something in a tree, his eyes flicking over the other man.  How dare he touch her, touch his Summer.  “Vitaly will thrilled”, he heard the words from the other man, his anger morphing into a cold white rage as he stepped closer.
 
   When the pair heard him, both jumped apart, her eyes wide with shock and surprise, along with something else, something heated, Dan’s full of a strange joy.  “Holly hell Vitaly, you are not going to believe this.  You have a Southeastern American Kestrel nesting here.  Have you any idea how rare that is?”
 
   He felt the anger drain from him.  Dan was more interested in the bird than in the stunning girl by his side, he not sure why this seemed so much better, surprised at the extent of the relief which washed over him.  Dan was charming, good-looking and while a bit of a flirt, he was deep down a boy scout, completely committed to his work.  He was a straight shooter, and women would often describe him as caring and attentive – just the kind of man Summer might find attractive, unease initially prickling at him.  He never got jealous, women got jealous of him.  He did not like the strange new sensation gripping him.
 
   However, the sting was lessened by having recognised the look in her eyes as she turned.  It was desire, not for the man by her side, but for him.  She might deny it, she might even fight it, but Summer wanted him as much as he her.  Inhaling a calming breath, he held out the bottle of water, trying to keep his voice steady, “That’s great Dan.  Congratulations.”  His attention turned once more to Summer.  “Rachel said you left without water.  Not the most advisable thing to do here.”
 
   Seeing the bottle, her look of surprise turned into one of thanks, a large smile once more filling her features. “Thanks.  I was feeling a little parched”, sincerity clear on her tone as she took the drink before she paused, looking at Dan.  “Sorry.  Would you like some?”
 
   Smiling, Dan shook his head, his eyes still alive with the excitement of his find, a large grin on his handsome face.  “Appreciate that Summer, but if you and Vitaly are OK, I think I would like to start the ball rolling with the commission”, the man now almost talking to himself.  “Need to set up some observation stations”, his voice thoughtful, “Also, some round-the-clock cameras and security.  Damn egg collectors get a whiff of this and they are going to be all over this place.”
 
   Laughing, Vitaly stepped forward, his hand grabbing Summer’s, his eyes crinkling with laughter as he shook his head.  “We lost him Summer.  Dan is in ‘Save the world’ mode now.”
 
   The other man looked over in surprise, before breaking out into a large grin, “Sorry.  But this is so amazing.”
 
   Pulling Summer closer, aware of the way she seemed to stiffen slightly, he nodded, “If you need anything, let me know.  That includes security.  Congratulations again Dan.”  With that he began to move back the way he had come, his hand firmly holding Summer’s, dragging her along with him.  With a last wave, Dan turned the other way, moving at speed in the other direction.
 
   Finally once more alone, the two moved along the path, Vitaly aware of the rigidness in Summer, she saying nothing.  Sighing, he stopped, turning them both to face the other.  She stared at the ground, her fingers nervously twiddling with the water bottle in her hand, not prepared to look back at him.  Curving a finger under her chin, he angled her head up, her eyes meeting his in surprise.  “I’m sorry.”  His words seemed to surprise Summer, her eyes widening slightly.  “I like you Summer.  I like you very much.  And I know that what I did was not the best way to start something, but I think you like me too.  I also think that you would never allow yourself to be involved with something as casual as I am offering.  Maybe it was wrong, but I knew that for whatever reason you would never have allowed yourself to be with me.  I also know that we can have fun together and what is wrong with that?”
 
   Now Summer’s eyes slid from his, a frown on her features, her tongue darting out nervously as she cleared her throat.  “You confuse me.  I don’t understand you.  One moment you are nice and sweet and then the next you are manipulative and cold.  I just don’t get you.”
 
   A small smile curved Vitaly’s mouth as he nodded, “From the minute I met you Summer, I wanted you.  Dear God I wanted you.  But I just don’t do long-term relationships, including marriage, and you seem to want that.”
 
   Her head shook as she once more met his look.  “How do you know what I want?  You just assumed.  I am in no hurry to get married, despite what my father might think, but neither am I happy when someone is solely interested in getting me into bed.  I… I just never wanted to be some rich man’s...”
 
   Her mind struggled for the right word as he grinned back, offering softly, “Sandwich?”
 
   Despite herself, Summer could not hold back the spluttered-out chuckle, before once more becoming serious. “Yes.  I never wanted to just be a sandwich.”
 
   Sighing once more, his head dipped, his mouth covering hers in a tender kiss, “I’m sorry.  You’re right.  Perhaps we can start again”, his eyes looking pleadingly into hers, “I came here for a break, and I’m in my office working, while the woman I wanted to spend time with is walking by herself.  I would much rather be with you.  Can we start again?  If you don’t want to sleep with me, fine, we can just spend time together”, his eyes flashing with humour.  “You make me laugh and I have not laughed in a long time.”
 
   Summer stared back at him, her mouth opening in surprise, before she started to smile, warmth filling the blueness of her eyes.  “I think we could do that.”  Once again the two turned towards the house, this time Vitaly wrapping an arm around her shoulder, pulling her in closer as they moved silently together, the mood of earlier disappearing.  As they reached the house, Summer cocked her head up to look at him, “So… Can’t help but notice that we are in the happiest place on earth… Ever been to the theme parks?”
 
   His lips twitched as he stared back down at her.  “Are you serious?”, her head nodding, eyes sparkling, “You aren’t just trying to get me into the mall are you?”
 
   A look of distaste passed over her eyes as she shook her head.  “Hell no.  I have dreamt of meeting Mickey Mouse since I was little – you think I want to waste time shopping!”, excitement in her voice as she began talking about the different parks, Vitaly finding himself being swept up in her enthusiasm as well as amazed by her knowledge.  She really did want to go.  What the hell, they were on holiday.
 
   Pulling out his cell phone, he began speaking in a language Summer could not understand, before once more tucking it into his jeans, his eyebrows wiggling.  “Helicopter will be here in two hours.  Time for lunch, then we are going to meet Mickey and this Harry Potter person you keep talking about”, warmth blasting into him as she started jumping up and down, her features glowing.
 
   Lunch had been a fun event, the housekeeper smiling as Summer complimented her on the food, she preferring to eat in the large homely kitchen than the more formal dining room.  Vitaly was happy to do so, this his preferred option when alone, aware that she was not somebody who cared about having others run after her, unlike most of his other dates.  There was no airs or graces with Summer, she was just… fun.
 
   As the helicopter arrived, he informed her she did not need clothes.  Chuckling as her brows snapped together, he held up his arms to ward of the volley of questions he saw in her eyes as he informed her that everything would be provided at the hotel suite he booked.  He grinned as she rolled her eyes at him, her ‘How the other half live’ comment making him laugh back.
 
   The trip to Orlando took only fifteen minutes.  Summer, initially nervous – never having been in a helicopter – was soon looking at the passing countryside, awe in her eyes as she pointed to different things.  Landing, Summer’s eyes were huge as she stared at the hotel before her, a chuckle escaping her.  “Is this the Portofino Bay?”
 
   Vitaly grinned back.  “Yep.  You wanted to see Harry Potter and I thought you might like something Italian.”
 
   Grabbing her hand, the two moved into the reception, a manager running up to meet with them, his large smile on display for the billionaire.  “Mr Antonov, your suite is prepared and the two adjoining rooms ready also.”
 
   Vitaly gave the man a nod as he moved with them to what seemed to be a private elevator, Summer whispering, “Suite?  You booked a suite?”
 
   Giving a wiggle of his brows, he laughed, “Not just any suite.  The Presidential.  I’m not slumming it on holiday.”
 
   Summer held back a laugh as she threw him a ‘You’re hopeless’ look.  As the elevator doors opened into the suite, even Summer was not prepared for the grandeur of the place.  Overlooking the bay, she could see everything, a gasp leaving her as they were shown around.  Bruno seemed to disappear into his room, muttering something about checking footage, she sure that he was just getting out of the way.  Her room, a large queen, was the last word in chic luxury.  Groaning, she threw herself onto the bed, a sigh escaping her, “This feels like I am on the softest cloud.”  Vitaly chuckled watching as she wriggled on the bed, her serene look filling him with a strange warmth.  It felt good to see her happy.  He turned as the desire to join her swamped him.  It would be a very bad idea to join his little angel on her cloud.  Turning to go into his own room he called back, “Ten minutes and we hit the park.”  Her squeal of joy made his mouth curve.  This was going to be fun.
 
   The day had been even better than he could have imagined.  While he had passes allowing them to go to the front of the line for everything, Summer had frowned, declaring that waiting in line was half the fun - the build-up of excitement adding to the experience.  With surprise, he found she was right.  Even though it was off-season, so not as busy as usual, they still had to wait about ten minutes on the bigger rides, Vitaly finding walking around the extensive line area fun.  Normally, he would have been escorted to the front and missed all of this, he amazed at the creativity which went into the long lineup area, a smile on his mouth.  It did not hurt that the woman by his side talked constantly about what they were about to ride, her knowledge showing how much she had looked forward to coming here.
 
   They took their time to wander around Islands of Adventure, both in awe at the whimsical world of Dr Seuss as they admired the artistry and imagination that went into it, Vitaly taking many pictures of the two of them on his phone, both laughing as Bruno hung back, refusing to join them on the rides.  In his youth, Vitaly had loved theme park rides, but over time had stopped coming, his dates never interested in such things.  Summer however, like a big kid, was determined to ride everything, her hand grabbing his often as she would scrunch up her eyes, trepidation at some of the more daunting rides making her shake a little.  However, she did not pass up anything, Vitaly enjoying himself and in awe of her daring side.
 
   When they reached the land she referred to as the Wizarding World of Harry Potter, he had to laugh, her geeky side coming to the fore as she dragged him onto the rides, her day made when she was chosen to select a wand in the Ollivanders show, Vitaly not sure why, but loving seeing her eyes shining brightly as she waved the wand, special effects causing items to fall off shelves or seeming to blow up.  He really had to read the book.
 
   By the time they returned to the hotel, the two wands she had bought tucked in her bag – one for herself and the other for Isabella – they were both tired and hungry.  His offer to go to a five-star restaurant made her groan, her look taking in the large balcony as she sighed.  “Couldn’t we just call for a pizza and enjoy the view?”, her nose scrunching up as she looked down herself, “Besides which, someone told me not to bring any clothes.  I might have to wash these out.”
 
   Laughing, he grabbed her hand, dragging her into her bedroom, Summer’s look becoming wary before he moved to the large walk-in closet, throwing the doors open.  On hangers, a multitude of clothes, both for day and night hung there, her eyes saucers as she moved forward.  Lifting some of the cocktail dresses she held them against herself, her look rising to his.  “This is what you meant?”  He nodded as she turned to examine an outfit against herself in the mirror.  It was more beautiful than anything she possessed, she knowing that it was designer.
 
   “You should find everything else you need in the drawers and bathroom.”
 
   Spinning round, her features glowed she laughed, “I just changed my mind.  Give me half an hour and I’ll meet you in the living room.”
 
   Grinning, Vitaly nodded.  “Thirty-five minutes and I am coming in for you.  I’m starving.”
 
   Her “Better not” made his grin wider.
 
   Twenty-nine minutes later, Summer left her room.  The red dress she wore clung to every perfect curve, the skirt flaring slightly as it touched her calves, the shoes – Summer groaning reading the name of the designer – fitting her comfortably.  She could never afford these outfits, sure that it was costing him dearly.  Vitaly stood waiting, her eyes flitting over him shyly.  He always looked good, the designer suit fitting him well.  Turning, she saw the way his eyes flared as he extended a hand for her, “You look amazing”, his husky words bringing a small blush to her cheeks as she gave him a small twirl.
 
   “It’s a beautiful dress”, she replied as his eyes devoured her, before he looked away, nodding.
 
   “Perhaps, but it needs a beautiful woman to wear it.”
 
   Coming to stop before him, her lips broke into a large smile.  “I like it when you say nice things.  Somehow I believe them.”  Surprise emanated from Vitaly before he seemed to pull himself together, his hand moving to an inside pocket of his jacket.  Giving a wry smile, he pulled out the long velvet jewellery box she had seen before.
 
   “Perhaps you will wear this.  When I first tried to give you it, you seemed put out”, his lips quirking, devilment in his eyes as she gave a small giggle, “But I really did want you to have it.”
 
   Holding out her wrist, she nodded.  Vitaly pulled the bracelet out and secured it once more on her, examining it as the light made the stones flash, his soft words thoughtful, “It suits you.  It is almost as alive as you are.”
 
   Snickering, she gave him a look full of fun, “Won’t be if you don’t feed me soon.”
 
   He took her arm as he chuckled back, “Moan, moan, moan”, she laughing happily back with him.
 
   The restaurant turned out to be hidden away, serving mainly Italian food.  Grinning up at him, she shook her head.  “You seem determined to make me homesick.  You don’t have to look on this as a themed vacation.”
 
   Vitaly’s appreciative rumble of return laughter could be heard as they sat on the comfortable seats.  Ordering, the waiter became animated with the realisation that Summer was herself Italian, he promising her that the food was as good as home.  As it turned out the food was far better than home, her eyes closing with appreciation as she dug into the pasta dish, her sound of pleasure and eyes closing making Vitaly have to grip his fork harder.  He wanted to hear her make that sound in his arms, his body once more hardening.  Patience.  Patience was most definitely the answer.  Instinctively, he knew that the two were destined to end up in bed together, but he was enjoying just being with her, this a novel experience for him.
 
    Returning to the suite, he walked her to her door, the two lingering, taking their time as they said goodnight and made plans for the following day.  Finally, Summer stepped forward, rising on her tiptoes as she kissed his cheek, before turning she slipped inside her room.  For seconds Vitaly stood staring at the closed door, his hand rising to touch where her lips had caressed his skin, that small action strangely intimate.
 
   The next day had been Universal Studios, the two again meandering around the park, enjoying the rides.  Vitaly gained satisfaction as he narrowly scored higher than Summer on the Men in Black ride, she demanding a rematch, her competitive spirit refreshing.  Normally his dates would never try to beat him in anything, but then again as he already knew, Summer was most definitely not one of his normal dates.
 
   That night, the two dressed more casually – though still semi-formal – to enjoy the nightclubs at CityWalk.  Dragging her to ‘Rising Star’, seeing that it offered karaoke, he cajoled her into getting up and singing.  Nervous, she narrowed her look, before finally giving up and taking to the stage.
 
   Vitaly sat back as she began singing.  The crowd cheered as her wonderful voice carried out to the room, he smiling seeing the way the band behind looked at each other, their expressions showing their approval.  As she sang the song, everybody grew silent, listening to her, Summer most definitely not the typical karaoke singer.  Finishing, the room erupted into applause, a huge smile on her lips as she thanked the band, skipping back to him.  As she passed many of the tables, she was often stopped, the other guests admiring her singing, Summer bursting with happiness as she finally sat down.  Passing her a drink, he grinned.  He loved hearing her sing.
 
   Catching the boat back to the hotel, he wrapped his arms around her shoulders, pulling her against his chest, just happy to have her in his arms.  He felt relaxed for the first time in many years.  As the almost-empty boat wound its way along the man-made canal, he nuzzled her neck.  Summer gave a content sigh, her cheek nuzzling him back.  “I am having a wonderful time”, she murmured softly, his mouth finding her ear as he nodded against her.
 
   “Yep, not a shabby idea coming here”, both looking up into the dark skies.
 
   “Did you see that?”, her excited voice wafted over him as he nodded, his own holding some excitement.
 
   “Was that a shooting star?”
 
   Giggling, she nodded, a content sigh leaving her, “Yep.  It was, and now you have to kiss me.”
 
   Turning her, their eyes met, his tone growing gentle, “I would find that no hardship at all.”
 
   Her eyes grew brighter as her hands smoothed against his chest, her head moving closer, a soft whisper leaving her lips, “Well, I am sure that I read it was the law somewhere, and as a future lawyer…”, the rest unsaid as his mouth surged forward, silencing her.  The kiss was gentle, teasing to start, before his arms wrapped tighter around her as it deepened.  Summer wrapped her arms around him, falling into the kiss, wanting it with everything in her.  The boat docking brought the two apart, their eyes opening slowly, a satisfied smile on both of their faces as they stood and stepped back onto shore.  Taking her hand, he led her to the private elevator, both silent, deep in thought.  Reaching her room once more, he took both of her hands, looking down at her lovely face.  “I should let you get some sleep”, his mellow words washing over her.
 
   Looking back, her lip snatched pearly-white teeth, she shaking her head, “Vitaly, would you like to come in?”
 
   He felt the way his body jumped to instant awareness, his mouth curving into a big smile, “I would very much like to come in”, before his mouth dropped, his arms pulling her even closer, the kiss drugging with its intensity.  She was not aware as he opened the door, lifting her slightly off the ground as he stepped into the room.
 
   Reaching the bed, he placed her gently on her feet, both still kissing.  Pulling back slightly, he stared down at the woman before him.  Her eyes were still closed, an adorable little crease coming to her forehead as she missed his mouth on hers.  He could hardly believe as he pulled in a shaky breath.  “Are you sure Summer?  You know I want you, but I don’t want to push you.”
 
   Her eyes opened, heat and warmth deep in them as she nodded, “Yes.  I really am.  I want this Vitaly”, relief blasting through him.
 
   Dragging her back into his arms, he once more claimed her lips, his kiss demanding, she responding with an equal need.  Running his hand around her back, he quickly lowered the zipper of her dress, his fingers pushing the straps down her arms, hearing as the clothing quietly swished to the ground.  Pulling back slightly, he allowed himself to drink in the image she made, wearing nothing but a thong.  He could see her body for the first time, his breath stalling in his throat.  She was stunning.
 
   Summer stood still, allowing him to look at her.  She should have been embarrassed, hiding herself, but the look in his eyes empowered her, made her feel desirable.  When he looked back into her eyes she could see how much he wanted her, her hands reaching out to push the jacket from him, allowing it to drop onto the floor.  Her fingers unbuttoned his shirt, their eyes never losing their connection as he remained still, allowing her to undress him.
 
   When finally his chest was bare, her look dropped, her fingers splaying across his skin, the touch the most gentle, yet most intimate he had ever known.  When her head dropped to kiss along his shoulder and down his chest, Vitaly shuddered.  He could see as she paused, her hands resting on the waist of his trousers before she began pulling at the belt, then the button, before she was pushing the pants down.  Excitement blasted through him, his hands moving to caress her cheeks, pulling her head to him to kiss her.
 
   Summer was out of her mind with need.  The moment his pants dropped to the ground she could smell him, smell his arousal, the scent somehow only adding to her need.  She felt the hardness of him prodding against her belly, her hand reaching for him, wrapping around the length of him.  As she did, he gasped into her mouth, a quiver running through him.  Slowly her hand stroked him, her thumb swiping the head of him, feeling the wetness there.  He was as aroused as she was.
 
   His low growl, the sound almost animalistic only stoked her own desire, as his hands grasped her shoulders and pushed her onto the bed.  “Damn you are one sexy woman”, his words whispered against her ear, before his head dropped, his tongue sliding over one hardened nipple.  Now it was Summer’s turn to jump, a moan ripped from her as his fingers teased the other.  It felt good – no, better than good.
 
   He pushed her further up the bed, his eyes suddenly full of heat.  “I want to taste you Summer.  I bet you taste heavenly.  All angels do”,  her lips curling at his whimsical words before she cried out.  Vitaly’s tongue felt amazing as it ran down her stomach, but now he pulled her legs apart, positioning himself between, his mouth kissing her mound.
 
   Even though she still wore a thong, the feel of his mouth on such a personal spot robbed her of air for a second, her body arching at the feel, before she finally managed to find her words “Vitaly, no… I don’t think…”, the rest lost as his fingers twisted around the delicate thong and ripped it from her, his mouth now on her, his tongue sliding out and swiping the moist centre of her.
 
   Summer’s feral cry only seemed to make him more determined, his tongue exploring her further, deeper.  “Look at me Summer”, his whispered words against her made her swallow hard, “I don’t want you to think.  Just enjoy.”  Looking down, their eyes collided, he staring up at her, the image one of pure eroticism, her fingers with a will of their own combing through his hair, scraping his scalp.  The sharp tingling of her nails on his scalp made his tongue work faster, his movements more frenzied.
 
   She was out of control, her body writhing and arching to him in the most primitive of responses, unaware as she moaned and begged him not to stop.  She felt as though she were sitting on lava held within walls of rock, the mountain about to burst, the lava rising, rising, she knowing that it was ready to explode, knowing that when it did it would shatter her.
 
   As his mouth left her, disappointment crashed through her entire being, a long whimper leaving her soft lips.  Her eyes followed him as he reached down to his jacket, pulling something from his wallet.  Then he returned to her, she relieved to see as he pulled the protection on, her eyes devouring him.  He did not fail to meet her expectations.
 
   Vitaly leant over her, his mouth once more finding hers.  She groaned, tasting herself on his tongue, this thought only adding to her need, pulling him over her.  She felt as his hardness prodded her, her eyes rolling into her head as she lifted her hips to welcome him.  She had never wanted anything more in her life, the feel of him as he pushed into her swollen body amazing.  So good.  So… sore.  Pain flashed through her as he pushed deeper, the small skin within breaching as it tore, her mouth pulled from him as her fingernails dug deep into his skin.
 
   She felt him pause, his eyes finding hers, full of confusion.  Just as fast as the pain hit, it disappeared, her look meeting his.  “Don’t stop”, she whispered, panic in her look, “Please don’t stop”, her look begging him.
 
   He kissed her again, his hips pushing forward till he fully sheathed himself inside her tight body.  Pausing again, he seemed to be collecting himself before he began to thrust slowly within her, each one ramping up Summer’s need.  Each one made the lava rise, till she grasped him pulling her head back as the long wail escaped her as the mountain erupted, taking Summer with it.
 
   She was only partially aware as he moved faster and harder against her, before he too began groaning, his body jerking with hers, both flying high together, that moment one of pure pleasure.  
 
   After several moments, Vitaly’s head fell against hers, their breaths mingling as they both fought to bring their breathing under control.  Finally opening her eyes, Summer stared into his, “Oh my God.  If I had known it was going to be like that, I would have tried this with you sooner.”
 
   Spluttering out a laugh, his mouth curved into a large grin.  This woman never failed to surprise him.  “I think that it might also have had something to do with the other person”, he chuckled, sliding from her, aware that he still rested his entire weight on her, pulling her in tightly, needing to have her against him.
 
   He felt her nuzzle into him, a small content sigh leaving her.  “Of course.  You were wonderful”, her head lifting to look up at him, her eyes full of awe.
 
   This time he could not hold back the loud laugh.  “I really think that is meant to be my line”, pulling her harder to him as his mouth took hers in a long lingering kiss.
 
   As they broke for air, she giggled, her small nose scrunching up, “Well, maybe it is time that someone laid it on you for a change.  That was amazing”, her voice becoming wistful, “Is it like that with everybody?”
 
   Frowning, he kissed the top of her head, his head shaking, “No, it really isn’t.  That was pretty intense Summer”, his voice musing, “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
    Summer looked up at him, surprise and wariness in her eyes, her teeth hitching her bottom lip, “About?…”, the word spoken hesitantly as he smiled.
 
   “Did you really think I would not know?  Why did you not tell me you were a virgin?”
 
   Now she fidgeted, her look dropping, a blush on her cheeks, “I… Well, I didn’t think you would notice”, a scowl sitting on her lovely face, “I didn’t want you to think I was just some stupid kid.”
 
   Laughing, he kissed her head.  “Why would I think that?”, his tone becoming softer, “It was a surprise, but a good one”, the realisation hitting him that it had been.  He felt special. “Did I hurt you?”, concern now in his voice.
 
   Looking up at him, her head shook.  “For a second.  Then, well then it got real nice.”  Summer nuzzled harder into him, “Really, really nice.”
 
   Vitaly could not help the feeling of pride that flashed through him as he wrapped his arms tighter around her.  Normally after sex, either he or the woman would move.  He liked to shower, giving his partner time to use another bathroom before they or he left.  There was no post-coital chitchat, no lingering.  However, it did not surprise him when he found himself holding her as she made him laugh.  She always did.  She made him feel like a better person.  She made him happy.  For once, he did not even want to analyse this, just allowing himself to go with it.  It felt good.
 
   Summer’s voice interrupted his thoughts, “Mmmmm… Well, you should know that at one point, I really, really thought I was going to reach that elusive high note I keep fudging”, her eyes dancing with his, full of laughter, “Perhaps if you tried a bit harder…”
 
   Rolling her once more over onto her back, he chuckled, his mouth finding the small hollow on her neck as he licked it, her gasp and body arching spurring him on as his voice reverberated against her soft skin, “Is that a fact?”, the two losing themselves once more in each other.  He really wanted to hear that high note.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seven
 
   For three more days, they enjoyed themselves in Orlando.  Each night the two would spend hours exploring the other’s body, neither ever tiring of the other.  During the day they would visit different attractions, Summer loving Magic Kingdom, he laughing as she insisted on having her picture taken with every Disney character she saw.  He was amassing quite the collection of pictures, although so was she, Vitaly sure that she could make a slide show with the number of photos she took on the digital compact camera she purchased.
 
   On their final day, she insisted on visiting Gatorland, he secretly excited to visit the attraction, somewhere he always wanted to see.  Entering, both wandered around, pointing out the enormous prehistoric reptiles.  They truly were perfect killing machines, both in awe at the magnificent creatures.  Even the babies seemed mean, their dark eyes following the couple as they walked past.  Shivering, she watched in fascination as the larger animals propelled themselves from the water during the Jumparoo to grab the whole chickens, she almost not believing it possible given their bulk.  The alligators fascinated her.  She could see why these magnificent animals should be protected.
 
   Vitaly, while sure of her daring side, had still been amazed when she jumped at the chance to zip-line over the park and the alligators, Bruno trying to talk them out of it, before he too joined in the adventure.  Reaching the bottom, they all had large smiles on their faces, Vitaly once more glad that she talked him into the holiday.
 
   Sighing, he opened the door to the car as they left the attraction.  In the trunk, a new case filled with the clothes that had been left in the closet for her was stowed.  When asking what happened to them when they left, he had shrugged, his tone disinterested, “No idea.  They were charged to me and will probably be thrown out.”  Summer stared back at him in disbelief, knowing how expensive they were, immediately ordering a case and packing them all as she gave him a snort, “How exactly did you get to be a billionaire?”, his brows wriggling as he laughed watching her.
 
   “By not sweating the small stuff”, he chuckled in answer.
 
   Shaking her head at him, Summer had placed the two wands she bought inside before closing it.  Frowning, he gave her a thoughtful look, “Did you want to buy more presents for your parents before we go?”, surprised as she turned away, though not before he caught a haunted look in her eyes.
 
   “No thank you.  They would not like this kind of thing.”  About to ask more his phone rang, he having to speak for several minutes, the moment forgotten for the time being.  The flight back to the estate had been a relaxed one, Summer holding his hand as they flew the short distance back to the estate, Vitaly enjoying this contact with her.  Normally, he would sit and read, anybody he was with left to their own devices, however, whenever with Summer, he enjoyed just touching her.
 
   Landing, they made their way back into the house, Rachel greeting them with a large smile, Vitaly surprised as Summer pulled out chocolate frogs for the housekeeper to give to her children, the other woman delighted.  The gesture was a thoughtful one, especially as the two women hardly knew each other, Summer only buying them after a throw-away comment from the housekeeper as they were leaving that her children loved Harry Potter.  He really did have to read that book, both women trying to explain the meaning as they giggled over something called Bertie Bott’s Every Flavour Beans.  Summer could brighten up anywhere.
 
   Making their way back upstairs, she paused, her eyes full of indecision before making to move to her own room.  Vitaly grabbed her hand, pulling her against himself.  “What would you say if I told you I would much rather share my space with you?”
 
   Nodding, her face shone as she met his eyes, a wicked gleam in hers, “I would say that you were a smart man”, his mouth covering hers as the two moved together into his room, their bodies moulded together as they kissed.  They had several hours before dinner, and he knew just how to kill some time.
 
   For the next week, the two enjoyed being together.  While he needed to spend a couple of hours a day working, she would happily read some books that she was considering for her dissertation, Summer frowning one day as she considered the fact that she would need to put in her proposal soon.  When did he expect her to leave?  This thought made her stomach grow cold.  Would he want her to leave?  She now realised that this was the last thing she wanted.  Looking up, she managed a smile as the man on her mind walked in, a thoughtful frown on his features.  “Something wrong?”, her gentle question snapped his head up, his expression smoothing into a smile.
 
   “No.  Just an invite to a party next week”, a groan escaping him, “One I really can’t ignore.”
 
   Shrugging, she stood, moving over to lean in against him, her mouth playfully kissing the corner of his, “Well, I have a whole bunch of nice outfits I found in a cupboard somewhere”, her eyes alive with humour as he chuckled before shaking his head.
 
   “Well, that is true.  But, I think that none of those will do.  I see a shopping trip in your future young lady”, laughing loudly as she threw her arm over one eye feigning shock.
 
   “Say it ain’t so”, her breathed-out words eliciting another laugh.
 
   His look became thoughtful.  “We could go today, find the perfect dress and have lunch if you like.”
 
   Grinning, she was half-way out of the door, his head shaking as he was unable to hold back the large smile, her hasty, “Give me ten minutes.  Fire up the car.  You had me at shopping”, comment hanging in the air as she disappeared from the room.
 
   It had taken her less than eight to once more be back down in the hallway, Vitaly as always amazed how quickly she could change, while still looking like a million dollars.  She did not have to spend hours putting on make-up and fixing her hair.  Summer had natural beauty.  Taking her hand, he admired the pale pink summer dress she wore, the fifties design suiting her well, before dragging her outside, her large smile telling of her excitement.
 
   Driving to the more upmarket side of town, one full of the boutique shops with one-of-a-kind designs, the car stopped to let them out, the driver moving to find a parking space, while Bruno took up a position behind them.
 
   For two hours the two meandered into the shops, Summer trying on dress after dress.  In between the boutiques she stared into the windows of some of the expensive jewellery stores.  Vitaly grinned as he leant in against her, seeing as she would look at the array of offerings.  “See anything you like?”, his question making her start, before a large smile lit her features.
 
   “Not looking for myself.  It’s Susan’s birthday in a month.  Thought I might get her something unusual.”
 
   Vitaly groaned softly, his look full of thanks, “I totally forgot.”
 
   She slid him a ‘You’re hopeless’ look as he joined in the hunt.  Pointing to a diamond ring, he asked what she thought, Summer scrunching up her nose as she shook her head, “No.  Susan and I like the same kind of things.  She would think a diamond solitaire was a bit blah.  Besides, those are more engagement rings.”
 
   Laughing, he shook his head.  “Seriously, you are telling me that one day one of those things are not going to be adorning your finger?”, disbelief in his voice as she shook her head with determination.
 
   “Nope.  Not a diamond solitaire, that’s for sure.”
 
   Looking back at the window he folded his arms, “OK.  So what would be more likely to find its way onto your hand?”
 
   Chuckling she peered at the rings, her eyes glowing as they fell on a ruby, surrounded with smaller diamonds”, her finger pointing to it, “That one”, a wistful note entering her voice.  “Rubies have so much fire and life in them, don’t you think?”, her head rising as she smiled before pointing to a bracelet, the row of blood-red stones hard to miss.  “I am sure she would love that”, giggling as she pointed to a small pin with a cluster of diamonds and rubies.  “I think that I could just about afford that.”
 
   Grabbing her hand, he entered the jewelers, quickly purchasing both the bracelet and the pin, winking at her as he refused to take the money for the smaller piece.  “Consider it a fee for saving me from forgetting.  Susan would have held that over my head for months”, his smile wicked, “She always does.”
 
   Resuming their shopping, in one of the chic smaller stores she found the perfect dress, her eyes drinking in how good it made her look, the assistant admiring it too, her brows snapping together as she looked at the woman with dread, “How much is this?”
 
   The woman grinned as she shook her head, “I’m sorry.  Mr Antonov has forbidden me to tell you.  He thinks that you might let that sway you.”
 
   Laughing, she once more looked at herself, “That much huh?”, the woman giving her a ‘You know it’ smile.  Nodding, her mind made up she looked at the assistant, “Are there shoes to go with it?”
 
   Leaving the changing room, Vitaly frowned, he seated with phone in hand texting, his look rising with expectation, crestfallen seeing her once more in her previous clothes.  “Why don’t I get to see that one?”
 
   She shook her head, a playfulness in her tone, “You get to see it when I wear it.  Not before.”
 
   Rising, he rolled his eyes, “Women!  Seen one dress, you have seen them all”, laughing as both Summer and the assistant stared at him with eyes full of ‘You did not just say that’.
 
   Paying, he gave the details for delivery before once more taking her hand, his lips tugging up, “So, that means food right?  Because I’m hungry”, both moving along the sidewalk at a leisurely pace.
 
   The sudden commotion behind broke the peaceful moment, she and Vitaly looking briefly at each other before turning their heads, the sight which met their eyes making both gasp.  Summer spun round, her eyes flaring widely seeing the bodyguard, his hands gripping a small dirty boy, he being no more than ten.  “What are you doing?”, her words cried out in horror as she stepped forward.  Vitaly too scowled, his look seeking explanation from the other man.
 
   “He just stole your purse Summer.”
 
   The child struggled, screaming, denials falling from his lips, as he tried to escape from the tall man who held him with ease.  As the woman moved towards him, the child stilled, staring wide-eyed at the beautiful lady, everything about her seeming calm, her serenity holding the child almost hypnotically.
 
   Hunching down, Summer looked at the child’s hand, her purse still there.  The boy swallowed nervously, fear in his eyes.  Reaching over, she took it from him, placing it back in bag, before fixing him with her blue eyes.  There was no anger, no contempt there, the child not sure what was happening, his small chest rising and falling like a frightened bird as Summer reached over and took his hand.  The child stared at where she held him, surprise and fear tinging his look as the strange woman spoke softly to the burly man still holding him.  “I think that you can let him go.”  The bodyguard released him instantly, but still stood close by.  Summer once more moved her eyes to the young boy.  “My name is Summer.  What’s yours?”
 
   The boy looked around, Vitaly holding back the smile knowing that he was looking for a way out, a way to flee the adults surrounding him, but her soft voice seemed to confuse the child, before in a way only children did, he turned his head, his small features scrunching up in irritation, and answered, “Jenny.”
 
   If Summer was shocked that it was a little girl, she hid it well, much better than the two men, who stared at each other, guilt coming on the bodyguard that he had grabbed her so roughly, Vitaly seeing the discomfort on his features.  Summer chuckled, her hand moving to pull the cap of her small head, a mop of blonde hair falling down around her cheeks.  “How very silly of me Jenny.  Of course you are a little girl.”
 
   The child stared back at her with a superior look, “Yeah, but you didn’t know it did you?”
 
   Shaking her head, Summer laughed, the sound full of humour, “Nope.  You had me fooled.”
 
   Vitaly was surprised to see how the little girl gave a ghost of a smile, before looking around herself, “I’m sorry.  I won’t do it again.  Promise”, her voice intent, her feet fidgeting nervously.
 
   Summer however, was looking just as intently back, her brows furrowed, “Did you need money for food Jenny?”
 
   For the first time the little girl looked uncomfortable, her head dropping as she shrugged as though she was not willing to admit this, Summer rising, her hand still holding the little girl’s.  Pointing to the bodyguard she smiled, “This is Bruno.  He is very sweet.”  The little girl snorted out her disbelief as she looked up at the big man, Summer chuckling once more as she bent a little closer to her, whispering in an almost conspiratorial voice, “He doesn’t like me calling him sweet, but he really is”, the little girl unable to hold back her own laugh this time, her hand covering the twinkling sound.  Turning her eyes to Vitaly, Summer continued, “This is Vitaly.  He is my friend, and I am sure he would like to be yours too.”
 
   The little girl looked up at the tall man, not sure as he smiled back nodding, “I would, yes”, his eyes briefly meeting Summer’s, Summer pleased to see that there was understanding deep within them.
 
   “Vitaly and I were just about to go and eat.  Would you like to join us Jenny?”
 
   He could see the war raging in the child, she not sure what was happening, while so hungry she was prepared to take a risk.  He felt sad.  This level of risk could lead such a vulnerable child into trouble.  As though sensing his thoughts, Summer pointed to an open café, the ability to escape still open to Jenny if she chose to take it.  “That looks nice.”
 
   The little girl finally took a deep breath as she pointed to one a little further up the road, “That one’s nicer.”
 
   Once more Bruno fell back, the small child walking between the couple as they moved to the eatery she had pointed out.  The waiters had not looked pleased seeing the dirty little child with the couple.  However, one glance at the two adults, both dressed in the finest of clothes stopped any voice of dissent.  Seated, they gave her a menu, Jenny looking down the list with eyes which were filled with joy.  “What can I have?”, she finally asked, her look nervously finding Summer’s, Vitaly not surprised that she had already bonded with her.
 
   Summer shrugged.  “Well.  You could have a nice salad”, laughing as the girl’s nose scrunched up in distaste as she adding playfully, “Although, personally, I will have the cheeseburger and an ice cream.”
 
   The little girl’s features lit up as she put down her menu, a huge smile filling her face, “Well, it would be rude not to join you Summer.”
 
   Flicking an amused smile at Vitaly, Summer seeing how he seemed to be struggling not to laugh, she bowed her head softly, “That is very kind of you Jenny.”
 
   Vitaly ordered the three cheeseburgers, followed by ice cream from the waiter who appeared at their side, adding a soft drink for the little girl and coffee for them.  With the order in, Jenny sat silently, Summer looking briefly over at him before she began talking.  “Where do you live Jenny?”  Instantly a mask fell over the little girl’s face as she waved her hand vaguely in one direction.
 
   “Over there”, her tone meant to stop the line of talk.
 
   Summer however, was not letting it go, “Perhaps, when we have finished eating, we should take you home.  Make sure that you get there safely.”
 
   Now the little girl was openly fidgeting, her eyes looking around herself as though she was ready to bolt, only the thought of the feast to come keeping her on the seat.  In an overly-bright voice she shook her head, “No.  No need.  My mom doesn’t like it when strangers come round.  She’s ill.”
 
   Without missing a beat, Summer, her voice full of sympathy answered, “That is terrible Jenny.  Vitaly knows people.  Perhaps, he can help.  Get your mother a good doctor.”
 
   Tears sprung to the little girl’s eyes, as her look flicked to Vitaly.  “Y… You would do that?”  He nodded as she looked down again, indecision stamped on her small features.  Both adults remained silent, allowing her to process her thoughts.  Finally, her head lifted as she whispered in a voice almost inaudible.  “I lied Summer.  I don’t have a home… Not anymore.”
 
   Summer’s hand reached over to cover hers, “I know Jenny.  It is nothing to be ashamed of”, real respect coming to her voice, “I think you are a very brave little girl.”  Vitaly saw as something in the little girl seemed to ease, her body relaxing.
 
   At that, the food arrived, Jenny digging into the burger with relish.  Vitaly felt sad seeing just how hungry the child was, his look landing on Summer.  She could easily have walked past the little girl or had Bruno take the child to the police, making her somebody else’s problem, but she had not.  Realisation hit him that, like Susan, she truly cared.  She was not involved with the charity for anything being connected with it would get her, she was just someone who wanted to make a difference - even if that started with one child, his look again falling on Jenny.  Old memories rose to choke him.  Offering that hand could make so much difference.
 
   Like him, Summer managed a few mouthfuls of the burger, neither enjoying the food.  However, Jenny seemed oblivious as she devoured every morsel.  As Summer offered her more, her little head shook.  “Saving space for my ice cream”, she grinned, the look that of a carefree child, his heart reaching out to her.  What had happened to result in this little girl ending up on the streets?  He knew that the answer could not be good.
 
   Clearing the plates, the much-anticipated ice cream finally arrived, Jenny’s eyes wide with wonder at the heaped plate of different flavours.  Digging in, she made short work of the treat, this time not refusing Summer’s share.  Holding back his laugh, he shook his head.  Strange how children could find room for ice cream over burgers.
 
   Satisfied, Jenny sat back, drinking her soda, a contentedness on her, as she patted her belly declaring herself, “Stuffed.”
 
   Now Summer leant forward, her features solemn.  “Jenny.  I have a problem.”
 
   The little girl looked at her sweetly.  “What’s wrong Summer?”, a note of concern for the woman who only half an hour ago had been a stranger to her bringing a smile to Vitaly’s lips.
 
   “I am worried about you.”
 
   Huffing out her chest the little girl waved a hand, “I’m fine.  I can look after myself”, her eyes flicking around to ensure nobody was watching as she lifted up her shirt slightly, Vitaly holding back the groan at seeing just how skinny she was, along with the knife which she had tucked into her trousers.  “I can take care of myself.  Your friend Bruno is lucky you stepped in before I dealt with him.”
 
   He could hear the shock in Summer’s voice as her eyes took in the weapon, fear, not for herself but for the child deep in the blue depths.  “How old are you Jenny?”
 
   Pulling down the shirt she looked back, “11, and a bit.”
 
   Vitaly saw the tears which briefly rose in Summer’s eyes, before she seemed to pull herself together.  “Well, I see that you can look after yourself, but I am still worried.  I hear that there is going to be a big storm soon, and I don’t want to think of you in it.”
 
   Jenny stared back, wariness in her eyes.  “How big?”, she managed.
 
   Summer responded, “Really big – might be a hurricane.  They are keeping an eye on it right now.”
 
   The little girl bit down on her lip, worry on her face before she shook herself.  “Maybe it won’t happen, my mom always says they get it wrong all the time.”
 
   Summer nodded softly, “Or maybe it will”, silence falling on them both again for a few seconds before Summer once more took her hand, Jenny allowing her to.  “I know a lady who runs a shelter.  What if you went to stay with her for a little while?  She’s a great cook too.”
 
   This time Jenny pulled her hand back, her features once more closing down as she shook her head vehemently, “No.  They would send me home.  I WON’T GO HOME!”, panic in her voice.
 
   Shaking her head, Summer held up her hands in a non-threatening gesture, seeing as Jenny was already starting to sidle off the chair.  “No.  I promise you Jenny that I would not let that happen.  She would never do that either, unless you asked her to.”
 
   Stilling once more, Jenny stared back at her.  “What if she did?”, her eyes wide and haunted, as Summer gave her a fierce stare back.
 
   “Then I would go get you back, and set Bruno on her.”
 
   The image seemed to trigger something in the little girl, an intense light of pleasure filling her brown eyes before she held her hand out, Summer taking it, “Would you go with me?”
 
   Summer looked over at Vitaly, her look resolute as she listened to Jenny’s plea, her small voice fragile and vulnerable, “Yes.  Of course I would,”, she replied.
 
   Vitaly pulled out his phone, speaking Russian to his driver, before talking soothingly to the little girl, “My driver will take you and Summer to her friend Jenny”, his voice gentle as he fished in his pocket, pulling out his wallet, he drew from it a hundred dollar bill.  Folding it until it was smaller he gave it to the little girl, “You should always have something for emergencies.”
 
   Both Summer and Jenny stared back at him, their mouths open with shock, before Summer smiled at him, that look full of warmth.  That look was worth more than the money he had handed over, much, much more, Vitaly feeling ten feet tall.  With that, the two stood, Vitaly knowing that this was for Summer to deal with, that he was not needed.  Leaning over, he kissed her cheek softly, “I will be at home when you are finished.  The car is at your disposal.”
 
   Summer mouthed a “Thank you” to him, taking Jenny’s hand as she moved to where the car was parked.  He was unable to hold back the large grin hearing as Jenny leant in to Summer, her voice, while lowered, still carrying to him, “Is he your boyfriend?  He’s nice, and he’s very pretty.”  Summer’s laugh and backward look made him smile.  He felt like he had done a good thing that day, or at least been part of a good thing.
 
   It was not till many hours later that Summer returned to the estate.  She looked physically and emotionally drained.  Pushing a glass of wine into her hand he sat them both down waiting for her to tell him what happened.  However, Summer took one look at him before bursting into tears, he rescuing the wine before it spilled on the carpet.  Groaning, he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her in closer as she sobbed against his chest, he making soft soothing noises against her head.  “What happened Summer?”, he eventually managed, her sobs now sniffles.
 
   Lifting some hankies, she dabbed her cheek, blowing her nose softly, “I’m sorry”, her hands nervously tearing at the hankies, “I guess it all just got to me.”
 
   Sighing, Vitaly pulled her back against himself, leaning against the plush sofa as he handed her the glass once more.  “Drink this, and tell me what happened.  How is Jenny, and what the hell happened to that sweet little kid?”
 
   Taking a deep breath she began, “One of Susan’s friends, Mary Chalmers, runs a shelter for vulnerable children.  I met her last year when she came over to give a talk.  She is an amazing woman.  She has a bunch of volunteers who go out on the streets and try to bring the kids in and help them.  Thank God for Mary.”  Vitaly rubbed her arm, nuzzling her head as inwardly he added thank God for her too.  “We managed to get her settled, and it took a bit, but she finally told us what happened.  Her father died a few years ago, and her mother met someone new.  He seemed really nice, then he started making her feel nervous, uncomfortable.  One day he tried to kiss her, and Jenny was completely freaked out.  When she threatened to tell her mother, this ‘person’…”, the word spat out in distaste, “Then got nasty.  He told her if she said anything, he would kill her mother”, a groan ripped from Summer.  “The usual Vitaly – trying to control her by threatening those she loves.  Jenny was terrified.  She knew if she stayed he would not stop.  So a month ago she ran away.”
 
   Vitaly groaned, “She has been on the streets for a month?”, disbelief in his voice as Summer nodded.  “Yeah.  She is one tough and street smart little kid – thank goodness.  She deliberately dressed up as a boy, thinking that people would leave her alone”, her voice hardening, “Though, she did say that she started to carry that knife when one man tried to grab her.” 
 
   Dragging in a long breath to calm herself, she took a sip of the wine.  “Turns out that she is in the system.  Her mother reported her missing the day she disappeared.  From what we hear she has been handing out leaflets and visiting the police station nearly every day since”, her look moving to his, “That is a good sign – so many parents never even report missing children.”  A sad sigh left her, “Anyway we finally talked Jenny into allowing Mary to go and see her mother and let her know she was OK.”  Her lips twitched as she turned her head to look up at him.  “I do have a favour to ask though.”
 
   Grinning, he nodded.  “Anything.”
 
   “Jenny was terrified that this man might hurt her mother and Mary, so I said I would ask if Bruno could go with them.  She seems to think that he’s scary.”
 
   Vitaly laughed, a smile widening his mouth, “Oh – from what he said after you left, he would love a chance to deal with anybody who had something to do with little Jenny ending up on the streets.  I have a feeling that he planned on making them very, very sorry.  He felt bad about grabbing her like that”, an evil chuckle leaving him, “To be honest I think that Bruno will be most disappointed if the guy doesn’t do something.  So yeah, you can count him in.”
 
   Giving a satisfied sigh, she sunk in against him, “She is resting now.  She took a bit of convincing to give up the knife, but Mary promised her some more ice cream in exchange”, her lips twitching once more.  “That kid really likes ice cream.”
 
   Nodding, he pulled her in even tighter, “That was a good thing you did today.  You may well have saved that little girl’s life”, his eyes looking down at Summer.  Like the angel she was she had wrapped her wings around that little girl and rescued her, this image filling his mind, once more not sure why he always thought of her that way.
 
   Summer blushed at his words, shrugging, “No more than anybody else would have done”, her words stuttered out, both knowing that this was not the truth, before she frowned, “Why did you give her that money?  It was so much.”
 
   She saw the shutters drop on Vitaly’s expressive eyes, surprised as he looked away, “Someone did something similar for me once.  That’s all”, his enigmatic words silencing her.
 
   Lifting her hand, her fingers wrapped around his jaw, pulling his head back, Vitaly meeting her eyes, “Thank you for understanding”, her words causing him to moan softly as he once more lifted her glass from her other hand.
 
   He pulled her into his arms, kissing her.  “How tired are you?”, his words breathed out in needy pants between kisses.
 
   Wriggling against him, her arms looped around his neck as she turned to plaster herself against him.  “Who said I was tired?  I’ve never felt more awake”, her sensuous words eliciting a low growl from him as he stood, lifting her with him.
 
   “Then I am going to do everything in my power to make you sleepy.”
 
   Summer giggled as she wrapped her legs around him, clinging to him as he walked up to the bedroom, “I don’t think I am going to be sleepy for a loooong time.”
 
   Vitaly chuckled with approval, “Challenge accepted”, the door slamming shut as he kicked it closed with his foot, before sinking with her onto the bed, his sudden need for her overpowering.
 
   Kissing him, Summer pulled the buttons of his shirt in a frenzied need to be closer to him, he dragging his jeans off just as quickly.  Finally naked, he turned his attention on her, his look flicking over the dress she wore, Summer chuckling as a playful light lit the blueness of her eyes.  Pushing him till he lay on his back, she knelt beside him, her eyes devouring him.  His hands stroked her back, as she let her fingers slide along his stomach, leaning forward to allow her mouth to trace the contours of his belly, moving down to his hips, a groan ripped from Vitaly as her hand gripped the length of him, the air escaping him in a hiss of pleasure.
 
   Pausing, her eyes looked at him, her head cocked in concentration as she seemed to find his body fascinating.  Pulling back, he groaned out his frustration, Summer giggling as she pulled the dress from herself, quickly removing everything before she moved to kneel over him, her knees on either side of him.  Once more she took him in her hand, her features serene before she seemed to shake herself, her eyes flying to his. “Protection?”, her breathed-out word a husky whisper.
 
   For a second his eyes blinked at her in confusion before understanding fell on him, his hands pulling open the drawer beside him as he retrieved the small packet and handed it to her.  As she rolled the condom on, he closed his eyes, pleasure and shock blasting through him.  He had totally forgotten.  He never forgot protection, but he had then.  What the hell was going on with him?
 
   Feeling her shift over him, his eyes opened, their looks colliding, both full of the same need for the other. Holding her hips he watched as she sank onto him, controlled their penetration, her eyes closing slowly as her lips parted slightly.  It was the most erotic thing he had ever seen.  Slowly she rose and fell over him, her hands running along his chest, as his explored her, his thumb stroking where their bodies met.
 
   He could feel her tightening, her movements becoming more hurried, harder, small moans leaving her mouth, that lovely mouth which he longed to feel on his, reaching up and pulling her down for a kiss.  He could feel the clawing need for release filling him also.  But he was not done, he wanted this to last.  So he shoved it away, forced himself to hold off, just as her body tightened, the way she clamped down on him almost his undoing as she sat straight up, a cry leaving her as her body convulsed.
 
   Clinging to her, he felt every tremor in her body, his own sweating with the need to join her, the need he barely staved off.  Finally, she seemed to fold, her body growing limp.  Wrapping his arms around her, he pulled her down to cover his chest, his mouth finding hers and kissing her with reverence.  She really was the sweetest lover he had ever had.
 
   As she seemed to come round, stirring against him, he rolled with her, pulling free of her tight body.  She was watching him, devotion in her eyes, the look that of a woman who had come and come hard, a small content purr leaving her.
 
   Grinning, his mouth moved to trail down her cheek and neck.  His Summer – she was the most perfect woman he had ever met.  Her kindness and fierceness in the protection of those weaker than her left him breathless.  She had saved Jenny, he knew that without a shadow of a doubt, but she would never expect any kind of fanfare or praise.  To her the only reward was in knowing that the little girl was safe.  She truly was a selfless person, and he was way out of his depth.
 
   Running his tongue along her breasts, his teeth nipped her nipples, her eyes flaring once more as she stirred, a groan ripped from her lips as her fingers combed through his hair.  He loved when she touched him, each one so personal.  Continuing down, his mouth played along the hollow of her belly, his fingers sliding between her legs.  She was wet again already, writhing under him in the most beautiful way.  Kissing along to her side, his hands gently rolled her onto her stomach, groaning at the way her back curved to the swell of her bottom.  She was gorgeous.
 
   Now she wriggled under him as his tongue slid up the valley of her spine, his hands pushing her hair away as he explored the soft skin on her shoulder and nape of her neck.  Her body quivered as she panted, her head turning to look at him. “Vitaly!”, the word full of her need, his own higher than he could ever remember.  Moving behind her, his hands pulled at her hips, encouraging her to her knees, her body arched to the bed.  Now running his finger down her spine, he positioned himself before gripping her hips and sheathing himself deep within her.  Both cried out, his body covering her back as he kissed her cheeks, fighting for control.
 
   Summer could not believe he could bring her to such heights again so soon after the first.  He enveloped her, his body wrapped around her in the most protective way possible.  The feel of his breath on her cheek felt so intimate, so close.  She felt her heart open to him, his kindness to the small girl and the haunted look in his eye as he placed the money in her small hand washing away any doubts she may have had.  Vitaly was a good man.  He was a man with a hidden past, but whatever had happened could  not kill the kindness in him.  He was the best of men, and she loved him.  Finally at that moment she knew without a shadow of a doubt she was madly, deeply and hopelessly in love.
 
   Her name broke from his lips as he straightened, his hands grasping her shoulders as he began to thrust deeply into her body.  She could feel the waves rise, her body once more building to something big – so big it would sweep her away.  Her head dropped as she felt the cry escape, just as the wall breached, the tidal wave flattening her, her body shaking with pleasure.  She felt Vitaly’s fingers dig into her shoulders, his body slamming against her one more time, before he too began to shake, his cries joining hers.
 
   Her legs gave out, Summer collapsing onto the bed, Vitaly joining her, his weight somehow comforting, safe.  His arms wrapped around her, holding her like she were the most important person in the world.  He certainly was to her.  After several moments, he stirred, slowly rolling from her, before dragging her over to him, his arms holding her tight against him.  “Vitaly?”
 
   Her soft word saw his head turn to look at her, a content smile on his features, “Yeah?”
 
   “I think maybe I might have been wrong.”
 
   His brows furrowed as he stroked her skin, “About what?”
 
   Her lips curved as she nuzzled harder against him, “I don’t think I can stay awake for much longer.”
 
   His spluttered laugh made her own lips twitch as he kissed her forehead, “Thank God for that, because I am done”, the two once more laughing, both happy.
 
   Two days later, Mary contacted Summer with an update on Jenny’s case, overjoyed with the outcome of talks between herself and the little girl’s mother.  When informed of what happened and the reason for her daughter running away, Lena – her mother – had immediately called the police, her boyfriend taken into custody.  On hearing this Jenny had wanted to go home immediately, the touching reunion of mother and daughter bringing tears even to Mary’s eyes.  She had described the event in great detail, Summer crying also at the wonderful outcome.  In a quietly gleeful voice Mary had admitted to being even more pleased when, as the man moved threateningly towards the two women, Bruno had quickly taken charge as he put the man on the ground.  Summer chuckled at the pleasure in the other woman’s voice, knowing only too well how rare such outcomes were.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight
 
   Vitaly sat at his desk, a long sigh leaving him as he replaced the phone back onto its cradle.  Things were starting to unravel, and he needed to be back at the helm, running his business, not enjoying himself.  Turning his seat to look out of the window, the view that of the pool, he groaned seeing Summer.  She sat enjoying the sunshine, wearing only a small bikini, her skin now gently sun-kissed, the memory of running his tongue along her stomach that morning making his body twitch with awareness.
 
   Running a finger along his lips, he frowned.  This holiday was supposed to last one week, and now he was nearing the end of his third.  His company needed him – there was work to be done, including a situation in Russia.  Letting his head fall back, his mind juggled with different options.  While he could have more meetings in his main office, ultimately, he would need to journey to Russia very soon as the meetings would only buy him a week at most.  Taking a long breath, he grew angry.  What was stopping him?
 
   Once more his head lifted to stare at the blonde sat so peacefully, a book in her hand.  Their agreement had been that she spend time with him on holiday.  What would she do if the holiday was over?  Would she expect their time together to be over too?  The thought of her leaving sent the coldest jolt through him.  He was not done with her yet.  Soon, he told himself every morning he woke.  Soon he would tire of her, just not yet.
 
    Giving out another weary sigh, he looked at his watch, frowning.  It was nearly time for dinner and then they would have to get ready for the party that night.  The thought of going brought another sigh to his lips, not really in the mood to socialise.
 
   Stepping from his office, he moved to the pool, his mood lightening as Summer looked up, her features glowing, eyes shining to see him, before she cocked her head to the side, sympathy now in her eyes.  “You look tense.”
 
   Her soft words elicited a small nod from him, his mouth curving ruefully, “Business.”
 
   A soft cluck left her as she patted the lounger she sat on.  Joining her, he allowed her to push him down onto his stomach, his lips twitching as he chuckled, “Not sure we are doing this right.”
 
   Her spluttered laugh made his smile widen, “I was actually more thinking of giving you a massage.  Your shoulders seem tense.”
 
   There was not any part of that which did not appeal to him, he laying down quickly before she could change her mind.  Over the weeks, he had become accustomed to her little massages, finding that they really did work.  She had magical fingers.
 
   As she pulled at his t-shirt, he reached down and dragged it over his head, rewarded as her hands splayed across his shoulders.  Damn, but he loved this.  For half an hour, she kneaded and rubbed away the tension from his body, Vitaly’s humour and spirits buoyed by the time she finished.  Kissing his neck, she gave a soft sigh.  “Dinner time”, his frustrated groan making her smile.
 
   “Don’t want dinner.  Want you to not stop”, the words almost incoherent he was so relaxed.  Running her finger down his long back, she smiled once more seeing how his body jerked with the pleasure of the touch.  His head turned to look at her, satisfaction and desire deep within, “You are a wicked woman Summer Bianchi.  You know what I like after a good massage.”
 
   Snickering, she leapt to her feet, a sassy sway to her hips as she retrieved her robe, pulling it on.  “Well, maybe you might want to leave the party early then.  Technically that would still be ‘after’”, his eyes glowering playfully at her.
 
   “I will be setting my stop-watch the moment we take a step inside the place.  New plan for the night: drop off check, and run.”  Giving him an enticing look she moved towards the house, he sitting up and once more dragging on his t-shirt.  Oh yes, they were most definitely leaving early.
 
   The party was less than a ten minute drive away, the event held in one of the other large houses in the area.  Vitaly wore a tuxedo, looking as handsome as ever, waiting for Summer to join him.  She would be wearing the designer formal dress she had purchased the day they met Jenny, he looking forward to seeing her, his eyes rising as finally he heard her descending the stairs.
 
   She looked stunning.  The long shimmering red strapless dress was elegantly chic, while still sexy as hell.  The silk clung to her, showcasing her perfect shape.  Flaring at her hips, a slit on the side allowed her to walk, her long legs flashing enticingly, made even longer by the six inch heels she wore.  Swallowing, he could only stare, she looking at him with expectancy before grinning, “Well?  What do you think?”
 
   Taking her hand, he spun her so that he could see everything, Summer’s face alive with trepidation before she grinned as he released a wolf whistle, “Damn, but you are one hot woman.”
 
   Her nose crinkled as she shot him a look.  “Well, I think I will take that as a ‘Yes Summer, that dress looks appropriate for the occasion’.”
 
   Vitaly nodded his head, his mouth curving upwards, “Yes Summer.  That dress is perfect for the occasion”, adding in a softer voice, “As is the woman wearing it.”
 
   Leaning closer to him she kissed him, her eyes full of warmth, “Well thank you kind Sir.”
 
   Vitaly, still holding her hand, walked her to the large mantle, she able to see herself and him in the grand mirror that hung over it.  “One more thing it needs”, his voice musing, as his hands lifted her hair, which she had let hang down, a pretty clip pulling it back from her face, draping the silky length of it over one shoulder.
 
   Watching him with furrowed brows, her eyes widened as his hands came around her throat, something dangling between his fingers as his hands once more moved back round to her nape, his fingers fastening a piece of jewellery there.  Groaning, her hand lifted to touch the diamond and ruby necklace, a large tear-drop ruby hanging down at its centre, her look rising to meet his in stunned shock.  It must have cost a small fortune.  “Vitaly.  This is too much.  I can’t accept this”, her words groaned out, even as her eyes marvelled at the stunning piece of jewellery, seeing how beautifully it sat against her throat.
 
   His mouth slid along her bare shoulder, her body tightening with awareness at this simplest of touches.  “Yes you can.  Because I want you to have it”, his voice reverberating sensually against her skin, “And you are right, the rubies do seem alive, especially against you.”  He turned her around before taking her lips in a kiss full of heat.  As always Summer melted into his embrace, her arms winding around him, a sigh of capitulation leaving her.
 
   “Thank you”, she mumbled as his mouth lifted from hers.
 
   His eyes were full of heat as he murmured back, “You are welcome.”
 
   The knock on the door heralded the arrival of the car, both stepping from the other, both looking like they would much rather be doing other things.  Taking her hand, he escorted her outside, leaning in and whispering, “We are really going to be leaving this party early.”
 
   She nodded, her lips quirking, “Hallelujah.”
 
   Entering the large hallway, their names were read, Summer trying not to laugh at the formality of it all.  She had been to several such parties, but never really got used to the unnecessary pomp and circumstance – it all seeming pointless.  Sighing to herself, she managed to hold in the rueful sigh.  How did Vitaly do it?  Already she could see the way heads turned, how people were making towards them, the billionaire somebody many were obviously waiting to see.  It must be hard dealing with the constant stream of people wanting to talk to you about business all of the time.  Looking over at the man who was her lover, love filled her.  He was an amazing man.
 
   As their names were announced, Vitaly took a deep breath.  Once more unto the breach and all that, he not really in the mood for the mundane small-talk which usually tried to hide the intent of strangers, strangers more interested in his money than him.  He would much rather have curled up with Summer and watched a film, especially having found out that Harry Potter had been made into a movie, so there was no need to read the books after all, although he had already started on the first, and found himself enjoying it.
 
   Looking up, he groaned seeing the woman heading towards him.  Catriona.  She looked as lovely as ever, though seeing her now somehow did not fill him with the usual lust.  For over a year, the two had been flirting with the other, neither ever seeming to commit to an affair, his eyes flicking briefly to Summer.  Strange how he had not been able to put her out of his mind as he had Catriona.
 
   Seeing him, the tall, willowy beauty stepped forward, ignoring Summer as she leant into him, her mouth touching his as she purred gently, “Too long Vitaly.  I have thought of you often.”
 
   Managing a half-laugh, his hands wrapped around her upper arms, gently pushing her from him as he looked to his side, groaning seeing Summer staring in wide-eyed shock at the other woman. “Catriona, it is good to see you too.  May I introduce my date, Summer Bianchi.”
 
   Summer could feel her hackles rise as the other woman turned to briefly let her look flick down her, that look full of dismissive disdain before her eyes once more turned to Vitaly, the corners of her mouth lifting as though she were amused, “Good to meet you Summer”, the words holding no real meaning.  “Vitaly, can we talk?  My father is looking to discuss a proposal you put to him last month.  He has asked me to negotiate with you”, her eyes flashing with innuendo as she spun on one perfect heel and stepped away – more sashayed, Summer corrected herself –  her eyes angry daggers in the woman’s back at her assumption that her date would follow.
 
   About to make a scornful comment to him, Vitaly turned briefly to her, his eyes narrowed with interest as briefly he pulled them from Catriona’s retreating back.  “Forgive me Summer.  This is important.  I should not be long.”
 
   Opening her mouth to object, she did not even have time to speak, her mouth snapping shut as he moved too quickly from her.  She could not believe it.  Vitaly, like a little lapdog, had run after the stunning woman, abandoning her in a room full of strangers.
 
   Lifting a glass of champagne from a nearby waiter, she began to move around the room.  While Summer had no problem finding people to talk to, she watched the clock, the anger rising within her as an hour passed.  To make matters worse she could not see him, or Catriona, a woman who obviously had her claws out for Vitaly.
 
   Finally, her eyes found the two, the pair dancing on the small area designated in the centre of the room.  Holding back the snarl as she watched the other woman nuzzle his neck, her arms wrapped tightly around it, she moved closer, waiting for the song to finish.
 
   As the music ended, she could see that the two showed no sign of parting, she stepping forward just as the notes of the new song could be heard.  Tapping Catriona on the shoulder, she pulled a sugary-sweet smile to her face, “Ladies cut”, her words bringing confusion to the normally controlled features of Catriona.  However, as though in shock, the other woman released Vitaly, allowing Summer to step in, she gaining a little satisfaction from the look of stunned disbelief on her before they moved away.
 
   “What the hell Summer?  That was rude”, Vitaly’s voice washed over her as she looked up at him, her eyes hard.
 
   “No.  You are the rude one Vitaly.  You have abandoned me for queen bitch over there all night.  THAT is rude.”
 
   She could see the coldness enter his eyes as he glowered down at her, she aware that his eyes were still flicking to the other woman, “I hate jealousy Summer.  It is beneath you.”
 
   Her eyes drilled into his, anger deep within them. “This is not jealousy, you arrogant egotistical moron”, his brows snapping together as his attention finally fully focussed on her.
 
   “What the hell does that mean?”, the words bitten out angrily as she glared back.
 
   “It means that you came with me and so far have ignored me all night, strike one on the ignorant scale.  That you think I am too stupid to see what is going on, and believe me, I really don’t appreciate being treated like an idiot.  Strike two.  And… The only kind of negotiations I can see going on with you two are the kind that end up with both of you in bed, with her screaming like a chicken.  So obviously you are either hoping to try and stir jealousy in me, or you think I have no backbone whatsoever.  Strike three.  So perhaps you would get your head out of your ass and behave with some consideration.”
 
   Vitaly pulled her in tighter, his mouth to her ear, the words hissed out in controlled fury.  “I told you that this is business.  If you cannot handle it Summer then go home.  After all, what the hell are you expecting?  Like I said at the start, you are not my girlfriend.  We have a business deal, that is all.”
 
   Summer stiffened, hurt flooding her, her eyes closing momentarily with pain before she huffed out a small bitter half-laugh.  “So, the truth comes out does it?  Oh my God.  What a damn fool I am.  Your talk on your estate that first day…”, her tone mimicking now, “’I like you Summer.  You make me laugh, and I haven’t laughed in so long.  Let’s enjoy ourselves and see how things go’”, her tone hardening as her eyes glared at him full of accusation, “It was all crap, just another one of your manipulation tools.  I actually fell for it.  I actually thought you were a good man.  I am so stupid”, her hands pushing him away from her now, contempt in her look.  “You carry on with your ‘business talks’.  Us other deals will just mingle, see what options are out there for when our contracts run out.”
 
   Before he could say another word, she turned, her turn not as graceful as Catriona’s had been, and half-ran from the dance floor.  Vitaly could only stare at her, regret and self-loathing filling him.  What happened?  Why had he said all those things to her?  Panic filled him – he had to find her.
 
   “Wow.  She has you right under her thumb”, hearing the words behind him, he frowned, turning to find Catriona, her eyes dancing with fun.  “I never thought I would see it.  The great Vitaly under the spell of an innocent little girl”, her look turning to where Summer was fast disappearing, before once more sliding back to him, a smile curving her perfect mouth.  “What a shame.  Seems you will be married before you and I ever find out if we would be compatible in bed.”
 
   Scowling, he shook his head, “It’s not like that.  We have an agreement, there is no marriage.”
 
   Catriona’s tinkling laugh made him scowl deeper, “Oh Vitaly.  Tell me now that you are not about to run after little Miss Sunshine there and I will apologise”, she moving even closer to him, as he remained silent, her look full of reproach.  “See?  You are already married and you just don’t know it.”
 
   Gritting his teeth, his hands flashed out, grabbing her around the waist, hauling her against himself.  “You have no idea what the hell you are talking about.  Now where were we?”
 
   Catriona chuckled as her hands once more wrapped around his neck, her dark eyes meeting his, “Perhaps it’s time we found out the answer to the question Vitaly”, her lips whispering enticingly against his ear, “I have a room upstairs.  We could continue these talks there – in comfort.”
 
   Summer had no idea where she was going as she stumbled her way through the crowded room.  Tears blurred her vision, her mouth firming as she forced them down.  She would not give this man the satisfaction of watching her break down.  She DID have a backbone. Her heart splintered into a thousand pieces.  What a fool she had been.  How could she be so stupid as to fall for this deceiver’s lies?  How could she be so stupid to fall in love with him?
 
   “Whoa.”  A hand thrusting out brought her to a stop, Summer ready to give the person a mouthful of abuse, before her eyes widened, relief swamping her.
 
   “Dan?”, his name breathed out on a soft whisper, she glad to see a friendly face, “What are you doing here?”
 
   She had not seen the man since the first time they had met, the discovery of the kestrel having resulted in his leaving to meet with high-ranking environmentalists.  Now he stood before her, decked in a tuxedo, looking even more good looking than the first time they had met.
 
   Grinning, Dan chuckled, his smile filling his handsome features, “My family are one of the biggest contributors, along with Vitaly.”
 
   For a moment, Summer forgot why she was running, her eyes widening, before she frowned, “But I thought you worked for Vitaly”, her words bringing a loud laugh from Dan.
 
   “No.  I own the neighbouring estate.  Our land butts against each other’s.  Vitaly and I are friends.  He lets me keep an eye on the wildlife and he listens when I make recommendations”, his eyes now narrowing as he took in how pale Summer looked, his voice filling with concern, “What’s wrong?  You don’t look so good.  Are you unwell?”
 
   Lifting a shaky hand to her head, she managed a small smile, her head nodding, “Yeah.  I was just going outside – try and get some air, see if that helps.”
 
   Looking around, Dan seemed to be searching for someone, “Where is Vitaly?  I could find him for you.”
 
   “No!”, her word almost cried out as she dragged in a calming breath before shrugging, trying to lighten the situation, “I mean, don’t disturb him.  He is in a business discussion.  It’s important.  Please, don’t pull him away.  I’ll be fine.  It’s just a headache.”
 
   Sighing, Dan nodded, before placing a guiding hand on her back, “Well in that case, let me come with you.  I can bore you with updates on the kestrel.”
 
   Summer’s lips twitched as she nodded her head softly, “Thank you.  I would like that”, her look flicking up to him, “But don’t you have a date to worry about?”
 
   Shaking his head he grinned.  “Nope, am only here to hand over the check.  No gorgeous woman on my arm”, his mouth curling into a mock sad pout, “Seems woman find me repulsive.”
 
   Summer finally gave out a genuine laugh.  “Yeah, right.  You’re young, good-looking, rich with an environmental conscience… Totally repulsive”, she seeing only too well how many women cast their eyes on the young man, Dan’s lips quirking as he smiled down appreciatively at her.
 
   “Like I said before, not a dumb blonde then.”
 
   Dan led Summer out of the French doors into the garden, the cool night air hitting her immediately, her hot skin growing cold as they sat on one of the stone benches.  The two seemed content to just enjoy the silence for several seconds, only the sound of the cicadas and the dull, now-muted sounds of the party reaching them.  A gust of wind skittered over her arm, Summer shivering as Dan gave out a small apologetic noise.  Pulling his jacket off, he draped it over her shoulders, waving away her concerns for his comfort.  Smiling, she fixed him with quizzical eyes, determined not to think of Vitaly, who even at that moment was no doubt back in the arms of another woman, her voice brighter than she felt, “So what did the commission say about the kestrel?”
 
   Dan’s mouth broke into a large smile.  “They were delighted and are going to implement all of my recommendations.  Having a breeding pair – and I know it’s a pair because I saw the male later that night – is a huge deal.”
 
   Chuckling, she shook her head, “So why are you really here alone?”
 
   The question seemed to catch Dan off-guard, discomfort briefly crossing his handsome features before he shrugged, “Just seems better that way.”
 
   Summer released a soft weary sigh, sympathy deep in her blue eyes, “What was her name?”
 
   This time Dan turned to her, surprise in his eyes, before once more looking away, “That obvious huh?”
 
   Summer gave him the faintest of smiles.  “No.  Just recognise the signs.  I’m a great listener you know”, her hand covering his in support.
 
   Looking briefly down, his brows snapped together, before he gave out a long sigh of his own.  “Rebecca”, his voice sad, “I thought that we were perfect together.  She seemed interested in everything I did, was supportive of me”, a bitter huff leaving him, “Which is more than my own family are… And then I found out she was lying.”
 
   Summer squeezed his hand softly, Dan flashing her the briefest of smiles.  “Not only was she lying, but she was sleeping with a man twice her age, with twice the money I had.  When he asked her to marry him, she said yes… That was how I found out.  I was invited to the wedding.”
 
   Gasping, Summer’s eyes grew wider, “My God Dan – that is awful.  I… I’m so sorry.”
 
   Turning to look at her, his lips twisted into a sad half-smile.  “I guess I was lucky.  Seems she was just a gold digger.  I could have found that out after I married her”, sorrow deep in his look as he gave a defeated shrug, “I’m just going to steer clear of women for a while.”
 
   Shaking her head, Summer looked back at him, her hand pointing to the party they had left, “You had a bad experience Dan.  Don’t think every woman is like that.  Get back in there and perhaps you might find that ‘the one’ is in there right now.”
 
   Laughing, he pulled her in close, dropping a small kiss on her head, “Thanks Summer.  Thanks for listening.”
 
   Vitaly stared down at Catriona.  A month ago, he would have been half-way to the elevator with her, but now the thought did little for him.  He did not want Catriona, he wanted Summer.  Frowning, he struggled to understand what was going on, his look once more falling to the stunning woman in his arms.  His lips quirked, a vision of a screaming chicken filling his mind.  Holy hell Summer was right, and now he could not erase the image from his mind.
 
   Catriona’s smooth brow knitted together in displeasure.  “What’s so funny?”, her words icy as he shook his head stepping from her.
 
   “Sorry Catriona.  But I am really not interested.  Seems incredibly ignorant don’t you think coming to an event with one woman and leaving with another?”, his mouth curving into a smile.  The screaming chicken image made him turn as he stepped away, the laugh bubbling up in him.  Summer really did make him laugh, and now he had one hell of an apology to make.  He was down three strikes and he did not even know what that meant.
 
   Vitaly circled the room.  Where the hell was she?  Talking to Bruno, stationed close to the door, he knew she had not left, or returned to the car, his stomach in knots with concern.  Finally, he moved outside.  Perhaps she needed air, or to get away from the noise.  Freezing, he watched as Dan dragged her close, his jacket around her and kissed her head.
 
   Fury blasted through Vitaly, along with something else, something which tore the air from his lungs.  He wanted to pull the other man from her, to knock him to the ground, scream at him never to touch his woman, one foot moving closer.  Stopping, coldness seeped into him.  Had she orchestrated this?  Was this her idea of teaching him a lesson, exploring her other options?  He felt numb.  How could she do that?  The Summer he knew would never do something like this, a voice deep inside him mocking him – she was just like the rest.  She was playing him, her sweetness an act.  Stepping back, he moved once more into the hall.  It was better that he found out now rather than later.
 
   Summer patted Dan’s arm, standing as she pulled the jacket from around her shoulders, returning it to him.  “I feel much better.  Thank you”, a sigh leaving her, “I guess I had better see if Vitaly has finished.”
 
   Beside her Dan smiled, nodding, “Yeah, he must be wondering where you are.  I would in his shoes”, real warmth in his eyes, “Thanks for listening”, his look thoughtful, “Maybe you’re right.”
 
   Grinning, she nodded, “I am.  Get in there and start enjoying yourself.  Don’t let this woman ruin your life.”
 
   Respect filled his eyes as he began walking with her back into the party, “You’re a smart woman Miss Bianchi.  I hope Vitaly knows how lucky he is.”
 
   Looking away, Summer once more felt the flash of pain as it speared her heart, saying nothing.  Vitaly did not care one bit about her, her insides aching once more with the realisation that he had been playing her for their entire relationship.  She managed to hold down the huff of bitterness.  Relationship – what relationship?  It was purely a business deal.
 
   Leaving Dan, she meandered around the room, finally finding Vitaly alone, a drink in his hand as he stared into it, his thoughts obviously elsewhere.  Had Catriona turned him down?  Stepping up to him, his look rose, Summer seeing the coldness deep in his eyes, her spine stiffening.  “Can we go?  Or are you still checking out your options?”, his words bitten out.
 
   Gritting her teeth, her eyes flashed back angrily, “No, I’m done”, surprised to see the way his hand clenched tighter around his glass, her head rising defiantly, “But if you have a better offer, I can take the car back.  No skin off my nose.”
 
   Growling, he moved ahead of her, “I am sure I can reschedule.” He missing the pain which passed through her eyes as determinedly she pushed down the tears which rose.  So he was not even going to deny it.  She quickly followed him to the waiting car, the two sitting at opposite sides, their bodies turned from the other.  The gap between them could not have been wider.
 
   Reaching the house, Summer stood, uncertainty stamped on her features.  Vitaly, however, glared at her, moving towards his office.  “Go to bed Summer.  I do not think I can stomach talking to you right now”, with that slamming the door of his office shut.
 
   Summer stared at the door, rage filling her.  He could not talk to her?  Who the hell did he think he was?  Striding forward she pushed the doors open, stepping right up to him, Vitaly frowning down at her.  “I said bed!”, he snarled, she stopping, her hands on her hips.
 
   “I’m not tired, and you are most certainly not my father.  Also where the hell do you get off Vitaly Antonov?  How dare you be angry with me!  You were the one flirting with another woman.  You are the one who has been lying.”
 
   Vitaly’s eyes widened at the small spitting beauty before him.  Who did she think she was?  His eyes narrowed as he slowly put down the glass he had lifted, his voice dripping with disdain.  “You are so hard done-by aren’t you Summer?  But it didn’t take you long to get your pretty little hooks into someone else.  To, how did you put it?… Find another option.  As for Catriona, nothing is happening there, so don’t go projecting your guilt onto me.”
 
   Summer frowned. “What on earth are you talking about?”, she cried, her body stiff with anger, “I was not the one making big googly eyes at someone else.  And please, ‘Nothing is happening there’?  Do you really think I am that naïve?”
 
   “NOTHING”, Vitaly emphasised the word, “Is happening”, his voice growing quieter “At least not yet”, he walking even closer to her, his words snarled out.  “Unlike with you and Dan.  Did you not think I saw you?  The two of you all snuggled up, his jacket around you, your hand in his.”
 
   Summer paused, he had seem them?  She realised how it might have looked, some of the rigidity leaving her body as she opened her mouth to explain.  However, Vitaly gave a snort of derision, not giving her a chance to utter a word.  “Yeah.  Thought that might change things.  So don’t give me your little innocent girl act.  Not when you were outside kissing some other man.”
 
   Summer gave out a small squeal of anger.  “You… You imbecile.  I was not kissing him, he gave me a small kiss on the head to say thank you for listening to him.  And he was with me because he thought I was not feeling well, because some big two-timing creep upset me and I didn’t want to tell him why.  Oh, and he gave me his jacket because it was cold.  Nothing more, nothing less”, his ‘Yeah, right’ roll of the eyes making her even angrier.  “Believe me or don’t believe me.  I don’t care and it really doesn’t matter, does it?  After all, I am just some ‘business deal’ that you brought along to make your holiday a little bit more fun.  Just some stupid little girl who was fooled into thinking that you might actually give a damn about her.  You must have been laughing your head off.  Well I’m done.  As you said the first day, if you want me you can send for me, till then I will be in my little box.”
 
   With that she turned, moving once more back out of the room, this time the tears streaming down her face.  How she wished she could hate him.  Entering the bedroom he had shown her the first day, she undressed, ignoring the way her heart broke.  Why had she let herself get emotionally involved with such a cold, ruthless, heartless man?  A sob ripped from her.  Because he had fooled her into thinking he was more, so much more.  Crawling under the sheets, she curled up into a miserable ball, praying that sleep would take her quickly, that prayer not answered.
 
   Vitaly poured himself a whisky.  Rage emanated from him as he sipped the golden liquid.  Did she really expect him to believe her?  A snort left him.  However, sitting down, his mind once more played back what he had seen.  Her hand had been resting on Dan’s – not in it, possibly in a show of comfort.  She had done it to him in the past, an uneasy prickle of guilt starting to fill him.  As for the kiss, her head had been down, Dan kissing the top of her hair.  Groaning, he cursed.  Damn it, but she was telling the truth.
 
   Taking another sip, his brows knit together.  He had been jealous, and not just a little.  He had been jealous enough to have wanted to tear the other man apart, a man who was a friend of his.  He was too invested in Summer, he cared too much.  Perhaps it was time to send her home.  This thought however, sent a jolt through him.  Never see her again?  He did not want that.
 
   Draining the rest of the drink, he stared sightlessly at his desk.  He needed to step back – pull away from her.  If he could prove that he could stay away from her for two days, then he would know that he was not in too deep.  Congratulating himself on his new strategy, he smiled, he could avoid her for a couple of days, how hard could it be?  She needed to see that he had the upper hand.  She also needed the time to cool down.  He had been well out of order hashing up the old ‘business deal’ situation.  Perhaps if he gave her time alone she would forgive him.  It was certainly a better option than sending her home.
 
   Moving upstairs he sighed, ignoring the way his stomach sunk as he found the bed empty.  For some reason, in his mind, not seeing her for two days had not included sleeping together, his mouth tightening.  When he first brought her here, he had not intended sharing a room with her, so maybe this was for the best, and maybe he should just keep this situation up.  He did not need to share his space with a woman.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nine
 
   The next morning Vitaly called his helicopter early.  Determined not to spend time with the woman asleep in the room so close by, he made plans to meet his managers.  Now seemed as good a time as any.
 
   Hearing the whirring blades as the helicopter landed, Summer moved to the window.  She had not slept at all the previous night, her eyes ringed with dark shadows.  From the corner of the window, she watched Vitaly stride purposefully towards it, her lip trembling.  She had not known he planned to leave that day, her stomach churning.  Where was he going?  Was he going to work, or to see someone, someone like Catriona?  Once more tears slid down her face, her eyes unable to stop staring at his receding back as she tortured herself with images of him and the stunning woman, her arms wound around his neck as they had been as they danced, only this time both naked, both in the throes of passion.  When the helicopter was no more than a dot on the horizon, she moved back to the bathroom, her shoulders slumped, her features no longer glowing.
 
   The rest of the day, Summer spent online, the details of her course finally available.  She spent the time compiling a list of books she would need, her dissertation to be a literature review.  By the time she finished, darkness was seeping into the room, filling it with grey shadows.
 
   Sighing, she moved downstairs, Rachel the first to meet her, her eyes widening with worry, “Summer, are you OK?”
 
   While the staff brought meals to her room all that day, she had eaten very little, a wan smile flitting over her lips as she gave the housekeeper a shake of her head.  “I’m fine.  Just did not sleep well last night, and overwhelmed by the amount of work that needs done”, her smile faltering, “D… Do you know when Vitaly is back?”
 
   Rachel gave her a surprised return look, “I’m sorry.  I assumed you knew.  He is staying in town tonight.  He has some big meeting.  Said he would remain at his apartment.”
 
   Nodding her head, Summer gave another smile, one which did not reach her eyes, “Sorry.  I forgot.  See – too much work.  I think I will have some tea and an early night.”
 
   Rachel gave her a sympathetic nod, “Sounds like a plan”, Summer moving slowly to the kitchen.  So he was spending the night with Catriona was he?  Seemed his need of her was over.  Lifting her chin, she fisted her hands.  Well that was good, because business deal or not, she was done – she was leaving the next day.
 
   Passing the phone as it rang, she frowned, lifting the receiver.  If it was Vitaly then she would tell him now and look into leaving that night.  However, it was not.  The soft sensual voice of Catriona filled her ear, “May I speak with Vitaly?”, the tone full of the arrogance of someone used to getting her own way.
 
   Gritting her teeth, Summer managed a polite return voice, “Vitaly is not here.”
 
   There was a pause as the woman on the other side seemed surprised.  “Summer?  Is that you?”, almost as though she were laughing at her as she confirmed it was.  “I’m sorry my dear.  I did not think you would still be there.”
 
   With her hackles rising, Summer dragged in a breath, counting to three before she said something she might regret.  “Yes – still here.  Can I take a message for you?”
 
   Catriona gave a soft laugh. “No, it’s fine.  I will tell him myself when I see him soon”, the line going dead as Summer stood, a fizzing anger making her slam the phone back down on its cradle.  She really did not like that woman.  However, as she pushed into the kitchen a smile crept over her face.  So, Vitaly was not with Catriona after all.
 
   The next morning, Summer rose early.  She had thankfully managed some sleep, exhaustion finally coming to her rescue.  Looking online, she was able to find several flights leaving that day back to Italy.  All she had to do was get to the airport, Summer scrunching up her features as she considered her options.  Should she ask for a lift, or get a taxi?  The ringing from her computer dragged her attention away, a smile curving up her lips.  Isabella.  It was Isabella.  She had been right about her sister making sure that they kept in contact.  Only days after she returned from Orlando, Isabella contacted her on Skype, determined that no matter what her father thought she was not losing contact with Summer.  Since then the two had been in constant communication, speaking every couple of days.  As the screen lit up with her sister’s face, she felt her insides warm for the first time in several days, a happy sob rising to her lips, “Isabella!  It is so good to see you!”
 
   She could hear the pause from the other side, her sister leaning forward as she peered deeper into the screen.  “Good God Summer, are you not well?  You look like hell.”
 
   Summer shook her head, her bottom lip hitched as she stared at her sister, tears sliding down her face, “Oh Isabella.  I am such a fool.”
 
   She could see the alarm on Isabella’s face, her concern obvious as her voice softened becoming soothing, “What is it?  It can’t be that bad.”
 
   Summer’s head dropped as she nodded, “I think I might be in love with him, and he doesn’t feel the same way”, her lips quivering as the tears flowed faster.
 
   She heard the groan from the other end as Isabella made soft sounds of comfort to her until she seemed to pull herself together enough to look up, her features forlorn, “What should I do?”
 
   Isabella seemed to think for a moment before she looked back, a serious expression on her lovely face, “Are you sure he doesn’t Summer?”
 
   Biting her lip she started to shake her head, her brows furrowing as she thought back to their fight.  He had been jealous.  Would he have reacted like that if he did not care?  Her shoulders lifted in a shrug, “I don’t know.  I just don’t know.  He left yesterday and he has not been back since.  I think that he is avoiding me”, continuing to tell her an edited version of the events of the previous night.
 
   Her eyes flew to the screen, widening as Isabella chuckled, “Sounds like he is avoiding you.  And it sounds like he had a serious case of the green-eyed monster.  There is only one thing to do Summer.”  Summer listened intently.  “You need to seduce the hell out of that man and make him see that he cannot get enough of you.”
 
   Summer considered her words for a moment.  She had never seduced anybody, let alone a man who could have any woman he wanted, her eyes showing how unsure she felt.  “How do I do that?”, she eventually managed, her mind made up.  Anything was worth a try.
 
   Vitaly stepped into his home.  He felt weary, yet excited at the same time.  For the last day he had run back-to-back meetings, yet the moment he was alone, Summer’s face would come to haunt him.  Now he was home, and she would no doubt be in bed.  By tomorrow he would have proven that he could manage without her.  He would prove once and for all that the small beauty did not control him.
 
   The sound of something popping, akin to a champagne cork resonated from the kitchen, Vitaly dropping his briefcase as he stalked into the kitchen.  Who could be up at this time?  Pushing open the door, he froze with the sight that met him.
 
   Summer heard the door, lifting the expensive wine as she opened it, pouring two glasses, taking a long sip to bolster her courage.  She had spent much of that day preparing, visiting the small town close by to have her hair curled, so that it hung around her in sexy tendrils.  She wore more makeup than normal, her glossy lips and smoky eyes making those features larger than usual.  The dress she wore was almost see-through, it clear that she had little by way of underwear, her feet bare as she stood against the table.  As the door opened, her stomach flipped seeing Vitaly, her body jumping to eager awareness.  Taking a steadying breath she pulled a smile to her lips, one hand held out offering him a glass of the champagne.
 
   “Welcome home”, the words purred out in her most seductive voice, she seeing the surprise in his eyes as he stepped forward, his hand taking the proffered glass.
 
   “Summer…”, the rest of the sentence lost as she stepped harder to him, her eyes raised to his.
 
   “I thought you might like a drink.  You work so hard”, she stepping right up against him, rising on her tiptoes as she let her cheek nuzzle into his.  She could feel the shiver that ran though him, the stunned look on his face as she entwined her arms around his neck, bringing her mouth to his, her voice husky, “I missed you.”
 
   Letting her hands slide inside his jacket, she began to push it down his arms, determined to remove it from him.  The action however, caught Vitaly by surprise, he not fast enough to put down the champagne, the glass in his hand dropping to the floor, the glass thankfully not smashing as it rolled along the ground, the champagne sloshing onto the wood.  Groaning, her eyes half-closed as he pulled back from her, his voice shaky, “What the hell are you doing?”  Summer stepped back, seeing the confusion on his face, mortification hitting her.  She was messing this up big time.  So much for her sex goddess side.  It seemed – like the femme fatale – she did not possess such a thing.  His rejection of her stung.  Turning, she made to step away, tears rising to her eyes.  What a pathetic idiot he must think her.
 
   Before she could take another step, his hands grasped her shoulders, dragging her back hard against him, her back against his chest.  “What is going on Summer?  This is not you.”
 
   She struggled against him, needing to get away, needing for him not to look at her like she was a silly little girl, “Forget it.  You’re right.  I was just messing with you”, his grunt of shock filling her ears.
 
   Now his voice was harder, colder, “You should be more careful.  Not every man is going to just let you walk away after doing that.  You want to get yourself a reputation as a tease, then fine, you keep that up.”
 
   Shame filled her along with the need to flee.  She wanted to hide from his judgemental tone, the need making her struggle harder.  One strap slipped down her arm, the dress falling to one side as her breast was exposed.  His fingers dug harder into the softness of her shoulder, his breath ragged, Summer freezing hearing him swallow, feeling as his head moved closer to hers, their cheeks touching.  She remained still as his nose slid along her cheek, she feeling as he breathed in her scent, his voice husky, “You are so beautiful.  So damn beautiful.”
 
   Vitaly kissed her neck, his hand moving around to cup her breast.  Summer moaned, falling back harder against him as all thought of fleeing vanished.  His thumb and forefinger tweaked her nipple, the sharp pain making her jump, her eyes flying wider, a shiver running through her.
 
   As he pulled the other strap down, she could feel the hardness of him pressing against her bottom, the knowledge that he wanted her making her more daring, her hips moving against him in a slow writhing motion, a shudder running through him.
 
   Vitaly was out of control.  He had been since the moment she moved against him, his teeth gritted in determination to control himself.  He could do this, this woman had no control over him, he thought.  However, the moment he held her in his arms, her breast spilling out, he was lost.  Engulfed with lust, he could feel her body brushing against him, the need to possess her overwhelming.
 
   Looking around, he moved with her to the table, his hand sweeping the book she had been reading to the floor as he pushed her over it onto her stomach.  Pulling her dress to her feet had been easy, his eyes devouring the image before him.  A tangle of blonde hair haloed over the honey pine table, her head to one side, eyes closed, mouth slightly parted.  She was as needy as he was.  His finger slid down her spine, soft meows of pleasure escaping her as she wriggled, he leaning over her to kiss along her shoulders.  “Please Vitaly”, her breathed-out words only made him harder, his fingers wrapping around the small thong which framed her bottom, ripping it from her.  He could smell her arousal, the scent filling his head, his brain growing fuzzy.  He bit down on her neck, his tongue licking the soft skin as he growled.
 
   “You want this Summer?”, his words panted out, “Tell me you want this.”
 
   “Yes, yes, yes”, she repeated over and over, her words whispered out in anguished need.  Relief swamped Vitaly.  Tearing at his suit pants he freed himself, his hands coming between her legs, pushing them apart.  She was wet, ready for him, his hand moving to grasp her hip as he guided himself to her before, taking her other hip, he thrust deeply into her small body.
 
   She screamed out his name, the sound of it only fueling the flames of his desire as he held her down, his body forcing her to jerk against the table with each and every thrust.
 
   There was nothing sweet or gentle about this, this was rough and hard and soon he could feel the heat and need for release burning through him.  Holding back, he felt sweat break out on his back before she cried out, her fingers clawing at the wood as her body stiffened, a wail leaving her.  The feel of her body clamping down on him was more than he could take, his orgasm rolling over him as with one more thrust, he buried himself deep into her, releasing inside her body, darkness rushing in to greet him with the intensity of that release.
 
   He was not aware as her name was ripped from him, his guttural groans joining her cries, before he collapsed over her, struggling to move.  As their breaths both lengthened together, he finally pushed himself onto one elbow, pulling from her, but still covering her with his body.  He needed to feel her, to lean over and kiss her cheek, not understanding this need for connection, but accepting it.
 
   As she stirred beneath him, he finally moved, wrapping her in his arms.  Still wearing his clothes, she naked, he swept her high against him, cradling her like a child, their eyes meeting as she stared up at him, hers full of satiated confusion.  Her lips trembled, “I’m sorry”, her broken whisper tearing at him.
 
   Shaking his head, he stepped forward, moving to their bedroom.  “No apologies.  No more”, his words silencing her as he strode into the room he had sworn not to let her step foot in for two days.  So much for that – when it came to Summer, he really had no control.
 
   Throwing her onto the soft mattress, his eyes locked with hers, he began to undress.  24 hours without her in his arms had been too long.  Now he was going to make up for it, his intent clear as she lay back waiting for him.  This was going to be a long, long night.
 
   Waking the next morning his eyes blinked open.  He felt good, rested, a smile rising to his mouth.  Summer was tangled in him, her leg around his, her arm over his waist, his wrapped around her shoulder.  She would be sore.  He had been like a beast, returning to her time and again.  Holding back the chuckle, he felt the small seed of pride.  He did not know he could still manage that at his age, but she certainly brought it out in him.
 
   Looking down again, he frowned.  She looked like a content cat, curled up against him, his mouth flattening as his good humour fled him.  Was that what she was?  Content that she had proven to him that he needed her?
 
   Dammit.  He had determined to stay away from her for two days, just two days, yet he had been unable to manage more than one, and even then only by staying away.  Closing his eyes he held back the groan.  One day away from her and he ended up rutting like some kind of wild animal.  Never before had he been so out of his mind that he could not make it to the bedroom.  Yet with Summer, things were different – they always were.  He had taken her on the kitchen table, and taken her hard because the thought of waiting one more second to make it to a bed was not something he could cope with.  He had needed her and needed her right then.
 
   Untangling himself, he moved to the en suite.  He needed a cold shower to clear his head, his body like a pathetic lapdog wanting something very different – wanting her.  The thought of rolling her over and kissing her was almost more than he could resist, the image of her eyes opening, the pleasure of seeing him there filling those blue pools most tempting. He knew how her lips would curve into that smile, how her soft voice would whisper to him ‘Good morning’ before her arms would wind around his neck, he sinking down onto her.  Cursing softly, he moved to the bathroom.  One long, cold shower coming up.  
 
   When he was finished, he moved silently round the room, dressing.  Even though he was still technically on holiday, and had finished a gruelling round of meetings the day before, he still had many more to make that day.  “Good morning”  The soft words wrapped around him, his body stiffening just hearing her seductive voice.
 
   Sighing, he paused.  During his shower, he had taken a good long look at the situation.  He was falling for Summer, falling hard.  He had to get back the equilibrium that was his life.  There was no place for her in it.  Already he had spent too long on Summer, and his business was suffering because of it.  He had a way of ending things, and he knew without a shadow of a doubt that now was the time.  That much had become clear as the icy water pounded his body.  Yet the thought of it made his stomach grow cold.
 
   He planned on speaking to her that night, to let her know that he was releasing her from their deal, but now she was awake there was no time like the present.  Taking a deep breath he once more repeated to himself this had to stop.  This slip of a girl had his stomach tied in more knots than was healthy.  When had she gotten so much power over him?  A tinge of anger coursed through him.  Was she just better at manipulation than most?  Had she set out to make him as dependent on her? Looking at her through the mirror, he straightened his tie.  Nobody, but nobody got one over him.  This ended and it ended now.
 
   “Summer.” Her eyes, closed as she lay contentedly sprawled under the sheet, opened, a happy smile flitting over her features.
 
   “Yes Vitaly?”, her soft words whispered on the most sensual purr.  He almost turned.  Almost started to remove his clothes once more, his will only just clinging on by the most tenuous of threads.  ‘Be strong… Be strong.’
 
   “I have to go back to Russia tomorrow.”
 
   Instantly, she was awake, sitting up, her hands clutching the sheet to her breasts, her eyes wide,  “I… I didn’t know.  How long are you going to be?  Should I pack?”
 
   Nodding his head, he gave her a lop-sided half-smile in the mirror, still not turning to look at her.  “You should pack, yes.”  The smile of relief which spread over her features quickly disappeared as he added, “As was our deal, my trip to this estate is over.  You should consider your debt clear and paid.”
 
   “W… What?”, was the only sound from her, Vitaly unable to look at her as he continued to play with his tie.
 
   “I will instruct my plane to take you wherever you wish to go.  It has been a pleasure spending this time with you.  I really did enjoy it, and I hope you did too.”
 
   He heard the rustle of sheets, finally looking at her.  She now knelt on her knees, her hair falling all around her, the sunlight streaming through the windows shining on her.  Dear Lord, why did she always have to look so damn good?  It was the hurt and desolation in her eyes though that really caught his attention.  The pain deep within clear as she stared at him with disbelief.  “Y… You want me to go?”
 
   Nodding, he managed a shrug.  “Summer, I will stick to our deal as you did.  A deal, like a promise should not be broken.  I asked you to stay with me while I was here, I would not expect more.”
 
   He watched as her head fell, her face twisted in concentration before she looked back at him, vulnerability clear on her as she whispered, “What if I wanted to stay with you?  What if I wanted to be by your side with no deal between us?”, her tone lowering, “What if I tell you I have feelings for you?”
 
   Vitaly froze, a lump in his throat preventing him from speaking for several seconds.  ‘Be strong, be strong’, the voice inside urged over and over, even as his body fought not to turn and drag her into his arms and never let her go.  This was an illusion.  It would end badly if he did not stop it now.  He had cared for someone before and they had let him down.  They had nearly destroyed him.  Summer would not do it too.
 
   Turning, he managed a half-laugh, “Well, I can’t have you by my side all the time.  That would cramp my style, but I would be open to hooking up with you when I was in Italy.  I come over a couple of times a year.  I could set you up in a nice place… Maybe even have you come over to meet with me sometimes if I was close enough in Europe.  I like you too Summer, like I’ve always said, you make me laugh.”
 
   Summer let his words sink in, trying to breathe as the depth of her pain rolled over.  She bit down on her lip as the sob struggled to escape her.  Isabella had told her to be brave, to tell him her feelings, but he had not cared, she doubted that he even understood what she was saying.  He was a businessman.  She was a fool to think that she could ever be anything more to him than a deal he made.  Staring down at the cotton sheet, the same sheet he just made love to her on, she could feel her happiness splintering into a thousand shards of misery, each one invisibly tearing her apart.  He wanted her gone.  She would ‘cramp his style.’  She might not be the most experienced of women, but she knew what that meant: Vitaly was bored.  Already he was looking for another woman to take her place.
 
   The face of Catriona flashed through her mind.  Perhaps he already had found someone. Perhaps the phone call the night before had been her phoning to organise when they would meet, her mind once more torturing her with how surprised the other woman had been knowing she was still there.  Perhaps she had been told by Vitaly that he was getting rid of her.  Whatever it was, it did not matter now.  The bottom line was that he just wanted her gone.  Gathering every last ounce of dignity she possessed, she managed to stand, to pull the sheet around herself, not aware of the way her shoulders slumped in defeat, the way her eyes shimmered with unshed tears, “Forgive me Vitaly, that was unfair of me.  As you said, a deal is a deal.  I appreciate the offer, but, I will pass.  I have no desire to ‘cramp your style’.  Sometimes it is better to know when you are not wanted.  I will leave immediately.”
 
   Her eyes did not meet his as she moved to the door mustering every bit of strength she had left.  “I will go to my own room.  I need to pack my bag”, her voice breaking slightly as she opened the door, pausing as she finally looked back at him.  There was no anger nor hatred on her features, just a haunted sadness.  “Goodbye Vitaly.  I do not regret this, and I wish you every happiness”, then she pulled the door open and slid out of the room she had felt so happy in.
 
   Moving quickly to the bedroom she had used the previous two nights, she stepped inside, locking the door before entering the en suite and turning on the shower.  Only then did she let it all really hit, her body slowly sinking onto the marbled tiles as her heart broke, the tears flooding from her as the hurt swamped her.  She had been a fool to fall in love with the Russian.  He had been upfront and honest and she should have known better – it was nobody’s fault but her own.  Had he been trying to let her down easily, only she was too stupid to see, instead pushing him into sleeping with her once more last night?  Letting her head fall into her arms she cried, cried till there were no more tears left.  Only then did she stand, slipping into the shower, a strange calm descending over her.
 
   Vitaly had watched her leave, gripping the table to stop himself from running after her and begging her to ignore him, to tell her that he wanted her by his side, wanted it more than he would ever have thought possible.  Pulling himself together, his lips twisted into a sneer.  What kind of man was he turning into?  Did he really expect her to care for him?  Did he think that she would understand his past? She was playing him.  He was rich and she was the daughter of a man who had made it very clear that he would like nothing more than his daughter to become his wife.
 
   What the hell?  Where did the thought of Summer as his wife come from?  She had to go, and go now before he did something rash, something he would live to regret.  Her offer to stay with him was just another way of manipulating him up the aisle.  Well he was not going to play her games.  As for her tears, and the way she had looked - so dejected, so broken, she was just a great actress.  She could never truly care for him.
 
   Pulling out his phone, checking the time, he frowned.  He had his meeting to make.  No doubt she would still be there when he got back, taking her time packing, hoping that he would change his mind.  He was sure that Salvatore would give his daughter pointers on how to extend her stay.  Frowning, his mind once more projected an image of her smiling at him.  He groaned.  Perhaps he would let her talk him into letting her stay with him for a bit longer, but most definitely on his terms.  He needed to regain the upper hand, and he would make her wait alone on the estate till he returned from his trip to Russia, just in case she was in any doubt.
 
   Summer, finished packing, placed the exquisite jewellery he had given her on the nightstand.  She had no need for his expensive reminders of how he had used her, the baubles just proof of the fact that to him she was only something he could afford to keep.  Hitching her lip once more between her teeth, she zipped up the small bag.  Everything she had in the world was now in this bag.  She could no longer stay with him and she could not go home.  Now she really was on her own, her chin lifting defiantly.  Well Summer Bianchi was more than capable of looking after herself.
 
   Descending the stairs, Rachel paused, surprise on her face, “Summer, are you going somewhere?”, confusion in her voice as Summer dragged as bright a smile as she could to her lips, her head nodding, not aware how pale she looked.
 
   “Yeah.  Vitaly is heading to Russia tomorrow, so I am heading home.”  The other woman sighed as she stepped forward, real regret in her eyes, “We will miss you Summer.  It has been a pleasure knowing you.  Maybe we will see you again.”
 
   Eying the backpack she carried, the housekeeper’s brows snapped together.  “Are the rest of your clothes being packed up and sent on?”
 
   Summer shook her head, the merest trace of a smile now on her mouth, “No.  Apparently they just get given away.  I am sure that there are many places that would make some use out of them”, her head dropping to hide the hurt.
 
   The other woman watched her intently, her voice growing softer, “Do you have a driver to take you to the airport?”
 
   Dragging in a deep breath, Summer pulled another overly-bright smile to her lips, “No.  I was just going to catch a taxi.  Don’t want to put anybody out.”
 
   Tutting, the housekeeper moved to one of the house phones.  “Like you would be putting anybody out.  I will call for a car to take you.  It is the least I can do.  Vitaly would expect no less.”  About to contradict her, Summer snapped her mouth closed.  What was the point?  Her head nodded as she managed a “Thank you.”
 
   Over an hour later Summer finally made it to the airport.  The next plane to Italy, via two other airports was not for nearly three hours, her shoulders drooping when she realised that the 18 hour trip would cost so much.  Having to pay so much out of her meagre savings would mean that she would need to find a job the moment she arrived, either that or find out how to live on the streets.  Sighing, she took a seat.  How hard could finding a job be?
 
   Home once more, Vitaly moved into the kitchen.  Rachel was finishing cleaning the stove, the smell of casserole raising his spirits.  He was starving, the meeting running too late to stop for food.  He held back the chuckle – well he could have, but he wanted to get home, he glad that he made it back for dinner.  Summer’s distraught face haunted him all day, he finally realising that he had been an idiot.  He had freaked out badly, still not sure why he had been so hard on her.  He really did not want her to go, and she had offered to stay with him, an outcome he hoped for.  So why the hell had he turned on her?  He owed her an apology, and they needed to talk.
 
   Maybe, they could move past the whole ‘business deal’, he finally prepared to admit that he and Summer had something good between them.  She seemed happy, and she had not asked for any real commitment, just to be by his side.  Was that not what he wanted?
 
   Grinning at his housekeeper, his boyish smile full of the pleasure of her cooking, he received a return one as he sniffed the air, “That smells amazing.  Has Summer eaten?”
 
   Rachel paused, her look puzzled, “Summer left this morning Vitaly.  She said that you were going to Russia tomorrow and that she was returning home.”
 
   Vitaly felt his insides drop.  Icy fingers wrapping around his throat.  She left.  She actually left.  Suddenly, his appetite seemed to desert him as he frowned.  He should have called, he should have come back earlier.
 
   “I’m sorry Vitaly.  I thought you knew”, Rachel’s features showing real concern as he finally pulled himself to his full height, nodding.
 
   “Yeah.  I knew.  I just thought she was going tomorrow, that was all.”
 
   The housekeeper nodded softly, “I made sure she had a car take her to the airport.  She was going to order a taxi, but I felt it would be better.”
 
   Giving a small smile and nod, he thanked her, the icy coldness making his insides numb.  Perhaps this was for the best.  His thoughts felt hollow.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Ten
 
   The trip to Russia had been harrowing, the problem bigger than even he anticipated.  Vitaly worked from dawn to dusk, the only silver lining being that he had little time to think of the woman whose image seemed to push into his thoughts whenever he had a moment to himself.  After a week, the hard-fought-for resolution holding, he once more found himself on his plane, pleased to be leaving his birth land.
 
   Instead of journeying to his main estate, he chose instead to return to Rome.  Over the week there was one thing that seemed to prey on his mind, one thing that had major implications for both his and Summer’s futures.  While he was not prepared to go directly to her home, he fully expected to bump into Summer at one of the many parties he would inevitably be asked to.  There, he intended to find out for sure the answer to the question he needed to pose to her.  The two of them badly needed to talk.  She must have realised that on their last night together he had not used protection.  What if she was pregnant?  He would of course step up to his responsibilities, surprised to realise that the thought of her carrying his child did not fill him with the panic that it should.  
 
   Less surprising was the way the thought of seeing her once more made his insides lighten.  He missed her, finally he was prepared to admit that much.  Perhaps, even if she was not pregnant, the two of them could discuss continuing their relationship, his body hoping that she still wanted to be with him.  He was not even averse to helping Salvatore’s business if it meant being with his daughter.
 
   He had been in his suite for less than an hour, Bruno as usual in charge of who could or could not come anywhere near his room, when there was a knock on the door.  With his heart racing he could not help but hope.  Bruno had a soft spot for Summer, he liking the woman very much and as he had never told him that she would not be welcome, perhaps she had found out he was back in town.  Perhaps she had decided to visit him.  Full of hope Vitaly opened the door to his suite, his eyes widening seeing Susan stood on the other side.  His smile disappeared seeing the look on her face, she walking into the room, anger radiating from her.
 
   “Susan?  Is everything OK?”, the note of concern in his voice finally bringing a hint of softness to her features before she scowled pushing away the moment.
 
   “No.  Everything is definitely not OK Vitaly.  Everything is very far from OK.”
 
   Immediately, he moved to pull up a chair for her, seeing how her small frame seemed to shake as she paced backwards and forwards.  As he placed a hand on her arm, she shook it off, her face turning to his, a look he had not seen since he was a small child evident.  Then he had stolen a watch from a local store.  She had been so disappointed in him he felt worthless, guilt-stricken, her look scathing.  She had only forgiven him when, on his own initiative, he took it back.  He still remembered the incident – remembered how she gave him a look of pride as she told him, “Stealing is wrong, but facing up to your wrong-doings and making things right makes you a man.”  Then he had felt ten feet tall.  Now he stood, perplexed.  What had he done?  “Susan.  Please sit.  You look angry enough to collapse.”
 
   Halting, she faced him, one finger pointing at him in accusation, “How could you be so stupid!  How could you do that to Summer?”
 
   So, Summer had gone running to Susan had she?  Well that really was low.  “I don’t know what she said to you Susan, but quite frankly what happened with Summer and I is personal and really nothing to do with you.”
 
   Giving him another withering look, she threw up her hands, once more starting to pace,  “Summer said nothing to me.  I have not even seen her.  That girl would never burden anybody with her problems.”
 
   Sighing, he moved to pour her a glass of water, “Don’t you think you are being a little melodramatic?  So we spent a few weeks together.  We both had fun, and her father might not be happy that she didn’t net herself a husband, but he will get over it and maybe even get lucky with the next guy”, his voice hitching slightly at the thought of another man laying a hand on Summer.  Why did that ugly sight make him feel sick all of a sudden?
 
   Behind him Susan snorted, “Salvatore?  Are you kidding?  The minute she took up with you he washed his hands of her.  She is no longer welcome in his home.  She has been ostracised from her own community.  As far as anybody is concerned she is dirty, and none of those overstuffed idiots want their sons marrying someone like her.  From what I have learnt she is living in some hovel and working in a bar at the moment.”
 
   The glass in his hand slipped from his grasp, clunking back onto the table, a cold vise gripping his insides.  “What?”, he managed, turning slowly around to face Susan, “She never said anything about that to me”, his voice full of the shock he felt, the memory of the last day in Orlando, her refusal to buy gifts for her family and the sadness on her features returning to him in a heartbeat.
 
   Susan waved her hand, giving him an irritated look, “Of course she didn’t.  Summer would never tell her problems to anybody.  That girl looks out for everybody but herself, she always has.  But then again, I bet you never asked how her father reacted, did you?”  The accusation stung – he never had.  “I introduced the two of you for a reason Vitaly.  I have watched you over the last couple of years, the way you seem to fall into the same cycle.  You become involved with cold and calculating women, their only interest in you based on your bank balance.  You have changed.  You used to have passion, but now you walk through life as though there is nothing good in it anymore.  I thought someone like Summer would help show you that there was still good in this world.  But no.  You take and then discard.  I know it was you who ended things, Summer would not be so miserable otherwise, the note she left telling me that she was having to take time away from the charity told me that much.  But you seem happy to continue with your manwhore ways.”
 
   Vitaly froze, pain flashing across his features as Susan stopped, suddenly aware of what she just said.  Instantly, regret crossed her features, her body folding into the chair he had pulled out for her, her voice tired and pained, “I’m sorry Vitaly.  I did not mean that.  You have put the past behind you and you are a huge success, but sometimes I think that you are still haunted by it”, a weary sigh leaving her, “You are a good man, but you are not a happy one.  I care deeply for you Vitaly, you are like the son I never had”, her look rising to meet his, “I see you lost and I wanted to help you find your way, but I think maybe you are too far down the rabbit hole if you cannot recognise that which might be your salvation – if you cannot recognise what Summer could mean to you.”  Shaking her head, she seemed to be struggling, her hand reaching for his.  “Who knows how much longer I have on this earth Vitaly?  Forgive an old woman for interfering, but it comes from a place of love.”
 
   Vitaly moved forward taking her hand, squatting down as he pulled her in for a hug.  “Where is she Susan?”
 
   The next day, Vitaly once more found himself at the home of Salvatore and Ana Bianchi.  Dragging in a deep breath he rang the doorbell.  His whole life he never considered the repercussions to his actions, only how to ensure his own pleasure.  Now, by coming here he was about to be faced with them, knowing without a shadow of a doubt that the Bianchis were not going to be as welcoming as they were the first time he visited, although he felt confident that would be temporary.  Salvatore was about to win the lottery.
 
   The housekeeper opened the door, a friendly smile on her face, disappointment crashing into Vitaly.  Despite the last information given, that she was ostracised from her home, he hoped that they would have relented when finding out she was once more alone, the memory of her opening the door the night he came for dinner making him swallow.  “Is Mr Bianchi in?”
 
   Nodding her head, the housekeeper stepped back, allowing him entry.  “Yes, Mr Bianchi is in.  Is he expecting you?”, her eyes showing that she knew that he was not.
 
   Vitaly gave her a reassuring smile.  “No.  Forgive me, but it is urgent that I speak with him.  Could you please tell him that Vitaly Antonov is here to speak with him?”
 
   The woman’s eyes widened in stunned shock, her look moving from him to the door, he knowing that not only was his name known to her, but that she was deeply regretting letting him in.
 
   Giving her his most dazzling smile he repeated, “Please.  Could you tell him I am here?  That it is of the utmost importance that I speak with him.”
 
   Nodding her head, her features now puckered up in disapproval, she moved away, heading for a door off the main landing.  He knew the minute his name was mentioned when he heard the loud bellow.  “HERE!  THAT MAN IS IN MY HOUSE!”, Salvatore’s voice carrying throughout the house, quickly followed by the sound of footsteps, the man himself appearing, his features contorted in rage, his face red as he strode towards him.  “Out.  I want you out of my house.  I opened my door to you once and like a serpent you slithered in under the guise of friendship and stole my angel from me.  Get out of my home, or I will have you kicked out.  Do not think that I will care for your bodyguards outside.  I will tear you apart with my own hands.”
 
   From another room Ana Bianchi came running out, moving before her husband, holding him back as she began to cry, “No.  Leave it Salvatore.  He is not worth it.  You will make yourself ill”, her look turning to Vitaly.  He could see the deep hurt in their blue depth, the colour so like Summer’s.  “Do you not think that you have done enough Mr Antonov?  You have torn our family apart.  You have made my daughter an untouchable.  You will tire of her and move on, men like you always do, and she will still be untouchable.  She is ruined”, her face turning to her husband, “She will always be our daughter, even though she has made such a terrible decision, but she has no idea how this has affected us.”
 
   Salvatore seemed to rally slightly, his hands moving around his wife, one hand rising to gently rub away a tear which slid down her face, giving her strength as she managed a shaky, unhappy smile back, Vitaly shocked to see how much the man he had thought shallow and a bully cared for his wife. “Please go”, Ana managed, her tone now lower, sadder.
 
   Taking a deep breath, he stood tall.  “I can’t.”  Ana’s eyes closed slowly with dread, sensing that there was going to be trouble.  However, his next words saw her eyes open wide with stunned shock.  “Mr and Mrs Bianchi.  I have come today to ask you a most important question about your daughter.”
 
   Confusion blossomed across Salvatore’s face, husband and wife looking at each other briefly, the conversation having taken a most unexpected turn.  Taking his wife’s hand, he gave a curt nod, moving towards the room he had just come from.  “You may ask.  It had better be the right question, and I am not sure that I am prepared to give you an answer”, his words stilted and still full of anger.
 
   Following closely behind, Vitaly exhaled, glad that he was still in the house.  He had not expected such anger from Salvatore, expecting him to be only too happy with the deal he was about to propose, the realisation hitting him that when it came to his daughter a business arrangement was perhaps not the best approach to make.  The man really did care for her.
 
   He found the room to be Salvatore’s office.  The desk was littered with paperwork, the room obviously not one used for show, but like his own, used as it was supposed to be.  Salvatore moved behind the large desk, pulling a chair over for his wife to sit beside him, Vitaly taking the seat across from the solid piece of furniture.  Strangely, he felt nervous, unsure, this a foreign feeling to him.  He was normally in charge, in control, not sure why his stomach felt tense.
 
   Fixing him with a solemn stare, Salvatore gestured with an open hand, “So.  You said you have something to ask… So ask”, a harshness in his voice Vitaly, aware that for the first time in his adult life, things might actually not go the way he expected.  For once he was going to have to really work hard to win over the Italian before him.
 
   Nodding, he cleared his throat, his eyes moving between the couple.  “First, may I say that your daughter has done nothing that you should view as having brought dishonour to your family.  Quite the opposite.  She is the most amazing woman it has ever been my privilege to know.  She is loyal, brave, resilient and by far a better person than I.”  His look took in the disbelief in both sets of eyes.  “Secondly, I must apologise.  I failed to understand your customs and culture, and therefore I have fallen foul of you, and I have brought shame on a woman I hold in high esteem.  Your world and traditions are very different from my own, and I know that this may not be much of an excuse, but I will endeavour to be more respectful and understanding in the future, that is if I am given the opportunity and second chance.”
 
   Pausing, he could see a slight softening in the two as they exchanged looks.  Swallowing nervously, he spoke with sincerity, “Mr and Mrs Bianchi.  When we first met, you told me that a man needs a woman by his side who he can be proud of, who will be an example to their children, and I believe that I have found that in Summer.  I would like to seek permission to approach your daughter with the intent of asking her to be my wife.  I will take care of her to the best of my abilities and will ensure that she is happy every day for the rest of her life.”  He could feel the way his palms felt clammy as silence met his words, the two remaining still, both watching him intently.
 
   Finally Salvatore stood, loudly pushing back his chair as he held out his hand for his wife to join him.  “We will discuss it”, he bit out, his tone formal, Vitaly speechless as the older man and his wife stepped from the room, leaving him alone to ponder what they might say.  Had he ever been this unsure of a result?  His hand wiped his brow.  Dear Lord, what was going on?  Any other father would have fallen over themselves to accept him as a son-in-law, Vitaly realising that by taking Summer away and having her act as his mistress, he might well have jeopardised any chance of the man agreeing to the union.
 
   For over half an hour they remained gone, the only chink of hope when the housekeeper entered carrying a tray of refreshments.  Not able to eat anything, only sipping on the ice water, he told himself this was a good sign.  If they intended to turn him down they would have just had him escorted out, wouldn’t they?  Groaning, he stood, pacing the room.  No – Italians prided themselves on their hospitality, the drinks and food were just another example of this tradition.
 
   With his nerves on edge, the door finally opened, Salvatore entering alone.  Signalling that Vitaly should again sit, he pulled up a chair to bring him closer to the billionaire.  He sat back, his eyes staring intently at Vitaly, before finally speaking, “It takes a great deal of courage to face your mistakes Vitaly.  My wife reminded me of this, as I too once sat where you are.  I too once showed disrespect for the customs of my wife’s family, and I too swallowed my pride and had to make amends.  As you say, what you did was wrong, but I suspect that you did not really consider the fallout of your actions.  You are a very rich and influential man Vitaly, and I think that you have become accustomed to having things your own way… But I see that now you do understand.  Your being here certainly shows that.”
 
   Vitaly blinked in shock, again surprised at Salvatore.  The man was far sharper than he had given him credit for, the older man pinning him to his seat with a ferocious stare.  “I am prepared to give you permission to pursue my daughter, but I have stipulations.  Your engagement will be a grand affair.  You will spend time repairing the damage you have done to her reputation, and you will ensure that she is never disparaged in any way.  If you do not think that you can do this, then consider my permission withdrawn.”
 
   Vitaly exhaled, not aware that he had been holding his breath as the man spoke, a smile coming to his mouth as his hand extended to Salvatore’s.  “I can do all of that.  I want to do all of that.  I want Summer to be happy and anybody who dares to say a bad word against her will certainly regret it, I can promise you that.”
 
   Finally, Salvatore’s lips quirked as his large hand enveloped Vitaly’s, “Then you have my blessing.  When will you speak with her?  Or have you already talked about this?  I would like to see my daughter soon Vitaly, I hope that you brought her back to Italy with you.  We could perhaps all have dinner together, discuss how best to move forward.”
 
   Vitaly frowned, his brows creased in surprise, “Summer left me two weeks ago Salvatore.  I am told she returned to Italy.  Has she not been in touch with you?”, his concern showing as the older man slumped back in his chair, hurt deep in his eyes.
 
   “She left you?”, his soft words groaned out, “And she never sought to come back home?”, his eyes closed as he muttered words in Italian.  “I was angry – I said things that I did not mean, she must have thought I did.  She is my daughter, and she is out there alone and unprotected”, his eyes rising to Vitaly.  “Did she have money?”
 
   “I am not sure.  My detectives are searching for her now even as we speak.  My understanding is that she took a job working in a bar, but my source was not able to tell me which.  I will find her Salvatore, and I will return her to you.”
 
   For the first time respect lit the older man’s eyes as he nodded before he stood, his features thoughtful.  Moving to the door he spoke to the housekeeper who seemed to be hovering nearby, “Send Isabella to see me immediately”, once more returning to sit at his chair, both men now silent, both lost in their own thoughts.
 
   The knock on the door heralded the arrival of Isabella, her eyes widening with stunned disbelief seeing Vitaly seated beside her father.  “Y… You wanted to see me papa?”, her question asked warily.
 
   “Indeed Isabella.  I have one question for you, and I expect an honest answer.  Do you know where your sister is?”  Vitaly watched as she fidgeted, her look dropping to the ground, her small shoulders shrugging.  Salvatore’s voice lowered to a deep growl, “I asked you a question Isabella”
 
   This time she did look up, her expression mutinous.  “Yes.  But she wants to be alone”, her look drifting to Vitaly.  “She certainly does not want to see him”, accusation in her words.
 
   As Salvatore made to bellow his disapproval, Vitaly caught his eyes, his expression begging for patience, Salvatore’s mouth closing, before the billionaire turned to the woman stood stiffly before him.  Unable to stop himself he smiled.  Isabella reminded him of summer.  Like her she would face down a lion to protect those she loved, he knowing that to find out what he needed, he would have to win her over not try and force an answer from her.  “Isabella, it is a pleasure to finally meet you.  Your loyalty to your sister is admirable.  I can see why she cares so much for you.”  He caught the surprise in her, her brow furrowing in uncertainty as he continued, “I only want to speak to her, to make things right.  I believe she cares for me Isabella, and I behaved very badly.”
 
   Isabella gave a small snort, her eyes full of derision, “That would be an understatement.”
 
   “Isabella!” Salvatore’s reproachful cry saw her eyes fly to her father.  
 
   “I promised Summer that I would not tell.  She is safe Papa, she is doing well.”  Her look, full of anger, once more turned to Vitaly.  “No thanks to you.  You hurt her.”
 
   This time as he heard the sharp intake of breath from the man beside him, Vitaly stood, moving closer to Isabella, she looking more nervous before finally standing straight, her small chin raised defiantly at him.  Once more he held back the small chuckle.  So like Summer.
 
   “Isabella.  I appreciate that you gave your word to Summer.  However, there are things she needs to hear from me.  Things that might change her mind.  They might make her want to return to her family… And to me.  I know your father wants her home, and I know you do too.”
 
   Her eyes flicked uncertainly to her father, he nodding his head in confirmation, a small quivering smile touching her mouth.  “Lei ti ama padre”, she whispered.
 
   Salvatore quietened as he replied, his voice suddenly husky, “I love her too Isabella.”
 
   “Isabella.  Summer loves her family more than anything in the world, she would do anything for any of you.”  Vitaly added softly, “Especially you, and because of me and my actions she feels that she is an outcast. She needs to know this is not the case.  She needs to decide what she wants to do based on all of the facts.  Give me the chance to bring her home Isabella, the chance to make her happy.”
 
   Isabella once more looked down, this time indecision stamped on her features as she savaged her bottom lip.  Finally she sighed, the sound full of capitulation, her look rising once more to meet his.  “Fine.  But she wants nothing to do with you.  You should know that.”
 
   Nodding, he smiled encouragingly at her.  “Perhaps.  But I would like the chance to make things right.”
 
   Giving the address she could be found at, Vitaly fixed the two with pleading eyes, “Please – don’t contact her yet.  Let me talk with her first.”
 
   Salvatore nodded slowly, “Bring her back to her family Vitaly.  And make this right.  You will not be given a third chance.”
 
   About to leave, Salvatore raised his hand.  “Wait!”  He leant forward, writing on a piece of notepaper.  Sealing it in an envelope he held it out.  “When you see her, give her this.”
 
   Moving from the room Vitaly nodded, an understanding look passing between both men as he placed the envelope in his pocket, “I will bring her home”, he stated determinedly.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
   Summer rushed into the bar, her large smile greeting the owner who shook his head and laughed, “You like to cut it fine Summer.”
 
   Her chuckle brought a smile to the man as she nodded.  “Yep, but I always make it Lucio”, his look following her as she grabbed a pad and moved to talk to the girl whose shift she was covering.  The job in the small bar in the tourist area had been the only one Summer could find when she first arrived.  Most others instantly turned her down given her lack of experience behind a bar.  Lucio however had asked if she could sing, needing someone to get the tourists started with his nightly karaoke hour.  The minute he heard her voice, she had been given a job, Summer learning quickly how to serve drinks.
 
   Grinning at Maria, the woman just placing a drink order into the bar, she talked with her about the customers, asking if there were any tables to be wary off.  Shaking her head, Maria chuckled, “Like you have to worry.  Most of the men who come in here take one look at you and go all googly-eyed.  You look like butter wouldn’t melt in your mouth, but many would love to find out… If you know what I mean.”  Summer shook her head, a small confused frown on her brow, Maria sighing deeply, “Damn, you are so innocent.  Why are you working here?”
 
   Summer laughed, sticking out her tongue, “Because I have to pay bills, just like you.”
 
   Maria laughed back with her as she nodded, “True.  Very true”, leaning closer to her.  “Man at table six.  Now if you ever decided to become a little less innocent, well I have a feeling he could make sure that you did not go home unhappy”, a wistful smile on her mouth.  “He would definitely make my laminated list.”
 
   Summer snorted out a laugh.  “Like you would ever cheat on Mike.  You adore that man.”
 
   Maria grinned.  “Laminated list Summer!  They don’t count”, winking as she slid the tray over to her.  “Have a good night sweetie.  Karaoke starts in ten, Lucio expects you to do a few to get the customers going”, sighing once more, “If I could sing like you Summer, I would be working in a much better place than this.  These are for table two.”
 
   Nodding, she lifted the tray, ready to start her shift.  Peering over at table six, she sighed, the occupant hidden in the shadows of the booth.  She would make him the next stop, her curiosity piqued, before another face flashed into her mind, pain once more spearing into her.  Who was she kidding?  The man could be sexier than hell and she would still not care.  If the past two weeks had shown her anything, it was most definitely that she was not interested in other men – she had certainly received plenty of offers.  He could wait his turn until she went around the tables in order.
 
   Her time in the bar always seemed to fly by.  For the five hours she was working, she was never off her feet, the comfortable flat shoes she wore a testament to her ability to learn quickly.  Grimacing, she still remembered her first night, the heels she wore a huge mistake.  While the clientele liked a pretty waitress, they much preferred one who delivered their orders quickly, her feet aching by the end of the night.
 
   Reaching table six she groaned as the karaoke fired up.  She did not like having to perform to the many customers, especially the way the men would leer at her, for some reason they taking more notice of her behind a mic than behind a tray.  Sighing, she managed a small smile.  At least she had worked out which songs were the quickest, thereby reducing her discomfort.  That plus her tips were always higher after she sang.  Turning, she smiled, “Can I get you something to drink?”, her eyes finally resting on the man alone, her tray dropping to the ground, the sound lost in the carpeting.  “Vitaly!”, her exclamation ripped from her lips.
 
   Vitaly had watched her enter the bar.  It took all of his self-control to remain at his seat.  She looked as beautiful as ever, if a little tired, her features not glowing as they usually did.  Something very sad seemed to weigh heavily on her, guilt spearing into him.  He had caused the tear in her family, and Summer loved her family and she would be missing them.  Watching her, he could not help the small acorn of hope that blossomed within him.  Maybe she missed more than just her family.
 
   His eyes never once left her as she moved between the tables, taking orders and putting them behind the bar before moving to the next table and taking their order.  When she then put that order in she would retrieve the first table’s drinks.  She was certainly organised.  Finally, he knew it was his turn, his insides tensing.  He would get her to sit with him and tell her that he had reconsidered. That he needed to talk to her in private and that he wanted her by his side.  Her look as she turned to him was full of disbelief and pain, her eyes wide as tears rushed to wash them, before she dropped to the ground to retrieve the tray which had slipped from her fingers.
 
   “Summer…”, his soft word ignored as he leant forward to help her.
 
   However, she stood, this ensuring that she moved from his reach, coldness in her look.  “Can I get you something from the bar?”, the words stilted as she tried not to look at him, confusion warring with the anger and hurt within her.
 
   “No”, he began, quickly changing his mind as she made to move away, “Wait.  I need to talk to you.”
 
   Shaking her head fervently, she managed through gritted teeth, “Sorry Sir, but I work here.  I am not allowed to fraternise with the customers”, her head lifting as she fixed him with an icy look.  “You understand.  It would be bad for business”, her tone colder.  “You understand business.”
 
   “Summer… Please, one moment.  That is all, just hear me out.”
 
   “No drink, no talk”, she responded, making to walk away.
 
   “OK”, he rushed, “Then tell me what whiskies you have.  While you do, then just listen.”
 
   Gritting her teeth, her eyes full of angry fire she began to rhyme of all of the whiskies they had behind the bar.  The list was long, Summer knowing that he was only too aware of this.  As she talked, he talked too.  “Summer, I’m sorry.  I was wrong.  I want you with me, I miss you.  Please, just let me talk to you”, she finally reaching the end of her list.  Swallowing, the two stared at each other, he fishing in his pocket and pulling out an envelope.  “Your father asked me to give you this.”
 
   This time the tears slid down her cheeks as she took the envelope, her lips quivering, eyes haunted.  Staring at it, she finally raised her look once more to him.  “You went to see my father?”
 
   He nodded. “Yes.  For you.”
 
   Huffing out a bitter half-laugh, her look became scathing.  “You have never done anything for me Vitaly.  You only do things for yourself.  Let me guess.  You found yourself in Italy and thought ‘Hey, Summer might be up for some fun.  Might be good to hook-up with her’ – is that it?  I very much doubt my father had anything nice to say to you”, her eyes looking once more at the envelope, hurt deep inside.  “He certainly did not to me.”
 
   Vitaly shook his head, his mouth opening, even as a louder voice could be heard.  “Ladies and Gents.  Welcome to the stage for our first singer of the night, our very own little song bird… Miss Summer Bianchi.”
 
   Summer’s eyes closed slowly, wishing the ground would swallow her whole.  Did Vitaly have to witness her ultimate fall?  Raising her chin as proudly as she could she glared at him, “I have work to do”
 
   His mouth snapped shut as he nodded, “I will decide which drink I want after you finish your song”, his voice softening, “I have always enjoyed listening to you sing.”
 
   Stiffly moving to the small stage, more of a cleared area in which the karaoke equipment was placed, she gave John the operator a wavering smile, seeing the way he frowned at the upset in her features.
 
   “You OK, Summer?”, his question full of genuine concern.  Nodding, she gave him the name of the song she had decided on, stepping up to the mic.
 
   “The song I have chosen today is for somebody I never expected to see again.  I hope he listens very carefully to these words.”  With that the music began, Christina Perri’s haunting song ‘Jar of Hearts’ filling the area.  Summer began to sing, the words full of meaning as she stared over at where Vitaly sat.
 
   He remained still, dread filling him.  Her message was clear, the words so suitable to how he had treated her.  He had used her, lied to her, then thrown her to the side and now here he was expecting her to listen to him, panic infusing him.  As she sang the last line, “Who do you think you are?”, her pain was stamped on her features.  Vitaly felt the lump in his throat, and lower.  His chest felt tight, like someone was ripping his heart out, their eyes colliding, holding the other’s, the distance between them full of so many emotions.  As the line ended, there was a huge round of applause, her head moving as she brushed tears from her cheeks, the connection broken.
 
   Giving a tremulous shy smile to the rest of the audience, her eyes once more landed on him, determination coming to them as her chin rose, her message clear: ‘Leave me alone’, before she stepped from the makeshift stage and talked to the barman.  He could see as the man frowned, before nodding.  She then lifted a pen and proceeded to write something, before pushing from the bar and moving into a door off the bar itself.
 
   Vitaly watched all of this, his brow furrowed, not understanding what was going on.  After two minutes when she still had not appeared, he stood, stepping to the bar.  The barman looked up at him, his eyes hardening.  “You must be the ex.”
 
   “That’s right.  Where’s Summer?”, his clipped answer receiving only a sneer from the man.
 
   “She left”, his hand pushing a folded sheet of paper towards him.  “I would appreciate you not coming back here and most definitely not harassing my employee.  This is your one and only warning.  Next time I call the police.”
 
   Vitaly grabbed the sheet of paper, his eyes scathing, “I would like to see you make any of that stick.  Trust me my friend, I would rain down more trouble on your head than you could deal with.  I would bury you and this ‘bar’”, before he spun on one heel and stepped from the dark area.  He really did not like the idea of his Summer even entering such a place.  She was an angel, a creature of light, not someone who should be contained within such a dark place.
 
   His car was waiting for him as he slid into the back seat.  Giving the address for her he knew of, knowing that it was very close, he opened up the sheet of paper and read the contents.
 
   Vitaly.  In your own words a promise is like a deal, best not broken.  You made your choice, and I would appreciate you not treating me like I am someone you can pick up and drop.  If you have any honour whatsoever, you will respect my choice and leave me alone.
 
   Slowly folding the sheet back up, he placed it inside his pocket.  How could she make a choice without the facts?  The car pulled up outside the address he had been given, his eyes flicking around the area.  It was not a good one, the thought of her living like this sending all new jolts of guilt coursing through him.  Finding her apartment was not easy, the rooms not well marked.  Finally, however, he stood outside her door.  Knocking, he waited.
 
   Summer had run from the bar, tears streaming down her face.  Lucio had been understanding when she told him her ex was stalking her.  She rather got the impression that he would have liked to take him on, but she could not bear the thought of him being hurt, either by Vitaly, who was more than capable of defending himself, or by Bruno who were never too far from the billionaire.
 
   Reaching what was now her home, she threw herself into the small studio apartment.  It was a far cry from the house she had grown up in with its middle-class finery, even if it was not to her taste.  Dropping onto the bed, which doubled as a settee, the only other furniture has been the table in the centre covered with research books, and the chair she sat on to work.  The one good thing to come out of her breakup with Vitaly had been how much work she had achieved, each time his image coming to her mind she pulling out the books and losing herself in her studies.  She spent a considerable amount of time working.
 
   Pulling the envelope from the pocket of her dress she had stuffed it into as she fled, she opened it, tentatively removing the single sheet from within.  It was her father’s handwriting, another sob rising to her.  While she was still in touch with Isabella, she had not contacted her family, her father’s cruel words and insult still ringing in her ears.  She had brought disgrace on them all, her lips quivering as she dragged in a deep breath.  Better disgrace than Isabella coming to harm.  Dropping her eyes to the words, she began to read.
 
   Dearest Summer.
 
   I am so sorry for our last conversation.  I was angry and I lashed out at you.  You are young, and you are bound to make mistakes.  As your father, I have always tried to protect both you and your sister, but there are some things a father cannot protect you from.  Your mother and I love you.  We want you home.  We miss you.  Please come home.
 
   Vitaly, has promised to give this letter to you.  Just know that whatever your decisions are, you are always welcome home.  Our only wish for you is for you to be happy in your future.  We need you back.
 
   Please forgive me.  Your loving father.
 
   A sob escaped her as she read the short note one more time.  They wanted her back.  Finally a smile curved her lips.  She could go home.
 
   The knock on the door made her jump, fear thudding through her.  The area was not the best, her hand reaching over for the large stick she kept close by.  Lifting it, she crept close, her words shaky, “W… Who is it?”
 
   “Summer, open the door or I will have it removed.”  Vitaly’s strong voice washed over her as relief then anger coursed through her.  Damn the man.  She had been very clear, could he not just go find himself some woman who was actually willing to service his needs?  It was not like it would be difficult, even Maria had been smitten by him.
 
   “Go away”, she cried back, her arms folding mutinously before her.
 
   “I will count to three, then I am kicking this damn door in and dragging you out of there if I have to”, his voice strong and determined.  “One… Two…”
 
   Huffing out an exasperated sigh, she started to unbolt the locks, opening the door to reveal the man she thought before that night to never see again.  He looked majorly pissed off, his eyes narrowing on her as she lifted her chin defiantly.
 
   “My letter was clear Vitaly”, the anger draining from her as sadness and defeat tinged her voice.  “Please respect my wishes and just go.”
 
   He surged forward, entering the small room, the hairs on the back of Summer’s neck rising with awareness having him so close to her once more, the door closing behind him.  Backing away from him, she stared up at the man she loved – the man she hated too – the warring emotions raging within her, a small strangled scream catching in the back of her throat, her small hands fisting by her side.  “Are you deaf or just plain stupid?  Why are you here?  What are you doing?  I said I was not interested, so go and find some other little playmate”, a sniffle escaping her, “I’m done.  Just leave me alone.”
 
   His eyes watched her, narrowing slightly, “Aren’t you forgetting something?”
 
   Frowning, she shook her head, “What are you talking about?”
 
   “The last night we had sex.  I didn’t use protection.  What if you are pregnant?  What if you are carrying my child Summer?”
 
   Hurt slammed into her as she shook her head.  So this was why he was here.  “I am not pregnant.  I am absolutely sure of that”, her period the week before killing the small hope she had that she had something of Vitaly she could never lose, shocking herself with the desire for it to be true.
 
   Vitaly moved even closer, a groan escaping him, his features growing almost sad as his hand cupped her jaw, his eyes following the small tear which his finger lifted from her smooth cheek, “I can’t leave Summer.  I have been such a fool.”
 
   He could see the surprise light her, her brows creasing, “I… I don’t understand”, she whispered, a moan leaving him as her eyes dropped to his mouth.  He pulled her into his arms, his mouth fusing to hers, her arms flying around his neck.  The kiss was intense, every moment that the two had been apart flowing from it.  It was Vitaly who finally pulled back, a regretful groan leaving him as he fought to control himself, holding her at arm’s length, his eyes taking in the way she seemed to be struggling to open hers, her lips red from their shared kiss.
 
   “I have something to say first.  Something you need to hear.”
 
   As though she just realised what had nearly happened, Summer groaned, her fist coming up to cover her mouth, eyes full of pain.  “Why are you doing this?”, her anguished whisper all she could manage.
 
   Pulling a small box from his coat, he dropped to one knee, her eyes widening in disbelief as he opened the ring box to reveal the ring she had admired only weeks earlier, her eyes full of stunned shock.
 
   “Summer.  I made a terrible decision.  I sent you away because I was an idiot.  Marry me.”
 
   For a moment, heat flared deep in her eyes, before they narrowed, her top teeth hitching her lower lip.  “Why?”
 
   Vitaly blinked, frowning, “What do you mean?”
 
   Taking a deep breath, she stared down at him, “Why are you asking me to marry you?”
 
   The question seemed to catch him off-guard, Vitaly rising once more to his feet, “Because we work.  We get along.  You make me laugh and I enjoy being with you.”
 
   Frowning, she shook her head, “Is that all?”
 
   He was struggling to grasp what was happening.  He had expected her to jump at the offer.  To already be wearing the ring, his look falling to it, his brows knitting together.  “Also, I can take care of you.  I can give you everything you need.  We can have a family, and I know that you will be the best mother any child could hope for.”
 
   He could see the indecision and hope deep in the blue of her eyes, her look almost pleading, “Is that the only reason?  What about how you feel?  Do you love me?”
 
   Vitaly’s mouth opened, the word wrapping around his throat, squeezing the air from his lungs.  He stared back at her, unable to speak, no sound making it past the constricting lump.  Tears rose to Summer’s eyes as she turned from him, her hands on her hips as she seemed to stare at something high on the wall.  “So you want a trophy wife.  Someone ‘suitable’ to have your children”, the words lacklustre, sad.
 
   His hands curved around her shoulders, pulling her unresistingly against him, his mouth kissing along her cheek.  “Summer.  I want us to be together.  Isn’t that enough?  I will make you happy.  Please, you have to see, together we will be unstoppable”, his hands slowly turning her around to face him.  This time when he kissed her, he was not letting go.
 
   Summer was tired of fighting him.  They had no future together, that much was clear to her.  But she could not resist him, and why should she?  After that day they would never see each other again and she wanted to feel him once more holding her.  No, she needed it with everything in her.  For weeks she had been like a robot.  Work, study, then try to sleep, this often evading her.  This would put her right back to square one, but she did not care.  Slowly she turned in his arms, her eyes full of such sorrow finding his.  He looked every bit as devastated as she did, her heart reaching out to him.  Lifting her hand, she let her fingers run along his jaw, her eyes flitting over every familiar curve.  Standing on tiptoes she brought her mouth to his, kissing him.  He moved his hands around her waist, pulling her even harder to him, “We will be good Summer, I promise to look after you, keep you by my side.  I will be the best husband to you.”
 
   Tears slid down her cheeks as she kissed him back, the passion always there between the two exploding.  Each pulled and dragged clothing from the other in their need, until her small studio was littered with discarded clothing.  When naked, they seemed to pause, both shivering before he bent down, sweeping her into his arms.  Striding over to the small bed, he placed her over it as though she were the most precious piece of china, his look sweeping down her.  “I have missed you Summer”, his words wrapping around her as she nodded, her words full of an equal honesty.
 
   “I missed you too Vitaly.  More than you can possibly know”, the tears slipping unchecked down her cheeks.  Groaning, he leant in, his tongue licking the salty wetness as she shuddered, her belly tightening as she pulled his head back to her mouth, kissing him with frantic need.  Positioning himself over Summer, he sank deeply into her, their joining once more making the two stop, as though neither wanted the moment to end.  Her eyes opened, finding his, their mutual need clear as she let her hands move around to run along his spine.  “Make love to me”, she whispered, a groan escaping him as he began moving, his body melding with hers as he thrust against her.
 
   Summer let her eyes close, giving herself over to the sensations this man always raised within her.  She arched to him as he bent to cover her breast with his mouth, his movements becoming more frenzied, her own matching his.  She shivered as the heat in her belly grew, the heat growing every second, she knowing that it was stoking itself into something huge.  Above her, Vitaly groaned, his body driving deeper into hers as his mouth claimed her lips once more, just as he jerked, slamming once more into her, his eyes opening and clashing with hers.  Summer exploded, the heat like a forest fire out of control flashing through her, her cries like his swallowed up by the other as they kissed.
 
   Finally Vitaly pulled his mouth from her, his head sinking to her neck, “Don’t leave me Summer.  Please don’t leave me”, his whispered words full of pain, the tears once more rising to her eyes, even as her hands wrapped around him, holding him to her.  As he slid from her, he groaned, his eyes once more finding hers, those eyes full of anguish, “I’m sorry.  I didn’t use protection again.”
 
   Shaking her head, she let him pull her in harder against him.  “It doesn’t matter, it isn’t a problem.  I’m on the pill now.  It will be fine.”
 
   Kissing her head again, he felt disappointment fill him as he once more whispered against her, “I would be there for you Summer.  We can have a family.”
 
   Letting her head drop against him, she could feel exhaustion dragging her down, her words now slurred, “I know you would”, before she fell asleep, safe and warm in his hold.  He pulled a blanket over them, clinging to her, before he too fell into a deep sleep, the first since he last held her in his arms.
 
   The first rays of dawn swathed the room in a dull grey, Summer’s eyes blinking open.  She felt herself wrapped in Vitaly, tears once more rising to her eyes.  Why had she not fought her need for him, why had she not let the thin walls she had erected over the weeks keep him out, instead letting him bulldoze his way back into her bed?  She was pathetic.
 
   Moving tentatively, she slid from the bed, pausing to look down at him.  He looked so peaceful, the urge to snuggle back up to him almost more than she could stand.  Gritting her teeth, she inhaled a deep breath.  Time to go.  She had to be away from there before he woke.  If he did, he would demand she be his wife, and she could not handle being a trophy wife to the man she loved while he met other women behind her back.  If he could not love her, then she had to protect herself.
 
   Quietly pulling her clothes on, she retrieved her bag, tentatively opening drawers and cupboards as she packed.  The books which littered the table were the last to go, before she stood, ready to leave.  The ring box on the floor where it had slipped from his fingers in their need to make love mocked her, she lifting it and opening the box to take one more look.  It was beautiful, a sad smile drifting over her lips as she remembered the day she had pointed it out to him.  It seemed so long ago.
 
   Closing it with determination, she used the back of her hand to wipe away the tears which blurred her vision, pulling a sheet of paper to herself as she wrote a message, placing the box on top of the paper.  Time to go home. Time to once more start trying to piece together the pieces of her broken heart.
 
   Waking up the next morning, Vitaly’s hands reached out for Summer, the light blinding from the window, the thin curtains doing little to hold back the intensity of the sun.  Frowning, his hands met nothing, he pushing himself up to look around the room.  All was still and silent, fear thudding into him.  She had gone.  The stack of books that had been strewn around the table the night before were gone too, his legs swinging over the side of the bed.  She had left, without waking him and talking to him, something inside him tearing open an old wound.  He had promised her everything, and she had left him.  He felt cold.
 
   The sheet of paper sitting almost unseen on the table, the ring box on top caught his eyes, he striding over to it.
 
   Dearest Vitaly.
 
   We both know this would not work.  We have very different expectations.  I am sure you will find what you are looking for, and I hope I do too.  I am returning home.  Please do not follow me.
 
   Summer
 
   Vitaly threw the paper down, cursing.  He was getting really sick of these notes.  
 
   That afternoon he returned to her parents’ house.  This time when the door was opened, it was Salvatore who stood, his expression sombre, though there was sympathy in his look, “She does not want to see you Vitaly.”  A deep sigh left him, “Give her some time”, his large hand moving to clap the other man’s shoulder, “Just give her time.”
 
   Vitaly stared behind Salvatore, just wanting to catch a glimpse of Summer, pain infusing him once more seeing the hallway empty.  Without uttering one word, he nodded, turning and walking away.  Away from Summer.  She had rejected him.  It was time to go.  He felt cold and dirty and something he had not felt since childhood – helpless.
 
   Closing the door, Salvatore sighed, looking at his daughter stood against the wall hidden by the door as it opened, “He looked so sad Summer.  Are you sure?”
 
   Nodding, her look fell to the ground as she fought to hold back the tears, “Yes papa.  He doesn’t love me.”
 
   Groaning, Salvatore pulled his daughter in for a hug, his hand patting her back.  “Are you sure?  When you are as rich as Vitaly Antonov then you do not feel the need to bother with what others think.  Yet he came here to smooth things over.  Why else would he do that if he did not care?”
 
   She shook her head vehemently.  “No papa.  It is like you said, he has got to the age when he wants a wife to bring up his children”, her voice growing smaller, “But I know that he is already looking at other women.  And I cannot bear that.  I want a husband who cares for me the way you care for mama.”
 
   Sighing heavily, her father huffed out a half-laugh, “I must be losing my touch Summer, because I was so sure that he was in love with you”, her head once more shaking.
 
   Thoughtfully, her father pulled her a little from him, his look intent, “There is also the damage to your reputation.  Marrying him would fix everything, nobody would dare say anything.”
 
   Biting her lip, her eyes dropped.  “I’m sorry papa.  I will leave if it’s causing problems.”
 
   Snorting, Salvatore laughed, “Like I care what others think.  You are my daughter”, his eyes twinkling, “Your sister has already given me a run for my money.  No.  If they want to make something of what happened, then they will have me to answer to.”
 
   A ghost of a smile lit Summer’s mouth as she flicked a look up to her father, “Well, I can’t think of many things more scary.”
 
   He laughed as he threw an arm around her shoulder walking with her, “Damn straight.  Ask Vitaly.  That man looked like a deer in the headlights when he came here.  I’ve still got it.”  Summer laughed as she nodded, wishing that she had been a fly on the wall, the image of Vitaly anything other than in control so foreign to her.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
   If Summer had thought that her father was joking about the damage done to her reputation, then it did not take long for her to see the evidence for herself.  Invitations to parties she had been invited to were withdrawn, some of the older families actually turning their backs on her when she entered a room.  She bore all of it with disdain, she knowing that the sons of these families were out most weekends looking for one-night stands, the hypocrisy not lost on her.  To hell with them all.  She could look after herself, and she would be a huge success despite them all.
 
   A month after returning home, she was nervous when receiving a request from Susan to meet with her in private.  Swallowing nervously, she could not help but dread the conversation with the one person she respected above all others.  Had the older woman decided that she was more trouble than she was worth?  Was her tarnished reputation causing problems with the many snooty and judgmental benefactors of the charity?  She would of course step down if asked, she would do anything to help, but it hurt.  The charity truly did give her life meaning.
 
   The next day, at the time given, she arrived at the older woman’s office.  Determined to keep up a front, she breezed in, a large smile on her face as though she had not a care in the world.  “Susan, I was surprised to hear from you”, her mouth curving into a nervous smile, “You must not have got the memo.  Apparently, I am not good for decent society”, the attempt at humour falling flat as she tried to shrug off her hurt.
 
   Susan however, gave her a matronly stare.  “Like I care about gossip and idle chitchat my dear”, her hand waving away the comments as she moved from behind her desk, pulling Summer in for a hug. “I have had to deal with these so called pillars of society”, her eyes twinkling, “And believe me, the stories I could tell you about most of them would make your hair curl.”  Summer spluttered out a laugh, the tension lessoning.  Leaning forward, Susan became more serious, “I asked you here Summer because I hold you in the highest esteem.”
 
   Summer exhaled a sigh, her smile widening her body relaxing. “Thank you”, she managed, sincerity in her tone.
 
   “Summer.  I am not getting any younger, and the charity is, as you know, close to my heart.  My doctor feels that I should be cutting back on all the work”, an indignant look crossing her weathered features, “He feels I should be gardening and cruising, or some such nonsense.  He is a most irritating man.”
 
   Summer chuckled, “Well, he is a brave man”, her voice softening, “But would it be so bad to relax a bit more Susan?”
 
   Lifting her soft hand in hers, Susan patted it, “No.  And the truth is that I have wanted to for some time.  I just had not met anybody I felt was as committed as myself”, her look rising to Summer’s.  “That is, until I met you.  How would you feel about becoming more involved with the running of the charity… With me as your mentor of course?”
 
   Summer’s mouth dropped open.  “Me!”, the word full of shock, her smile dazzling, before she seemed to pause, the happy smile dropping as she sighed, shaking her head, “I am so very honoured that you asked Susan.  But you are right.  I do care about the charity, and to have me in any kind of control would be disastrous.  You rely too heavily on donations.  If you put me in charge, given my reputation right now, then they will dry up”, her shoulders drooping sadly, “I could never do that to the children.”
 
   She felt as her hand was once more patted, Susan grinning widely, “Always putting others before yourself – that is why I want you Summer.  As for our contributors, they do it for many reasons, mostly because it is a good cause to be connected with.  Do not worry about the donations drying up.  They will keep coming.”  Winking, she stood, “Do you really think when I started that I had such a good reputation?  Far from it my dear.  I had divorced my husband – something unheard of in those days.  It did not matter that he lifted his hand to me, all that mattered was that I had ended my marriage.”
 
   Chuckling, she seemed to be reliving the past, relishing it.  “No, despite that, I held my head up and I fought for what I believed in”, she turning, voice lowering, “I see the same passion in you Summer, the same drive.  I think that you are the best fit for the continued future for my charity.  Tell me you will accept.”
 
   Standing also, Summer could not hold back her smile as she nodded, a small happy laugh leaving her.  “Yes.  If you are sure, then I would be happy to accept.”
 
   Susan moved forward, her face radiating her pleasure, gripping Summer’s hand as she shook it.  “Wonderful!  Just wonderful”, her body jerking as she clutched the younger woman’s hand tighter.
 
   Summer sensed something wrong, her arm coming around the older woman who seemed to be struggling to breathe, panic in her voice.  “Susan, what is it?  Are you OK?”, leading her to a seat, ensuring that she was sitting before pulling out her cell phone to call for medical help.
 
   Susan had turned ashen, seeming to be struggling for breath, her face pinched with pain.  Summer had not known what to do, the feeling of helplessness overpowering as she took the older woman’s hand and talked softly to her, promising everything would be fine, that help was on the way.  Within five minutes the paramedics arrived, taking one look at Susan, their expressions had been sombre, before placing her on a gurney and rushing her to the waiting ambulance.  Summer joined her, still holding the woman’s hand, still talking to her, even though she seemed to have fallen asleep.  Fear filled her, the paramedic giving her an encouraging smile.  “She is sleeping, nothing else”, relief washing through Summer.
 
   It had been a long night.  Summer sighed as she made her way to Susan’s ward once more.  Since booking in the previous afternoon, she had rarely left the woman’s side.  When she woke that morning, stiff from having slept in the uncomfortable high-winged chair, she looked over at the still-sleeping woman.  The doctors were still running tests, though they were satisfied with her readings at that moment.  It seemed less likely that she had suffered a heart attack, the doctors hoping the tests would show another reason soon.
 
   Needing to shower and change into the clothes Isabella had kindly brought to her the previous evening, she moved to the bathroom reserved for those staying with patients.  The shower definitely helped, as had the clean clothes.  Then she needed coffee, moving to the small café, which was thankfully open.  She could not stomach food, but relished the bitter-tasting drink, the caffeine reviving her.
 
   Less than an hour later, she once more entered Susan’s room.  Gasping, she froze seeing the man who now sat in the chair she had not long ago vacated.  Vitaly, asleep, Susan’s hand inside his.  She could not stop herself from drinking in every detail about the man, her insides nose-diving with the feelings churning within her.  He looked like hell.  His hair, normally well groomed, stuck out at all angles, his chin showing a day’s growth, his eyes hollow, black lines ringing them.  Part of her wanted to rush forward and find out what was wrong, the other knowing that would be a mistake.  He had come for Susan.  She knew how close the two were, closer even than she was.  Mind made up, she started to back out of the room, the door squeaking as she opened it once more.
 
   Vitaly jumped hearing the sound, his eyes opening in an instant, confusion on his features.  Seeing Summer, his mouth curved into a lazy, content smile.  “Good morning”, he whispered, before reality seemed to catch up with him, his body sitting up in an instant.  “Summer?”, the word spoken as though he could not believe she could be there in front of him.
 
   Groaning, she moved forward.  “Hello Vitaly.  Sorry, I was just leaving”, her look turning to Susan, “I know how close you are.  I should leave you together.”
 
   His head dropped, one hand rubbing his eyes wearily, “Please don’t.  Please stay.”
 
   Summer paused indecisively – he seemed lost, vulnerable, her look darting around the room landing on the other chair, her mind made up.  “OK”, she managed, moving to sit on it.  For several moments the two sat in silence, the sound not comfortable as it had been in the past, but taut, full of so many unspoken words.  Finally, unable to bear it a moment longer she cleared her throat.  “I thought you were in Russia.”
 
   His lips quirked slightly.  He did not ask how she knew, did not put her in the position of having to admit she was constantly Googling him, keeping an eye on him from afar, instead nodding his head softly, “Yeah.  I flew in yesterday, straight from Russia.  I had some meetings to attend”, his look once more turning to Susan.  “When I heard of her collapse, I cancelled everything and flew right here.”
 
   Another silence stretched between them, her eyes taking in everything about him.  His suit was rumpled, as though he had not changed.  “Have you slept?  Eaten?”, her questions asked softly, the concern unmistakable, his eyes, those dark inscrutable eyes, once more turning to her.
 
   “Sleep?  Does however long I had before you arrived count?”, his attempt at humour falling short, his head dropping as she moaned softly.
 
   “Vitaly, she will be fine.  They are not sure if it was even a heart attack now, her vitals seem too strong.  You look terrible, you don’t want to end up in the bed beside her.”
 
   “I haven’t slept well for over a month Summer.”  His anguished words were hardly a whisper, Summer tensing, fighting back the need to go to him.  He did not love her, but he did love Susan, a jolt of jealousy hitting her.  Why could he not care for her that way?
 
   “She is going to be fine Vitaly”, she repeated.  He huffed out a pained sound, his head shaking slowly, “It isn’t about Susan.  Don’t you get it?”
 
   Her eyes widened, hands twisting over each other as she stared back at him, confusion flooding her. “I… I don’t understand.”
 
   Across from her Vitaly raised his head, desolation in his look, “I have missed you Summer.  Missed you so much.”  She was stunned to see what looked like tears wetting his eyes, panic for him filling her, as without a second thought she rushed over, kneeling down between his legs, her arms wrapping around his neck.  His wound around her waist hauling her harder to him, her mouth against his throat.  He still smelled clean, his aftershave swirling around her as it always did.  Breathing in the scent of him, for the first time in weeks, she felt like she was where she needed to be, her voice muffled, “It’s fine Vitaly.  It’s going to be alright.”
 
   She could feel as he shook.  Vitaly, the man always in command of everything around him, trembled.  She felt as his head shook. “No.  How can it be?  I am so broken Summer.  I am so messed up from my own past that when I have the chance of happiness, I cannot even tell the woman I love how I feel about her.”  Summer stiffened, hope exploding deep inside her.  Was he talking about her?
 
   She could feel his tears now wetting her throat, saying nothing, knowing that he needed to talk.  “Susan is the only person in the world who ever gave a damn about me”, his voice breaking.  “I never even told her how much she means to me.”
 
   Kissing the side of his head, she made small soothing noises against his skin.  She had never seen this side of him, she holding him tightly, none of his many barriers up, his every emotion laid out for her to see.  Clinging to her, he whispered over and over, “I’m sorry.  So sorry.”
 
   Finally as he seemed to calm down, the trembling in his body lessened.  Pulling her arms from his neck, her hands cupped his cheeks as she sat back to look into his distraught features.  Her eyes met his, her breath stalling as she surged forward, her mouth fusing to his.  She felt the surprise in him, before he groaned, his lips parting to deepen their embrace.  At that moment there was only the two of them, two souls who needed to be one, who needed each other.
 
   “You two should get a room”, the weak voice pushed into their brains, the two pushing away from each other, both staring over at the woman on the bed, her eyes open, her head on one side looking at them.
 
   “Susan!”  Both cried her name at the same time, both turning their attention to her.  Now Summer could feel the tears slide down her own cheeks, tears of relief as her fingers entwined in the older woman’s.
 
   Frowning, Susan stared at Vitaly.  “What on Earth are you doing here?”, her voice almost chiding as he laughed softly.
 
   “What do you think I’m doing here?  When I heard that you were ill, I came right over.”
 
   Her frown deepened, she seeming perplexed, “Why would you do that?”
 
   Summer was unable to stop her lips twitching at the reproach in her voice, Vitaly looking over at her as he finally smiled, “Because I love you, you cranky old broad.”
 
   This time Susan huffed out a weak laugh, her eyes twinkling as she lifted her hand and gently patted his cheek.  “I know that.  But less of the ‘old broad’.”  Her eyes moved to Summer “And why are you here?”
 
   Summer’s eyes widened.  The attack must have wiped part of her memory.  “I was with you when you collapsed.  Don’t you remember?  I came in the ambulance with you.”
 
   Sighing softly, the older woman shook her head, “No.  I don’t remember that.  Why were you with me?”
 
   Summer chuckled, “You asked me if I was interested in taking over the running of the charity one day.”
 
   Staring back at her, Susan nodded, “Yes.  I was going to ask you”, her look full of curious interest now, “What was your answer?”
 
   “Well, you said that you would mentor me, so I said yes.  But I am not interested if you plan on just dumping everything on me without the right training.”
 
   This time Susan laughed, the sound a little stronger.  “Such a hardnosed little madam”, her look sliding to Vitaly.  “See why I picked her?”
 
   This time Vitaly smiled back, his eyes full of warmth, “Yes, I absolutely do.  And you are, as always, right… About everything.”
 
   Looking between the two Summer felt that there was more to the words than simply about her new role, shaking the feeling off as Susan gave out an impatient huff,  “So, what are they saying?”
 
   Shaking her head, Summer flicked a look at Vitaly before letting them know what little she knew, and it was very little indeed.  “They ran tests, but we are just waiting for the doctor to come around.  I am sure he will be here soon.”
 
   Patting Susan’s hand Vitaly stood, his hand reaching out for hers, Summer suddenly aware that she still knelt on the floor.  Placing her in the chair he just vacated, he moved to the door.  “Let me go find him.  See if I cannot hurry the man along”, Summer holding back the small laugh.  Poor doctor.  She really hoped the man had answers – a pissed off Vitaly was not something the doctor wanted to have to deal with.
 
   Summer’s eyes were pulled back from the door where they had followed Vitaly by Susan shifting slightly on the bed. “Are you two back together?”
 
   Opening her mouth to refute the idea, no sound came out as she frowned, remembering his words, ‘I lost the woman I loved’.  Was he talking about her?  She could not think of anybody else.  Sighing, she shrugged, her lips twisting in a sad half-smile. “Honestly, I don’t know Susan.”  Weariness filled her, the need to share with somebody overwhelming.  “I love him, and I think he loves me.  But I am not sure that is enough.  Something seems to be holding him back, and until he deals with whatever it is, then I am not sure that he can really allow himself to love me back.”
 
   “Oh Summer!”, the younger woman’s eyes lifted to meet those of the woman laid on the bed, “Of course he loves you.  I have never seen him look at another woman the way he does you.” A sigh left her, “But you’re right.  He has his demons, but it is not my place to say what they are.  Give him time to open up dear girl.  He is worth it, I promise you that.”
 
   Vitaly had left the room, needing to be away, his insides churning with all the feelings swirling within.  Seeing Susan laid in bed had shaken him, his mind returning once more to another woman, a woman he had cared for and ultimately lost.  He did not want to lose her too.  However, seeing Summer again brought back all the feelings he had been fighting for a month.  For that time he had moved in an almost dream-like state, working until he was tired enough to sleep, then finding it elusive, his dreams filled with her image.  When he had woken and seen her there, for a moment they were back in Florida, her face the first thing he woke to.  Damn but he missed that.  Why could he not move on from this woman?  And why did she look as broken as he felt?  She had been the one to reject him.
 
   Striding down the corridor, his eyes fell on the white-coated man moving towards him.  Stepping before the man, causing him to pull up in surprise, he fixed the doctor with a determined look, “I am looking for information about Susan Worthington.  Do you have any details?”
 
   The man looked surprised, a frown coming to his features, “And who might you be?”, his voice firm.
 
   “My name is Vitaly Antonov.  I am a friend…”, the rest lost as the doctor gave a gruff laugh, side-stepping Vitaly as he continued walking down the corridor.
 
   “Ah, the son.  I am on my way to her room now.  Join me.”
 
   Scowling, Vitaly stared at the man’s back before quickly catching up with him.  “I am not her son.  She is a good friend of mine.”
 
   Now the doctor gave him a more understanding smile.  “Son, just because she didn’t give birth to you does not mean she doesn’t look at you that way.  In my experience it is best just to agree with the woman.  Life is easier that way.”
 
   Vitaly shut his mouth with a snap.  What was it with this country and fatherly men?  And how did this man know Susan so well?  By now the doctor was pushing the door of the private room open, his features becoming more sombre.
 
   Susan and Summer both turned as the door opened, Summer hearing the groan which left the older woman as her eyes widened, “Clive?  What are you doing here?”
 
   Stepping closer the doctor seemed to almost glare at her, “I came when I heard that my patient, the very one that I ordered to rest not two weeks ago, collapsed after spending those two weeks touring and fundraising.”
 
   Vitaly was stunned to see the way Susan seemed to almost blush.  Susan was not the kind of woman to do that, his look turning once more to the doctor, Clive, stood over her.  Interesting.  Looking down at the chart, Clive huffed out a sigh.  “When are you going to start listening to me woman?  Am I going to have to watch over you every hour of every day?”
 
   Susan lifted her eyes, now humour deep in them.  “Perhaps you should”, a laugh finally leaving the doctor, his head nodding, his voice softer.
 
   “Seems that is the only way to make sure you put your feet up”, the other two in the room aware of the way the older man and woman stared at each other.
 
   Coughing, Vitaly stepped closer.  “How is she?”
 
   The doctor turned to him as though he had forgotten there were others in the room.  A smile came to his features as he flicked his look between Vitaly and Susan.  “As I told you two weeks ago, you are exhausted.  You came home after what I am sure was a strenuous tour and then the sudden relaxation just sent your body into shock”, his voice hardening, “So I am ORDERING you to rest.  Take a holiday, enjoy the beach, read a book, do whatever you like.  But relax.”
 
   In the bed Susan snorted out a contemptuous sound, “Easier said than done.  I would be bored.”
 
   Now Clive growled, “You are a hopeless woman Susan Worthington.  You always have been.  But for once in your life, listen to me.”
 
   Susan pouted as she shrugged, “Fine. But I am not going to sit on some beach.”
 
   Clive moved closer, his hand taking hers, both Summer and Vitaly watching with wide eyes as the older woman stared back at him, her features softening, both suddenly feeling that they were intruding, Summer the first to rise.
 
   “Well.  I better go.  I will come back tomorrow Susan.  If you need anything then let me know”, walking towards the door.
 
   Vitaly watched her, uncertain what to do.  The thought of her leaving again filled him with the strangest panic.  His head snapped up as Susan called to him, “Vitaly dear.  Summer came in the ambulance with me.  Could you drop her home?  She doesn’t have a car here.”
 
   Summer stared at him, a strange fear in her eyes as she shook her head, “No… It’s fine.  I can grab a cab.  I… I don’t want to put anybody out.”
 
   Vitaly however gave Susan a large grin, thanks in his look as he once more turned to Summer, “You aren’t putting me out.  Least I can do is give you a lift.”  Unable to argue, Summer managed a weak smile, thanking him as the two moved silently out of the room and hospital together.
 
   Sitting in the car, both were silent, the air full of so many unasked questions.  Looking out of the window, each second taking her back to her own home, each one ultimately once more away from Vitaly, she felt hollow.  The feel of a hand taking hers made her jump, her body spinning around finding him looking at her.  “Summer, can we talk?”
 
   She bit down on her bottom lip, indecision clear in her features, before she turned once more to him.  “What did you mean back in the hospital?”  He frowned, not sure what she was talking about, Summer releasing a weary sigh, “You said ‘I cannot even tell the woman I love how I feel about her.’  What did that mean?”
 
   Vitaly stared back at her, dread on his features before he seemed to make a decision, his head nodding softly.  “You really want to know?”, her head nodding as he leant forward, talking quickly in Russian to his driver before sitting back once more.  “OK.  But we talk at my hotel.  This is private”, his eyes pleading with hers as she opened her mouth to protest.  Closing her lips once more, she gave the faintest nod.  If ever there was a time for a leap of faith, this was it.
 
   The journey to his hotel was made in silence, lasting only another five minutes, the couple moving up the elevator in the same hushed quiet.
 
   Only when they entered his suite and were finally alone did he turn to her.  She had never seen him so vulnerable, allowing him to entwine his fingers with hers as he pulled her into the living room, dragging her down onto the antique sofa, his hand never leaving hers, his look averted.
 
   “What I am about to tell you is the truth, because I need you to understand my past.”  Summer felt her insides swell.  He was opening up to her.  That could only mean he cared.  Taking a deep breath, his body seemed to slump, sadness falling on him.  “When I made my millions, I created a past for myself to hide my true origins.  Believe me, I spent a great deal of money making it sound feasible.  To all those overstuffed snobs out there, I was old aristocracy.  It made dealing with them easier.  If they thought that I had the right breeding then I was someone they could deal with”, bitterness deep in his voice, “But it was all a lie.  I never knew my father.  My mother was a junkie who paid for her habit the only way she could.  I suspect my father was one of her customers.”
 
   She saw the way he flicked a brief glance to her, his eyes looking to see if she was judging him, the fact that he thought she ever would tearing at her.  However, she only squeezed his hands to encourage him to continue, his voice dull, “She was an addict, and she was a prostitute.  She tried to look after me, but she was sick.  She couldn’t look after herself, never mind a kid.  I had to grow up damn fast, and I had to look after us both.  By the time I was six, I was stealing and by the time I was ten, I was a professional pickpocket.”
 
   She could hear the contempt for himself in his voice, as she whispered gently, “What happened to your mother?”
 
   The flash of pain in his face made her regret her words, he growing silent as though pulling himself together.  “When I was nine, she died of an overdose.  I found her.”
 
   Summer moaned, unable to stop herself from leaning in closer to him.  His arm moved around her, as though holding her gave him strength.  “I am so sorry Vitaly.  That must have been awful.”
 
   His head nodded against her.  “Yes.  She was the only thing I had Summer.  And she left me.”  He dragged in a long breath, steadying himself.  “There is not much in the way of child services in Russia, and I found myself on the streets, scavenging and stealing to survive.  My mother put drugs before me, and because of that I was on the streets.  It’s not a nice place for a kid.  It’s full of monsters who try to prey on vulnerable kids and I nearly fell into their traps a few times.  And maybe one day I would have…”
 
   Tears filled her eyes.  Tears for the little boy, lost and alone, “You must have been so angry at your mother”, she murmured against him.
 
   For a moment there was silence once more before he shook his head.  This time his eyes met hers, “No.  I was never angry at her.  I loved her Summer.  I loved her with everything in me.  I was hurt and angry that she left.  I felt abandoned – but I never stopped loving her.”
 
   Summer felt her lips quiver, her hands holding his tightly as he frowned, his expression both hurt and thoughtful before a small sad smile touched his mouth.  “One day I dipped the pocket of a lady, her friend catching me and holding me.  I thought I was done for, that I would end up in jail, but the woman knelt down and looked at me.  She took back her purse and opened it and pulled out what to me was a lot of money.  She tucked it into my pocket and told me that I should always have something for emergencies.  Then she asked if I was hungry”, his look now gentle.  “I tried to steal from her and instead of punishing me, she fed me.  Just like you did to Jenny. Then she took me to a home she was setting up and promised me that I could live there, free of charge, with clean clothes and food on the table, and the opportunity to go to school.”
 
   “It was Susan wasn’t it?”
 
   Summer’s question brought a smile to his mouth, his head nodding gently, “Yeah.  I wondered what her angle was, but then realised that there were really people in the world who just cared.  People like you and Susan.  She saved me Summer, and I never told her that… Or told her how much I cared for her.”
 
   She smiled, her eyes warm, “She loves you too.”
 
   She could see as he swallowed.  “I loved my mother.  I used to tell her that all the time”, his tone adopting that of a small child, “’I love you mamma’, I would tell her”, Summer hearing the pain in his voice, “But she still left.  I felt that she abandoned me and I promised that I would never love someone that way again”, this time his head lifting, hurt clear in his eyes.  “I felt if I told someone I loved them, then they would leave me, abandon me.  But it all went to hell.  When you asked me if I loved you, I couldn’t say the words Summer.  It choked me.  Then the next morning you were gone.  You abandoned me anyway.”
 
   She shook her head, “No….”, his hands gripping hers tightly.
 
   “I felt like that nine-year-old boy again, only this time it was worse.  This time you really had left, put me to the side…  My mother died – leaving was out of her control, but you walked away.  Somewhere on this earth was a woman who had rejected my love - or at least that is how I felt.  Then I started to realise that perhaps I drove you away.”  His other hand ran nervously through his hair as he seemed to be struggling to put his thoughts into words.  “When I saw you today, I knew I loved you.  I knew that you loved me, and I could not understand why I was so broken that I could not tell you how I felt.”
 
   Tears filled her eyes, “Y… You love me?”
 
   Vitaly looked at her in surprise, as though she should have known, his voice softening, “I have always loved you.  From the moment you walked away from me on a dance floor, I have been madly in love with you.”
 
   A sob broke free of Summer, her hand lifting to caress his cheek, “I was so madly in love with you Vitaly.  The thought of being with you, and not having you feel the same way tore me apart.  I thought that perhaps it would be enough, that just being with you would be enough.  But then I knew that eventually if you did not love me you would get bored with me and you would find other women.” Her voice broke, as his hand covered hers, their eyes locked together, “I could not bear that – knowing you were with someone else.  It would have destroyed me.  I ran because I wanted to protect myself, but I have been dead inside every day we have been apart.”
 
   He stared back at her as though she were crazy, his dark eyes wide, “How could I ever look at anybody else?  There is only you Summer.  I have only ever loved you.  You are so deep inside me that being apart has felt like my insides were torn out.”  His mouth curved, his voice full of awe, “I was such a coward to send you away the way I did.  And I hated myself for it.  I told myself that you were only trying to trick me into some marriage for my money, but I knew.  Deep down I knew that you were not like that.  When you told me you wanted to stay with me with no deal, I wanted to wrap you in my arms and never let you go.  But I was so messed up that I just turned on you.”  His voice grew quieter, “I’m so sorry Summer.  Can you forgive me?  Can you give me the chance to show you that I will only ever love you?”
 
   Summer could not manage words, her eyes shimmering with tears as she nodded her head jerkily.  He leant forward, his mouth taking hers, the kiss hard, needy.  She kissed him back, opened to him, showed him just how much she loved him.  He had let down his barriers, had shared everything with her, Summer feeling lighter than she had in months.  He truly loved her, they actually had a future together.
 
   Her arms flew around his neck, as his scooped her up, walking with her to the bedroom.  There was no more need for words, now they needed to connect on a very physical level, his kiss gentle as he held her against him.  Reaching the bed, he placed her almost reverently onto it, still clinging to her, his mouth sliding down her cheek to her ear, sucking in her earlobe as she shivered, “I love you Summer Bianchi”, his words tickling the fine hairs as she quivered, the electric tingles sliding down her arms.
 
   Opening her eyes their looks collided, a soft purr leaving her lips, “Then show me”, she murmured, his mouth curving into a grin.
 
   “Yes ma’am.”  He kissed her once more, this time with intent.  They had been apart for a month, and his body yearned to be deep inside her.  With expert fingers, he began undressing her, Summer doing the same to him, clothes flying around the room, neither caring.  When naked, the raw need seemed to morph into a gentle serenity, Vitaly laying alongside her, his eyes skimming down her perfection.  “I have dreamt of you in those moments I actually could sleep”, his words musing, sincere.
 
   Lifting her hand, her fingers caressed his cheek, “And I you.  So much.”  With a grin, his head bent, his mouth covering one nipple, a gasp leaving her mouth as she arched to him, her lips curving into a return smile.  “Two can play that game”, Vitaly groaning as her hand slid along the hardened length of him. Then all fun fled the two as the hunger for the other returned.  As he sucked her, she caressed him, her hand stroking him just the way he liked.    When his fingers slid between her legs, she parted willingly for him, his teeth nipping her as she jumped and writhed.  Her head spun with the intensity of the sensations rising within her body, just as he groaned, his mouth once more finding hers, his body moving from her, removing her hand from him, his voice shaky “Too much baby” the words breathed out in a ragged pant.
 
   Her mouth curved into a smile, only to shape an exhaled ‘O’ as his mouth fell to kiss down her neck, his fingers delving deeper into her body, her head falling backwards.  Now he allowed himself to explore her, almost as though he needed to remind himself of her soft curves, the way her breasts hardened into needy beads as his tongue slid along her skin, or the way that same skin broke into goose bumps as he licked down the hollow of her belly, following the seam.  Damn but she was beautiful, and so responsive.  
 
   As he kissed his way down to the heat of her, his body moved too, until he was knelt between her legs.  His hands slid along her inner thigh, pushing her legs wider apart, his greedy eyes drinking in the sight she made, the aroused scent of her drugging as his head moved forward, his tongue gliding along her.
 
   Summer gasped, the sound full of barely controlled need, stars exploding behind her eyes, his tongue and still exploring finger raising her high, her hips moving with a will of their own.  Every time with him was better than the first, her eyes opening as she looked down her body.  He was looking at her as he licked and sucked her, those beautiful eyes full of love, that look almost throwing her over as she bit her lip.  She was so close, she could feel it, but she wanted him part of it, wanted to feel him holding her, enveloping her, her body writhing out of control to have him on her.  
 
   This was the man she was meant to be with, body and soul, her body demanding everything from him, promising him everything in return.  “Please Vitaly”, her breathed-out words making him groan against her skin, before his head lifted, a similar need clear in his look.  Sliding back up her length he captured her mouth, silencing her pleadings.
 
   Raising himself, Vitaly lay over her, one arm sliding under her waist lifting her hips higher as he balanced on one forearm.  “I love you Summer” his words full of honesty as his mouth took hers.  
 
   With no more warning he surged forward, filling her, the angle making her feel every inch of him, her fingers digging into his arm as she clung to him, her gasp swallowed up by him.  He thrust deeply into her body, his own needing her with an intensity that he only ever experienced with Summer.  She was his soulmate, his angel.  He could sense the same urgency in her, her hands trembling against him as were his.  He could feel the heat clawing at him, the need for release, fighting it with everything in him.  As she stiffened, her mouth was ripped from his, her head flying back, hearing the cry of ecstasy leave her, her body clamping down on him.
 
   With almost a sob of relief he let go and flew with his angel, his hand reaching for hers, entwining their fingers as they both climaxed together, both feeling the swooshing in of blackness, the experience intense.  Then they stilled, only the sound of their laboured breathing filling the space, Vitaly lifting his head to look down at her, watching as her eyes opened, warmth and love and a satiated heat deep within.  She truly was perfect.
 
   He felt her fingers twitch in his hold, as she locked her look with his.  “I love you”, those three words making him smile back.  Groaning, aware that he still lay over her, he slid to the side, pulling her into his embrace, his mouth kissing her head with adoration, the two content just to remain peacefully in silence for several seconds.
 
   Lying in bed, his arms held her tightly as though he were afraid if he released her she would evaporate into smoke.  Vitaly nuzzled Summer’s hair, his voice gentle, “You do of course realise that now I get to keep you.”
 
   Chuckling, she looked up at him, her eyes no longer dull, but shining brightly, “Is that a fact?  Not sure that is legal.”
 
   Grinning back, he kissed her mouth reverently, “If you can get away with making up laws about shooting stars, I can do the same”, this time the two of them breaking out into laughter.
 
   As they once more grew quiet, she stared up at him, real sincerity in her eyes.  “I would like that”, her words making him groan as he held her gaze with his, a wealth of emotions flying between the two.  This was right, this was meant.
 
   Throwing back the covers, Vitaly stood, moving quickly from the bed, Summer staring after him, her brows knitting together as she watched him open his briefcase.  Not able to see what he retrieved, she looked back at him questioningly as he once more joined her in bed, his finger resting on her lips before she could shape the question in her eyes.
 
   Taking a deep breath, his look was intent as he leant over her.  “Summer, you asked me once why I wanted to marry you.  And I gave you every answer I could think of except the truth.”  Laid on the bed, her eyes were wide, as she stared back at him, her lips curving slightly into a smile as she remained silent.  “I love you.  That is why I want you to marry me.  I love you with everything in me”, his hand lifting as she once more saw the ring box he had produced in the small studio where she lived.  Opening it, his eyes showing how nervous he was, he lifted the delicate ring from its cushion, holding it out to her.  “Marry me Summer.”
 
   This time she smiled, pleasure and happiness radiating from her as she lifted her hand to allow him to place it on her finger. “Yes”, her only answer, as tears of joy wound down her cheeks, her arms wrapping around his neck as she dragged him down to kiss her.  Her heart burst with the love she had for this man, and her body yearned for him too.  Right now she could have both and after so many months apart she planned to.
 
   It was hours later that hunger finally forced them out of bed.  Although Vitaly was still not ready to let her go, he clinging to Summer as though letting her go might cause her to vanish into thin air.  Ordering room service, the two cuddled up on the settee, wrapped only in the free plush housecoats provided.  Nibbling on some of the sandwiches from the platter sent up, Summer giggled, looking up at her fiancé.  “This is indulgent, it is midday and we are not even dressed.”
 
   Leaning in to take a bite of her sandwich he chuckled back.  “Oh I am very much enjoying this.  Excess is sometimes very healthy my love”, the word now seeming to slip easily from him.
 
   Purring, she released a satisfied sigh, her hand extending to admire her ring, “Are you planning on spending all day and night enjoying your excessing?”
 
   Vitaly almost choked on the piece of sandwich he had stolen, his head shaking against her.  “Are you kidding?  I plan on having you home nice and early young lady.”
 
   Summer’s head flipped round in surprise, “Really?  And what brought that on?”, her mouth pouting softly, “Have you grown tired of me already?”
 
   Grinning, he kissed her mouth, his head shaking.  “Absolutely not.  But according to your father I don’t get a third chance, and that sounds even worse than a third strike – and by the way I still have no idea what that means.  So I am going to play by the rules.  I will have you home nice and early like a good responsible fiancé should.”
 
   Summer’s features scrunched up into the most adorable laugh before she brought herself under control, her eyes full of laughter.  “Vitaly Antonov.  Are you afraid of my father?”
 
   Laughing once more as he nodded, “You’re damn right I am.  You have no idea what he put me through just to ask permission to marry you.”
 
   Snickering, she nodded, “Yeah, he mentioned something about that”, her tone softening, “I really appreciate that you did that Vitaly.”
 
   Kissing her again, he leant in and picked up another sandwich, Summer thoughtful, “We should tell them together”, feeling as his head nodded against hers.  Jumping up, she ran over to where her bag had been dropped, retrieving her cell phone from it before joining him again, seeing the surprise in his eyes.  Flashing him a big smile, she quickly rang a number.  “Mama”, pausing as her mother started to talk.  “I will be home for supper.  I am bringing a friend”, her eyes meeting his full of mischief as she laughed.  “Just a friend.  Is it OK if they stay for dinner?” He shook his head, his mouth widening into a smile as she laughed repeating that it was just a friend before hanging up.  “My parents are expecting you for dinner.”
 
   Grinning, his arms wrapped around her waist.  “Just a friend huh?”, her squeal of happiness filling the area, before his mouth kissed along her shoulder.  “Fed and watered and with four hours to kill.  What would you like to do?”
 
   Standing, allowing her robe to fall off her shoulders, Summer began walking back to the bedroom, her head turning to look at him, an impish smile on her face.  “Not sure.  Any suggestions?”
 
   Groaning, he too leapt to his feet, moving swiftly after her.  “Now that you mention it, something did just come up”, her laugh heard as he kicked the door shut.
 
   At six that evening, Vitaly found himself stood on the doorstep of Salvatore and Ana’s home once more, strangely nervous.  He held Summer’s hand as she rang the bell.  As the door opened, Ana’s voice was full of a lilting laughter, her first sight being Summer.  “For goodness sake dear, why on earth did you ring?”, her eyes widening seeing Vitaly stood holding her hand.  “Vitaly!”, her voice full of shock before she seemed to remember herself and stood back, allowing both to enter.
 
   Leading the two into the living room he had only briefly seen when Summer first sang, he could hear her talking, “Salvatore, Isabella, your sister has brought Vitaly to visit”, just as they too entered the room.
 
   He could see the way the three in the room stared, their eyes flicking briefly to each other as though one of them would be able to explain what was going on.  Smiling, he stepped forward to shake hands with Salvatore.  “It is good to see you again Sir”, his tone respectful, as the older man shook back, nodding.
 
   “You also Vitaly, very good”, before he cleared his throat.  “So, what brings you back to Rome?”, his look flicking to Summer, as though the answer was clear.
 
   Smiling, his head dropped slightly as Summer stepped closer to him, her features glowing with happiness as she extended her hand to show off the ring which sat on her finger.  “We are getting married.”
 
   Immediately, everybody broke into exuberant noise, the three rushing forward to wish the happy couple well, Salvatore, nodding at Vitaly, his eyes showing his pleasure.  “About time you two got your act together”, his rumbled laugh making the couple look at each other before bursting into laughter.
 
   Vitaly nodded his head, “Yes Sir – as you say, about time.”
 
   Dinner was a festive occasion, the five chatting amicably.  Even Isabella seemed to soften to Vitaly, her warning of ‘Don’t you dare hurt my sister’ met only with Vitaly pulling her in for a hug, she unable to hold back the laugh as she grinned at Summer.  “He will do, I guess”, an understanding falling on the two.
 
   “So Vitaly.  What are your plans?”, Salvatore’s booming voice was more businesslike as he fixed him with eyes full of meaning.
 
   Smiling over at Summer he answered.  “I thought that we could have a big engagement party.  Perhaps next week – invite everybody”, his voice softening seeing the way Summer frowned, his hand covering hers, “It might also be a good time to tell them that you are going to be Susan’s successor as head of the charity.  Will kill two birds with one stone.”
 
   The argument on her lips at the thought of having such a big event morphed into a small ‘oh’ as she frowned before giving him a dazzling return smile. “You are so smart”, her head turning to chat animatedly to her mother as they began talking about what needed to be done.  Salvatore, however, only smiled, his eyes meeting Vitaly’s, approval deep within.
 
   “What about the wedding?”, Isabella asked, this time Summer jumping in before he could say a word.
 
   “No big wedding.  Something small and intimate”, her eyes daring Vitaly to say anything, he grinning back as he nodded.
 
   “If that is what you want”, his eyes full of the devotion he felt for her, Summer sinking into his look as she nodded.
 
   “It is.  Maybe somewhere warm, with theme parks nearby… With alligators in the background.”
 
   Laughing, he nodded, his eyes sparkling, “You are obsessed with those creatures”, grinning seeing the look of confusion from the rest of the room.  “I have an estate in Florida.  Summer and I were there on… holiday”, he noticing the brief look of disapproval from Salvatore before quickly continuing, “I think it would be a wonderful place for the wedding.  I could fly everybody out there, and perhaps organise a week or two holiday.”
 
   By now Isabella was almost jumping up and down in her seat, her eyes flashing with joy “Florida!  Oh papa!  It would be perfect!”
 
   Salvatore gave out a laugh, his head nodding, “It does indeed sound perfect.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
   One month later, holding her father’s arm, Summer moved down the red carpet.  The sun shone in the Florida afternoon, the water behind the gazebo – erected especially for the wedding – shimmering, her mouth widening noticing the way an alligator as though hired for the event floated nearby.  Squeezing her hand, her father looked down lovingly, “You will be very happy Summer.  You are marrying a good man.”
 
   Feeling the lump in her throat, all she could do was nod in agreement.  She really was.  There were less than fifty chairs, filled with close friends, in a series of rows, the carpet flowing down the middle.  Giving Susan and Clive a smile, she waited.  
 
   The engagement party had made Summer nervous – she truly believing that nobody would come given her tarnished reputation.  However, Vitaly had shaken his head, his tone sure, “They will be there”, she stunned to find that he was right.  As though nothing had happened, she was once again back in favour, her eyes seeking Vitaly’s, her look full of bemusement.  He had laughed, winking at her as he mouthed ‘Go do your thing’, this bringing a huge smile to her face.  Vitaly did not expect her to give up everything to be a good wife and mother, in fact he seemed proud of her achievements.
 
   When Susan had arrived, Clive her date, the two grinned at each other.  There was definitely something happening between those two, both knowing that the kindly but firm doctor was more than capable of handling Susan.  He would definitely be good for her.
 
   Pulling her from her thoughts, the music began playing, Summer dragging in a deep breath before moving forward, Isabella behind fussing over the train of her dress.  She felt happy and beautiful – like a princess.
 
   Waiting at the gazebo, Vitaly peered over at Dan, his best man.  Dan grinned, his ‘Dead man walking’ comment only making him shake his head.  As the music began, he turned to catch his first glimpse of Summer, his breath hitching seeing her.  She looked angelic dressed in white, the sun illuminating the strands of her hair.  She always did have an ethereal quality about her, and now, glowing with happiness, she took his breath away.  How had he gotten to be so lucky?  She had taken a man devoid of real feelings and with her gentle soul and fiery spirit filled him with life.  He loved her, and she loved him, of that he had no doubt.  Finally love was not something that needed to be avoided, and he was worthy of it.  He had to be, his angel certainly thought so.
 
   Salvatore placed her hand in his, Vitaly leaning in to tell her how beautiful she looked, her eyes sparkling as she allowed her eyes to slide down him, that look one which made his blood boil.  His innocent little Summer was most definitely growing into a sensual vixen.
 
   As the minister finished the ceremony, all in attendance ‘awwing’ as the couple exchanged vows they had written themselves, he was finally allowed to kiss her, the sound of clapping not heard as he pulled his wife into his hold, she clinging to him before pulling back, a giggle on her lips.  He loved her laugh.  He loved how she made him laugh.
 
   Moving down the aisle hand-in-hand, he leant in to her, “So, how soon do you think you might want to make your father a grandfather?”, her eyes meeting his full of fun.
 
   “I’ll get back to you on that one, get my people to talk to your people, see what kind of a deal we can come up with”, his laughter bubbling up within him.  She was certainly the best deal he ever made.
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